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  This novel is dedicated to my wife, to my family, 


  and to those who've supported me by buying


  my first book, and/or giving me feedback. This


  book wouldn't exist without you all.


   


   




   For two years, my life deep in the woodlands far beyond the kingdom of men was one of peace.  I raised my daughter Kaylien with the help of my friends Malice and Wisp, fallen Knights of Ethan, like myself, and a ghost named Tyvel, who haunted a remnant of his own body.  We lived beyond the reaches of any habitation, in the dangerous wilds, because we were not welcome within the safety of the human holdings.  I had been the catalyst for it all, making enemies with nearly everyone I crossed, and leaving few - if any - comrades behind.  I was a traitor to the king, and a traitor even to the forces that opposed the king, all because of my own foolish actions. Perhaps it was naïve of me, but I hoped to leave the chaos of that world behind when I fled from it.  Chaos, though, once it has you, never lets go.


  

  I lived on in a state of ignorance, hoping that the happenings beyond my private corner of existence would lose sight of me and my circle of friends and family, but time churned on without us, never quite forgetting that we yet had a part to play, whether we wished it or not.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Wisp sat with her arms wrapped tightly about Kaylien, her scale-clad forelimbs sheltering the child with surprising tenderness, despite the vicious claws and brutal strength that gave those lethal digits all the power necessary to rend a block of wood to splinters.  There was a smile on the young woman's lips, one that she wore often when taking care of my daughter.   I realized, as I watched the two year old silently play with the once fierce soldier's shoulder length hair, that Wisp had been a better parent to Kay than either Malice or myself.  Wisp's hair had grown longer in our exile; it had been kept much shorter while she was still in service to the king.  Two horns protruded from the new light-blond growth atop her head, making her appear like a demon temptress fallen from some ancient story, but she laughed as Kay gave her hair a firm tug, the expression comfortable on her face.  


  

  If it hadn't been for Wisp, I wasn't sure if Kaylien would have even survived birth.  Though I had not known it until much after meeting the former Knight of Ethan, Wisp had been an apprentice midwife before joining the Knights, and along with her formal training had also helped raise her two younger brothers.  Out of all of us, she was the one most knowledgeable of children and how to raise them, and she did a wonderful job.  My stoic daughter, who even at only two years of age seemed to calmly and quietly consider everything around her with intense scrutiny, loved her deeply.  It was easy to allow a sense of jealousy to creep into my heart when I saw them interact as easily as they did, but I knew that was foolish.  In our own way, we each had a part to play in taking care of Kay.  


  

  Malice loved the girl as well.  Any time the child was in her arms, Malice went immediately from her cold, severe beauty to a softer, happier version of herself that was full of smiles and easy laughter.  I didn't tell her so, but I liked to see her when she was with Kay.  She rarely smiled or laughed, but instead kept herself composed and professional, a stalwart reminder of what she'd been prior to our leaving the kingdom of men.   She had served as a weapons master for the Knights of Ethan before she aided me, making herself a traitor to the crown she had served for so long.  I often wondered if she regretted her decision, but I could never get up the nerve to ask her plainly.  I feared how she might answer.  For her part, she was still training me, always trying in her own ways to turn me into a better fighter.  It was my opinion that I was safe, too far removed from the king's realm to need worry, but Malice refused to let my training falter.  


  

  Tyvel, a strange shadow of the man who had helped craft the process by which the Knights of Ethan were given their incredible and terrible power, also did his part to help out around our home in his own way.  He couldn't interact with physical entities in any way, but he could keep an eye on Kay and let others know if she was getting herself into trouble, and my daughter was certainly one to get herself into trouble.  Since developing the ability to walk, she had made it her personal goal to explore every nook of our home and its surroundings, resulting in many terrifying moments of panic for the entire household.  Tyvel seemed to honestly enjoy the process of her growth, taking great delight in each new ability she added to her repertoire of skills.  He had been ecstatic the first time she spoke, and had spent every moment since trying to coax further words from the uncooperative girl.


  

  Wisp said that Kay was developing fast for a child of her age.  She had gotten to the point where she could string together words into coherent sentences, and she seemed to grasp more than she let on about the conversations taking place around her, though it was impossible to be certain exactly how much she really understood since she'd always been a quiet child.  Wisp sat the feathery haired little girl down, and immediately Kay went running from the room, Tyvel falling in behind her, the ever dutiful observer.


  

  "Be careful, dear, you'll run into something if you dash about like that all the time!"  I heard his voice call as he chased in the child's wake.


  

  Wisp smiled at the departing little girl and ghost before turning her attention on me.  "How long will you be gone?"


  

  "I would think no longer than two weeks."  I wasn't quite sure how long Malice and I would have to be out, but I knew that it would be some time.  We were in need of supplies, and game was getting more difficult to track down in the local region.  The more we hunted, the further the animal life seemed to migrate away.  What was worse was that while some possible game remained in the area, it was getting harder to determine what was truly safe to eat.


  

  There was a breed of deer that lived in the woods surrounding us, but the meat of that particular animal was highly toxic.  Luckily, the beast also smelled putrid when prepared, so we had thought to test the meat before consuming it, which thankfully saved us all from unintentional poisoning.  The predatory beasts in the area were fierce, and could easily hunt a creature to extinction.  It was obvious that, like the strange poisonous deer, other local wild life had also adapted in their own ways to keep that from happening.  While this was great for the creatures in the area, it meant that we had to travel further and further afield to find meat for the table, and that was a prospect I did not look forward to.  It was that, or somehow learn to eat poison.


  

  "So long?"  Wisp asked, her smile fading.  I had come to think of the young fallen Knight as a sister over the years we had shared the cabin in the woods.  I knew her well enough to know that she didn't like being left alone, but there was little choice in the matter.  Wisp was the best with Kay, and Malice was the best at tracking and hunting.  Since the woods were dangerous I couldn't let Malice go alone, so that meant that Wisp would have to stay behind to watch our home and tend the child.  The area around our home was mostly safe.  We had made sure of that over the course of our first year living there, so it wasn't that she had to fear the beasts in the area.  In fact, she was well suited to handling any such problems on her own.  What really bothered Wisp, I knew, was fear for Malice and I until we came back, and not knowing where we were, or what we were doing, was difficult for her.  If something happened to us while we were out, she would be entirely alone with a child depending on her, and that was a bleak prospect when you're stranded in the deep wilderness.  She might have Tyvel, but he would be little help in caring for a young child when he could do nothing to interact with the world around him.


  

  I put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze, the only sign of physical affection I ever offered Wisp.  It wasn't that she was hideous, or that she would not have reciprocated further physical approaches, but I simply saw Wisp as an older sister and nothing more.  Though she was technically older than me by nearly ten years, she didn't appear the elder of the two of us.  Her youthful visage was a result of our peculiar nature.  


  

  "We'll come back as soon as we can.  Perhaps the hunting will go well."  I didn't have much faith in those words, and I knew that we desperately needed to start stocking up stores for the coming winter.  It would be a long hunt, but I didn't want her to worry any more than she already did.  


  

  Wisp simply nodded, her smile not returning.  She knew the truth as well as I did.  "You should at least say goodbye to your daughter before you leave.  She will miss you."


  

  I shrugged.  "We won't be gone long, and she'll barely know I'm gone so long as she has you and Tyvel to drive mad."


  

  Wisp's features soured.  "You really should show more affection towards your daughter, Noble."  She used my name as given to me by the Broken Swords.  It was not a title I had given out often, but Wisp seemed to prefer it.  "She loves her father, and you need to let her know that you love her too."


  

  What Wisp said rang all too true, but since Kye's passing I had found myself disinterested in growing close to anyone, even my own daughter.  I was not mean to her, nor did I ever ignore her, but I couldn't bring myself to tell her that I loved her, or to hold her close to me as both Wisp and Malice did.  I did love her, but I had never vocalized the sentiment.  I didn't know why that was, and it bothered me.  Anytime I thought of saying those words, I felt a terrible rush of fear, as if by speaking the words aloud I would be somehow condemning her.  


  

  "She knows how I feel."  I said gruffly, perhaps more so than I meant to. I turned away, and I heard Wisp sigh in exasperation.  


  

  "Fine, I will tell her you said goodbye.  Travel safe, and make sure you both return in one piece."  Wisp said, giving in to my stubbornness. 


  

  I walked from our cozy cabin, with its three small bedrooms and central chamber, and out into the cool air of the world.  Finally, I turned to face our hand-built abode.  It wasn't beautiful, and probably would have made most professional builders laugh, but it kept us warm, and was the closest thing I'd had to a true home in a long time.  I took a deep breath and let it out as I turned to face the path away from the cabin.  My warm breath fogged in the fall air.  Within my cloak of the finest Lucidil fabric, the cold did not touch me in the least.  I knew that while I wore that cloak the parts of me covered by it would be nearly invisible if I stood still, and that I would never feel extreme heat or chill.  I knew also that it would provide some minor protection from the dangers posed by knives and projectiles, but as was evidenced by the rough pattern of stitches that marred the otherwise incredible material, the cloth would not turn aside all blows.  The particular strike that had left that rend in the fabric had nearly cost me my life.  I shivered with the remembered chill of the metal that had pierced cleanly through my body.  


  

  Beyond the shelter of our cabin, Malice waited for me.  She stood tall and proud, as tall as me, if not only slightly shorter, and just as imposing as ever.  Her intense eyes were entirely green, but for the circle of white that traced each pupil with lines of constantly shifting white lightening streaking from the center.  My eyes were the same, though colored a deep purple, and Wisp's too were similar, though hers were solid black.  Our eyes were the source of our strength, the center of all our amazing abilities, but they were a curse for all that they were a blessing.  The cost of the eyes we wore was terrible, a lineage of evil started long ago by the kings of men.  I thought of Kyeia, and bit my lip to stifle the pain that stabbed at my heart as a memory of a quiet gravestone deep in the woods, nearly an hour's hard walk from our cabin, returned to me.  Someday I would have to tell Kay that story, and show her where her mother lay.  She deserved to know. . . someday.


  

  "It's about time you were ready.  It's nearly midday.  We should have departed hours ago."  Malice's voice had a heavier edge to it than it normally carried, and I realized that she was angry with me for something.  I doubted she would tell me what that something was.  


  

  "Fair enough, but there were things that needed to be seen to here before we left."  I told her.  "I piled wood for the fire, and made sure there was enough fresh water sealed and ready for Wisp so she needn't make the run to the river constantly, having to drag Kay along with her."


  

  I thought Malice's expression may have softened to the slightest degree, but I couldn't be certain.  She turned and began walking down the foot-worn path from our small house.  I fell in at her side, knowing that our conversation was over for the time being.  My friend was strong willed, and would only speak when she had a good reason to.


  

  My friendship with Malice had been a strange thing in the time that I'd known her.  I had started off terrified of her, when I knew her only as the fierce weapons instructor of the Knights of Ethan, but she had shown me a softer side of herself, a side that hurt and felt just as keenly as I did.  After that point, we had become good friends.  We'd also been lovers on two occasions in the past, both those times drawn into each other's arms by the intensity of the moment.  Perhaps it was that physical affection that had left me confused about what exactly Malice was to me.  Wisp was a sister, but what role did the green-eyed warrior at my side play?  She was nearly two hundred years older than I was, though she looked younger than me, the eternal youth of our kind working its magic.  She was sometimes a mentor, and ever a teacher, but she was also a good friend who knew when to listen, and how to make me listen when I needed to.  Since Kyeia's passing, though, things had become different between us in some way.  


  

  Malice was still always there when something needed to be done, and was quick to help in any situation where she knew she could be an asset, but her temper seemed quicker to fire, at least where I was concerned.  Though she was friendly with Kay and Wisp, she seemed distant from me, as though I were a point of frustration to be avoided.  I had asked Wisp if she knew what the problem was, but she had simply shrugged and said that Malice hadn't told her anything, and since she hadn't known us well before the quest to save Kye, she couldn't offer any insight.  Wisp, though, was lying to me.  She was bad at it.  She knew something that she wasn't telling. 


  

  I had left the matter alone at that point, not wanting to push another member of our small family into disgruntlement with me.  Besides, I realized some matters were better dealt with by oneself.  I simply had not made any progress past that point.  It would have been wiser of me to confront Malice, but I was stubborn.  It was far easier to ignore the problem and hope that it eventually righted itself.  


  

  It was several hours into our walk before Malice finally decided to speak to me, and when she did, her voice held that edge of authority it had always maintained in the days before we had become friends, back when she was only my teacher.  I sorely missed her friendship, but would not tell her so.  What she had to say surprised me.


  

  "What is wrong with you, Lowin?"  She asked plainly.


  

  I wasn't sure how to answer because I did not feel that anything was wrong with me.  Surely I had many problems, and perhaps I had distanced myself from the others a bit since Kye died, but I was not mean, or completely absent.  I looked at her blankly, confused.


  

  "What is wrong with you?"  She restated her question, an edge of dangerous anger touching her voice.  "For two years now I have watched you sulk about the cabin, looking like the world is over, and though you don't complain you look like you've given up.  So, what exactly is your problem?"


  

  I thought about what she'd asked for a moment, my mouth hanging agape.  I was perturbed with her for bringing such a topic up, but more so because she struck a valid point.  In many ways I had given up.  My love, Kye, was dead - and all the work that had gone in to saving her had been for nothing.  I couldn't shake that reality, and what was worse, I had to live with the fact that my eyes, and the incredible strength and power I lived with every day, was the reward reaped from her death.  That was eating me up inside, and had been ever since I had laid the gravestone that marked Kye's place of final rest.  She had died for my sake, and I would live on and on until someone killed me, with the knowledge that I had played a part in the death of the one woman I loved.


  

  "I haven't given up."  I said feebly, knowing the words for false as I spoke them.  My lackluster denial only served to prove the truth of Malice's accusation.


  

  "By all that is foul in the world, Lowin, I understand that Kye's death has been hard on you, but it has been two years!  You have a daughter that loves you dearly, and you barely know her.  We've all watched you shrink away from us as time goes by, but how much longer are you going to keep this up?"  The edge in Malice's voice had been replaced by a note of pleading.


  

  I reacted hostilely without thinking, feeling as though Malice and Wisp were conspiring against me.  At some level I knew it wasn't so, but the part of my mind responsible for rational thought failed me entirely.


  

  "I know my daughter as well as any of you, and I'm tired of being told how she should be raised by you and Wisp.  Why won't you two just leave me alone?!"  The last question I nearly screamed, and immediately regretted it as Malice turned her head away from me and pulled her hood low over her face.  The conversation was over, and I had proved only that Malice was right, and I was deeply wrong.  


  

  Kye was dead.  I knew that.  I had held her during her last moments of life, and I had dug the grave in which she was buried, but some part of me refused to move past that terrible event.  It was as though I'd buried the best part of myself in that damp hole with her.  Two years were gone, and while the pain had lessened, in the abyss left by the fading pain a great emptiness was growing that threatened to consume me.  It lived in me in every task I tried to complete, and every smile I feigned.  It lived in me when I looked at my daughter, a beautiful child whose face held so much of her mother, and it lived in every breath I stole from the world around me.  Emptiness.  


  

  I turned to Malice, my mouth opening to offer some form of apology, but no sound came forth.  I stared at the way the shifting fabric of her cloak, similar to my own but of an older design and not as cleverly adept at shifting color, clung to her tall, proud form.  I had not raised a hand to her, but how deeply had my words struck, and why couldn't I make myself say that I was sorry?  I turned my head away, and squinted the moisture from my eyes.  It would be a long hunting trip indeed.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The tension between Malice and I did not lessen until she finally found sign of a herd of Kazeal in the area, nearly four days into our hunting trip.  Kazeal were slightly smaller than deer in size, but had much heavier bodies.  They traveled in herds, grazing on any plant life below knee height.  They were slow runners, but each had a set of three razor sharp horns atop their head, which made them unappealing to most predators.  With our journey's goal in sight, Malice showed the closest semblance of good humor she'd had over the course of our entire journey.


  

  Even I was feeling better as we drew closer and closer to the herd.  I had feared that we would need to travel much further afield before finding edible game with winter looming over us.  Kazeal were not great eating, but they could certainly keep us all from starving.  Wisp, Malice and I really ate very little due to our Knights of Ethan lineage, and Tyvel of course needed nothing at all, but Kay ate as much as any growing human child.  Between the four of us, we would need to have some store of food for the long winter months.  Even in our warmer climate, the winter could last a dangerous amount of time for those who did not prepare.


  

  We tracked the herd for an hour before it finally came into sight.  The forest landscape we'd been traveling had opened up onto a wide, spacious expanse of grass still growing tall despite the coming onset of winter.  The Kazeal, hundreds of them, were wandering through the fields, their horned heads popping up in random sequence to watch for any threat.  Malice had brought us wide around them, keeping the wind in our faces, so as not to come in downwind of the creatures, a move that could be disastrous to a successful hunt.  With our shifting cloaks wrapped tight about us, we would be nearly impossible to see in the tall grass.  We descended a sloping hill to the edge of the grass, traveling with all the silent grace our powerful pawed feet would allow.


  

  I turned my wolf-like ears, a gift stolen from a dangerous creature known as a Fell Beast; the same creature which had lent me its legs and powerful claws; and I was able to hone in to the subtle sounds of movement in the grass.  Over the years since acquiring my enhancements, I'd had much opportunity to perfect their use.  By hearing alone, even if I couldn't see exactly where our quarry rested in the tall grass, I could tell how far away, and in which direction they traveled.  Malice did not have my sharp hearing, so she relied on me to point out the direction in which we must move.  When it came time, the action would be fast but brutal, and she needed to know what direction to take, lest she charge in the wrong direction and miss her opportunity to take multiple kills.  We would need at least five beasts to make it through the winter.  


  

  It took but a moment for my senses to locate our targets.  Once I had them well fixed in my mind, and was certain they were not going to bolt before we were ready, I pointed out the location of two of the beasts to Malice.  Once we made our break for it, they would also run and Malice would have to adjust her attack accordingly, but if she could get them within sight before they left their hiding place she would have them.  We were far faster than any other animal when we needed to be.


  

  Malice and I tensed, preparing to strike, that final moment before making our move seemed to drag on for an eternity.  Neither of us carried a weapon.  Our swords had been dulled and ruined while crafting our cabin, but each of us was more than properly equipped to kill.  For, while we had left behind the world of battles, glory and war, we were still creatures crafted to rain death.  As we prepared to strike, we each mentally prepared our bodies for the task, willing the claws that ended our Fell Beast arms to dangerously fine points.  We exploded into action as one, each taking cue from the tension created in our bodies.  


  

  I felt my heart surge in my chest as I took my first step, pushing my body faster than any human body was ever built for.  My eyes, cores of concentrated power burning like purple fire, adapted my body to the speed, slowing down my perception of the world around me so that it seemed like everything moved at a crawl. My powerful legs and arms complete with my reinforced bone structure allowed me to propel myself forward at a velocity beyond the human eye's ability to trace, though that mattered little since there was no one around to witness our hunt.  


  

  The distance between me and my quarry closed quickly, the small but dangerous herbivore only just lifting its head to see what was stirring in the grass as I fell upon it like a wolf to a hare.  Its muscles bunched, preparing to leap away and run to safety, but I was far faster, and even as I saw the message to flee reaching the creatures legs, a tremble running through its tendons just beneath its flesh, I closed the final distance and severed the creature's primary artery in its throat, killing it before it could even register that it was doomed.  I couldn't stop there, however, I needed to bring down at least one more.  I fell back to normal speed, my heart slowing in my chest.  It skipped a beat as it slowed, causing me to feel momentarily disoriented.  


  

  Ever since I'd pushed myself beyond my limits while in an effort to save Kyeia, I had felt that pang in my chest every time I came back down from full speed.  It was my heart reminding me that I had strained it far past the realm of safety, and it would not put up with such abuse again.  I did my best to ignore the signal of danger, knowing all too well where my limits were.  I let my ears focus on the next nearest source of movement, another of the prey beasts.  I had to work quickly while slowed down, but I couldn't locate my next target while at full acceleration.  Sound was difficult to decipher at high speed, it blurred and stretched even to my sensitive ears. In the course of a fight it wasn't as much of a problem, but in a situation where sound was the only clue I had to my next target, anything beyond my immediate range was too distorted to make sense of until I took a moment to stop and get my bearings once more.  A shifting of grass to my left alerted me to the next creature and I charged after it, my heart racing up to speed again.  


  

  This creature had heard me coming, and when I broke in to the grass near it, I nearly impaled myself on its lowered horns, but thankfully I had a significant mobility advantage. I twisted around its lowered horns, coming at it from the side and ending its life in a single smooth darting motion of my right hand.  The world lurched back to normal speed, my heart twittered in my chest, and I took a deep, calming breath.  From somewhere behind me I heard Malice's voice.


  

  "I've got three, Lowin.  How did you do?"  She inquired, and I could hear the satisfaction in her voice.  She had done well, and she knew it.  She had also out performed me again.  I wasn't jealous, but I was disappointed in myself.  I felt that I was constantly struggling to keep up with my green-eyed friend.  She was close to being as fast and strong as I was, but she had an unending stamina, driven by a stout heart -- a beast's heart - that gave her an edge in any contest of either strength or speed.  She was also a more skilled fighter, and a better strategist.


  

  "I've got two."  I answered, picking up the carcass in front of me as I willed my claws to a safe dullness, and turned to retrieve the other animal.  We had enough to last the winter, and it hadn't taken us nearly as long as I'd anticipated.  


  

  "Good catch.  Bring them in and we will clean them so we can go home."  Malice called back.  I was happy to do so.  I didn't enjoy hunting, particularly when Malice and I were not talking, which had been happening more and more frequently as the months passed.  Going home would be a great relief.  There, at least, I knew I could be alone.  


  

  I brought in my kills, and we worked over the bodies, retaining every piece that we could make use of and packaging them in a preservative spice that Wisp had prepared for us.  The spice was a wondrous find, it grew in abundance not far from our home.  Once wrapped and packed, if kept in a cool, dry place, the meat would stay good for as long as we would need it.  With frosty weather coming fast, I knew keeping things cold wouldn't be a problem much longer.    


  

  After cleaning the animals and packing them away, we walked to a nearby stream and washed the blood from our hands, the cool water a poignant reminder of the just how close the coming winter really was.  Malice was crouched at my side, and again I was taken by a desire to apologize for our fight those few days before, but once more my tongue stilled in my mouth, a useless piece of leather that did nothing but get in the way of my breathing.  Instead of saying what I should have, I stood up and walked away from the river, shaking my hands to dry them.  I'd found it was ponderously difficult to remove the water from my fur.  Time, it seemed, was the best cure.  


  

  "Wisp will be glad to see us back so soon."  Malice said as she stood to join me.  ". . .and Kay will be happy to see her father home."  She added, almost as if it were an afterthought, though I sensed Wisp had been the afterthought, and Kay the person Malice wanted me to be thinking about.


  

  I smiled at the thought of my daughter, and then frowned, remembering a time just a few weeks before when I'd overheard Kay telling Wisp that sometimes, "Daddy is scary, like he's real angry.  Why doesn't he smile?"  Wisp had told her that her daddy did indeed smile, quite often, but Kay had seemed unconvinced.  After that, I had made an effort to spend less time in Kay's presence.  It wasn't done out of spite, I simply didn't want to frighten my own daughter.  Perhaps, I thought, in her great innocence she could see the monster that dwelt inside of me, the shadow of the beast that was responsible for her mother's death.  Certainly I saw that same beast in every pool of water and shaving mirror I gazed into.


  

  "I'm not so sure."  I said beneath my breath, addressing Malice's last statement.  Maybe Kay would be better off without her father.  Certainly her mother would have been.


  

  "What was that?"  Malice asked, coming up behind me on her quiet, pawed feet.


  

  "Let us make good time getting home."  I replied.  "A warm fire, and my own bed sound nice right now."


  

  She walked past me grabbing up her heavy pack, which was now full of supplies for the winter, as she went.  She looked back over her shoulder at me, her green eyes dancing in the light of the fading day.  Her expression seemed sad, and I knew that she was not happy with my reply.  I grabbed my own pack, and we started our return trip in the same silence in which we'd first embarked.  We stopped to nap a few days later, having walked until our considerable energy was depleted.  I lay down upon the ground, my head upon my crossed arms, and fell quickly into sleep.  That night I dreamed as I hadn't dreamed in a long time.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I was at a cabin deep within the woods, lost beneath an oppressive canopy of green, which itself was lost beneath the cool dark cloak of night.  I swung around, trying to take in all of my surroundings, but I was confused and disoriented.  The cabin looked familiar to me, though it was not the place I called home, was it?  I had seen it at least once before.


  

  It came to me in a flash.  I had once dreamed such a cabin, but now it was in a terrible state of disrepair.  The logs composing the walls were misaligned, and the front door was torn from its hinges.  I felt compelled to enter that house, and so I walked nearer, coming up onto a porch that was overgrown with the rampant plant life of the forest.  The paws of the Fell Beast, whose legs were now mine, trod carefully across the broken wood that composed the porch so as not to misstep and fall through the rotting timber.  I noted as I neared the door that a long length of chain with a great shackle at its end lay bent and distorted, broken and cast aside, on the ground near the entrance to the cabin.  I remembered with a chill the fierce creature that had once been chained there, and wondered if I might find that horror, now freed from its bindings, hidden within the broken house I approached.  


  

  That thought made me hesitate, though I found that I couldn't stop moving entirely.  My legs carried me forward of their own accord, propelling me towards the dark interior of the broken cabin.  As I drew near the door, about to take a footstep within, my legs stopped.  I felt a mixed sense of relief and distress; relief that I had stopped, and distress that I was not turning to leave as I so desperately wanted to do.  I felt at the very core of my being that I wanted no part of what lay within that damned building.


  

  "Who is the monster now, boy?"  A voice said from inside, and my eyes scanned the darkness, searching for some source of the ill-boding words.  My eyes, normally so adept at picking out shapes within the dark, seemed only the eyes of a normal man, struggling against the deep black of the night.  Finally, though, I saw the silhouette of a man sitting in a chair, highlighted against the faint light entering through a window.  I recognized the voice.  It was the voice of the man with the legs of a bear who had spoken to me in my last dream concerning the cabin in the woods.  My legs took another step forward.


  

  "Who are you, and what is this place?"  I asked the man, my heart racing in my chest.  


  

  "You know me."  He answered quietly, and after a moment's pause, he spoke again.  "You know me."


  

  I realized then that I did know him.  His voice, though I was certain it was the same voice I'd heard in my dream before, I knew from somewhere else.  My legs began to move me forward again, stepping further into the darkness.  


  

  "I don't want to be here."  I said aloud, as if my words might stop my legs from doing what they intended.  They did not.  I knew the voice that spoke to me from the darkness, and I did not wish to see its owner.


  

  "They're coming for us, boy."  That voice said once more, and then it was silent, as my feet carried me one step at a time, excruciatingly slowly towards the speaker.  


  

  A candle atop a small table flickered to life next to the sitting figure, and I attempted to jump back in horror.  I could do no such thing however, as my legs refused to let me.  Sitting upon the chair was Brutal, the Broken Sword commander from Lucidil's army, whose life I had ended in order to save Malice.  He had the upper body of a man, unmarred by the limbs of the Fell Beast that he'd carried when last I'd seen him, but below his waist he had the body of a great brown bear.  I couldn't remember if the man in my dream had been Brutal last time, or whether this was some new and terrible perversion of that first dream, but it seemed to me now that the man had always been Brutal.  Most terrible of all, half of Brutal's head was missing, great wounds marring the once familiar face, and leaving gray ichor to flow freely from the obviously fatal wound.


  

  "Who is the monster now, boy?"  A growling voice asked from the darkness beside me, throaty and terrible.  I turned to face this new voice, knowing what I would see before my legs cooperated enough for me to do so.  A beast with the upper half of a bear, and the lower half of a human man sat crouched upon the floor, its maw caked red with blood, the remnants of Brutal's face clasped in its massive paws.  "You know me."  It said, the words distorted by its toothy mouth.  


  

  I turned to flee, and my legs responded.  I ran until I was free from the door, and off of the porch, but I skidded to a stop just seconds later as I came upon Wisp standing in the middle of the path.  She was naked and badly beaten, bleeding from the stumps that ended at the points where her wrists should have joined her hands.  I ran to her, and grabbed her to me, pulling her close.


  

  "What has happened?"  I asked her, feeling the tears flowing from my eyes.


  

  "It's all burning, Noble.  It's all going away."  She pointed over my shoulder with one of her bleeding stubs, her eyes wide in terror, and I turned to look.  As I turned, the small cabin burst into flames.  The bear-headed man stepped out onto the porch, his fur burning, and his skin crackling and splitting.


  

  "They're coming for us!"  The dying creature screamed into the night.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I came violently awake, starting so hard that I even woke Malice who was sleeping some few feet away from me.  She was immediately alert, rising to her feet even as I did.  I saw her reach for the sword that no longer hung at her side, and only then noticed that my own hand was at my hip, grasping at empty air.  I had worn a weapon for far too long.  


  

  "What's the matter, Lowin?"  She asked into the night, as her eyes scanned her surroundings and found nothing out of place.  


  

  I grabbed my pack from the ground and tossed it over my shoulder.  A sense of terrible urgency was burning in my stomach, coupled with an unshakable feeling of dread.  "We have to get home.  Now."


  

  "What, why?"  Malice asked, obviously concerned by the note of panic in my voice.  She was grabbing her own pack as well, obviously deciding it was better to follow my lead, than to wait for an answer before acting.


  

  "I had a dream. . .  A vision that. . ."  I began, unsure how to explain what had happened in such a way that I might still sound sane.


  

  Malice seemed to relax slightly.  "We all have nightmares.  We've seen, and done, some terrible things.  You have to learn to live with. . ."


  

  "No, Malice.  I swear to you this was more than a mere dream.  We need to get home as fast as we can."  I told her, beginning to run through the woods in the direction that lead home.  I was tempted to push myself as fast as I could go, but I knew that I could never maintain those speeds over the length of time that would be needed to reach the cabin.  Malice dashed after me.


  

  "Lowin, calm down."  She reached out an arm to stop me as she spoke, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me to a halt.  "It was just a dream."


  

  I turned to face her.  The expression on her face had softened until I could barely see the remnants of anger and sadness I'd become so accustomed to in recent months.  It was obvious by the glint in her eyes, and her relaxed posture, that she was concerned for me, but did not feel the sense of urgency I was trying to convey.


  

  "Please, if ever we have been friends, do not stop me now.  Let us go, as fast as we can, and if we should reach home and find that all is well I will be the fool of us, and you can laugh and tell the others how brave Noble was terrified by a nightmare.  If I am right, though. . ."  I pleaded with her, knowing that I would go on whether she chose to accompany me or not, but desperately wanting her to believe in me. 


  

  Malice looked a little hurt by my words, though I wasn't sure why.  "Of course we are friends.  I will always be here when you need me, Lowin.  If this is that important to you, then we shall run until we can do so no longer."


  

  "Thank you."  I said to her, confused by the depth of feeling behind her words, but in too great a hurry to think more upon it.  I turned back to the path and began to run as fast as I dared.  The road was dark, lit only poorly by the sliver of blue moon that hung in the sky, but my eyes were good in the dark, better than they had been in my dream, and I could easily make out any obstacle in my path.  I wondered, only briefly, what would happen if I returned home to find that my dream had been nothing more than a nightmare.  I dismissed that notion in an instant.  I'd had many nightmares over the years, but the two dreams involving that cabin, and the half-men who resided there, were not of the fabric of normal nightly visions.    


  

  "Would you tell me of your nightmare?"  Malice asked, as we ran.  I was hesitant, but I did so, not eager to remember the details of that vision any longer.  However, I knew I owed Malice what explanation I could offer.  We'd slept maybe an hour in the last five days, and while our bodies were powerful and needed little rest, we were exceeding even our extraordinary endurance, and we still had far too go.  


  

  I watched the green-eyed warrior's facial expressions from the corner of my eye, unable to take my attention entirely from the road.  I noted that her face went through several different emotions during the retelling of my dream, and ended in a state of semi-shock.  She seemed to pick up her speed then, and I had to push myself harder to keep up with her pace.


  

  "What's wrong?"  I asked her, sure that something in my story had profoundly worried her.


  

  "I dreamed I was walking through a forest, and I thought it was fall, because there were so many bright reds and yellows all around me, but I realized as I was walking that the trees were actually on fire.  Just before you woke me up, I heard a voice yell, 'They're coming for us!'  It didn't worry me in the dream, or even startle me for I have had many dreams of fire before, but you woke me up just after that."  I couldn't tell in the dim light of the moon, but I thought the color may have drained from Malice's features.  "I thought it was a peculiar dream and nothing more, but your dream. . ."  Her words trailed off.  


  

  My heart was hammering in my chest; each beat a drum pounding on the inside of my ribs, brought on by a combination of fear and exertion.  There were two good days of travel still ahead of us, but I had every intention of reaching the cabin before sun-fall of the next the day.  We churned the earth beneath our feet as we pressed on.


  

  It was an hour before night of the following day when we saw a trail of black smoke rising from the valley in which we'd built our cabin.  We knew immediately that something was wrong, as a wood fire should never have burned so dark.  The black smoke that wafted into the air was from a pitch, a type of sealant which goes between the wood logs of a cabin such as ours.  We ran hard then, letting our hearts pump fast and strong with the full range of our inhuman strength.  The world seemed to slow around us, but we were traveling far faster than we had been up to that point, abandoning any thoughts of salvaging our waning energy.  Malice pulled easily ahead, for her stamina far outpaced mine, and I soon lost sight of her.  


  

  When next I saw my friend's back, she had come to a stop at the edge of the trail that lead from the woods into the clearing in which our cabin stood.  I let my speed fall off, almost afraid to go any further.  Malice had stopped and was staring at something that I couldn't see, something hidden up behind the tree line.  I made my way towards her, and then passed her and walked into chaos.  


  

  Our cabin was a smoldering ruin, reduced to a blackened pile of ash and cinder.  I stepped towards it, my mouth falling open, unable to find any expression that might truly capture the horror I felt, and then stopped, transfixed by a new and even more horrifying sight.  There, lying upon the pathway that lead up to our now-destroyed home, was a corpse.  Naked and spread-eagle, her arms and legs were pinned to the ground with stakes, and the signs of vicious violation were all about the body.  Familiar scaled arms terminated at wrists, terribly absent of clawed hands.  The body's head was missing, and one of the breasts had been removed by what looked like vicious, cutting teeth.  There was a short dagger protruding from the tortured bodies stomach, a piece of paper pinned beneath it.  


  

  The corpse was bloated, ripe with maggots.  I made my way towards it numbly, knowing already who it belonged to.  I walked past it, stumbling on the path, my feet not wanting to go any further.


  

  "Kay!"  I called out, my voice only a whisper.  "Kaylien!"  I called more loudly, though my voice was horse and crackling with fear.  A shadowy figure emerged from the rubble of the house, drifting amidst the wreckage.  It was Tyvel.


  

  "Noble, they took her!  They came, they killed Wisp, and they took little Kay!"  He called, distress sharp in his voice.  "I couldn't do anything!  I tried to scare them away, but they just ignored me.  I couldn't do anything."  He said, falling to his insubstantial knees and sobbing.  


  

  I walked around the devastation, stunned.  Malice was talking to Tyvel, but I heard nothing of it.  I circled the whole house multiple times before coming back to the body of Wisp, lying violated and destroyed upon the ground.  I looked more closely at the paper on her chest.  It was neatly folded, and had my name written across the front in large, bold script.  I bent over, and drew the knife, along with the letter, from the body.  Tears filled my vision, and I had to stop multiple times while trying to read the letter.  It was short, and to the point:


  

   


  

   


  

                  Lowin,


  

   


  

                  Your daughter is in our care now.  If you wish for her to remain well kept, you will wait two weeks, and then proceed to the capital city with your accomplice, Malice, where you will be expected for an audience with your king.  If you are seen in the lands of men before the two weeks allotted, your daughter will die slowly - and painfully - over the course of many days.  We are watching you, Noble.  Do not cross us again.


  

   


  

                  Your Majesty, the King


  

   


  

  Such a rage welled up within me as I read each additional line of the short letter.  I threw the paper and knife down and charged into the wreckage of my home, smashing and demolishing the fragments of building that still stood, my strength raining havoc down upon those few pieces that dared stand as a testament to my foolish belief that I had found a safe place.  The smoldering ash burned my flesh, but my healing ability, even exhausted as I was, repaired the damage near immediately.


  

  I screamed my fury, letting all of it free on the world around me until everything seemed to fade to a red blur.  I don't remember how long it went on, but when next I was aware of my surroundings I was on my knees at Wisp's side.  I realized that my hands were clenched so tightly closed that blood was running freely from my palms, my claws digging furrows into them.  I opened my fists, and stared at the bloody gashes as they healed closed in a moment.  I looked around.  Anything that had been standing when I entered the clearing, any partial remainder of our life in the quiet valley, was now destroyed.


  

  Malice was kneeling to one side of me, her head down, but her shoulders shaking in such a way that I knew she was crying silently.  She held the note from the king balled up in one fist.  I saw the remains of Wisp's clothes off to one side, torn to pieces, all but her shifting cloak, which lay mostly undamaged, though covered in dirt, and apparently trampled upon.  I picked up the cloak and draped it over what was left of her body.  Wisp had been the sister I'd never had, though only for such a short time.  I ran my hand down my face, tracing the scars I knew were there, remnants of a different time for Wisp and I, a time when she had wanted to kill me.  Now those scars, and the few memories that we had built, were all that remained of a woman who had been too good for the fate that had searched her out.  I wrapped her body, picked it up, and oriented myself on a direction I'd only ever walked once before.  


  

  I heard Malice get up, and speak to Tyvel.  "Where is her head?"


  

  "They took it with them."  He said softly, and I gritted my teeth together and walked away as fast as I could.


  

  "We'll be back."  I heard Malice say.  If the ghost replied, I didn't hear him.  Malice fell in at my side, obviously aware of where I intended to go.  If she'd ever been there before, she hadn't told me about it.  It wasn't that I cared whether she'd gone to that quite grove where I'd buried Kye, but I had never gone out of my way to let the others know about it.  It had been my intention to never return there.  


  

  When we finally reached the grove, I was surprised to find that the grass was sheared short and nothing had grown over.  All was well kept and neat.  The amethyst stone that bore only a single word, a name, "Kyeia," still stood straight and tall, a proud reminder of the woman whose resting place it marked.  I was as happy as it was possible for me to be at that moment, to see that things had not fallen to disrepair.  I couldn't know whether it was Malice or Wisp who had taken care of things, or maybe both, but I was thankful.  My sword still lay in the grass at the base of the stone, where I'd left it after carving her name into the rock.  I gently lay down Wisp's body and picked up the sword.  The hilt was still familiar to me, despite the fact that the leather was dry and cracking, and the entire weapon was covered in rust.  I placed it back down, and walked a few feet from Kye's grave before I dropped to my knees and began the process of digging.


  

  Malice knelt down beside me, and before long we'd dug a deep hole in which to rest Wisp's body.  We carried her in together, laying the body down with a care it no longer needed, but that we felt it deserved.  Once we were done, we left her at the bottom of a deep, dark pit.  Looking down into that hole, the body laying so far away, I was struck by the finality of the moment.  Wisp would never laugh or smile again, and she would never stay up late telling Kay stories that were not really appropriate for a little girl.  She would never shoot me one of her angry looks when I was too moody for her liking, and she would never again surprise me with her unusual brand of wisdom.  I picked up a handful of dirt and let if fall into the grave.


  

  "You were a sister to me, and I loved you."  I told her, speaking those words which I had so feared to say to anyone, and wishing only that I'd had the nerve to say them to Wisp before it was time to bury her.  I wondered if I would ever have the chance to say those words to my daughter.


  

  Malice took a handful of dirt and dropped it into the grave.  "There were twenty of them, and you killed  seven.  You are the bravest person I've ever known, and I too loved you as a sister."  Malice looked to me as she finished her words to the dead.  "I spoke to Tyvel while you were. . ."  She didn't need to finish her explanation.  I nodded, thinking I should have had the forethought to do that.  We filled in the grave together, and found a great rock of black obsidian.  It took us much of the night to find the stone, but we would not settle for less a marker.  I used my rusted sword, and carved the word "Wisp" into the rock.  We set it in place, and I lay the rusted sword between the two headstones.  Kyeia and Wisp.  They had not known each other, but they were both family to me.


  

  I sat down heavily between the two graves, and Malice came and sat in front of me.  For a time we were silent, the beauty and peace of the grove almost like a spell of calm all around us.  Unfortunately, the spell did not carry its effects beyond my surface.  My mind was a whorl of chaos and confusion, and my emotions felt as though they might break my sanity at any moment.  Those who had so violated my sister, now had my daughter in their grasps, and I was powerless to do anything.  I felt that at any moment I might either burst into an unstoppable bout of tears, or descend into an unending fit of rage.  I was, however, certain on one matter.


  

  "I'm going kill them all."  I said, that decision being the only one that was easy for me to make.


  

  Malice nodded.  "I know.  Have you asked yourself how they knew where to find us?"


  

  I shook my head.  I hadn't thought of that at all.  I didn't know how they could have found us.  We'd left no tracks, and had moved so far outside of human lands that we should have been impossible to find.  That they knew how to locate us was a frightening realization, and one that I was not equipped to deal with.


  

  "The letter said that they are watching you.  They must have some magic that lets them find us.  Maybe we should ask Tyvel about it?"  Malice asked, though her tone implied there was no question as to what she thought was the best course of action.


  

  "Yes."  I replied.  My thoughts had gone elsewhere though, to a matter I had not thought about it two years.  "How far would we need to travel to find a Kaziem Wolf?"


  

  Malice visibly started, her eyes going wide.  "Lowin, no.  There is no way we can. . ."


  

  "You can, Malice.  You know how to do what is necessary, and without it I can't hope to survive what lies ahead."  I interrupted her, my decision firm on the matter.  The Kaziem Wolf was a creature of boundless stamina.  Its heart was a rare and powerful source of energy, and joining it to my body would allow me to reach my full potential of strength and speed.  The process for integrating it however, was a dangerous one that only three Knights of Ethan had survived.  Malice was one of those three survivors.  She was also trained in the medical processes required to perform such an implementation.


  

  Before she had given it up, she'd been studying to become one of the Knights of Ethan responsible for grafting new parts into the Knights' bodies.  It was a difficult process, and Malice had been very adept at it early in her training, but after receiving her eyes, and discovering the horrible cost of the improvements given to the Knights of Ethan, she had given up that line of research, and had instead dedicated her life to becoming a proficient fighter, a task at which she also excelled.  This was an aspect of her life I had not learned until we'd lived together in the cabin for some time, and I hated to use the information told in confidence to force Malice into doing something she didn't want to do.  However, if I was to avenge Wisp, and get my daughter back, I would need to be better than I was.


  

  Malice was shaking her head.  "What if I were to kill you, Noble?  I couldn't stand that. . ."


  

  "If you don't do it, Malice, I will certainly die.  This is what I want, and you need not feel that this burden lies entirely on you.  This is my choice."  I took her hands in mine as I spoke, and forced her to look into my eyes.  Her green eyes shone with pent emotion.  "Now, where must we go to find these Kaziem Wolves?"


  

  A single tear trickled from her left eye, the first since we'd finished burying Wisp.  "The foothills of Tuv'et.  It is perhaps a five day trip from here if we go directly, but please Lowin, don't make me do this.  I don't know if I could stand to lose you too right now."


  

  I smiled at her, an expression that was difficult for me with how terrible I felt inside.  "We can do this, Malice.  I know we can."  I had no intention of dying before I'd made those who'd hurt my family pay.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We slept for a time in the quiet grove, amidst the graves of our loved ones, before rising and returning to the ravaged remains of our home.  I would have liked to have left immediately, but both Malice and I were at the ends of our energy.  We had run so far, and so hard, that our exhaustion was no longer ignorable.  We slept for several hours and rose ready to do what needed to be done.  Malice felt no better about what I expected of her, but I could not let the matter go.  I needed the Kaziem Wolf heart.


  

  If I was to become strong enough to survive the fight that would be necessary to save Kay, and seek revenge for all that had been done to my family, I would have to be able to use my full potential, and my current heart did not have the strength.  I knew that Malice was aware of that truth as well, though she desperately wanted it not to be so.  The kidnapping of my daughter, and the brutal murder of Wisp had changed something in my mossy-eyed companion.  It might have been grief, but some part of her was subtly different.  It was probably the trauma of our situation, I thought.  It was affecting her actions and mood.  Still, uncertainty remained, nagging at my mind.


  

  It took us three hours at a hard pace to reach the cabin again.  I hadn't realized just how far away the grave site was from the place that had once been our home, but my mind was beginning to settle, the shock of the terrible events wearing off.  The clarity was almost worse than the confusing haze in which I'd been enveloped.  I was left with a terrible grief, and a stomach churning fear for the safety of my daughter.  I knew not what those monsters would do to her, but I was only too aware of the bizarre experiments preformed on her mother while she was kept in captivity at one of the king's research centers.  Tyvel had told us of the tortures they'd inflicted as they searched for answers she simply couldn't give them.  Thinking about them doing similar things to my daughter made me want to rush after them immediately.  Resisting that urge was the hardest thing I have ever had to do.  They had several days on me, and would be running fast.  I could catch them, I knew, but what would they have done to poor little Kay in the interim if they knew that I was coming?  A chill ran down my spine.  Be alright, Kaylien.  I willed it with all my heart.


  

  Tyvel was standing just beyond the burnt remains of the house when we came within sight of it.  He was more transparent than usual, which meant that he was at the fullest extent of his range from the box that housed the fragment of his body.  I was surprised that, despite the damage the fire had wrought upon the home, Tyvel's box and bone fragment had not been destroyed.  I wondered passingly if they were enchanted in some way that stopped them from being physically harmed.


  

  "I'm glad you came back.  I worried for a time that you would leave me here."  The ghost said, his voice holding a wavering edge.  I realized it had been unfair to leave him in the wreckage of the cabin, amidst a scene that must have been filled with such terrible memories for the ghost. 


  

  "I'm sorry, Tyvel.  In my grief I didn't think of how hard it must be to remain here.  Of course we would not leave you behind.  You have been a good friend over these years."  I told the ghost, who smiled in reply.  "Now, where is your box?"


  

  The ghost turned back to the rubble and began to walk through it.  He came to a place where our single table had been and bent over, pointing at a pile of debris.  


  

  "It's beneath this mess, here."  He said.


  

  Malice crossed the threshold of the house, walking through the place where the door had once been, possibly from habit, or possibly from inability accept that it was really all gone.  I felt moisture building in my eyes again and forced myself to take a deep, steadying breath.  The time for tears was past.  I needed to be stronger.  There was much that needed to be done, and I had to ready myself for it.  In a few moments Malice stood up, holding the unharmed black box in one of her hands.  She pulled off her pack and, after disposing of a pouch of meat, slid the box inside.  We would, of course, no longer need all of the food we'd hunted.  Neither of us spoke the sentiment, unwilling to confront the truth of exactly what that meant.  


  

  "What are we going to do now?"  Tyvel asked.  Malice looked away, a worried expression playing across her features.


  

  "We're forbidden from traveling into the kingdom of men for two weeks, though I know not why, so we are going to travel north and east of here, to the foothills of Tuv'et."  I told the shade.


  

  "Tuv'et?  What could you possibly want there?  That entire area is full of unspeakable monsters.  It is as far north as you can go from the king's land without sailing."  Tyvel's natural scientific curiosity was piqued; however this was one matter I didn't want to go into with my ghostly friend.  It was a private issue meant for those of who were cursed with the stolen eyes of the Uliona.


  

  "I have business I must attend to there before we move on, I'm afraid.  It shall not take long, and we should be back to where we need to be before the two weeks are out.  From there, we will set a hard and fast pace to the capital.  The sooner Kay is safe and sound, the better."  I turned to face Malice.  "Are we ready to go?"  


  

  She nodded her reply, and we began our journey.  Tyvel hovered about us, needing no effort to keep pace with us as we traveled.  He went where his box did.  I knew by the time we'd run the four days out and back, I would be envying his position, but at the moment my freedom seemed a far better deal than his confinement to the box's minuscule range.  While we ran, I knew it was time to talk.  I needed to know things about the attack, things I did not want to know, but had to.  I also needed to see if Tyvel had any idea what methods the king was using to keep track of us.  


  

  "Tyvel, the letter from the king said that I was being watched.  Do you have any idea how they could be doing that?  It is far from easy to sneak up on Malice and I, so I do not believe that they've had scouts keeping tabs on us.  We'd have discovered them by now."  I hoped the ghost could provide answers.  


  

  The floating specter seemed lost in thought for a time before he answered.  "If you left something personal behind, some object of importance, they could have obtained that item and may be employing the skills of a very powerful scryer.  A scryer can use a fetish tied to an individual to see things far removed from their physical body.  Once a connection is established, they can watch their target for hours on end with little effort."


  

  I winced at that prospect.  If it were true, that would mean that it was my fault they'd known how to find us.  It was my fault that Wisp was dead, and that Kaylien was in hands of terrible men.  I had never heard of a scryer before, but Tyvel was far more aware of the magic possessed by the king than I was.  He had served as a researcher for the king longer than I had lived.  His explanation made a lot of sense.  What item, I wondered, had I left behind that was important to me?  I could think of nothing, but certainly I had not taken much with me when I left my old life.  That which I carried on my person was all that I owned as far as possessions were concerned.


  

  "Tell him of the men . . . the creatures, which attacked the cabin.  He needs to know."  Malice spoke from where she ran, just ahead of me and the floating ghost.  


  

  Tyvel looked troubled.  "When they first came, I thought they were Knights of Ethan, only dressed in black capes rather than ones of Lucidil fabric.  They were something else though, something far more terrifying. . ."


  

  "They appeared as the Knights of Ethan upon first inspection, with the familiar arms and legs born of the joining of Fell Beast and man, but there was more to them than that.  They had the eyes of men, though dull and crazed looking, as though some part of their humanity had fled.  The beast parts of their body extended beyond their arms and legs as well.  I could not see much, but I watched as they fought with Wisp, and they seemed to be almost entirely Fell Beast but for their heads.  What magic crafted them, I do not know."


  

  "They could communicate with one another, but their language was rough, broken, as though their minds were too far changed to form complete thoughts.  They were organized and fierce, but without the finesse of training one would expect from a Knight of Ethan . . . and their brutality was . . ."  The ghost seemed to shimmer as if shivering.  "I tried multiple times to stop them, but they ignored my presence entirely.  Wisp fought bravely, killing six of their number before she was finally overwhelmed, but even as they held her down and began to. . . violate her, she broke free and tore the head from the first of them.  They cut her claws from her then, and the battle was ended."


  

  "It was the worst thing I've ever witnessed, Noble.  They were feasting on her flesh as they forced themselves upon her, and they removed her head before they finished with their games.  I screamed for them to quit, yelled and did all I could manage to distract them from their horrible undertaking, but it was as though I was not there.  What was worse, they held poor Kay at the sidelines as they. . ."


  

  "No more!"  I yelled, gritting my teeth together.  "I need hear no more.  If you tell me one more thing I might not be able to stop myself from going after them right now, so please. . . no more."  Indeed, I was at my wits end holding back the terrible rage that burned inside me.  They had violated a friend I considered my sister, and forced my child to witness the foul acts they committed against the woman that was as close to a mother as Kay had ever known.  I could not abide the thought.


  

  "What do you think the monsters are?"  I asked, once I'd managed to calm myself enough to speak again.  It was no easy task.  Fire burned just beneath the surface of the calm I was feigning.  


  

  Tyvel merely shrugged, but Malice spoke.  "I believe they are what the king is using to replace the dwindling Knights of Ethan.  They seem less capable than the Knights, but more powerful than any mere foot soldiers.  They are some hybrid of man and monster, but without the restraints of our kind.  That is my guess."


  

  "So, the king has decided that one set of monsters is not enough to feed his desire for power."  I nearly spat the words.  The Knights of Ethan were a terrible creation, born of an unjust sacrifice of innocents, but the king had found some new way to create monsters.  I wondered what, besides the humanity of those turned into these hybrids, was lost in the process.  There was always a cost to magic.


  

  As if in response to that thought, the inside of my Lucidil cloak seemed to grow cold for a second, almost icy against my skin.  The mysterious fabric had never done anything like that before, and I wondered if it had actually been my cloak, or simply a chill I'd felt as a result of my dark line of thought.  I put it from my mind for the moment.  


  

  "These kings go too far in the quest for a better world.  He's crafting a land of nightmares and torment."  I heard Malice say.  It was the first time I'd heard her directly speak out against the king in the nearly three years that I'd known her.  She had served as a Knight of Ethan for a long time, working for a cause that she had desperately wanted to believe in.  It had been a cause we'd all wanted to believe in.


  

  "All men who would change the world, must first be willing to destroy it."  Tyvel said, hovering at my side, his substance almost completely impossible to see.  I turned to look at the ghost, not sure what he implied with that statement.  


  

  "Perhaps the world doesn't need to change."  I offered.  


  

  "Oh?"  He replied, his form solidifying and becoming more consistent.  He smiled, an inhuman expression on his ghostly features, but one tinged with some difficult to decipher emotion.  "Perhaps it doesn't."


  

  All men who would change the world, must first be willing to destroy it.  Those words settled heavily upon me, and I thought of Lucidil for the first time in a great many years.  He had opposed the king, and stood against the power that the human leader wielded over the land.  He had done terrible thing in the name of his cause, but had he done anything worse than the king I'd served?  Should I have worked harder to support his ideal?  Silent, my dear lost friend, fallen to the icy seas years before, had believed in Lucidil's cause, and the eventual peace that it promised to bring.  Had I been wrong to frown upon Lucidil for his methods, especially in light of the atrocities committed by the king against my family?


  

  Any time I thought of Lucidil, and any time I questioned the legitimacy of his cause, I was always reminded of the screams that had issued from a crumbled storefront as the mighty Broken Sword, his wings spread wide casting a shadow of death below him, had entered that building.  Those terrible screams, which had stopped so abruptly, leaving behind an even more terrible silence, still haunted my memories.  Lucidil had a cause, but it was one he followed to the exception of all else.  He held no compassion for those who stood in his way, and saw no obstacle he couldn't crush beneath him if it would help him reach his ends.


  

  I thought of Lace, the slave I'd begged free of her servitude, and wondered what had become of her.  Lucidil had used her life to bend me to his will, and I had, in the end, left the lands of men, and forsaken my quest for the lord of the Broken Swords.  Did Lucidil, the man I'd first known as Weaver, simply let her go?  I wanted to believe that he wouldn't have bothered tracking her down just to punish me, but at the same time, I feared to discover the truth.  Had I given Lace her freedom, only to curse her to death by my inability to hold to my word?  If I was to travel to the lands of the king once more, Weaver and I would have a reckoning.  I did not doubt that.  He would find me, and I wasn't sure what I would do when that time came.


  

  "This world is a terrible place."  I said beneath my breath, and I wondered for the first time, if perhaps it didn't need some change after all.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The woodlands broke and we found ourselves running across rocky plains until eventually the ground began to weave and bow, and we knew we had finally arrived at the foothills of Tuv'et.  Beyond those hills lay the Tuv'et Mountains, and beyond them the Great Salt Seep, a stretch of cold salty water that some said reached into forever.  Ships that sailed too far from land were rarely seen again.  Some believed they sailed endlessly, looking for land across the Seep, yet never finding it.  Others thought that massive monsters lived in the depths of the salty waters, swallowing up ships foolish enough to sail into their reaches.  I had been out to sea, and though I had seen no monsters large enough to swallow a ship, I had encountered a beast of a different kind.  Those creatures that sailed aboard the dragon-ship still haunted my dreams at times.  The sea was no friendly place.  


  

  It had taken us more than four days to make the run to the foothills, nearly five, and Malice and I were both tired from the journey.  Deciding to rest, we took up shelter beneath a behemoth of a tree that stood alone at the bottom of a deep valley.  A steady rain had settled in, cold and with the barest taste of winter on its chilly breath.  Malice had spoken little on our trip, seeming to grow more and more uncomfortable the nearer our goal we came.  I knew why, and I didn't need to ask her how much further we had to travel because I could tell by how pensive she became with each passing hour.  We were close.  


  

  I built a small fire, and we used it to cook a stew from some of the meat we carried and a small amount of nearby vegetation we were able to scavenge.  Neither of us had eaten much recently, so the food had a far greater restorative effect than it would have otherwise possessed.  By the time we'd both finished our food, even Malice was looking somewhat less nervous, though the clouds of worry and doubt still cast their shadows on her features.  Tyvel was quiet as well, seemingly lost in his own thoughts and worries.  I wondered what so troubled a dead man, but did not feel it was my place to pry.  I also wondered if my own face looked so haggard, and guessed that it did, for my own worries were as terrible and twisted as those of the others.


  

  I held no fear at facing the Kaziem Wolves, or at the prospect of undergoing the changes that my meeting with the Kaziem Wolves would entail, but that did not mean I was untroubled.  A minute did not pass when thoughts of Kay were not heavily upon me.  I had failed the girl in many ways.  I had been an authority figure without ever being a father to her.  I had never once told my own daughter that I loved her, though I always had.  In my grief at losing her mother, I had abandoned my daughter.  Now that she was gone, I was forced to accept the fact that if I couldn't find a way to get her back safely, I would have failed her in every way possible.  I was no father to her, and I had enabled the events that lead to whatever fate awaited her.  If I could not save her, what right did I have to live?  I was the greatest fool the world had ever chanced to know.  


  

  I lay back on the ground and looked up into the leaves of the tree above me.  I couldn't let my daughter slip away from me.  I would recover her at any cost, and make those who'd taken her, and killed Wisp, pay for what they'd done.  I closed my eyes and willed myself to sleep, knowing that I would need my rest for the days ahead.  I had to take care of the troubles before me one at a time.  


  

  It seemed my eyes had only just closed, when I was opening them again.  The first light of dawn was coming through the tree above, though it was dim and grayed out by the heavy hanging clouds above.  It had, I judged by the suns position, been four hours or more since I'd fallen asleep, and my body felt rested.  Thankfully, I had not dreamed.  I sat up and looked to my right, where Malice was laying.  Her eyes were open, and starring up into the tangle of branches overhead.


  

  "It'll be today."  She said.  "They already know we're here.  They came and watched us while we slept."


  

  I frowned and stood up, walking about the fringes of our camp.  Sure enough, there were wolf prints all about us, large and deeper than I had expected.  Kaziem Wolves must weigh as much as a large man, I realized as I saw them.  I had not heard the creatures at all during the night, even with my sensitive hearing.  Nor had I sensed their approach.  It was unsettling to think that they had come and walked amongst us so quietly that it had not woken me from my sleep.  I noted that their paw prints had an extra pad at the back, a significant difference from any wolf print I'd seen before.  I wondered why a pack of creatures, and indeed there had been many of them, at least six or possibly more, that had come so quietly to watch us, would be so careless as to leave sign of their passing.


  

  "They wanted us to know they'd been here."  Malice said, as she saw me studying the tracks.  


  

  "Why didn't they attack us in the night while they had the advantage?"  I asked, and indeed I was curious to know why a wild animal, or a pack of wild animals, would pass up a chance at what they would surely perceive as easy prey.


  

  "Because they know of our kind, and are willing to speak with us as equals."  Malice said quietly, looking uneasy. 


  

  "Speak with us?"  I was confused.  I knew nothing of Kaziem wolves, but I had never heard of a wolf who spoke before.


  

  "The Kaziem are intelligent, Lowin.  They're crafty hunters that long ago learned the language of man, and have not forgotten its twists and turns.  Most of mankind is no more than food to them, but they see the Knights of Ethan, those of us joined with Fell Beasts, as something like mortal-gods.  They do not worship us, but they also do not attack us outright.  It is difficult to explain.  You will have to speak with them to fully understand."  Malice attempted to clarify, but I was still at a loss.  I had never anticipated that the Kaziem would be a creature I could speak with.  I had pictured them like the Fell Beast, a monster I would have to face in combat, and defeat in order to form a bond with, so that I might take a piece of them into myself.  


  

  It was at that point that Tyvel coalesced a few feet away from Malice.  He didn't sleep that I was aware of, but sometimes he disappeared into his box for a while before reemerging.  I had asked him about it once, and he described it as a place of quiet rest that he could go when there was nothing else for him to be doing.  I wondered why he had not thought to keep watch the night before, but I let it pass.  We had not asked him, indeed, had not thought it was necessary at the time.  With my acute hearing, I'd never had to worry about someone sneaking up on me in the past.  Obviously, at least in the case of the Kaziem Wolves, I would need to be a little more cautious. 


  

  "Tyvel, you'll need to stay here.  The business ahead is for only Malice and myself."  I told the ghost, certain that what was to happen should be a private event between my green-eyed companion and myself.  I wasn't sure why I felt that way, but it just didn't seem right for the ghost to be there. 


  

  Tyvel looked confused, and then angry.  "I don't see why I must be left behind.  I have traveled with you so far, what is it that you must do that I cannot have some part in?  Has my knowledge not been of value to you over the years, and would I not continue to be asset in whatever business awaits?"


  

  I opened my mouth to reply, but to my surprise, Malice spoke first.  "You're right, Tyvel.  Your knowledge is important, and you should come with us."  She was standing up from where she'd been laying on ground.  She slung her pack onto her back.


  

  I shot a betrayed look at Malice, who looked back at me and shrugged.  "He is a specialist in the magic involved in what we're about to attempt.  While I would normally agree that this is a matter between us, in this case, Tyvel's help could be necessary.  I have never done what we're about to try, I may need his insight."


  

  "Insight into what?"  Tyvel asked, obviously flustered that he was not privy to what we were discussing, and that we both seemed to have vastly differing opinions on how to proceed.  I looked at the ghost and sighed, not wanting to give in to Malice, but understanding that she knew best what was needed to achieve our ends.  It was an argument I didn't want to have, and didn't think I could win.  On some level I knew that she was probably right.  Tyvel could prove helpful.  Though I meant no ill-will against our spirit friend, I still felt that he did not have a place in what was to transpire.  He wasn't a Knight of Ethan, and even if he'd helped create the process through which the Knights were bonded, he didn't have a part to play in what I needed to do.


  

  "Alright, if that is what you believe is best."  I told Malice, unhappy about losing the point.  


  

  "'Believe is best,' for what?"  Tyvel asked again, looking even more agitated than he had been a moment before.  


  

  Malice turned to face our ghostly travel companion.  "Noble is going to try and take the Kaziem Wolf Heart, and I may need help during the process, even if it's only your voice you can offer."


  

  If it was possible for the ghost to go paler then he already was, he did.  "Oh no, you mustn't do this!"  He almost yelled, his form blurring as he turned to face me.  "Noble, you'll probably die trying this, and that wouldn't do at all.  Think of Kay, what would. . ."


  

  "I am thinking of Kay."  I said firmly, and I could feel the scowl on my face.  "I'm thinking of Kay, and Wisp, and of Kyeia, and of the disregard the king has shown for those he's sworn to protect.  There is nothing more to argue on this point, Tyvel.  This decision has been made."


  

  A look of pure rage passed over the ghosts face, and for a moment his image seemed to ripple from white to red.  "You are an ignorant fool!"  He yelled.  His form broke apart and he vanished.  


  

  "Tyvel?"  Malice called, but the ghost did not answer.  I guessed that he had returned to his box, unwilling to take part in what he felt was a great mistake.  I was just as happy to have him gone for the time being.  I told myself that I would apologize later, if a good situation arose for me to do so. 


  

  "That was foolish of you, Lowin.  He would have been a great deal of help to us. . . to me."  Her voice wavered at the end, and I turned to face her only to see that her eyes were clouded with tears.  She looked away and drew her hood low.  


  

  "We will be fine."  I told her, and reached a hand out to clasp her shoulder.  She dodged away from my outstretched palm, and walked out from under the tree that was our camp site.


  

  "I'll carry Tyvel along with us, in case he decides to be of some help to us later.  Let us go."  The green-eyed warrior's voice was quiet, weary, and burdened, but she would have no part of any comfort I might offer.  I supposed I understood why.  I was not making life easy on her.  


  

  I grabbed my own pack from the ground and ran to catch up with her.  She was moving at a slow pace, so it didn't take long.  


  

  "Shouldn't we be going faster?"  I asked, after we'd been walking for several minutes.


  

  "It doesn't matter at this point."  She answered.  "They'll come to us when they want to.  How fast we travel makes no difference.  They're watching us already."


  

  I scanned the landscape, though it was difficult to see far amidst the hilly turf cluttered by long grass and brush.  That problem was intensified by the light morning fog.  I didn't doubt that Malice was correct, but I saw no sign that anyone was watching us.  What more, I didn't feel as though I was being watched.  We walked on in wary silence.  We didn't have to go far.  We reached the crest of a hill, and suddenly all around us it seemed that the very grass was coming alive.  I soon realized why I had been unable to make out the Kaziem Wolves earlier.


  

  As the first of them drew close enough for me to see clearly, I noted that they were large creatures, the biggest wolves I had ever seen.  Their fur was as green as the grass through which they moved.  It seemed to be intermixed with sprouts of longer fur that resembled the occasional stray strand of long grass common in the foothills.  Their fur even fanned out at its edges in places, appearing like open blossoms of mature hay.  They were very well adapted to their environment.  Other than their strange green fur, they seemed much like other wolves in appearance, with long sleek bodies, powerfully built for speed and stealth.  They filled in around us, seeming to not exist until the moment at which they emerged from their verdant surroundings.


  

  I tried to count them as they came, but they moved in a wide circle around us, and I lost count after eleven.  Finally they stopped circling, and seemingly on cue, they all sat or lay down in their places.  One more figure emerged from the grass, this one larger than the others, its fur streaked with lines of brown amidst the green.  This wolf had large golden eyes, both feral and somehow tranquil.  It walked through the circle created by the other wolves and approached us, stopping a few feet away before sitting down on its powerful haunches to look us over.


  

  I was unsure what should happen next, so I kept my mouth shut, and tried my best to appear calm and relaxed.  I wasn't sure what to expect from the wolves.  It seemed best for me to take my cues from Malice, who was, at least on the exterior, calm.  She had not spoken, so I kept quiet as well.  


  

  The golden-eyed wolf spoke in a voice that was rough for the shape of the mouth it had to work with, but still maintained a grace and eloquence of tongue that carried a definitive feminine quality.  "You are pleasantly welcomed, gods of wolf and men. . .especially you, Lady Laouna.  We did not think to see you in the Hunting Lands again."


  

  I wondered for a moment if the wolf had mistaken Malice for someone else, but my green-eyed companion replied, dispelling any such notion.  I realized that, for the first time, I had heard Malice's true name - the one that she had carried before becoming a Knight of Ethan.  


  

  "I did not think I would return, Whisper of the Mist, but I have brought one who wishes to offer the inheritance of blood."  Malice answered, and at her reply a rumble of growls and yips circled us, as though the Kaziem Wolves were communicating, in their own language, excitedly.  Whisper of the Mist, the large wolf that had spoken to us already, raised her voice once more, and the other wolves went quiet.


  

  "It has been long since the walking gods came to honor us so."  The green and brown wolf moved closer to us, approaching me until she was within an arms span from where I stood.  She lifted her nose to the air.  "He is strong of body, stout of character, but this mortal god smells of blood and. . ."  Whisper of the Mist broke off and padded towards Malice, her nose raised.  ". . .and vengeance.  You both smell of it.  Despair hangs heavily upon you both, and something else."  She scented the air again.  "There is a third.  You are not but two, there is a third of you.  Where is this third, and why can't we see him?"


  

  "That is Tyvel.  He is a specter, the remnant of a man who died long ago.  He is our companion, though he does not wish to take part in the inheritance of blood."  Malice explained.


  

  Whisper of the Mist snorted in what I took to be wolfish laughter.  "He is no specter, no ghost.  I know only too well the smell of things once dead.  It is a scent of the spoiled earth, for they are things of earth that do not rest. This is a different smell.  This third is alive, but far away, like the smell of a pack mate who has spent long in one place, only to leave for many years.  The smell remains, though it is faint."


  

  I looked to Malice, and saw that she was looking back at me.  If Whisper of the Mist was correct, what did that imply about Tyvel?  Was he not what he'd told us, or was the Kaziem Wolf wrong?  Did Tyvel not understand what he was?  They were important questions, but questions for another time because Malice and I both knew it would not be right to question Whisper of the Mist at that point.  


  

  ". . .but this is no matter of mine.  The Kaziem are not interested in things of no substance, but we are interested - very interested - in the inheritance of blood."  The large green wolf padded back towards me.  She came close enough that her massive head, which was well above my waist, brushed against me, as did the side of her body, and finally her tail as she passed.  I did not move.  She turned to face me.  


  

  "What are you called, god who walks upon the land?"  The wolf asked.


  

  I wasn't sure whether to give her my birth name, or that calling which I'd been given by Lucidil.  I thought of how the wolf had used Malice's real name, and made my decision based upon that.  Besides, "Noble" had always felt like a name I didn't deserve to carry, and that hadn't changed.


  

  "I am Lowin, Whisper of the Mist."  I said, my voice as respectful as I could make it.  


  

  "So you are, Lord Lowin, god of men and wolves."  She said.  "As you spoke, I am Whisper of the Mist, the Alpha female of this pack of nomad hunters, and these are the lands we range to hunt.  Welcome to our home, young god."


  

  "I am honored to be here, Whisper of the Mist."  I said, wanting to ask so many questions at that moment, but not wanting to offend the wolf matriarch.


  

  The wolf snorted in laughter again.  "You wear your soul upon your face.  You may ask your questions, Lord Lowin.  We do not horde our secrets like the creatures of brick and steel.  If we do not tell others what we know, how is one to learn?"


  

  I breathed a sigh of relief, for my natural curiosity had been piqued as it had not been in a long time.  "How is it you came to speak the language of men?"  I asked my first question, starting with the one of least importance.


  

  "We learned to speak the language of men from those who birthed the language of men, men themselves."  Whisper of the Mist replied.  "You see, once we were brothers to the men, hunting at their side, and fighting tooth to sword, tail to hip, to spread and defend our shared lands.  Men, though, were rotten creatures.


  

  "Our pack was led by a male then, a strong wolf named Beneath the Starless Night, and he was brother-close to a man by the name of Turilt Felm.  When Beneath the Starless Night and his mate had their first litter of pups, the brave wolf, in honor of his friendship, gave into Turilt Felm's care his first born son.  He said to Turilt, 'Keep my son safe in your care, and he will grow strong and wise in your ways, and be a nobler companion to you than any.' and Turilt swore that he would do so.  Beneath the Starless Night left to care for his pups as they grew, but promised to return when the pups of the litter were old enough to hunt on their own.


  

  "Months passed, as men reckon them, and Beneath the Starless Night came back to see his first born son, to find out of his progress and to learn of how his friend Turilt was progressing, but when Beneath the Starless Night came to Turilt's home, he could not smell the scent of his offspring.  Worried, he went searching for Turilt, and finally found the man chopping wood in his backyard.


  

  "'Where is my son?' he bade Turilt answer, and the man looked at him and replied, 'That dog bit my daughter, and so I had to put him down, lest he grow a taste for blood and be a danger to us.'  Beneath the Starless Night was furious, not only that the man had killed his pup, but that he had dared refer to the poor child as a 'dog,' as though it were only some pet.  'He was but a pup, and pups often know naught their own strength.'  The broken-hearted wolf said, and to that Turilt turned his back.  Beneath the Starless Night left and returned to his pack.  That night the Kaziem Wolves came together to hunt, and they chased the humans from their homes and out of the lands in which they hunted.  Beneath the Starless Night feasted upon the flesh of Turilt, but spared the man's daughter and wife, sufficing in chasing them away.  Those humans, that race of men, became prey, but we have never forgotten the ways of their words, as we have never forgotten why they are prey to us.  What else would you know?"


  

  I found myself sympathizing more with the wolf than with the humans in Whisper's story.  Turilt's actions were beyond redeeming, and I found it strange that the wolves spared his wife and daughter.  It was, I believed, a far nobler thing to do than would have most men, and that from these creatures that humanity had deemed monsters.  A great respect was beginning to grow in me for the Kaziem.


  

  "Why have your kind not ranged further?  I have read much, and heard many tales, but it was only recently in my life that I learned of your existence."  I asked my next question.  Before becoming a Knight of Ethan, I had been an apprentice loremaster, working for a library and aiding in the keeping of old stories.  In all the time I had spent working there, I had never once heard of the Kaziem Wolves.  It seemed to me that there would have been some record of these strange, intelligent, green wolves.


  

  "We are few, Lord Lowin, and our numbers do not increase quickly.  You see, only the alphas of our kind, one male and one female, and their single mates, are capable of having offspring, and they may only do so once, twice on rare occasion.  As such, our numbers do not increase, and we do not need any more space then we already have.  Men have fled this place, so we are uncontested and free to hunt and live as we will.  To men, we are nothing more than monsters, and truly we would keep it so.  Why range further afield and risk losing some of our valuable few?"  Whisper of the Mist's reply was short and to the point, and again I was struck by how much sense it made.  


  

  It was time, I knew, to begin asking the two questions I most feared having answered.  "You said the third of us, the one who is here but not, was not a ghost.  Do you have any idea what he might actually be?"


  

  Whisper of the Mist cocked her head to one side, as if studying me intently, and after a moment she laid down in the grass, looking up at me.  "You are afraid of what I will say.  This image, Tyvel you call it, has been a friend to you?"


  

  I nodded for I feared to answer with my voice.  I still wanted to believe that Tyvel didn't know that he was not a ghost, or that Whisper of the Mist was wrong about his nature.  I knew with a certainty, however, that the aged wolf was not wrong.  I needn't have proof of that fact because her words rang with truth, and her manner denied falsity. 


  

  "It is a sending, a scryling, the eye of someone far away sent to watch and gather information.  These are the tools of men.  When they are not with you, they are elsewhere.  They are controlled by things called sleepers, men who should have died long ago, but have been sealed inside ancient magic, their lives forfeit to feed the spell, but so long as they sleep, they do not die.  They are bound to as many as three artifacts, and may travel between them at will."  The wolf paused, and after a moment added.  "It is true, Lord Lowin.  I am not a creature of deception."


  

  I realized that I was shaking my head in negation and forced myself to stop.  It wasn't that I didn't believe her; it was that I didn't want to believe her.  It made sense in my heart, though.  The truth was far too clear.  How else could the king's men have found me so easily?  No one had followed us.  No one had tracked us down, because we had not left any sign to follow.  They had not needed to do any such thing because Tyvel had known exactly where we were, and had lead them straight to us, even letting them know when it would be easiest to attack us, while Malice and I were out.  I looked to Malice and saw my own anger reflected in her eyes.  She reached beneath her cloak and pulled out the box.


  

  "Tyvel, come out immediately!"  She ordered the box, her voice grating like steel, but nothing happened.


  

  "He cannot hear what is happening when he is not present."  The alpha wolf said.  "Until he chooses to come back, he is beyond your reach."


  

  I saw Malice's fist closing on the box, her claws sharpening as her will to destroy it increased.  I reached out to her and put a hand on her shoulder.  This time she allowed me to do so.  I took the box from her.


  

  "I know what you are feeling.  I know what you want to do," I said to her softly.  "But he does not know that we are aware of his nature.  That is our advantage."  A single tear crept from one of Malice's eyes to trace a line down her cheek, and I wiped it off with as light a touch as I could manage.  


  

  "We trusted him, Lowin.  He was a friend and he. . . Kay. . . Wisp. . ."  She began, but I put a finger across her lips.


  

  "I know, and he will pay, but for now we must remember that we are guests of the Kaziem Wolves.  We must remain respectful."  The words were hard for me.  Remaining calm was difficult, but I knew I needed to keep myself relaxed if I was to win the respect of Whisper of the Mist and her pack, something I increasingly felt was important to my cause.


  

  Malice, or as the wolf had named her, Laouna, took a deep breath, and stood up straight.  She would hold strong, and I would do my best to match her composure.  I put the box away in a pouch at my hip, struggling to resist the urge to rend it to splinters.


  

  "You are strong, proud, both of you."  Whisper of the Mist said.  "I sense such pain, but you present a noble face, the stolid face of the pack.  Gods of wolf and men, but the blood of wolves flows strong in you, mortal gods.  Do you have another question?"


  

  The wolf matron's words triggered my memory, for I had almost completely forgotten my final question, indeed, the one of most importance.  Despite what we had learned of Tyvel, we still had a task to accomplish.  I was as ready as I was going to be, and I hoped that Malice would be able to do her part.  I believed that she could, because I believed in her strength and resolve.  


  

  "Forgive my ignorance, Whisper of the Mist, but I am not aware of the exact ritual of the inheritance of the blood.  Might you tell me of the ceremony?"  I asked, trepidation filling me.


  

  "It is good that you asked, and better still that Lady Laouna did not forewarn you of the trial.  It is not that I believe you would have been scared away, but this is a matter for us to discuss between ourselves, since it is to be our inheritance of the blood.  You are aware of the stakes involved?"  The wise wolf asked.


  

  I nodded, knowing that, by necessity, lives would be on the line.  


  

  "Yet you came anyway, and that speaks highly in your favor.  This ceremony is in multiple parts.  The first part is that which we have already done.  We meet you, we speak with you, we judge that you are worthy of mind and spirit to take part in this sacred practice.  In this, I judge you worthy.  The second part of the test is the test of rights.


  

  "In the test of rights, you will fight one of us in a battle that will go on until one combatant can no longer continue.  There are no bounds to his battle, as we fight as one does in defending one's pack, with no rules to bind.  Depending on your skills as a fighter compared to your opponent, this fight can go on for a long while, or be over in seconds.


  

  "When a winner is finally chosen, the third part of the ceremony begins.  The victor chooses the price of flesh to be awarded.  This is generally the heart, as the heart is the center of a mortal creature's power and strength.  We wolves consume the heart to gain our enemies potency, but the ways of the gods are far stranger, as I'm sure you're aware."  Whisper of the Mist finished.


  

  I was surprised to learn that I'd already been through a phase of judgment.  I found myself suddenly ill at ease with the notion of killing one of the Kaziem Wolves.  They were not monsters, unlike the Fell Beast I had killed to get my arms and legs.  They were intelligent, almost magical creatures, which I felt had every bit as much a right to the world as I.  Indeed, with their limited numbers, the world would whither with each passing of their kind.


  

  "It is a fair contest, and one of our groups will be much stronger for it, and the other of our groups will have learned much.  The inheritance of the blood, while a brutal custom, only helps strengthen those creatures who take part.  Those who die are remembered always."  Whisper of the Mist said, as though she read my worries and doubt.  "We are honored to test our tooth against the claw of the gods.  If there are not more questions, we will choose a combatant?"


  

  "I am ready when your representative is."  I told the brown and green wolf, not hesitating any longer.  My time was not unlimited, and I was as able bodied as I was going to be for the challenge I faced.  


  

  "Then we will confer."  The wolves dissolved their circle and gathered into a group, speaking silently in their own tongue, a language of growls, yips, and gestures far beyond my comprehension.  Malice placed a hand on my shoulder. 


  

  "Fight hard, Lowin.  The Kaziem wolves are faster than they look, and they do not tire no matter how long they fight.  They are cunning and brutal warriors.  Do not think this will be an easy battle."  The look in her eyes as she spoke to me was intense, and I believed every word of what she said.  There was a war of emotions playing across her features.  I found myself moving without thinking of what I meant to do.  I placed my arms around my green-eyed companion and pulled her close to me.  


  

  "I'll be fine.  We can do this."  I told her, as much confidence as I could muster in my words.  At first she was as stiff as a plank of wood against me, but she softened in a moment and placed her arms around me as well, her head on my shoulder.  She was warm and soft, simply a woman and not the frightening trainer from my time with the Knights of Ethan.  I wasn't sure how I forgot that sometimes.  We parted, and I turned back to face the wolves.  They had obviously come to some type of decision.  They were all sitting, huddled together, facing Malice and me.  Whisper of the Mist stepped forward.  


  

  "I will be your challenger, Lord Lowin, of the gods of wolves and men."  She said, bowing her head as she spoke.  


  

  My heart skipped a beat in my chest, and I was barely able to find my words.  "You honor me, Whisper of the Mist."  I bowed as I answered her.  I had never anticipated that it would be the alpha female that I faced.  The other wolves backed off, disappearing into the long grass.  I turned and saw Malice vanishing back into the grass as well, her hood pulled low over her face to hide any emotion that might have broken her normal stoicism.  In a moment they were all gone, and it was only Whisper of the Mist and I who stood atop the quiet hill in the misty light of early morning.  


  

  "It begins now."  The brown and green wolf said, and her lips came back from her fangs in a snarl, her serene wolfish features becoming fierce and terrifying.  I took a ready stance, and she came at me, a blur of motion so fast I entirely lost sight of her.  By the time I had quickened my heart, and shifted my body to full speed, a long and jagged tear had opened up across the outside of my right arm, and the green alpha wolf was standing behind me, preparing to strike again.  She was death, swiftly on four paws.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I dove to the ground and backwards, towards the wolf, hoping that my move would come as a surprise, but the agile matriarch of the wolves was not fooled for a moment.  Her deadly charge halted mid-step, and she swung her powerful jaws towards my suddenly exposed neck.  Instead of knocking the wolf off balance, I was barely able to move my arm up in time to intercept the blow.  The block cost me a large chunk of flesh on my left arm.  I rolled to my feet, facing the golden-eyed wolf who watched me intently, her every move a feral threat.  Malice had said the Kaziem Wolves were fast, but even having been so warned I had not been ready for just how quick they were.


  

  I took the initiative, charging ahead with all the speed I could muster without over stretching my limits.  I lashed out with first one claw, and when she dove under that one, I struck out with the other, directly in her path of travel, but Whisper of the Mist was too agile.  She spun backwards, her clawed feet ripping tufts of dirt from the ground in the effort.  I tried to pursue her, but in an instant her jaws came around and snapped viciously at my face.  I backed up, but not fast enough to escape being grazed by the side of her mouth.  A line of blood trickled down my face.  The first wound I'd received was healed; the second larger bite on my left arm was still stitching itself together.  I had yet to lay a single wound on my opponent, and she'd already made three successful strikes.  


  

  We parted again, facing off across the top of the hill.  Despite my training, I was outclassed and I knew it.  She was faster than I, and seemed to be unnaturally aware of where the greatest danger to her was at all times.  My heart beat unsteadily in my chest, a wavering reminder that I had been pushing my full speed for too long.  The green wolf's eyes sparkled in the morning light.  I sensed that she knew I was already at my limits.


  

  I took a deep breath, and forced back my body's safeties, knowing that I couldn't let go of the speed if I was to win the fight.  I had to survive this battle.  Kay was depending on me.  My daughter needed me, and I couldn't fail her again.  


  

  I will not lose this fight.  I repeated that thought in my mind.  I pushed my heart harder.  I will not lose this fight.  The abused knot of muscle began to beat faster, and the world around me slowed down even further.  I will not lose this fight.  I charged, lashing out with my right claw as hard and fast as I could.  My opponent seemed startled by my sudden burst of speed.  She broke away backwards, throwing herself into a roll across the grass with such force that I knew she had probably given herself several bruises in the process, but her effort was enough.  My claws only lightly grazed her side, drawing slight lines of red against her green fur.  She was away and safe.  She didn't take time to recover from her near miss.  


  

  As soon as Whisper of the Mist's feet hit the ground she was changing her momentum and diving towards me like an arrow for the heart of its target.  I was faster now, though, and I brought my still damaged left arm to bear.  I cannot lose this fight.  Her teeth bit into the flesh of my arm hard, her powerful jaw closing and breaking the bone with a resounding crack, but I ignored the pain and lashed out with my right claw.  It struck firmly on her side, ripping a vicious gash in the wolf's flank.  Blood spattered into the air, cascading in seeming slow motion through the sky.  Whisper of the Mist yelped and fell back, and I pressed forward.  I cannot lose this fight.  Only too late did I realize that her fall back was a feint.


  

  I charged head long into her deception.  In an instant she went from a whiny huddled form to a fully extended mass of muscle and teeth.  She brought her powerful jaws to a vice in a flash, latching on to my shoulder at the base of my neck and there was nothing I could do to turn her away.  She twisted with more power than I would have thought possible, and her weight drove me to the ground.  I tried to bring an arm up to defend, but she was in too close to my body.  Her teeth crunched down, there was a loud crack; my collar bone, my shoulder joint, possibly more shattered, and I felt my arm go numb.  She released her jaws for only a second, before striking down again on the other side of my body, her teeth ripping through my shifting cloak as though it were not there, and sinking into my shoulder and neck with ferocity.  She bit down hard, the sound of bone rending exploded into the air, and my heart faltered.  All the speed I'd put into the battle was gone, and I was gasping for breath, the world blurring before me.  


  

  I must not lose this fight.


  

  Pain was all I could see.  Stars of black and red cascaded through my vision, and my body convulsed in agony.  What was worse, my heart was skipping and stuttering, struggling to return to normal pace.  I felt it stop, and looked up into the fearsome face of Whisper of the Mist.  She had slowed as well, her golden eyes staring down at me, her lips drawn back from her teeth in a snarl.  My blood dripped from her mouth to rain down upon my face, and then her face was lost in a blur as the blood stopped pumping through my system and I could no longer maintain consciousness.  "I must not lose this fight."  Words assailed me from too far way for me to know from whence they came.  There was blackness.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "He. . .lost the. . .the prize is mine. . .claim."  The words came through a deep chasm of emptiness, floating by me before I could grasp all of them.  My heart jumped in my chest, once, with a painfully slow start, and the two voices became far too distant for me to hear once more.  For a while I was falling through an infinite night sky with no stars to guide.


  

  "But you can't. . . will become of. . ."  Again my heart hammered, weaker than before, and the world blurred and faded.  The voices seemed insubstantial, simply things of another place that did not concern me.  An image of Kay, sleeping in Wisp's arms came unbidden to my mind.  I found myself calling out to her through the dream-like haze.  


  

  "Kaylien!"  I shouted.  Wisp smiled as she looked up and saw me.  The horned  set my daughter down so that she could come to me.  Kay ran toward me, her bright purple eyes shining with their own inner light, and I put my arms out to catch her as she arrived.  "I love you, Kaylien.  I'm sorry I never told you."  I said, but suddenly she was running away from me, still with arms outstretched in my direction.  Every footstep she took seemed to pull us further apart, as though we were both falling, but it in opposite directions.  "Kay!"  I yelled in desperation as a red mist filled the air before me.  My heart hammered in my chest.


  

  "Wake up, Lowin. . .must wake. . ."  A familiar voice called.  I attempted to turn towards it and saw only blackness.  I realized my eyes must be closed, and forced them open.  Malice's face was scant inches from mine, and I could feel the warmth of her breath on my face. Something green and massive moved beyond her and the world began to fade away again.


  

  "It shall be done."  A voice said from behind Malice's shifting figure.  I saw Malice's expression turn to one of pure terror.


  

  "No!"  She cried out, and then there was only darkness.  From the darkness a small light formed.  It seemed to be in front of me, so I began to walk towards it.  As I drew closer toward it, I saw that the light was actually emitting from a person, and not from a fire or a torch as I had first thought might be the case.  It was a pure white light, suffused with a certain calming aura.  Wisp was at its center, sitting atop the darkness as though there were a chair there for her to occupy.  She turned to me as I approached and smiled.


  

  I collapsed to my knees in front of her, everything that had happened over the past few days falling down upon my shoulders with more weight than I could bear.  "I'm sorry, Wisp."


  

  She laughed easily.  "You don't have to be sorry, Lowin.  My time spent with you, Malice and Kay was truly among the happiest in my life.  What came after was terrible, but there were many good times."


  

  "I should have been there to protect you.  I should have been a better friend, a better father."  I said, reaching out to her.  She reached back, grabbing my hand, and pulling me towards her.  We embraced, as we never had in life, not as lovers, but as siblings long apart.  


  

  "It is alright, my noble friend, my brother.  It will be alright."  Her voice was soft, reassuring.  She leaned close and whispered into my ear.  "It won't hurt for long, and then. . ."


  

  I took a step back.  "What?"  Another thought occurred to me, distracting me from my momentary confusion.  "Come back with me, Wisp.  Let us return to the world.  Malice would be. . ." 


  

  "Lowin, I'm not really here."  She whispered, a sad expression on her face, and then she was fading away.  I understood the truth of her words, but her fading left a hollow within me.  Wisp was gone, and I could not bring her back to the world of the living.  I wondered if I could even bring myself back.


  

  "Please, wake up!"  Someone yelled into the darkness, and I found my eyes fluttering open.  The light was bright.  The world was a burning, intense haze, and the only sense I could discern was the shape of Malice who leaned over me, blood covering her face.  "You. . . live!  Remember Kay!"


  

  "Kay."  I said aloud, and I remembered my daughter, and the way she smiled when she was happy, or she felt that she was getting away with something.  I will live.  The world began to sharpen before me, and I could see Malice's face clearly.  She was crying.  An explosion of pain burst into me, my heart stopped dead in its pace, and the world, which had just started to come so clear, faded again.  Sobbing filled my mind as I was overtaken a darkness so complete, and so consuming that I felt I was truly lost for eternity.  Then there was only silence.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  There was intense pain in my chest and I struggled to sit up, but a strong force resisted me.   I found I had no energy to fight against my pain.  I forced my eyes open, though they protested even such a slight abuse, and saw the spectral form of Tyvel floating before me.  His face brought back memories of what I had learned from Whisper of the Mist, and with that knowledge also came the memory of what had transpired when last I was a part of the waking world.  I found my hand struggling for the place my sword had once been, even as I lay starring up at the phantom figure that had betrayed my family to its doom.


  

  "It's just Tyvel and me."  A soft voice spoke from above me.  I shifted my gaze, and saw that Malice was the one who had restrained me.  My head was lying on her lap.  Her face was hollow, careworn, and creased with exhaustion.  I didn't know how long I'd been out, or what had happened during the interim, but it had taken a toll on my green-eyed friend.  "It's just Tyvel," she had said.  I got the impression that she was holding to the illusion that we did not know the true nature of the spirit's actions.  I would need to do the same.  I forced my hand limp to my side and away from the place that no longer held my sword.


  

  "Where are we?"  I asked, and found my voice raspy and weak. 


  

  "We're in the foothills.  It has been a full day since your fight with Whisper of the Mist."  She touched my face as she spoke, her fingers lightly grazing my skin.


  

  "What happened?"  I asked, not sure I really wanted to know the full details of what had transpired, and even more so unsure when I saw the expression that crossed Malice's face at my question.


  

  "You. . ."  She began, but Tyvel cut in, sounding somewhat smug and self-assured.


  

  "You lost the fight, and nearly lost your life because of it, as I warned you might happen."  The fake ghost stated with a certain pride, obviously taking joy in having been right about the risk I was facing.  "Luckily for you, when the Kaziem Wolf found out that your heart was weak, she deemed not to take it at all.  Still, it was quite a struggle for poor Malice to get your heart beating again.  You have, by all reason of the sciences of medicine as I know them, been dead multiple times in the past few days."


  

  I felt my heart beating in my chest, a weak patter that seemed to come only grudgingly in response to my body's need for flowing blood.  A terrible sense of horror and loss came to me me as the realization of what this all meant settled in my mind.  I had lost the fight.  I did not have the Kaziem Wolf heart, and I had nearly been killed in the process of trying to acquire it.  Would I be able to try again?  I opened my mouth to speak that very question, but Malice spoke before I could form the thought into words.


  

  "You've damaged your heart beyond repair, Lowin."  I turned to face her and saw tears flowing from her green eyes, though her face showed no expression.  She was struggling to keep calm.  "It is beating now, and may eventually heal enough that you can live a fairly normal life, but you will never be able to push yourself again.  You will die if you even try to use the full extent of your strength and speed."


  

  Her words were far worse than the beating the wolf had given me.  I felt every single syllable as though it were a slash from a rusted sword, and what made those words worse was what they ultimately meant for Kay.  I had not only failed to make myself stronger, I had made myself much weaker by pursing a reckless course of action, and I had only myself to blame.  Time was running short.  


  

  I needed to be able to travel in order to reach the king.  I tried to sit up again, and this time Malice did not restrain me.  It was a difficult process, as though all my strength had fled.  I felt weaker than I had since I'd long ago been injured by a Shao Geok before starting my training to become a Knight of Ethan.  I forced my way to my feet, a cold sweat building on my forehead.  Malice stood with me.


  

  "Will you be able to travel?"  She asked.  Tyvel was hovering over her shoulder, and so I nodded, indicating that I would be fine, though it wasn't true.  I did not want him to know just how much of my strength was gone.  Malice looked less than convinced.  


  

  "Climb on my back.  I'll carry you."  She told me, turning so that her back was facing me.  I took a step away from her.  


  

  "I can't do that.  Not while my legs still work."  I said, my voice tight.  It wasn't that I didn't think she could manage my weight, for Malice was strong, but I didn't want to be a burden.  I especially didn't want to show weakness in front of Tyvel.  Malice turned back to face me once more.


  

  "You have no choice.  We have a long journey, and our time is limited, more so for the time it has taken for you to recover to this point."  Her voice was firm, but underlined by concern for my wellbeing.  I gritted my teeth in agitation at the situation.  I didn't want to admit that she was right.  I also didn't want the cursed ghost to have the satisfaction of hearing me admit my own weakness.


  

  "You're almost as pale as I am, Lowin.  Let her carry you."  Tyvel said, a smile on his ghostly, betraying face.  That he could smile in the face of all that had happened, all that he had caused, made me hate him with a purity that I had to struggle to encapsulate.  


  

  "Alright."  I said, between clenched teeth.  Malice turned once more, and I climbed reluctantly onto her back, as if I were just a child wanting to be carried by my mother.  It was a humiliating experience, yet one I was forced to accept that I had brought upon myself.


  

  In my chest, my heart was beating irregularly from just my slight exertion, causing the world to sway and blur in front of my eyes.  I knew that I would have been unable to walk for long on my own.  Had I insisted upon doing so, I would not have made it far.  I wondered if I would be so weakened forever, or if I might regain more of my strength over time.  Malice began to move, and my thoughts scattered at the jarring from her steps.


  

  Even with me on her back, Malice moved at a full run, seemingly unburdened by my extra weight.  An uneasy silence hung over us as we traveled.  Tyvel hovered behind us, seemingly as comfortable as ever, but both Malice and I were quiet.  I didn't feel at ease talking with my green-eyed companion in the company of the one who had betrayed us to the king, and I guessed that she felt the same.  I only hoped that Tyvel would not think our silence unusual.  That thought almost made me laugh at the situation, though it would have been a bitter laugh.


  

  Even before learning that Tyvel was a traitor, Malice and I had not been on the best of terms with each other.  There was a gulf between us that had been present ever since I'd recovered Kyeia from the villa two years before.  It had gotten worse while we lived in the cabin, but I had never stopped thinking of her has a dear friend..  She had always been good to Kay and me, especially to Kay.  Likely it was my fault that we had grown distant over the years, as it had been my fault that I had not been as close to Kay and Wisp as I should have been.  I resolved to correct that with Malice.  Laouna, I made myself say her true name in my mind so that I might better remember it.  I would not risk having regrets where she was concerned, not while I still had the chance to make that right.  When an opportunity came, I would apologize for my long line of callousness.  Perhaps being so close to death, I thought, would make of me a better person.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  It took us five days to reach the border to the lands of men.  We kept a good pace, but my weight was enough of a detriment to Malice that it did slow us down considerably.  Tyvel was constantly with us as we traveled, ever reminding us that we could not cross into the lands of men until two weeks had passed.  I had grown better at hiding my contempt, but his constant reminders, which I now knew were simply him enforcing the edict of the king, often raised my ire.  


  

  I still did not know why I was forbidden from meeting with the king for two weeks.  Every hour of waiting took its toll on Malice and me.  I feared what they were doing to my daughter while I waited for those two weeks to pass.  I desperately wanted to believe that they would have no cause to hurt my daughter, but I knew the king's ways all too well.  Kay, because of her mother and me, was an anomaly that the king's researchers would love to study.  Their experiments, in the name of the progression of the kingdom, and the ways of magic, were cruel and inhumane.  My daughter was a half breed, born of the mixing of Uliona and Human blood in a way that had never been thought possible.  Her potential was impossible to guess, and that made her a target for those who would exploit the unique nature of her parentage.


  

  "We should wait one more day to be certain.  We wouldn't want the king's men thinking we had entered the kingdom too soon, and hurting Kay because of it."  Tyvel's voice broke into my musings, interrupting my mental torment.


  

  "Perhaps that is best."  Malice said.  I could tell by the way she spoke, and the timbre of her voice, that she was agreeing because she knew, as I knew, that Tyvel was not making an idle suggestion.  He was passing down orders in his own way.  His words were just the echo of those dictates passed through him.  A slight panic touched my mind as I thought over a prospect that had first occurred to me over a week before.  If Tyvel was spying on us for the king, and delivering orders in the form of suggestions, had his fury at our trip to see the Kaziem Wolves actually been the anger of the king manifesting?  If that was so, was it possible that the king would order poor Kay punished for my disobedience?  I hoped that such would not be the case, but in my heart I feared that it would.  The torment of thinking about it made me want to break down and cry until my body could no longer produce tears, but I forced a calm I did not feel.  If I broke down, I would be of no good to anyone.  Though, in my damaged state, I didn't see how I could be of any use either way.


  

  Malice sat me down on the ground, and I stood for a time on my own.  My more serious wounds from the battle with Whisper of the Mist, though their scars were only on my insides, were finally beginning to heal, and I could feel the weakness in my chest fading.  My heart still beat irregularly, as though it were trying to remind me that it was running on stolen time, but at least I was recovering to a point that I might one day be able to fight on my own if need be.  However, the unfamiliar and uncomfortable beating in my chest served as one more reminder among many of my long line of failures that had marked my progress through life so far.  I had made many bad choices, and I was paying for them, I thought.  I just hoped no one else would have to.  I desperately needed for Kay to be alright.  I wasn't sure what I would do if I reached the king and discovered otherwise.  


  

  "We can make our camp here for the night."  I said quietly, distracted, my mind still circling endlessly on problems that held no solutions.  "There is a stream of water running nearby."  My ears had oriented on the sound of their own volition, those wolfish features stolen from the Fell Beast functioning far more keenly than any human's ears ever could.  I pointed out the location for the others, and we began walking that way.  To my sincere gratitude, Malice did not offer to carry me again.  We hadn't far to walk, and I was tired of feeling weak and in constant need of support.  For a while at least, I would stand on my own feet.  I looked at the red bands of fur that circled my wrists, another piece of the Fell Beast that had become a part of me.  Such a strong and fearsome beast, I wondered now how I had ever defeated the monster. 


  

  I was unique for having those red bands of fur.  Such markings were unheard of on Fell Beasts before the one that had attacked me in the frozen wastes near the homeland of the Shao Geok.  Lucidil had brought me to that confrontation, deceptively luring me into harm's way so that I might become more powerful, and a better weapon for his purpose.  I still remembered the terror of the moment when he had hewn the limbs from my body with his keenly edged weapon, and the feeling of those dead chunks of flesh from the fallen Fell Beast being attached to my bleeding stumps.  Kyeia's eyes had served me well then, their innate magic joining the monster's dead parts to my living torso, and forming me into a creature far more terrible than I had been before.  Such was the nature of the Knights of Ethan.  Such was the nature of the Broken Swords.  Such was the nature of whatever it was that Malice and I were.  What humanity remained to us?


  

  In a few minutes we were near enough the water that the others could hear it as well.  We made our camp along the shore of the small stream that we all knew flowed into the Iol Adjot River, the most powerful run of fresh water in the lands of men.  It was at that river that we would face our first real challenge.  The river was impassable by ferry, and most people did not have the resources to build a structure that would span the entire length of the powerful flow.  This meant that passing across the river had to be done at one of two prominent bridges crafted by the king, and manned by a large number of guards and Knights of Ethan.  At each bank of the two bridges was a fortress with a large gate in the center.  The gates were kept closed, and only traffic permitted by the king was allowed through uncontested.  My last journey through one of the bridge checkpoints, though not the one we were approaching, had been a harrowing experience.  I remembered Brutal's look of betrayal as I had run him through with my sword, an act I'd committed in desperation to save Malice's life.  Brutal had been a companion, if not a friend, and my actions on that day still haunted me. 


  

  I looked to Tyvel, who had betrayed us all, and wondered how different I really was from this creature that called itself a ghost.  We were both guilty of betraying those who believed us an ally.  Did I have any right to hate him as completely as I did?  Whether or not I had the right, I couldn't change how I felt.  In the shadow of my stolen daughter and slaughtered sister, I could feel nothing but contempt for the shade that had once been a friend.  


  

  I turned back to the bridge crossing.  I only hoped the king would allow us safely through without trouble, since he had been the one to coerce us into a meeting.  I couldn't understand the man's motivations, and only knew that he had sent a brutal band of men to my house to kidnap my daughter, and they had, whether at his order or not, brutally raped and killed my sister.  Would such a man as that allow us to pass unmolested through his borders?  I didn't know.  I was feeling old, worn by my experiences.


  

  By many standards I was still young, only nineteen years of age, but I had lived through much for one of so few years.  Most men my age were fathers, working in the trade passed on to them by their fathers before them.  My life had started out the same, but after being taken by the Knights of Ethan, it had all changed so quickly.  I had already been imprisoned, fought in multiple battles that should have taken my life, killed men and monsters, lost my heart's first love to vicious tragedy, had my daughter stolen away, and had my sister killed.  I had lived too much in my short nineteen years of life, or possibly I had lived too little.  Could years so full of pain and suffering be construed as really living at all?  If I could but save Kay, I might yet recapture some joy, some purpose.


  

  We made our camp near the stream, building a small fire that would not put up a great deal of smoke, so as not to attract the attention of any forest predators, or possibly signal the guards at the Iol Adjot checkpoint.  Sleep was something I needed little of since taking Kyeia's eyes, but when a time arose to actually rest, I tried to make the most of it.  After eating a meal of stewed meat and vegetables, a normal traveler's fare, I laid down upon the ground, using my pack as a place to rest my head.  In a moment Malice joined me, huddling close, but not for warmth since our cloaks kept us comfortable.  I believed she wanted the comfort of physical closeness, and so I did not dissuade her.  I also sensed that there was something she wished to talk about, but she did not speak as we lay.


  

  Tyvel hovered nearby, seemingly keeping watch through the night.  I wondered, though, if he wasn't simply watching to make sure we didn't try and sneak across the bridge before sun up.  I supposed that was more likely than assuming that he was working in our best interest.  It took some time, but eventually I slept.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The first light of dawn woke me from my slumber, and I sat up feeling stiff from the hard ground that had served as my bed.  Having slept in such a fashion many times before, I was familiar with the effect, and knew that it would wear off quickly once I was up and moving.  I noted that Malice was not at my side, and ran my eyes across our campsite.  I found her standing over the fire, her eyes on a small travel pot set above the flames.  Tyvel was with her.


  

  "The king cannot be trusted.  We know naught what lies he might try to weave once we reach him.  It is vitally important that we be ready to take action quickly if things do not go as we anticipate."  The ghost was saying to Malice.


  

  I stood up and walked over to the pair, my curiosity piqued.  Malice withdrew the pot from the fire and carefully doled out servings to both of us before walking over to the water of the stream we'd camped near to clean the cookware.  I barely noticed her actions, as I was busy wondering what game the ghost was playing at.  He had betrayed us to the king, and yet he seemed to be intentionally antagonizing us.  Surely having us on edge was not in the king's best interest.


  

  "I had already considered that possibility, Tyvel.  Should the king betray us, we will take appropriate measures to ensure that Kay and the rest of us can get free."  Malice answered with cool indifference as she returned her cookware to her pack and started in on her cooled bowl of food, but I could see that she was troubled by Tyvel's comment as well.  It did not fit in with what we suspected of his motives.  I remembered my own bowl, which I'd been holding dumbly without looking into it.  It was full of a warmed gruel, probably unsweetened.  I took my spoon and began eating, not savoring the taste, but knowing that the energy it provided would be worth the sacrifice my tongue was being forced to make.


  

  "What if we get there and he refuses to give us Kay back, or worse, denies that he even has her?"  Tyvel asked.  I had a sense that the conversation we were having was one that had been rehearsed and fine-tuned.  I felt that we were being goaded, but I knew not to what ends.  "We can't simply abandon the child if he is deceiving us!"  The would-be ghost spoke with a surprising vigor.


  

  "Why would he do such a thing?"  I blurted, confused by Tyvel, and angry at what his line of questioning might imply.  Was it possible the king might try such a ruse when we arrived?  Why would the king deny having Kay when he had clearly left a message saying that he had taken her and asking us to come see him?  What purpose would such actions serve, and what was it that Tyvel was trying to get from us?


  

  Tyvel shrugged his transparent shoulders.  "I'm probably just being paranoid.  I am worried about Kay.  I want her back safely, and I do not trust the king."


  

  "We will do what is in our power to do.  Kay will be freed, and those responsible. . ."  Malice let her words trail off.  I could tell by her tone that she was as shaken by Tyvel's confusing outburst as I was.  If the ghost was working for the king, why would he be trying to push us into action against the king?  I felt a stabbing pain of worry in my stomach.  I knew already that Malice and I were being lead into some kind of trap, but Tyvel's strange actions were making me feel that knot of confusion in my middle all the more keenly.  I finished the last of my breakfast, letting it settle like a flavorless weight in my stomach.  


  

  "Now is not the time for 'what if,'" I told the others, eager to leave such a confusing line of conversation.  "We have a bridge to cross, and I suggest we do so as quickly as we can.  Now that our time of waiting is passed, we need to reach our point of meeting as quickly as possible for Kay, and so that we might end this mess once and for all."


  

  Malice nodded her head in agreement, and Tyvel nodded as well.  She too had finished her breakfast, eating quickly while we talked.  


  

  "Agreed, the time for waiting has passed."  Tyvel said, and I thought, for a moment, that I noted a hint of excitement from his attitude.  I couldn't be certain.   The phantom creature's moods were ever difficult to read. 


  

  Malice and I proceeded to the stream and rinsed our bowls and spoons before returning them to Malice's pack, along with our single pot.  It was time to be on our way.  She turned to offer me her back, but I hesitated.


  

  "No," I said firmly.  My heart still beat irregularly, but I felt that I could run again, and I did not want to approach the king's lands on Malice's back, even if Tyvel had already told them of my weakness.  "I will be alright for now."  This time, I actually did feel that I could manage on my own.  I still felt weakened by my heart, but my body was strong, and running was not nearly so taxing as fighting.


  

  Malice turned back to me, seeming to consider my assertion.  Her eyes swept over me for a time, lingered on my chest, and finally she nodded.  "Let us run."  


  

  We took off together.  The pace she set was hard, but not as hard as I would have liked.  Malice, who was leading, was holding back for my benefit, I knew.  For the time being I was willing to let her do so, but only until we made it across the bridge.  At that point, I would either have to keep up with our fastest pace, or subject myself to the embarrassment of being carried along again.  I told myself again and again, repeating it in my mind, "You will not give in.  You are stronger than this."  My heart thudded irregularly in my chest, sometimes beating too fast, sometimes too slowly, but it stuttered along without trying to fail.  I needed my body to believe my mind.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We reached the bridge well before the sun had even climbed to its zenith.  The morning was chill enough that every breath we took created puffs of white mist.  Tyvel drifted amidst us, almost seeming nothing more than an errant exultation of breath that had taken human form.  This second great bridge across the Iol Adjot looked much like the last one I had encountered in my travels.  As we drew nearer, winding down the road that we knew would lead to the gate, it became obvious that the two bridges built by the king had been constructed from a similar set of plans.


  

  Our side of the bridge was surrounded by a massive wall, structured like a keep, with towers and a wide walkway atop it for men to post a patrol.  The wall was tall, and the stonework was well done, leaving gaps that no normal man could hope to use for climbing.  When I had assaulted the other bridge, further east of where we were now, with Brutal, we had simply scaled the wall. It had been necessary to gash our own hand holds into the stone at times.  Even with our exceptional strength the walls of the bridge gatehouses were difficult to climb.  The gate itself was worse yet.  There were actually two sets of wrought-iron gates, and the entry way into the keep that comprised the wall was set in between those two gates.  This meant the only way into the keep was to have someone already inside open the gate.  Of course, with enough time and the proper gear, it would be possible for a skilled and persistent person to work their way inside.  At least, it would have been possible had there not been a constantly rotating, and ever vigilant, guard detail on duty.


  

  However as we drew nearer, I noted that the gates of the bridge were not down, and indeed I could see no movement whatsoever.  Everything seemed eerily quiet and still.  It was Malice whose nose first picked up on the foul smell drifting on the breeze created by the rushing Iol Adjot River.


  

  "Death."  She said quietly as we drew nearer.  "This place reeks of death."


  

  I was, not for the first time, fool enough to reach for my sword that was missing from my side.  As we drew nearer the familiar bridge structure, it was almost possible for me convince myself I was once more on my quest to save Kyeia, Kay's mother, from where the king had imprisoned her in his research facility.  A few irregular beats of my heart were all it took to jolt me back to the harsh reality in which I existed.  I was not that man any longer, and that was a time far passed.


  

  "We should be ready to fight."  Malice's voice was quietly serious, and I could sense the tenseness in her posture, a stance that would not be perceivable to those who did not know my green-eyed friend well.  Beneath her shifting cloak, her body was coiled and ready to launch into action.  


  

  I readied myself for a confrontation, willing my magic claws to fine points, and quietly stretching my muscles beneath my own cloak.  The tattered magical fabric had seen better days.  It now had several holes from my fight with Whisper of the Mist, and still had the patched places where I'd been impaled fighting to rescue Kye.  It looked worse than I did, but I guessed it was probably doing its job better than my body was after all the abuse.  My heart skipped a beat, as if to verify that line of thought, and I was forced to consider whether or not I would even be useful if the situation came to blows.  The stench of rotting meat came to me then, taking me full in the face as an errant gust of wind blew across the bridge towards us.


  

  Tyvel remained oddly quiet, which I found to be a surprise, since he was usually quick to weigh in with an opinion in tense situations.  I noted it mentally, but didn't say anything aloud.  Voicing suspicions about the traitor would have to wait until we had better worked him to our advantage.  Besides, we didn't know what the consequences would be for Kay if we were to confront Tyvel about his part in her abduction.


  

  It didn't take long for us to determine the source of the smell of death coming from the massive bridge.  Bodies were strewn all across its surface, most in various states of dismemberment and mauling.  How much damage was from the battle, and how much was from animals preying on the corpses after the attack, I could not be certain, I was not well studied in making such judgments.  


  

  "How long have they been here?"  I asked no one in particular.  


  

  "A matter of a few days. . ."  Tyvel began, but Malice cut him off.


  

  "Three weeks, maybe a little longer."  Malice said firmly.  Tyvel lapsed into silence.  "This amount of putrification would take at least that long.


  

  "Yes, that is what I meant, a few weeks."  Tyvel said, before floating off and seeming to take studious interest in the chaos about us.  


  

  I did not believe for a moment that he had simply misspoken.  He had been intentionally trying to mislead us as to how long the men on the bridge had been dead.  I wondered why that was.  What benefit would it be for him to lie about such a thing?  What was he trying to hide?


  

  I looked across the great length of the bridge.  From our side of the structure, it was only just possible to see the far side, but I guessed that we would find it similarly strewn with corpses along its entire length.  If those at the other end of the bridge had been alive, they would surely have been aware of the carnage at this side by now, and would have to come to bury their comrades.  


  

  "Come quickly!"  Tyvel called, hovering over the body of one of the fallen several feet away.


  

  Malice and I went briskly to his call, eager to see what it was that had so excited our traitorous companion.  He was standing above a figure wrapped in a deep black cloak.  


  

  "These are the things that attacked our home, Lowin.  These monsters. . ."  He pointed to the black cloaked figure, and for the first time I noted that the arms and legs of the cloaked figure were those of a Fell Beast.  Malice stepped in close and nudged the creature onto its back with one of her pawed feet.  It turned over exposing a face too rotted to make out much detail.  The eyes were gone, so it was impossible to tell if it had been a Knight of Ethan, but the face did not look exactly right.  We needed to see more of the monster, but neither of us wanted to do what was necessary.  


  

  I took a deep breath and stepped towards the corpse, drawing a short knife from the belt of the dead beast to do the task at hand.  I ran the knife along its torso, attempting to cut away the cloak and clothing, but the cloak resisted my knife.  The fabric was enchanted.  Someone had spent a lot of money in paying for a fabric that could hold such a spell.  There was a huge and grizzly blood stain on the front of the cloak though.  Apparently the spell had its limits, much as the magic on my own cloak did.


  

  "The fabric is enchanted."  I told Malice and Tyvel, though I was mostly speaking for Malice's benefit.  


  

  "He is most likely a king's man, then.  Such fabric does not come cheap."  She said.


  

  "Of course he is a king's man!"  Tyvel said tersely.  "I told you, he is just like those that attacked Wisp and took Kay."


  

  I shifted my grip on the knife in my hand, ignoring Tyvel's indignant reply, and thrust with the force I knew would be required to puncture the magical fabric.  My knife broke the threads this time, and I drew clothing and cloak apart with the sharp blade.  Beneath his cloak was a tabard bearing the kings insignia, and that also fell away at the passing of my knife.  In a minute I had reached the corpses torso and discovered the alarming truth.  


  

  "He is a Fell Beast all the way through to his neck."  Malice said, the shock obvious in her voice.  It was true.  Whatever kind of creature the man before us was, his body was that of a fell beast everywhere below his neck line. He was far more monster than man.  What magic was the king playing with that would create such monstrosities?


  

  "When did the king start dabbling with experiments like these?"  I asked, looking directly at Tyvel.  He had been a researcher for the king, and since he was supposed to be our ally, it was only right that I ask him.


  

  "I have never seen, or heard of, anything like this before.  My studies were mostly with the Uliona and human lines.  I know nothing of what this creature is."  The ghost-like entity attempted to assure me, but his words rang false.  I couldn't be certain that he was lying, though I was disinclined to trust him because he seemed far too eager to bring our attention to the fallen man.  He knew more than he was willing to tell.  I pulled the dead man's cloak closed, and covered his face.  I had no intention of burying the creature, but it was only right that I do something, since I had violated his corpse by cutting the cloak free.  I stood, leaving the knife with the body.


  

  We proceeded cautiously across the bridge.  The scene of battle was obviously stale, but that didn't mean that someone could not have stayed behind.  The massive number of casualties amongst the bridge guards was reason enough to not rush blindly ahead, so we picked our path slowly, ready to fight if need be.  We came across more of the strange Fell Beast and man hybrids as we crossed the swiftly running water.  The roar of the rushing Iol Adjot was almost deafening.  We saw no Knights of Ethan until we reached the far gate, which stood wide open just as the first side had.  It was there, beneath the gate arch, that we found the bodies of two Knights, though they were only identifiable by the remnants of cloak that hung about them and the specially crafted swords that lay uselessly at their sides. 


  

  They had both been viciously mauled and torn apart.  What little remained of their bodies had obviously been intentionally desecrated by the attackers.  Of the two Knights, the female had been stripped naked, her head removed, as well as her clawed hands and feet.  The similarity to what had been done to Wisp was not lost on me, and a single look at Malice confirmed that she was thinking along the same lines.  


  

  Malice walked over to the corpses, and pulled what remained of their cloaks over the bodies, her face pale.  She took a moment to unfasten their sword belts, and handed one to me before fastening the other on herself.  She retrieved their weapons, which had been lying on the ground, and wiped them off on the fabric of one of the other fallen fighter's tabards before handing one sword in my direction.  


  

  "I don't like to rob the dead, but they will not need the steel, and we might."  Malice said softly.  I nodded my agreement and put on the sword.  The weight was familiar, for the blade was a sister to the one I had carried for some time.  I felt at home with the familiar weight drawing downward on the leather sword belt.


  

  I looked at the now shrouded bodies that lay on the ground, new questions rising to the forefront of my mind.  Why would the king's men, sent to kidnap my daughter, also assault the king's own bridge crew?  That made no sense.  The entire situation was not right, and I suspected that Tyvel knew more than he was telling.  


  

  "These had to be the same attackers that struck our home.  They killed in the same manner.  If our attackers were kingsmen, why did they attack their own men at this bridge?"  I asked aloud, for it was a question that needed to be asked, and could safely be asked even without raising Tyvel's suspicion.  It was a question that anyone with half a mind would be considering.


  

  "I can't figure it out."  Malice said, her face drawn, her eyes forlorn.  To fight and kill in the line of battle was a terrible though sometimes necessary thing, but the monsters that had fought upon the bridge, and then later at our home, had seemed to delight in their acts of brutal murder.  Even if we were not allies to the king or his men, we were not so heartless as to approve of what had occurred upon that ill-fated bridge.


  

  "Perhaps the bridge was not under the king's control."  Tyvel said, after a period of quiet.


  

  "These men all wear the king's emblem on their tabard, and the Knights of Ethan were carrying regular swords, not the broken swords of Lucidil's men.  No, these men who were defending this bridge were the king's own.  So why did those that were sent to our home kill these on the bridge?"   I pressed the question again.


  

  "I do not know.  The king can be callous at times.  Perhaps that is a question best left unanswered."  Tyvel said, sounding for all the world as if he were as confused as the rest of us.  I nodded my head.  I intended to ask the king when I finally met him exactly why he had seen fit to kill his own men in such a way.  Tyvel might not think an answer was necessary, but I would not leave such a question unanswered.


  

  "We should get moving.  There is nothing here but death, and we have another week of running before we reach the capital."  Malice said.  I knew she was right, but I still felt guilty about leaving all of the bodies upon the bridge as we'd found them.  Something terrible had happened on the Iol Adjot River, and the aftermath ate away at me in some intangible way.  None of the details seemed to fit together quite as they should.  


  

  We passed cautiously through the final stone archway, alert for any attack that might fall on us, but we encountered nothing.  Whatever had killed the people on the bridge was long gone.  That did not make me feel any better about the situation.  Had the king ordered his own men killed at the bridge?  If he hadn't made the order, then had those monster-men done it of their own volition?  That was not a pleasant thought.  Those men had my daughter.  I found myself breaking into a run.  The more I encountered horrors, the more I feared for Kay.  Even if she was not killed, would her mind ever recover from the horrors she was being forced to live through?  Malice fell in at my side, and Tyvel hovered near.  I couldn't afford to wait any longer.  I would get to the capital as fast as I could make my feet go.  It was time to get Kay back, and finally get some answers.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Kreo was the capital city of the human lands, and truly a marvel of human craftsmanship.  The city was large enough that standing atop one of its highest towers, a person could not see all of it from one edge to the next.  For much of its history, Kreo stood as the only human settlement, a fortification against the world that lay beyond its walls, but the sons of men had spread, their need for more land and more space forcing them beyond the safety of their stone boundaries.  At first Kreo had expanded with them, and that was why there were four levels to the ancient city.  After each major expansion the residences erected a new outer wall, the previous walls becoming physical subdivides that eventually were used as societal districts.


  

  The city's army, once a force only enlisted to guard the walls, had grown huge out of necessity.  They needed enough men available to protect the massive perimeter, and to keep peace among the ever-growing population of citizens.  However, the kings of men grew tired of having but one city to govern, and they began to grow their armies larger, and to send them out to conquer more land.  The beasts of the world were pushed back, and the city of Kreo became the capital city of man, and the permanent home of the king.


  

  I had never seen Kreo before, and I found myself duly impressed by the sight that sprawled before me as we came over a hill crest to find the massive metropolis strewn below us with the chaotic grace of an artist gone mad.  I could see some semblance of order amongst the sections of the city nearest the wall, the newest established area, but as one looked further towards the center, the streets became less organized, a labyrinth-like mash of curving streets and maddening architecture, a testament to a city that did not intend to grow as large as it eventually did.


  

  At the center of it all stood the king's castle, a massive brooding building that reached high into the sky. It was a fortress to rival any ever built, or so I thought then.  There was much in the world I still had not seen.    


  

  We approached the castle gates cautiously, unsure as to what we should expect for a greeting when we arrived.  My anticipation caused a mix of dread and hope.   I desperately wanted to find Kay safe and sound, but Tyvel's strange behavior over the past few weeks had not instilled in me a sense of any great confidence.  I had the distinct impression that the situation we were walking into was far more complicated than it seemed.  


  

  The line of traffic at the gate was less than I would have suspected.  There were five carts before us in a neat line, and absolutely no people gathered around the entryway, as one would normally expect at the gates of a city of such a magnitude.  Generally people gravitated to city gates, setting up stalls to sell food and souvenirs to people waiting in line to gain entrance.  There was good business in it, but here were only five solitary carts and their one or two man crews.  The man in the rear carriage spotted us, and his face went as white as Tyvel's.


  

  "Knights of Ethan, make way, make way!"  His voice was suffused with a timbre of fear, and he moved his cart aside with more speed than I would have thought possible by looking at the two sickly Reave Haulers he was using to pull his load.  Reave Haulers were a variety of two legged lizard, powerful and intelligent beasts, and preferred creatures of burden for most of the kingdom.  They were generally docile so long as they were fed, but male and female alike had a nasty crown of spines around their skull that could cause trouble for those who mishandled them.  However, the Reave responsible for pulling the man's cart looked as though they had long since lost any will to fight.  They looked old, tired, and as weary as I felt.  


  

  I did not try to stop the carts from clearing way, as I might have done under other circumstances.  I was in a rush, and any speed advantage gained was well appreciated.  I turned to see what Tyvel might be thinking of the whole situation, but found, for the first time in weeks, that the ghost was conspicuously missing.  He had hovered about us constantly since I'd been injured by Whisper of the Mist.


  

  "Because we cannot see him, does not mean that he is not here, somewhere.  I'm sure Tyvel would not abandon us in this situation."  Malice said, obviously having noticed my eyes searching for the ghost.  It was a warning, I knew, not to say anything I might only say in front of my green-eyed friend.  


  

  "This is true.  He is never far gone."  I said, trying to imply that I agreed with the sentiment without saying more than was necessary.  We approached the guards.  


  

  I recognized the eight figures at the gate immediately, and I guessed Malice did as well.  They wore black cloaks, designed much as our own were, though without the shifting colors that marked us.  The hands and feet that showed beneath those cloaks were Fell Beast in nature, and the faces that were uncovered in the early daylight were those of human men.  Their eyes were human, not those of the Uliona, like the Knights of Ethan, the Broken Swords, and whatever it was that Malice and I had become since separating from the others of our kind.  Their human eyes, though, shone with feral light, as if something barely controlled rested behind those glassy orbs.  We drew close, and as we did the black cloaked warriors drew their swords, fine forged black-steel blades.  I guessed them to be inferior to the borrowed blades we carried, since black steel was inherently more brittle, but they were still fine weapons.  


  

  "Who are you?"  One of the creatures asked, stepping forward, and I noticed as it talked that its mouth was full of vicious cutting teeth, though they looked as if they'd been haphazardly crafted into the monster's maw.  Its voice was a little above a raspy whisper, projecting further, but with the same airy growl.  


  

  "I am Lowin Fenly, and I'm here with my companion, Malice.  We've been summoned by the king."  I told him, standing up straight, and placing my hand on the hilt of my sword, but not yet drawing the blade forth.


  

  "It is the betrayer. . ."  A voice said from the back of the group of black cloaked figures.


  

  "Oath breaker. . ."  Uttered another.


  

  "The fallen-exalted has come."  Yet another voice whispered.  


  

  The man-creature who had first spoken to us growled again, "He waits for you.  He has waited eagerly for your coming, Lowin Fenly and companion Malice."  He gestured for us to enter, and we did.  All the hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up as we passed through the group of black cloaked figures.  I felt their eyes like knife points on my flesh, and knew that only the command of the king restrained their terrible violence.  These were the beasts that had killed Wisp, and taken Kay away.  I wondered if it were any of the very same creatures that surrounded me then.  Again I contemplated what magic had made them, and what such a terrible existence could possibly give to them to make it worth their loss of humanity.


  

  "Go with them, Grotfen-groa.  Go with them to meet His Highness, his High Lord of All."  The one who had spoken to us first, called out one of their number.  A particularly tall figure broke off from the others, separating from the greater group of dark cloaks like a shard of shadow splitting from the night.  He stood before us.  His name, Grotfen-groa, struck a bell in my mind.  It took me a moment to recall the information, but when I did, I was startled.  Grotfen-groa was from an ancient numbering system.  It meant seventy-two.  I hoped the name was simply an odd choice from the man's parents, but I believed that such was not the case.  


  

  More than likely, whoever was creating the Fell Beast-men, was using the ancient number system to name them as well.  I would have asked about it under normal circumstances, but the creatures were obviously hostile, and I was more intent upon finding Kay.  Still, I wondered just how many of the feral monsters the king had made.


  

  I didn't know it then, but I was to have a better understanding of that question before I was to have any answers concerning Kay.  Grotfen-Groa lead us through the city at a quick clip, not traveling as swiftly as I would have liked, but moving fast enough that most people would have been uncomfortable keeping pace over a long period of time.  He didn't speak as we walked, which was fine by me, since it gave me time to take in the sights of the human capital city.  What I witnessed distressed me.  The city was eerily quiet.  Those few people who walked the streets seemed intent upon getting where they were going as quickly as possible.  There was none of the bustle and crowd that I had anticipated upon first viewing the sprawling mass that was Kreo.  


  

  Black Cloaks, which is how I had begun to think of the creatures like Grotfen-groa, patrolled the streets in groups of two, and we seemed to see more of them than actual people in the city.  The people cut them a wide path, almost running to clear the way for them.  I saw not a single human guard as we traversed first linear, and then winding, blocks.  Had the king entirely replaced his force with the black cloaked creatures?  I looked about me at the dead city, and realized that what I was seeing was not something that had happened over night.  To so subdue a city would have taken a great deal of time.  I realized then, that what I was witnessing was the demise of Kreo.  A city without a thriving and happy people was doomed to fall apart eventually.  I wasn't sure what the king was thinking.  I intended to find out, however.


  

  The walk through the city took us several hours, even moving at a quick pace.  We passed beneath each of the cities four walls in turn, each becoming slightly less massive then the previous.  However, contrary to the quality of the walls, the buildings became more resplendent as we progressed.  Those who had originally built their homes about the castle had done so in an extravagant fashion.  The same held true of the storefronts, and the quality of the street work.  Some of it was obviously recently refurbished, but it all retained a classic quality that was hard to disapprove of.  Of course, the building quality did nothing to detract from the fact that the organization of the streets was becoming more chaotic the closer to the center we came.  Despite the tightness of the streets, they remained quiet but for patrols and the few scared looking city folk, intently attempting to get out of our way.  


  

  Finally, after what had felt like a lifetime to me, we reached the castle proper.  It was a fortress that stretched high into the sky above us, tall and intimidating against the evening light.  It was so tall, that from its base, I could not see the highest spire when looking up.  Any windows that existed on the lower floors were so small as to be almost unnoticeable, and the door we approached was small and narrow as well.  It was a feature that made it difficult for any attacker to assault the inner castle in force, but the design was a double edged sword, for it also made it difficult for anyone within the castle to get out quickly if the need arose.  From my time as a loremaster, I knew that there was generally a second, secret passage that leads in and out of a castle.  The second passage usually ends a long distance from the castle ground, and could be wide enough to lead several men down.  I didn't know for certain, but I believed the Kreo fortress was no different.  Underground tunnels and hidden pathways were a fixture in all old military structures.  


  

  Our guide hammered on the door with one of his solid fists, a tightly packed ball of sinew and bone that could rend a man to pieces if so applied.  After a moment, the door swung open and a man in a shifting Lucidil cloak stepped forward.  I recognized him immediately.  It was Tempest, the first Knight of Ethan I had ever encountered, and the one who had brought me to the Knights of Ethan to receive my training.  His cold black eyes passed over all of us, and finally settled on our guide.


  

  "I bring the Lowin, he who breaks oath."  Said Grotfen-Groa, the first words I'd heard him speak.  There was a certain grim pleasure behind his words, a sound that put me ill at ease.  


  

  Tempest stepped entirely out from the door frame.  He was short for a Knight of Ethan, but still had to crouch while in the opening.  His black eyes locked on mine, a look as fierce as I'd ever seen them to have, boring into me.  He was still intimidating, even with all that had gone before us.  


  

  "You've changed, Fenly."  He said, his voice partially laced with a trait the Knights of Ethan called "the voice."  I had not learned its source yet, but I knew that it was something taken unto our bodies much like the Fell Beast parts, or the horns some of the knights had.  Once a Knight had "the voice," he could strike fear into the hearts of most men simply be speaking, and his roar was enough to terrify man and beast alike.  With enough training, the Knight could eventually control the talent to the point where it no longer terrified all who heard it, but the effects of the change never quite left their tones.  Tempest had gotten better over the years.


  

  "You've changed, but not for the better."  Tempest added after a moment of consideration.  In his face I saw a hint of the same betrayal I had once seen in the face of Brutal, the man I had killed in order to protect Malice.  I was again reminded that I had turned my back on many things in the pursuit of my ambitions.  Tempest was one of many who would give me such a look, and likely give me far worse, if offered half the chance.


  

  "Time changes us all."  I heard Malice say from behind me.  "Sometimes it takes change before we are able to see the truth of things."


  

  Tempest looked at her, and I noticed him start slightly as his eyes passed over hers.  When last he had known her, she'd had black eyes like his own.  Those few Knights of Ethan, fallen from grace or not, with colored eyes were rare.  Lucidil, with his fiery red eyes, had once told me that it was a sign of strength, a strength born of the depth of our attachment to the one which we were bound.  Because I had loved Kyeia, and she had loved me, my eyes, Kye's mortal gift to me, were purer of color than any Knight before.  My strength, though, had not been enough to save me from tragedy.  Kye died, Kay was lost to me, and Wisp had been murdered and violated.  


  

  "I'd heard rumors that your eyes had awakened, but I did not suspect that they were true.  How. . ."  Tempest began, but Malice cut him off.


  

  "We're on business, Tempest.  If you wouldn't mind showing us to the king, we'd like to be done with this."  Her voice held a sharp edge.  I reminded myself that she was every bit as tense as I was concerning our current situation.  Her patience was just as frayed as my own.  I wondered again where Tyvel had gone to.  It's not that his presence was comforting, but that the lack of his presence was disconcerting.  


  

  "One moment, then."  Tempest said, returning through the narrow entryway, and closing the door behind him as he went.  


  

  "The king will kill you for your betrayal, oath breaker.  He will cleave your head from your body and hang it atop his wall."  The black cloaked figure that had been our guide said, his eyes sparkling beneath the dark hood.  


  

  I heard the sound of metal clearing leather and saw, to my surprise, that Malice had drawn her steel.  There was a dangerous look in her eyes, one to match anything the black cloak might have to offer.


  

  "Shut your rotting hole, or your head will reach the wall in far shorter time."  Her voice was as cold as the metal she wielded.  I placed a hand on the hilt of my own weapon, uncertain where events might go next.


  

  The black cloak merely smiled, and placed a finger over his lips, as if quieting himself.  He took a step back, bowing slightly.  I watched Malice, not sure what she would do.  The point of her sword was so steady that she could have been a statue.  Not only was I uncertain what she would do, I didn't believe that Malice knew what she intended either.  A few breaths passed, and finally she returned her sword to its scabbard, and stood quietly by me once more.


  

  We waited in silence for Tempest to return, the time seeming to crawl by with painful slowness.  Tension hung in the air, growing heavier by the moment, until I feared someone would do something drastic just to end the torment of waiting.  It was then that the door swung open once more, and Tempest stepped through.   


  

  "The king will see you both now."  He said, before turning and going back through the narrow doorway.  Malice and I followed him.  The gap ran five feet long and required one of my height to enter slightly hunched over, and strafing sideways to clear the thinner portions of solid stone wall.  The castle had not been built with comfortable passage in mind, but with the intention of offering strong defense, and the entry would serve well for that.  To my pleasure and relief, the black cloak did not accompany us into the castle.  His threat still hung heavily in my mind.  What did the king intended for us?


  

  The narrow entry way opened up into a large room, large enough for a sizable force to pile in and hold the narrow gap for as long as need be, I realized.  It was yet another defensive design choice.  Within this large opening, four more Knights of Ethan stood in waiting.  I didn't recognize any of them.  I was noticing that the black cloaked creations seemed to be only used in places outside of the castle.  Perhaps the king was afraid of his own demons.  That was an important detail, I thought, and so made a point of remembering it.


  

  "Should we take their weapons?"  A female Knight of Ethan spoke from where she stood, hand on hilt, as we entered the room. 


  

  Tempest considered that for a moment, and then shrugged.  "It wouldn't make them much less dangerous," He looked at us both pointedly.  "And I don't believe they're stupid enough to try anything with so many Knights around."  He turned to look intently at Malice and me.  "I will not do you the dishonor of stripping you of your weapons."  His eyes narrowed.  "What happens after you meet with his Highness, will be for him to decide.  I make you no promises." 


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I found myself waiting once more, this time I was just beyond the great double doors leading to the king's audience chamber.  All around Malice and me stood an entourage of Knights, all dressed in their shifting cloaks in various postures of readiness.  I counted eight of them, all watching us with the intensity of a predator eying prey.  Tyvel was still absent, and what little of my patience remained was dwindling more quickly by the second.


  

  Tempest had gone ahead.  Without his presence the other Knights around us seemed far more menacing.  I wondered if they all knew about my weakened state.  In my chest I could feel the slow rhythmic beating of my heart.  Over the past few days it had begun to feel natural again.  It was almost as if I had never severely damaged it in my fight with Whisper of the Mist.  Unfortunately, I knew better than that.  My healing ability had kept me alive to that point, but my heart could only take so much strain.  The only question that remained for me was whether or not the Knights of Ethan surrounding me knew that I was less than whole.  I hoped they did not.  I straightened my shoulders and stood as tall as I could.  


  

  At long last, in what I hoped would be the culmination of all my waiting, Tempest swung open the double doors and spoke the words I both dreaded and anticipated.


  

  "The king will see you now." He turned his back as he finished talking, and proceeded back through the double doors.  The other Knights of Ethan followed behind him, and once they were all through, we followed after them.  


  

  The audience chamber was decorated in such a way that one wouldn't know it was part of a stone fortress.  The walls had been paneled in wood, and the floor was lushly carpeted.  There was a large round table in the center of the room.  Tapestries adorned the walls, featuring images of lush natural scenes, and at the far end of the room sat the throne atop a raised platform.  The room was larger than any found in a normal home, but far smaller than a dining hall might have been.  It was, however, spacious enough to accommodate all those gathered.


  

  The king sat in the throne, dressed in the finest clothes I'd ever seen.  The fabric he wore shone with its own unique type of magic.  The Knights of Ethan had cloaks designed for functionality, and the king's outfit was different, yet similar in its own fashion.  I sensed that it served a purpose, but that purpose was far different from the shifting cloaks worn by the Knights.  Even as resistant to such glamour as my eyes were, I could not help but be impressed and awed at the sight of the king; the subtle magics of his attire working their suggestions on my mind.  He also wore an assortment of expensive looking jewels, including those set in his crown, a thoroughfare of black and purple stones of extremely fine cut.


  

  The man beneath the crown looked every bit the part of a king.  His features were noble and strong, the result of a long line of intentional breeding.  He had a wolfish intelligence about his eyes, but also a calm brutality that spoke much of his personality without him ever having to say a word.  I was immediately reminded of Lucidil, the leader of the Broken Swords.  He shared an intensity with the king, a set of the jaw that said he would obtain what he wanted, whatever the cost might be.


  

  The king was not alone on his raised platform. To either side of him stood a different person.  On his left was a man I knew only too well.  Ethaniel, the leader and founder of the Knights of Ethan, and the king's primary advisor on all matters of security and war.  He stood in a dignified silence, tall and powerful, his eyes shining with the barest hint of deep blue in their black depths.  He was considered by many to be the strongest of the Knights of Ethan.  Lucidil believed himself stronger, and he believed that I too was stronger, but I was not certain myself.  Strength seemed to radiate from the legendary figure.  Ethaniel wore no cloak, but a simple outfit of gray and black, his sword at his side, and his massive wings folded behind him.  


  

  To the king's other side was a woman I did not recognize at all.  Not only was her face unfamiliar to me, but her entire race was one I had never encountered before.  Her skin was a deep ashen gray, and her long hair, which hung freely about her shoulders, was a pale blue so light that it looked as though it were merely a white blond being kissed by moonlight.  She was tall, taller even than Malice and I, and muscular as well.  She held a long spear with a wicked edged blade at one end, and what appeared to be a weighted ball at the other.  It was not a weapon design I was familiar with.  Her clothes were also of an unfamiliar cut, form fitting, but shaped of what appeared to be a solid hide material.  It looked like a light form of armor, but I could not be certain without closer inspection.  Most startling of all about this woman were her eyes that shone like mirrors, silver and reflective.  I wondered if she were one of a people I had never heard of, or another creation of the king.


  

  We reached the base of the dais, only a line of Knights and fifteen feet stood between us and the king, the man who had ordered my daughter kidnapped and Wisp murdered.  I forced myself to remain calm because every muscle in my body, every single piece of my being, wanted me to carve a path of death straight through to the man who had cost me so much.  The king stood from his throne.


  

  "You have your audience, now speak your case."  He said, and there was anger in his voice.  At that I nearly lost my composure.  That he would stand up and demand that I speak my case, when he had been the one to bring such destruction into my life.  He had been the one to force my audience.


  

  "Where is my daughter?!"  I demanded, pushing back my hood.  "What have you done to Kaylien?"


  

  There was a sharp intake of breath from the Knights gathered around, and no few swords began to slide from scabbards.  The king's voice piled over top of all other sounds, seeming to thunder unnaturally from him.  I guessed it to be an augmentation provided by some form of enchantment.


  

  "You dare come into my court and accuse me of wrong doing, Lowin Fenly, when it is you and yours who have wronged this kingdom?  You, who have been given so much, and elevated to the highest position next to my own, dare come into this place and make such venomous accusations?"  His voice grew louder with every word, attempting to force me into supplication, but I would not be bowed.  


  

  "You killed the woman I love.  You ordered my daughter stolen away, and your men killed and raped a woman I cherished as a sister.  If you do not tell me what you have done with my daughter now, I swear I will have your head."  The words escaped me before I could hold them back.  I knew the mistake in them before I even heard the whisper of every sword in the room leaving a scabbard.


  

  "It is obvious my advisor, Tyvel, was fooled by you.  You have no information that would be of value to me. To the dungeons with you both.  I will decide your fate tonight, and tomorrow your punishment will be carried out."  At his words, the guards advanced on us, though neither Ethaniel or the silver-eyed woman moved from where they stood.  The silver-eyed warrior seemed to have a sad expression on her face, as though she was disappointed by something, but I did not have time to consider such things.  My hopes were crushed.  Tyvel had been right.  


  

  The king had denied that he had Kay.  Why had he done that, and why had Tyvel warned us that he might?  I drew my sword, but I was slower than my vengeful friend.  Malice's form blurred, and she launched into a full attack on the guards that approached her.  Before she sped up, I saw such a look of rage on her face as I'd never seen there before.  Once she was in motion, I saw nothing of her, for she was far too fast.  


  

  Four Knights came my way, and I knew with a certainty that I would be killed.  I couldn't match them for speed or strength, not with my heart injured as it was.  I charged into the closest Knight, hoping to take him by surprise, but he slipped into full speed, knocking my sword high, and charging in fast and straight.  The injury happened before I could even register I'd been hit.  Pain exploded through my right side and I fell backwards, swinging my sword in a useless defensive arc.  His blade had pierced my right side, below my rib cage, and cut all the way through.  He was too fast.  Another Knight came in at me, he blurred and a blade pierced my right thigh.  I fell to the ground, my leg giving way.  My heart thudded in my chest, as steady as a drum beat.  Could I risk pushing my limits so soon after recovering from my near fatal wounding?  If I did not try, I knew I would be dead anyway.  All four of the Knights were around me now, and I was about to push my heart forward.  It jumped in my chest, pain shot through me, and then Malice was in front of me, blood spattered across her cloak and weapon.  


  

  She was injured, but when I glanced back to where she had been fighting, I saw that the four guards that had attacked her lay dead.  I pushed my heart again, it pounded fiercely, the world lurched and slowed, pain exploded in my chest and the world resumed normal speed.  The figures around me blurred into combat, and I could do nothing to stop them.  My eyes traced the indistinct lines of light that marked the passage of movement, but could not pick out the shapes that made those movements.  


  

  Suddenly all motions stopped, Malice's body slumped to the ground, a bleeding sword wound starkly evident in the center of her ribs, and a look of shock on her face.  She was covered in cuts and gashes.  The four Knights blurred back into normal speed, one falling to the ground as his head slid from his neck.  The other three stalked in to deliver the killing blow.  I threw myself in their path.  


  

  "No!  We're done.  Imprison us, but don't kill her.  I will answer for all that has happened.  It was I who forced her into this course of action, and it was I who she sought to protect.  I accept responsibility for everything that has happened.  Please do not kill her!"  I pleaded as I never had before.  I hated the words I spoke, but for the sake of Malice, I would speak them.  I would give the murdering king the honor of seeing me grovel, if that is what it would take to save my friend.  The Knights stopped, looking to the dais for their orders.  


  

  The king shrugged, sitting back in his chair.  "She will probably die anyway.  That wound is mortal, even among your kind.   But, if you are willing to accept full responsibility, and she is willing to agree to let you take her punishment, I will show her mercy." He turned to his guards.  "Take the woman to the infirmary, take the other to our deepest cell, and lock him there until I decide what to do with him."


  

  Malice's eyes were closed, and her skin was so pale as to be almost translucent.  I leaned in close to her.  "Live.  Please, live for me."  I kissed her forehead, and then the guards grabbed me by my shoulders and lifted me away.  Pain tore through my thigh as I put weight on it, but the wound in my side was already healing.  I knew the other injury would be fine by the time we reached our final destination.  They took my sword, and removed my equipment.  I was led away from Malice, and deep into the depths of the castle's dungeon.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The sound of my cell door closing behind me was only too familiar.  On my journey to rescue Kye I had spent a short amount of time locked in another of the king's dungeons.  Though I sensed that had been a far less imposing situation, even if it had not seemed so at the time.  Deep beneath Kreo castle, I felt certain the consequences of my actions would be dire.


  

  The Knights of Ethan who had locked me away departed, leaving me to the relative darkness of my small stone room.  The front of the cell was entirely crafted of sturdy bars.  There was a torch burning not far down the corridor through which I'd just walked, so I was not enveloped in total darkness.  My eyes used what little light was available efficiently, and I was able to make out most of my surroundings with no trouble.


  

  The room in which I was locked was about six by five paces.  There was a pan for waste, and a small amount of hay piled to one side.  Other than that, the room was empty, and surprisingly clean.  Of course, the cell I'd been brought to was one not intended to keep its prisoners long.  I was as good as condemned already.  What would become of Kay and Malice, I wondered?


  

  Thinking of my daughter brought tears to my eyes, and this time I did not bother to stifle them.  I was alone, and I no longer cared to fight back my emotions.  I allowed the salty water to flow until it would not come any longer, and then I sat quietly in the murk and gloom.


  

  It would have been a lie to say I did not fear death, but it would have been a greater lie to say that death was what I feared most.  If I could have known that Malice and Kaylien would be treated well, I would have gladly given my life in a moment.  That uncertainty, not knowing what future awaited them, was one of the worst things I had ever experienced.  


  

  Time loses all meaning without the light of day to keep track of the passing hours.  This is especially true in the case of creatures that do not sleep and eat in normal cycles.  Without natural light, I found myself lost in a timeless void, trapped with only my thoughts for company.  Those thoughts, dark as they were, made poor company indeed.


  

  An immeasurable amount of time passed, somewhere between hours and days I guessed, and my sensitive ears picked up the tread of feet far down the corridor.  There were three distinct patterns of movement, two heavier than the third.  I listened intently as they drew nearer the front of my cell.  Finally the three figures emerged into the light from the torch, blocking out most of it as they took position in front of me.  I made out the forms of two Knights of Ethan, one of which was Tempest.  The figure between them was the king.  I had only seen him once, but once was enough to have forever engraved his wolfish features into my mind.


  

  I grit my teeth together, but stood firm.  I guessed that they had come to pronounce my sentence, and I suspected there could be only one recourse for my crimes against the kingdom of men.  I was prepared to answer for it if it would save Malice and Kay.


  

  "It is not often someone is foolish enough to come into my kingdom, into my very castle, and make accusations against me in my own meeting hall."  The king said, and I could hear the anger in his voice.  His tones were no longer magically enhanced, but they still carried the heavy weight of authority.  I held my tongue.  


  

  "You're probably wondering what fate we have in store for you. . ."  He let his words trail off, goading me to speak.  I did.


  

  "I only wish for my daughter and Malice to be given the chance to live out their lives.  I don't care what becomes of me.  Without them I have nothing for which to live anyway."  I spoke the truth as it was written into my being.  My dearest friend, and my only child, the solitary remnant of her lost mother, were all the treasures I possessed in the world.  Without them my life held no meaning, and if I should die so that they might live, maybe there was meaning to be had in such an action.


  

  "That is a noble sentiment, especially coming from one who has turned traitor to the crown."  The king's voice was softer, most of the anger seemingly burned off.  After a moment's pause, he added, "Malice will survive her wounds.  She will not be executed, so long as she cooperates, but I don't know anything of your daughter.  Until you burst into my hall and demanded her return, I had not known you had a daughter.  My advisor never mentioned it."


  

  I could hear the sincerity in his voice now that the enchantment was removed from his speech.  He did not have Kay, and did not know of Kay.  My mind reeled at that prospect.  What did that mean?  If the king had not taken Kay, where had she gone?  I suddenly felt my imprisonment more keenly.  I yearned to be beyond the prison walls, searching for my lost daughter.


  

  "You, Lowin Fenly, are the greatest of fools.  I was prepared to forgive you entirely in light of our current situation, but you had to burst into my meeting hall and lay accusations against me."  The king shook his head.  "That was a stupid thing to do.  The crime for falsely accusing the king of a high offense is death, to be carried out within a week."


  

  His words hit like hammer blows in my head.  Death was not an option I could afford while Kay's whereabouts were still unknown.  I opened my mouth to speak, but the king raised a hand, and I decided it best to remain quiet in my compromised position.


  

  "You are, however, more valuable to me alive than you are dead . . . at the moment.  Even if you will not serve me willingly, you should provide some useful information to my researchers.  There are a few who are quite eager to find out how it was that you brought life back to Malice's eyes.  They have told me for years that such an act was impossible."  The king shrugged wearily.  "We need every advantage we can get right now.    You have been long gone, Lowin, and I do not believe you understand the state of the world.  Now is not the time for making new enemies, not when allies are of greater value.  Tomorrow, we shall see, but today. . ."


  

  The king turned and started away.  I wanted to stop him and say something, but I couldn't imagine what words would be the right ones.  I had questions pilling up in my head, but not enough time to sort them all out.  The king stopped and turned back to me.  


  

  "Cooperate with my researchers, Lowin, and things will go better for Malice.  I don't like to make such threats, but we need your cooperation."  With that, he turned and walked away.  I sat numbly in my cell, going over his words again and again in my head.  He didn't have Kay.   Some other party was responsible, and I knew not who.  I suspected that Tyvel could tell me more, but his box had been taken with the rest of my equipment.  


  

  ". . . in light of our current situation . . ." The king had said.  That was something else to consider.  What had changed about the situation of the world that would make the king willing to pardon me, and what information had he thought I was bringing?  What of the false ghost?  Had Tyvel given the king false information to insure that Malice and I were granted an audience?  Another question that immediately jumped to mind; Had Tyvel been trying to get Malice and me to kill the king?  Based upon all that happened, that seemed like a logical deduction, but why would Tyvel do such a thing when his life was in the hands of the king?  What did the ghost-like man have to accomplish through such deception?


  

  I pondered my many questions through the hours of perpetual gloom.  Time slipped away as my thoughts churned.  I could find few answers without more information, but I felt a growing suspicion that Lucidil might have something to with the disappearance of my daughter.  I could think of no other that would benefit from me attacking the king, but if it was the leader of the Broken Swords, how had he orchestrated it all?  Tyvel was the king's advisor, admitted by the king's own words, so how could Lucidil have been involved?  It would be easy to accuse the fallen Knight, but at the same time, the facts did not seem to support such an accusation.  


  

  More time passed, hours, maybe days, and I paced uselessly within the walls of my cell.  I could not sleep, so troubled was my mind, and I was not tired anyway.  Being awake, though, was taking its toll on me.  I forced myself to sit down and relax.  So quiet was the gloom of the dungeon that I could hear the beat of my own heart.  It hammered heavily in my chest, seemingly intent upon breaking free from my ribcage, though I had not done anything to force it to beat so quickly.  


  



  I guessed that it was reminding me I had pushed it too far in the king's meeting hall.  I realized, for the first time, just how serious the damage done to that vital organ had been.  No matter how good it might feel in the future, my damaged heart would never fully heal.  My body was powerful - perhaps more powerful than any other alive - but my heart could barely sustain a strong run, let alone the levels of pressure it would need to withstand in order to fully take advantage of my strength and speed.


  

  Footsteps on stone sounded, and my ears snapped to attention, picking up the approach of two people.  One of them was far lighter than the other, walking with the sway of a female not trained for fighting.  The other was a Knight of Ethan, every footstep accompanied by a slight leather creak of sword and belt, and the click of claw on stone.  I stood and made myself as presentable as possible.  The two figures came into the light of the torch nearest my prison cell.


  

  The Knight of Ethan was female as well, young in appearance, as we all were thanks to the perpetual youth granted us by our eyes.  She stood stiff and formal.  Her face, all but her mouth, was mostly concealed by her Lucidil Cloak.  The sash that could be pulled up to cover the lower half of her features hung freely down the front of her cloak.


  

  The woman whom she was guarding was slight, seeming too thin for her own skin.  Her eyes were wide and curious, though she was older than I was by maybe ten years.  I guessed her to be one of the king's researchers.  She was dressed in a simple brown robe featuring the king's seal on the left breast.  For a time she stood merely looking at me, her eyes appraising my worth to whatever project she was working on.  There was a certain coldness about her stare, something that told me her compassion stretched only so far as it had to, when held against the prospect of advancing her field of study.


  

  "I have been told that you are responsible for the green eyes of the other one, Malice."  Whether she was asking or not, it sounded like a statement to me.  I did not answer the scientist.  "I have been studying such possibilities for a long time, but have found no way to reverse the decay of the Uliona eyes once it has begun.   They are very delicate, and they almost always lose most of their potency in the transfer to a new body.   With the female, Malice, how did you revitalize her?"


  

  That was a question that was hard to answer.  Malice had been a friend of mine for a long time, and we had been intimate together on two occasions.  Her eyes had been black until the morning after we'd lain together the second time.  I believe we both suspected it had something to do with that intimacy, but neither of us could be certain.  I looked at the researcher who stood before me, and finally I extended my hand through the bars of my cage.


  

  "I am Lowin Fenly, and you are. . ."  If I was to discuss such intimacies with the woman, I would know her name at least.


  

  The female Knight of Ethan stepped between us, her hand on the hilt of her sword.


  

  "No physical contact with the prisoner.  He is dangerous."  She said, aiming her words at both the researcher and myself.  I withdrew my hand and stalked back into the deeper darkness of my cell.  It made sense that they would keep people away from me.  They seemed to believe I was still capable of my full physical potential, though I was uncertain why Tyvel had not told them the truth about my condition.  I had no ill intent for the researcher, but it was only reasonable to keep her distant.


  

  "I am Trina Rew.  You may call me Trina.  Now, tell me exactly what you did to bring the color back to your friend's eyes."  The skinny woman gave me her name, and cut right to the point.


  

  For Malice's sake, I would tell them what I knew, though it was not something I was comfortable speaking about.  I gave her the answer she was looking for in as brief a way as possible, and to my chagrin she demanded more detail.  Every time I provided more, she asked further questions.  I answered them all, feeling as embarrassed as ever I had.  What made it all worse was the barely restrained smirk of the Knight who stood in attendance.  I grit my teeth and answered every question I could, until finally the woman seemed content.  She turned and departed without so much as word of goodbye.  


  

  Sometime later, a person came by with a fresh chamber pot, food, and a basin in which I was able to clean myself to some extent.  Everything was passed through a narrow gap beneath the door of the cell.  Once all was taken away, I sat in silence once more, and ate my small portion of food.  It wasn't good, but it provided nourishment.  It took very little food to sustain my body, just as it took very little rest.  I waited, and no one came again.  Finally, I forced myself to sleep.


  

  Footsteps woke me.  I came to my feet quickly, casting away the fog of sleep as expediently as possible and forcing myself alert.  There was only one person coming this time, as I judged by the footfalls, a Knight of Ethan.  Even when my food and water was brought, there had always been at least two people, so I was surprised to hear only one.  I stood back from the entrance of my small room.  Tempest stepped into view.


  

  His eyes passed over me, a look of distaste on his face.  "You have fallen far, Lowin Fenly."  His coarse voice said.  "I had a great deal of faith in you, you know.  Kyeia believed that you would be a great source of good in our world."


  

  His words stung more than if he'd merely hit me.  Of all the moral issues that had ever plagued me, Kyeia had posed the greatest.  She had been loyal to the king, believing in the good that would come of the sacrifice she had made.  I had long fought to make myself believe that her death had been right, because she had believed in it, but I had never been able to come to terms with that.  One fact dissuaded me from accepting her devotion.  The Uliona were bound into a contract that would last as long as a human king reigned.  That contract was magically binding, forcing those strongest of the Uliona people to be given up as sacrifice for the creation of the Knights of Ethan.  The Uliona had no say-so themselves.  The situation was no better than slavery, and I couldn't accept that.  


  

  "Kye believed what she had to, Tempest.  She was not given any choice in the matter.  The king's contract took away her freedom, and that of her people."  I said, putting as much conviction into my words as I could manage.  It was not easy, since the elder Knight had struck on exactly a matter that had plagued me for years.


  

  "For her it was an honor to die for our country!"  Tempest's voice held a fierce snap.  "That is as it should be; for a Knight of Ethan, or even for a lowly keeper of lore.  We all serve the king to make this world better, but you. . ."  He spat at the ground at his feet.


  

  "You squander your gift and belittle your Bound One's sacrifice because you think you have the right to question the authority of the king.  What is worse, you have killed our brothers and sisters, fellow Knights who have worked hard, and lived difficult lives for the cause in which they believe."  There was a terrible fury behind his words, and I could hear his control of "the voice" slipping away as he spoke, making his words even sharper than they already were.


  

  "I loved Kye, and if you think. . ."  I began, my own words heated by the conflicting anger and misery that rolled within me.


  

  "I know you loved her, and that is why what you've done to her memory is even more terrible than it would be otherwise.  I came here to tell you, Lowin, that you are the worst type of man.  You are one who cares nothing for anyone but yourself.  The king has said he will not kill you, and I will abide by his word, but know that I believe you deserve the death you have been saved from."  Tempest's cloak snapped as he spun about and departed, leaving me once more in the terrible silence.  


  

  He could not have aimed his words with any more lethality.  If his goal had been to demoralize and destroy my sense of self, he had achieved it in one short speech.  He had accused me of everything I had most feared about myself, and I wasn't certain any longer that he was wrong.  It was difficult to look back at my choices, and still believe them to have been the right ones.  What would Kye think of what had become of me?  


  

  The king sacrificed innocent lives to make his armies powerful.  Tempest's king, my king, killed innocent people, stole their lives away, so that his army would be more potent.  He did this, he said, to insure a safe world for the kingdom of men, but did the ends justify the means, and was the safety of his people really all he wanted?  


  

  I walked to the wall of my cell and slammed my fist into the stone there, an act of pointless rage that did little but shatter the bones within my fist, and tear the flesh from my knuckles.  The wounds began to heal at once, but a dark stain remained on the wall.  I wanted to fight back, to strike out at the injustice of the world, but all I could do was rage at the stone.  The stone did not care to listen.


  

  I closed my eyes, and willed the world to end.


  

   


  

   


  

  "You're being moved."  Those words startled me from my sleep.  I'd taken to sleeping as often as possible, even when I did not feel tired at all.  I couldn't be certain how much time had passed, but I guessed it to be months.  At first I had tried to stay active, but as time wore on any hope of escape I retained began to fade, and so I simply slumped into a corner of my dank cell and slept.  Other than the servant sent to give me water and food and their guard, who came only infrequently, no other visitors ever entered the dungeon.  That didn't bother me as much as knowing that Kay was somewhere out in the world beyond the bars of my prison, likely in terrible danger.  


  

  I stood up and stretched, the muscles in my body responding quickly despite their many days of inactivity.  So long as I still drew breath, my muscles and my body would remain powerful.  That was one more legacy of the power I'd gained when I received Kyeia's eyes.  


  

  Four guards stood at the entrance to my cell, each dressed in the shifting cloaks of the Knights of Ethan, and each with their swords drawn.   I wondered for a moment if I could take them all and make an escape, but I knew that with my injured heart I did not stand a chance. The betraying organ hammered heavily in my chest, as it had been doing for several days, in a strange fits to remind me of its weak mortality.  I could almost feel it pounding at my ribs, as though it were trying to escape from the body that had so abused it.  I wondered if the new pounding was an indication that the muscle was wearing down.


  

  The door to my cell swung open for the first time since I'd entered it, and two guards came forward and grabbed my arms, locking their fists around my wrists tightly, and pointing their swords so that the tips rested just below my throat.  The Knights were strong, but I knew that I was stronger.  If my heart had been reliable, I could have easily pulled myself free from my captors, but I knew how much stood on the line and so I submitted.  Somewhere beyond the walls of the castle, Kay was waiting for me to come and save her.  If I died, she would have no one to come for her.  I wondered, as well, what had become of Malice.  If Malice broke free, I knew that she would look for Kaylien, but where could she begin?  Where would I begin if I was free?  It was a question hardly worth considering.


  

  I hung my head in defeat, and let the guards lead me where they would.  We did not go far, but the scenery around me did change.  We seemed to be passing from one section of the prison into another.  The cells were becoming better kept as we went, until finally we came to hallways lined with not bars, but heavy steel doors.  I was lead past a few of these before my heavily armed guards stopped, and pushed open a metal door to reveal a surprisingly pleasant room.  There was a well-made bed, and enough room to walk twelve paces from wall to wall.  There were no windows, but I saw a room off to one side that looked like a private bathing room.


  

  I was so surprised that I nearly opened my mouth to ask why I was being moved to such a room, but one of my guards spoke first.  She was gruff voiced, obviously a recipient of "the voice," but I could tell nothing else of her since her hood was pulled low.


  

  "Make yourself presentable for a visitor.  You have one hour."  She said, before I was pushed into the room, and the heavy door was shut behind me.


  

  The space was well lit, and even furnished with a desk and a few chairs.  I found myself confused, and a little worried.  For the first time in ages events were moving again.  I had grown accustomed to the monotony, and I was taken aback by how quickly things were changing.  I decided it would be best to do as I was told, and the thought of a proper cleaning did seem appealing.


  

  I stepped into the bathing room and found the tub was already full of water that was still warm to the touch.  Beside the tub were a mirror and a blade for shaving, as well as a fresh change of clothes set out for me.  I stopped as I saw myself in the mirror for the first time since in a long while.  


  

  I had not precisely grown a beard, but my face was covered in rough and patchy stubble.  My eyes had great dark circles around them, and my cheeks were gaunt.  My flesh, which had always been pale, had become almost translucent.  My hair was long now, it hung far below the line of my chin, and was matted and terribly greasy.  I went to work with the blade, cutting the knots from my hair, and trimming the mess of stubble from my face.  After a few minutes of this I looked better, but still quite rough around the edges.


  

  I stripped away the clothes I'd been wearing for the entire length of my imprisonment, and cast them aside before stepping into the warm water.  By the time I was done with the water and provided soap, the tub was dark gray with filth, but I was feeling considerably better.  I pulled myself reluctantly from the bath and did my best to wring the moisture from the fur of my arms and legs.  It wasn't the first time in my life I'd had to do so, but it had been a while, and I'd almost let myself forget just what a pain it was to dry fur.


  

  I dressed in the clothes provided, a strange outfit of gray and blue, a set of colors I'd never worn in my life, let alone since I'd joined the Knights of Ethan so long before.  I felt better once I was clean and freshly dressed, but without my familiar cloak about my shoulders, I still felt exposed.  I was cleaned and ready for whatever visitor might come, but I still had time, so I walked about the new room to which I'd been brought.


  

  For all that it was nice, it was still a prison cell.  There was no way to view the world outside and contained little that would provide a distraction from the tedium of time.  I lay down upon the bed and began to think.  I wondered who was coming to see me that would require I have a new room, and be cleaned ahead of time.  The king himself had come to my dark prison cell to see me, so what was different about this new person?  


  

  I desperately wanted it to be Malice, and even more desperately hoped it would be Malice holding Kay, and that she would tell me the king had lied, and that she had been taking care of Kay the entire time I'd been in the cell below.  I knew that latter hope was beyond reality, and I didn't fully believe the prior either.  Such hopes were foolish.  


  

  I was startled from my thoughts by the sound of the door opening.  I sat up in bed.  The door closed and a single figure stood within the room, dressed in a shifting cloak, the hood pulled low.  As I stood from the bed, the figure drew back her hood to reveal a female Knight of Ethan that I was unfamiliar with.  She had short cropped black hair, and soft features that blended to give her face an almost child-like vigor.  What struck me strangest of all, were the clawed hands that drew back her hood.  They were covered in a wispy white fur unlike any I'd seen on a Knight of Ethan before.  She smiled at me, an expression that looked rehearsed.  I could sense an underlying tension beneath the facade.  Fear.  She was afraid of me.  Of course, she, like the others, believed I was one of the most powerful Knights of Ethan.  I was not inclined to disillusion her.


  

  "I am Snow."  She said, her voice quiet, despite the open smile she was forcing.  "I've been sent here to provide you company."  With those words she unfastened her cloak and dropped it about her feet, revealing that she wore not a single scrap of cloth beneath the shifting fabric.  Her body was pale white and flawless, her breasts on the small side, with nipples so light pink they virtually vanished.  It had been years since I'd seen a woman naked, and just as long since I'd been with one, but I had no interest in sleeping with a woman who meant nothing to me.  


  

  "You may thank whoever sent you on my behalf, but I am not interested."  I said, and turned my back to her, ignoring the temptation she provided to the best of my ability.  The truth was that my body hungered for hers.  It had been far too long since I'd been with a woman.  The carnal part of me that was a lonely human man wanted to feel the warmth of her feminine charm.


  

  I heard the soft padding of her pawed feet approaching, and then her arms were around me, her small, pert breasts pressed against my back.  Her arms wrapped around me, her hands seeking down my body, brushing the growing excitement I was trying to ignore.  I spun and pushed her away.


  

  "I am not interested."  I said once more, anger creeping into my voice.


  

  She smiled again, almost shyly, and this time there was more honesty in the expression.  "You felt interested to me, Lowin."  She stepped closer to me, hesitantly, as though she still feared me.  "You will like it.  I can make you feel better than you have ever felt before, and when we're done you don't ever have to see me again if you don't want to.  How many women would offer that?"   


  

  She reached for me again, and I felt my resolve slipping away.  It had been so very long, and she was willing and warm.  I let her touch me, her hands going immediately to the buttons on my shirt, which she made deft work of.  My control fell entirely away, and I grabbed her up in my arms and drew her to the bed.  The rest of my clothes I tore away, my dangerous claws rendering them to ribbons in seconds.  I felt her start against me as my claws sharpened to remove the fabric, her heart beating erratically for a moment until she realized my intent, and then she was upon me, her mouth meeting mine hungrily.  


  

  There was little building to the moment.  Once my clothes were away, I pierced her with a lust that demanded satiation.  Her body responded readily, writhing against mine, warm, wet and inviting.  We rolled together until finally sweet release came, bursting forth like a great eruption of joy and madness boiling up from my body.  I lay at her side, breathing heavily, listening to the steady pounding rhythm of my own heart.  It thrummed against my ribs, as heavily as it had for weeks, but no harder.  


  

  Snow's lips brushed my neck, and she leaned in close to one of my wolf-life ears, which she nipped at lightly.  "You're not bad, but I can tell you're inexperienced.  Let me show you how to be better."  She whispered, and then her lips were on parts of my anatomy that had never been kissed, and once more the passion of the moment was all consuming.  


  

  In the end, I knew not how many times we repeated the act, for passion blurs details, more so for every hour spent.  Snow, after our final time, got up from the bed, drew her cloak around herself, and with one last smile, departed my room, leaving me alone once more.  My body was sated, the burning passion quieted, but I felt empty and far more alone than I had ever been before.  


  

  For some reason, Malice crept into my mind.  I remembered the first time we'd ever made love.  It had been gentle, and clumsy, a first for both of us.  Afterwards we had lain together, sharing in the comfort our closeness.  Snow had been more experienced, and had more tricks to show, but she had left me feeling defeated and empty.  I found myself longing for Malice.  I didn't only want her body, though I did desire her at that moment, despite having just been satisfied.  What I wanted more than anything else from her was just to have her close.  Malice, my dear, dear friend. . .


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  When next my door opened, I was surprised to see Trina Rew in the company of Snow, as well as one other Knight.  Trina looked angry.  Snow's face was blank, but the other Knight wore an obvious look of disgust.  It was an expression I had grown accustomed to encountering on the faces of the Knights of Ethan.  I had killed many of their number in my quest to save Kye.  


  

  "You have not told us everything, Lowin Fenly."  Trina began, agitation obvious in her voice.  


  

  I looked at her blankly.  In my own foolishness, I was completely unaware of what she was talking about, though it should have been obvious to me.  Trina grabbed Snow and pushed her in my direction.  


  

  "Her eyes are still black.  What didn't you tell us?"  She accused, shooting me a venomous look.  Snow looked irritated.


  

  It was at that moment the realization finally dawned on me.  Snow had not merely been sent to me as company, but as an experiment to see if my physical affections were all that was required to bring the color back to a Knight's eyes.  That knowledge hurt me.  I had known that Snow wasn't really interested in me, but it had been possible to convince myself that the act was at least one of mutual enjoyment.  Now that I knew the white-furred Knight's affections were nothing more than a part of Trina's experiment, I felt betrayed.


  

  I turned my back on them, which turned out to be a mistake on my part.  I felt a strong clawed hand on my shoulder, gripping hard, turning me back around.  I allowed the motion, lest I risk the grip tightening and tearing flesh.  The black eyes of the male Knight of Ethan glared at me.  


  

  "If you do not cooperate with us, your woman will be the one to suffer, Fenly."  The researcher's words were heavy with spite.  


  

  "I've told you what I know.  What happened with Malice was unintentional.  We lay together, and the next morning she awoke with her eyes restored."  It was hard for me to speak rationally.  So much anger lay curled up inside me, waiting to erupt.  I had done my utmost to provide them with the answers they wanted, and in return I received naught but distrust and betrayal.  


  

  "Do you think it would make a difference if we had Snow stay the night in your room with . . ." Trina began, but her words were the last straw.  I wanted no more to do with Snow, or with Trina Rew and her research.  


  

  "I've no desire to bed your whore again."  I spat the words.  For her part, Snow looked injured at my tone.  Trina's reaction was different.  The woman stepped forward threateningly, something I had not expected from the slight-bodied human woman.  


  

  "You'll bed her as many times as it takes, and until I'm satisfied about the results of the experiment, or I'll see that every man in this compound has a go at your precious Malice before we dissect her to see what makes those green eyes glow.  Do you understand me, Lowin Fenly?"  Whether it was the long period of isolation, my anger over discovering that they had deceived me with Snow, the direct threat to Malice, or some combination of all of those things, I found myself pushed too far.  


  

  I charged forward, my claws honing to infinitely fine points, reacting to my will.  A figure to my side blurred, and suddenly a Knight of Ethan - not Snow, but the other - was standing directly in my path, his blade drawn.  I reached for my speed and strength without thinking, demanding my body give me what I needed to deal with the threat before it could harm me.  The world slowed to a crawl, but I did not.


  

  I flashed my fist forward as fast and hard as I could, throwing his sword aside with my free hand.  The balled knot of muscle and bone that was my fist struck the Knight in his chest with such ferocity that I felt his weight lift from the floor.  He was still ascending from my attack when I began to move towards Trina.  I grabbed the skinny woman by the throat and carried her to the wall, slamming her back with enough force to stun her, but not enough to kill her.  I let the world fall back to a normal pace. It didn't waver as it normally did, but instead snapped from its frozen state back to full motion.  Behind me I heard a sword clearing a scabbard, and the sound of a heavy body slamming into the metal door of my cell.  I didn't look.


  

  "You will not threaten Malice in front of me.  I am cooperating to the fullest extent of my will, but you cannot get from me that which is not mine to give.  I have told you all I know, and even served, admittedly unknowingly, as your stud.  I can do no more."  I dropped her as I finished speaking, and she fell the few feet to the floor.  I felt a sword point at my back, the dangerous tip pressing with enough pressure to draw blood.  Rew stared up at me with eyes wide and full of terror.  Her mouth hung opened as if in a scream she couldn't force free.


  

  "Monster. . ."  She muttered the word over and over again.


  

  "Step away from Rew, Lowin, or I will cut you apart."  It was Snow's voice, and her tone was deadly serious.  I did as she asked, stepping away from Trina Rew, and moving further back into my room.  I turned to face the woman with the sword.


  

  Snow's face was calm, but there was a mix of emotions playing behind her eyes.  I sensed fear from her again, even though she stood at the other end of a sword.  She looked at me incredulously, even as the other guards worked on getting the door open.  


  

  "Trina is right, you really are a monster."  Snow said quietly, her words pitched so that only I could hear.  "I'm fast, but I could barely see. . ."  Another Knight walked up beside her, sword drawn, and Snow fell silent.  


  

  The other Knight, a woman I didn't recognize, spit at my feet.  "We should just kill you now.  Ravage is all broken up.  He looks like he's been trampled by a herd of reave haulers."  The female Knight drew in closer, her sword leveled at my neck.  "I don't know why they even let you live this long."  The murderous intent was obvious in her eyes.  


  

  "Don't you kill him, Rage.  His actions were uncalled for, but I provoked them."  Trina called from where she was slowly standing, still shaking visibly.  "I said things I shouldn't have, thinking he was hiding the truth, but I was wrong, and I will take responsibility for this.  The king has given Malice his protection, and it wasn't my place to threaten her."  She said this last part while looking at me.  Fear colored her expression.


  

  Rage did not look convinced.  "There is always someone stepping in to save you, murdering scum."  She looked as though she might still attack, but Snow put a hand atop her sword blade and pushed it down.  Rage looked at the white furred Knight, a look close to betrayal on her features, and then she turned to me and spat in my direction again before sheathing her weapon.  


  

  "You can leave.  The situation is under control."  Snow said, her eyes never leaving mine, her sword point remaining up.  


  

  Rage left, with some hesitation.  Once she was out of the room, after helping the others remove the crumpled body of the Knight that had been called Ravage, Snow lowered her weapon.  Trina stood behind her, a few feet back.


  

  Snow returned her weapon to its sheath, but did not take her eyes from me.  Trina only stayed a moment more before she turned and left the room with the others, leaving me alone with Snow.  The white clawed Knight was studying me with renewed intensity, as though looking for some aspect of me that remained hidden.


  

  "I'm not a whore."  She finally said, breaking the silence.  "I agreed to bed you because none of the others wanted to do it, and no few of them indicated they might kill you if given such an opportunity."  Her words struck me as strange, for it sounded as though she were trying to raise my opinion of her, not something most of the Knights would have cared to do since they didn't consider me worthy of the life I lived.  "I did what I did so they wouldn't have to, and because the king wants you alive."


  

  My heart felt suddenly heavy with guilt.  "Don't let my words bother you.  They were spoken in anger, and I didn't mean them."  I didn't feel any better about what had passed between us, but I regretted lashing out at Snow.  If what she said was true, and I had no reason to doubt that it was, she had in essence sacrificed herself for her duty.  It was unpleasant to think of my company as a "sacrifice," but I understood all the same.


  

  "For what it's worth, once we got started, I did enjoy myself."  She said, and then, after hesitating a moment she added, "If you try to escape, I'll have to kill you, so please don't try.  I don't understand why you betrayed the king, but I don't think you're an evil person.  I have been a Knight for a long time, and I've met many terrible people.  You are different.  So, please, don't make me kill you."  She turned and departed, sealing the door behind her.


  

  I couldn't begin to make sense of her words, but I found some comfort in them.  Snow was one less person who hated me, and that, at least, was something I could appreciate.


  

  I stood in silence, listening to the mutter of my heart in my chest, beating at the same strange, fierce pace it had been beating for weeks.  What had just occurred - my speed, my strength - should have been crippling, or even fatal to me.  Yet, I found that I wasn't even winded.  Something had changed within me.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I slept, and no one came.  Weeks swept by, and then months passed with nothing more than food being brought to me.  I tried to talk to those who brought my rations, but they did not answer, and their Knight guards shot murderous glances in my direction.  I had thought someone would come to talk with me about what had happened with Trina and Snow, but they did not, and as time became a blurred haze of passing moments I began to wonder if I had been forgotten.  


  

  Thoughts of Malice and Kay filled my mind.  I don't know how long it took, but my confinement finally got to me, and I awoke one day in a great panic.  I pounded on the door to my room until my fists were bloody messes.  It was to no avail, however.  The door was too solid for me to do more than dent it.  I demanded audience with the king, and I demanded my freedom, but the guards either did not hear me, or more likely, did not care to acknowledge me.  


  

  I stayed like that for a long time, clawing at the walls and door, trying to break free from my prison, but I achieved nothing.  No food or drink came to me during that time, though I knew that I was long overdue for both.  My mouth was dry, my body tired.  Finally, I stopped fighting the walls, and for the first time I considered the prospect that I might be locked in my cell until it fell down around me.  


  

  I lay atop my bed, asleep or awake - I couldn't be certain any longer.  My dreams and reality seemed to merge and blend together, forming a quasi-existence in which I was able to hold my daughter, and tell her of her mother, and other times I was simply alone in the dark.  My last candles had burned out long before, and no one had seen fit to have them replaced, so my room was in complete darkness when the door was sealed.  


  

  I dreamed that I saw a march of the dead, a great procession of bodies, faces I'd seen lying dead at Fell Rock, after the Lantern Eye had attacked and destroyed the post.  There were the faces of Brutal, Silent, and Wisp, and most terrifying of all, at the end of the parade walked a steadfast Malice, holding little Kaylien in her arms.  I screamed and tried to shake the image away, but the dream was so real that it stayed with me in the darkness of my room.  I screamed for it to end, and finally it did.


  

  The bed beneath me seemed to rumble and heave, and the stone walls groaned in agony.  I shot up from my bed, startled, the grim parade fading around me.  


  

  "What was that?"  I asked the darkness, for I had grown accustomed to speaking to the walls.  I found it somehow comforting to hear my own voice, even if no one was around to answer.  Of course, no one replied.  The ground shook again beneath my feet.


  

  "Is that real?  Is that really happening?"  My words were swallowed by the void, a black so pure that even my sensitive eyes found no purchase in its depths.  Again and again the world around me thrummed, as if some giant beyond imagining was stepping closer and closer.  It was as if the very world beneath my feet was trying to tear itself asunder.  I fell to my knees and placed my hands on the floor.  The room shook, the vibrations coming to me through the rock.  


  

  "This is happening.  Something is happening.  I am not hallucinating."  I spoke aloud, once more knowing the room would not answer.  The great pounding kept coming, sporadic and irregular, sometimes louder than others.  What, I wondered, was going on beyond the walls of my room?


  

  I banged on the door for the first time since my rush of madness had departed.  "What is going on out there?"  I demanded of my guards.


  

  They did not answer.  I pressed my ear to the massive metal door, listening intently for some indication of what was going on beyond my caged world, but I could hear nothing.  There were no distant muffled voices, no sounds of feet on tile, nothing but the terrible reverberations of the massive thrumming rolling through the foundation of the castle.  I slammed my fist into the door, once, and then again, each time adding more of my considerable strength to the blows.  I don't know what I hoped to accomplish, for I had tried to force the door before and failed.  My knuckles split and bled with the force of every blow, my bones fracturing and mending with each additional hammering.  The door bent, responding to the abuse with a slight dimpling at every impact.  


  

  When it was clear that my knuckles would not do the job, I threw my entire body into the effort, slamming against the metal door with all the force I could muster.  At first, the door did not give in the least, but then it occurred to me to use my formidable speed.  I charged at the door, letting the world slow to a crawl around me.  I hit the frame with enough force that, for a few moments, my consciousness went black.  When I recovered, I found myself lying on the floor some distance from the door.  I could feel my shoulder popping back into socket, and the bone knitting itself back together.  I had hit quite hard.  The door still stood, imposing and immobile, though now considerably dented.  I knew how thick and heavy that boundary that lay before me was, and I knew as well that I had done little to curb its effectiveness at holding me in.  I let myself slump to the floor.  


  

  I lay in near quietness for a time, the only sound the rumble of the shaking ground, which seemed to be occurring less frequently as the moments fled.  Sometime later I heard the sound of a metal bar being slid through a stone slot, and I sat bolt upright.  It was the sound of my door being opened.


  

  "Who's there?" I asked, coming to my feet in a second.


  

  The door opened, and wondrous light exploded into my room, blinding me for a second or two until my eyes adjusted.  When I saw the two faces looking down at me clearly for the first time, I slumped back to the ground, knowing that I was dreaming again.  The death march must have returned, for I was looking at Silent and Malice.  The first I knew to be dead, the second I hoped was only dead in my nightmares.


  

  "Lowin, get up.  We need to get out of here!"  Malice said, and she tossed something at me, a fabric that shimmered against the light spilling in from the darkness.  It was a Lucidil cloak, not the kind I'd worn for so many years, just a standard model, but the feel of the cool fabric against my hand was enough to bring back pleasant memories.  I looked at the two figures in my room once more, trying to see through the fabric of dreams and darkness.


  

  "Is this real?"  I asked.  


  

  Malice nodded, and there was a strange look on her face, a mix of relief, panic, and excitement.  "Come on, the castle is being overrun with monsters.  We have to get out of here now, or we're not going to get out at all."


  

  I looked at Silent as I stood up.  "You're dead."  I told him, thinking that he, at least, must be my imagination.


  

  The look he shot me was hard, far harder than I had ever seen him level at me before.  He held out a sword in a scabbard to me.  "Take the weapon and let us depart this place. The Hungering are coming, and they will not leave much of us left if they find us."


  

  I strapped on the sword, and donned the cloak, deciding that any further questions would have to wait.  I was so overjoyed to see Malice again, and so surprised to find Silent alive, that it was difficult to stay focused, but I fell back on my training, and prepared for whatever lay ahead.  I noted that both Malice and Silent had drawn their swords, so I drew mine as well.  The familiar grip of supple suede beneath my fingers was comforting.  


  

  Silent, seeing that I was ready, left the room that had been my prison for so long that it seemed a lifetime.  He led quickly, but cautiously, his eyes ever alert.  As we passed through the corridors of the castle, I found that the whole experience seemed dream-like and frightening.  I remembered the passageways through which we were passing, for I had been taken down them once before, but they were silent and dark, most of the torches long burned out.  The charred smell of burning crept to my nose, and distantly my ears picked up the sounds of battle, swords clashing against armor and swords, but I could tell these were distant noises.


  

  "How will we get out of here, the front entry can't be safe?"  Malice whispered in the dark, but in the stillness of the castle about us, her voice seemed almost loud.


  

  "No, it's not, and the back run is lost as well, but there is another way in and out of this castle, one that very few are aware of."  Silent replied.  


  

  A terrified scream filled the air of the castle, the voice of a woman howling inarticulately as if suffering some terrible pain.  My ears honed on the direction of the sound, and I found my feet turning before I'd even realized it.  I felt a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see Malice staring at me.  


  

  Her eyes held a great sadness.  She shook her head, "It's already too late for her."  The scream stopped abruptly.


  

  Hesitantly, I let myself be turned away from the source of that gut-wrenching cry of agony.  "What is out there?"  I asked of the two who lead me.  


  

  "They're called the Hungering."  Silent said, not breaking his pace to speak.  "Do you remember those creatures that attacked our ship the night I disappeared?  That was one of their light scout ships."  There was real fear in his face, not an expression common amongst the Knights of Ethan, or even the Broken Swords, Lucidil's men.  "They've come back, and they've come in force."


  

  I remembered the sickly yellow skinned creatures, with their burning red eyes, as they had poured over the railing of their ship, picking at the crew that had been mutilated by canon fire.  They had been massive and powerful, with rows of terrifying teeth.  A shiver ran down my spine.  Brutal had been right.  Those creatures had indeed returned.  I had feared they might, but had let myself believe it wasn't so.  When so much time had passed without hearing of them again, I'd allowed myself to believe the encounter with their ship had been nothing but a chance occurrence.


  

  "We are nothing but a source of food to them."  Silent said, his eyes darting about the darkness.  


  

  Footfalls sounded, moving in our direction.  My ears centered on the disturbance.  I didn't know what was coming, but there were more than one, and they were large.  I had my suspicions.  


  

  "Something is coming."  I said, and Silent stopped in his tracks, bringing his sword up defensively.  


  

  "Where?"  He asked, and I pointed in the direction of the approaching sound.  It wasn't long before the others could hear it as well.  


  

  "Ready yourself.  Attack fast and hard.  Strike to remove limbs and sever heads.  These demons have multiple hearts and cannot be killed by simply running them through."  Silent called out.


  

  I felt Malice at my side, close.  Her sword was drawn, and her eyes were watching the dark corridor down which the strange heavy running sound was approaching.  Her nearness reminded me of just how much I had missed her over the course of my imprisonment.  Her green eyes flashed in my mind, a smile resting on the mouth beneath them.  I had not seen that smile in far too long.  Such thoughts, however, were for another time.


  

  We stood in a long corridor, hallways branching off to either side at various intervals down the course of the path we currently occupied.  The sound was approaching from the very end of hallway, coming from the left.  We didn't have to wait long for the source to become clear.


  

  A group of figures charged around the corner.  There were seven of them in all, six of them towering nearly seven feet high, dressed in strange hide armor, with yellow skin, and fiercely glowing red eyes.  The seventh creature was different.  It was low to the ground, but nearly half the size of a war sow, weighing probably three times as much as a man.  It had horns protruding from its head, wickedly curved, and six sets of powerful legs on its underside.  The creature had no fur, but was instead covered in a deep red flesh that looked as though it were stretched tightly about its skeleton.  It had a long pointed snout, with a massive mouth that was muzzled closed.  It had no tail, yet moved with a sinewy, serpentine motion.  As it came around the corner, its eyes focused on our small party and it released a horrible squealing sound, something between a wordless blood lust and joy.  I choked back my initial fear, and prepared for whatever might follow.  


  

  The seven visions torn straight from a nightmare charged us at full tilt.  My ears picked up a distinctive "twang," the sound of a stringed weapon firing, and I was barely able to react in time.  I knew well enough my two companions would not have heard the stringed weapon fire.


  

  My body shifted into full speed, the world slowing around me.  The bolt, a dart not much larger than my hand, but wickedly barbed down the entire length of its shaft, was aimed directly for Silent.  I pushed myself through the syrupy slowness of the world, moving faster than the flashing projectile, which, even slowed, was cutting the air smoothly.  I knocked it from its course with my sword, and resumed normal speed.


  

  "They have crossbows.  Watch out." I told the others, and as a group we blurred into action, charging the enemy with the full ferocity at our disposal.  The group of enemies seemed as though it had been trained in fighting our kind, for a full volley of arrows exploded in our direction as soon as we launched forward.  I was forced to dive hard to the ground to avoid the rounds, and when I came to my feet I saw that the enemy was drawing up spears and charging forward.  I knew they could not see us, for it was clear they were reacting blindly, but the tactic was a good one, for their line of spears made it difficult to get through to their bodies without sustaining injury.  


  

  Our immense speed allowed us to maneuver with often lethal precision, but one side effect of such speed was the amount of momentum one's body accrued.  Once moving at full speed, it became very difficult to change the direction of motion effectively.  Part of a Knights training was in dealing with that limitation of motion, but knowing how to work around the problem, and completely eliminating the problem, were not the same thing.  The spears that snapped up in front of us as we desperately dove away from the arrows were a perfect defense against the Knights, because they forced us to slow our pace in order to avoid skewering ourselves.  


  

  I was forced to fall back, Silent at my side.  Malice, however, charged forward, her sword twisting through the air with such precise skill and speed that the line of spears broke against her wrath.  She seemed able to see a path through the enemy weapons that I had not even thought possible.  The way cleared, I followed her into the maul of death.


  

  Malice bypassed the six legged monstrosity entirely, aiming her blows for the yellow skinned enemies that followed it.  Her deft attacks turned every weapon aside with seeming ease, and she followed each deflection with a lethal counter-point strike.  The six legged beast reared up on its hind most legs, exposing four legs with heavy claws ready to slash.  It moved far faster than those that had muzzled it, and it was only inches away from ripping Malice in half when I slammed into it with my full weight.  


  

  My sword pierced its body, though with far more resistance that I had anticipated upon first seeing its seemingly thin hide.  I began to pull my blade free, but the creature spun in place, snapping around with such incredible speed that, had it not been muzzled, I surely would have taken a fatal wound.  However, instead of biting into my neck, the leather muzzle struck me hard and threw me backwards, my sword ripping from my hand as I flew.  I used my slowed perception of the world to right myself in the air before I reached the ground, and I came to land on my feet, sliding backwards on the stone floor, but poised to spring again.


  

  The monster was focused on me now, its eyes tracking me with a responsiveness that said it could see me well enough to be a threat, despite my quickness.  My sword still hung from its body, wedged through its flesh and bone like some grotesque ornament or trophy.  I willed my claws sharp, and pushed forward with my legs, launching myself through the air in a deadly arc.  Four sets of claws reacted almost immediately to my attack, slashing through the course of my path.  I deflected three of them, and locked the fourth in a solid grip before my full weight had even arrived at its destination.  I barreled into the monster.  The momentum carried us head over heels across the floor, and through the line of battle that had been joined by both Malice and Silent.  


  

  I must be faster.  I told myself, and I was.  I rammed my clawed hand into the joint of one of the beast's many shoulders and tore with all my might.  The creature's head lifted to howl in pain, a sound I could not hear through the void of distorted time, but the distraction was all I needed.  I lashed out again and again, attacking the creature's dangerous arms with every blow, and though it tried to respond, I was moving too quickly for it to follow.  Finally, the beast lay broken and bleeding upon the ground, and I let the world slip back into normal speed.


  

  Behind me, the sounds of battle were finished.  I grabbed my sword from the beast, and severed its head with one final blow.  It had fought well, and did not deserve to suffer a long death.  I turned back to Silent and Malice, who were wiping the blood from their weapons and replacing them in their scabbards.  I did the same.


  

  So many questions were going through my mind, but I knew we were not in a good place to stop and speak.  I saw that Silent had taken a rather impressive wound to his upper torso, a deep gash stretching from below his right ribs to the top of his left shoulder that was seeping blood freely.  I knew it was not a fatal wound, and that given our kind's ability to heal, he would be fine.  Malice seemed unharmed, and I too had taken no more than slight scratches in the course of the battle.


  

  "They fight like they know us."  Malice said, as our group came back together and fell in behind Silent.  


  

  "They learn fast, and they've had the advantage of fighting others like us in the past."  Silent replied.


  

  "Others like us?"  Malice asked.


  

  Silent shook his head.  "Not right now.  First we get out of here.  If we survive that, I'll give you what answers I have to offer.  There is much you need to know, things that happened in the two years after you left the lands of men, and more that has happened in the four years you have spent in the dungeons of. . ."


  

  "Four years?"  I asked incredulously.  I could hardly believe that so much time had passed.  I mean, it had felt that long, longer even, but to have lost so much of my life. . .  


  

  A sense of despair fell over me.  My daughter had lived more life without me, than with me.  That was, of course, if my daughter still lived.  I shook my head at that though.  That was something I was not willing to accept.


  

  "Four years."  Silent said, but he offered no more.  He simply led on through the oppressive murk of the castle.  


  

  The passageways changed from familiar to strange as we progressed, with Silent taking exceedingly more obscure routes through the giant stone structure.  Though, for all the twists and turns, my internal senses told me that we were maintaining a consistent direction of travel.  


  

  Many times we passed dangerously close to other things moving within the walls of the castle, but we did not encounter the Hungering again on our way to Silent's secret escape route. I suspected that he traveled though lesser used hallways and passages to get us to our destination, but I knew far too little of the castle's layout to be certain.  


  

  Our final goal, it seemed, was a small storage closet sealed by a heavy wooden door.  Silent approached the door and withdrew a key he had tucked away somewhere hidden.  In a minute he had thrust the key into the lock and swung back the heavy door to reveal what appeared to be a normal closet full of linens and supplies for the houses cleaning staff, such as straw brushes, and buckets.  It struck me as strange that such a door would have a proper key lock, but other than that, the small room seemed to be exactly what it appeared, a closet.


  

  Silent sheathed his weapon and gestured for Malice and me to enter.   We did, sheathing our weapons also, as between the two of us, there would barely be room for Silent himself to move about once we were all piled into the small space.  Silent followed us in, pulling the door shut, and sealing us in the dark.  I heard the sound of the lock being re-engaged, and then the relatively small Broken Sword was pushing himself between us to get toward the back of the closet.  It was a difficult maneuver, but we managed to change places in the darkness, though Malice and I were pushed tightly together against the door.  I didn't know how she felt about it, but I found myself reminded of how pleasant it could be to be close to my beautiful green-eyed friend.  I decided it was probably best to keep that thought to myself just then.


  

  There was an audible click from the wall in front of us, where Silent was doing something impossible to identify in the dark, and then the sound of stone grinding against stone filled our small chamber.  It was not a loud sound, but louder than any we'd made in a long while, and that made me nervous.  Attracting attention could get us killed.  I found myself holding my breath in anticipation of an attack that did not come.  


  

  Silent moved, and suddenly Malice and I had space to separate.  I felt her pull away from me, though she seemed to do so slowly, as if hesitant to end that moment of closeness.  In any other circumstances, I might have reached out and pulled her back.  I had been alone for a long time, and she was welcome company.  Our circumstances, however, did not allow for such comforts. 


  

  Malice followed Silent through an opening in the wall at the back of the closet.  I was close behind.  After I stepped past the threshold of the stone entry way, I heard the sound of the stone sliding closed behind me.  It was unnerving to have the door move of its own accord.  We were cast into complete blackness.  


  

  The darkness around us was so pure that my eyes could not pick out a single piece of the scenery into which we'd stepped.  Faintly I could see the outlines of Malice and Silent when they moved, a trick my rare eyes could manage whenever there was movement, but the rest of the world was swallowed by a depthless void.  I probed the area with my feet and found that I was on a stairway leading downwards.  


  

  I saw Silent reach out a hand, the colored blur of the motion the only thing standing out clearly in my field of vision.  His hand stopped on something, the wall I guessed, and a moment later light began to appear around us.  There was a complex etching of symbols on the walls near us, and at the black-eyed warrior's touch they began glowing in a dull red color.  The effect was eerie, but at least there was enough light for us to see by.  With our Uliona eyes, very little light was necessary.  I noted, bleakly that it seemed the runes were destined to provide the minimal lighting required.


  

  Silent lead us downward.  The stairway did not go far before leveling out into a straight corridor, also completely covered by the strange red runes.  It had an arched ceiling, barely tall enough to clear my head, and the tunnel was not so wide that I could have stretched my arms out to my sides.  We walked in single file down the dreary path for what felt like hours before we reached the end of the tunnel.  It stopped at a small iron portcullis, barely large enough for a single man to fit through.  


  

  There was a crank for the gate on our side, and a release for the crank on the opposite side of the gate, but there was no crank on the opposite side.  The gate had been designed to be usable only in one direction.  The area beyond the gate, other than a few feet past the iron bars, was dark.  


  

  Silent spun the crank to raise gate until it locked into place, and the way forward was opened.  We all walked through the metal archway and found ourselves in a small room with a blank stone wall facing us.  Suddenly I felt claustrophobic.  With the bars at my back, and the stone wall in front of me, I felt as though I were walking directly back into my prison cell.  Silent hit the release on the gate, and the metal portcullis fell closed behind us, finalizing the illusion.  However, Silent was within the apparent cage with Malice and me, and I doubted that it was the prison it appeared.  Even with that knowledge, I could feel panic welling up within me.  


  

  Our black-eyed guide walked into the darkness in front of us, until he reached a point where, if I concentrated, I could just make out the lines of a wall.  Indeed, the runes on the walls of the path down which we'd come were getting dimmer by the second, the darkness around us becoming more complete.  


  

  Silent's hands passed over the stone, pressing in different places, and I was reminded of my escape from the villa, after finding Kyeia, six years before.  The wall, I realized, had a similar locking system to the secret passage in the villa.  In fact, the two systems had probably been crafted by the same designer.  Had it been Tyvel?  He'd claimed to have been the designer of the villa.  Was he also the designer of the secret passageway we had just used to escape the castle?  


  

  I had accumulated so many questions that I knew I would never be able to speak all of them.  They would take too long to ask, and I doubted if any one person had all the answers.  The most important question, and the one I intended to have from Silent as soon as it was feasible, was "Where is Kaylien?"  It was really the only question that mattered anymore.


  

  The wall before us groaned, and moved aside.  Beyond it, the light was surprisingly bright.  I squinted my eyes, and followed Silent through the new opening.  My vision adjusted quickly, and I saw that we were exiting into a windowless room, lit by four torches with a great fire burning in a hearth.  There was a table in the room, and supplies had been set out, but the room was otherwise deserted.  Distantly, mostly muffled by the walls that surrounded me, I could hear screams, and the sounds of fighting.  I wondered where we were.  It wasn't far from where we'd started, I knew.  The sounds of battle confirmed that.  


  

  "We're not safe yet, but we have a few moments.  It's time we talked."  Silent said.


  

  I merely nodded my agreement.  It was indeed time to talk.  


  

  "You should start, since you're obviously the one in the best position to explain what is happening."  Malice said.  Her voice held a rough edge.  She did not trust Silent, and I couldn't blame her.  I didn't trust him either.  He had long been a friend, but the dynamic between us had changed, and it wasn't for the better.


  

  "I was sent by the king to recover you both from the dungeon before the castle fell entirely to the Hungering.  He believes you will be an important asset to us, and that we are better off keeping you alive."  I could tell by the inflection in his voice, that Silent did not share the king's opinion.  I could only guess as to why Silent seemed to hate me, but I was certain that my guess was close to the truth.  When I had killed Brutal, I had created a chasm between myself and Lucidil's forces.  Silent believed in Lucidil's cause absolutely.


  

  "So you're doing the king's dirty work now?  I'm surprised you can still play that line with how many times you've switched sides over the years.  Certainly your usefulness as a spy is growing thin."  I said, and though I phrased it harshly, I thought the question apt.  Silent had been a spy for Lucidil for many years, but he had left his post with the king last I'd known.  In doing so, he had given up his cover.  


  

  Silent smiled, and it wasn't an altogether pleasant expression.  It was the smile of someone who was in on a secret that could possibly be damaging.  


  

  "There is no conflict in me working for both the king and Lucidil.  In fact, there hasn't been a conflict in such a position since they started working together five years ago, and the problem has lessened even more since the old king was killed, and Lucidil was crowned in his place.  King Lucidil, you see, remembers his friends . . . and his enemies."  The small black-eyed warrior's words were aimed like arrows, and each new revelation struck with resounding force, until his last pointed phrase was nearly a physical blow.


  

  I had not known that the king was working with Lucidil, and it came as an even greater shock that the king had died and Lucidil had taken over in his stead.  What could have happened in the world to bring on such a profound change in politics?  Lucidil and the king had been waging a brutal war, intent upon killing each other.


  

  "How did this all happen?"  I asked, trying not to sound as shocked as I was, but Silent just shook his head.


  

  "After you betrayed us, killing one of Lucidil's most trusted men, and abandoning the cause you'd sworn to fight for, Lucidil was crushed.  I had only recently returned to the camp myself, having nearly died in the frozen ocean before being washed ashore, badly injured.  I went home, eager to report on the creatures that had attacked our boat, expecting to find you and Brutal at the camp."


  

  Silent shot a look at me that was full of daggers.  "When I heard that you had killed Brutal, I begged to be allowed to dispatch you myself, but Lucidil forbade it.  He called our armies together, and we fell into a slump, trying to determine what our next course of action should be.  At the time, we believed the events at sea were an isolated incident.


  

  "Months passed, and we received word that two more of the dragon ships had been reported.  In both cases port towns were wiped out entirely, and news only arrived by pure luck.  In truth, once a team was sent to investigate, six such towns were found.  Lucidil was worried, but he was too clever to let such a situation pass without taking advantage of it.  He drafted a letter to the king and had it dispatched to the capital.  It wasn't long before we received a reply.  It seemed the king was also worried about the black ships.


  

  "The king met with Lucidil, and together they formed an alliance to fend off the threat from the sea.  They pooled resources, sharing research and forces.  The king, in a last ditch effort to expand his elite fighting force, began the implementation of his Black Patch Brigade.  You've no doubt come to know them quite well.  They wear black cloaks, and are composed mostly of Fell Beast, though they have human volunteers stitched into them, allegedly keeping them in control.  I believe some of them paid a visit to you. . ."


  

  A growl of rage escaped me.  "So it was the king who. . ."  I began, but Silent stopped me.


  

  "No, it wasn't the king.  He didn't care about you one way or the other.  Lucidil says he underestimated your value.  It was Lucidil himself who sent the Black Patch Brigade to your home."  Silent said, a smile at the corners of his lips.  "Of course, the Black Patches are strictly conditioned so that they can only follow the orders of the king, so we had to slightly break the minds of the ones we were using, so that they would serve us without the king's knowledge.  We heard that they did the most amazing things to the woman you left guarding your daughter."


  

  I would have struck him, perhaps even killed him, if I had not been so deeply hurt by the callous way which he delivered his message.  Silent had once been my friend, but he now seemed only a twisted caricature of the person I'd known.    


  

  "Wisp was a good person."  I said, rage and sorrow waging a war within me.  From the corner of my eye, I could see Malice's form wound tightly within her cloak.  If Silent wasn't careful, she would kill him before he even knew she was angry.  


  

  "Oh yes, I heard from some of the men that she was quite good. . ."  Silent said, a snide laugh following his words. 


  

  I exploded forward, ramming the smaller Knight so hard against the wall that the wood crackled.  My right hand held my sword steadily at his throat, my left hand held him pinned against the wall. 


  

  "Go ahead, kill me now, and you'll never find out what happened to little Kaylien."  Silent smiled, though blood was trickling from the corner of his mouth.  The willpower it took me to drop him was phenomenal.  I withdrew my arm, and returned my weapon to its scabbard.  I turned from Silent.


  

  "You were like a brother to me, Silent.  You were my only friend when there was no one else."  I said softly into the room.  Malice still stood, tensed to strike.  


  

  "Perhaps you shouldn't have betrayed us, Noble.  You turned your back on me, and everything that was important to me, long before I turned my back on you.  Whatever happens to you, you deserve it now.  You never cared about anyone but yourself."  There was no hesitation in his reply.  The rift between Silent and I would never be healed.  I knew that fact with a certainty at that moment.


  

  "Tyvel was working for Lucidil the entire time, then?  . . .  A sleeper for the resistance movement?"  I said, after I'd collected myself enough to go on.  I turned back to face the friend who was now my enemy.  I knew the answer already. 


  

  "Oh, so you knew about Tyvel's nature?  Yes, he was working for Lucidil.  There were three artifacts made through which Tyvel could maintain his form.  The king had one, you had one, and Lucidil had the third.  The king believed he was in possession of Tyvel's body, and therefore was in control of Tyvel, but Lucidil had stolen the body a generation before.  The king also believed there were only two artifacts, and that you had the other one.  Lucidil was in control the entire time, feeding both you and the king whatever information best suited his agenda."  Silent explained.  


  

  I felt tired.  Despite the fact that I had done little but sleep for years, these new revelations, and the terrible reality they brought with them, weighed heavily upon me.  


  

  "What of Lace?"  It was a question I should have asked long ago, for her fate haunted my worst nightmares. I had promised to do Lucidil's bidding in exchange for her freedom from her life as a sex slave.  When I had broken faith with Lucidil, I had forfeited her life.  I wanted to believe Lucidil would not kill the girl, a poor child who'd never done anyone a bit of harm, but I needed to know the truth.


  

  The Broken Sword stared at me blankly for a minute, and then laughed.  "Oh, the whore.  I'd almost forgotten about her.  Lucidil didn't kill her," His smile widened once more, that look of gleeful vengeance lighting it from behind.  He was honestly enjoying the way his words stung.  Hate could do terrible things to a person.  "But he did return her to her previous occupation.  She was a camp whore last time I saw her."


  

  I bowed my head, feeling defeated.  Lucidil was cuttingly vindictive.  He had taken his revenge for my betrayal, even though it had taken him four years to do so.  I had only one more question to ask.


  

  "Would you take us to Kay, please?"  I asked, my voice as even as I could make it.


  

  Silent's smile did not falter, and there was a terrible sparkle in his eye.  "Of course."


  

  I heard the sound of metal passing over leather, so slight that my sensitive ears could barely capture the whisper of motion, and I realized that Malice was about to cut Silent down.  I spoke quickly.


  

  "If she's hurt, you understand, I will kill everyone even remotely responsible for her death, Silent."  I spoke the words firmly, with a conviction born of the heart.  Malice's sword stopped in its path.  Silent's next words would decide his fate.  I would not stay Malice's sword.  I had not the will, nor the want, to stand in her way.


  

  "She is very healthy, Noble.  She has grown into a lovely young lady, happy and well provided for."  Silent said, with his mocking smile constantly in place.  "She is intelligent, and strong.  Watching her grow up has been wonderful for all of us."  Malice's sword returned to her scabbard with the barest whisper of a breath.


  

  I breathed deeply, trying to let my tension out with my breath.  Something was not right.  I didn't believe that Silent was lying about Kay's wellbeing, but something was being left unsaid.


  

  "But you shouldn't make threats, Noble.  We know about your heart.  Remember, Tyvel told us everything.  You're living on borrowed time, and with how hard you pushed yourself fighting your way out of the castle, I'm guessing that time is even shorter."  Silent quipped, his spirits high.  "Lucidil wants you alive, but if your heart were to fail you. . ."  The black-eyed devil shrugged.


  

  I kept my mouth shut.  I didn't know what had happened to my heart, but it had not given me any trouble in a long while, though it still beat with such ferocity in my chest I feared at times that it might try to leap through my ribs.  It always remained constant, however, a beat so steady I could keep time with it.


  

  "Take us to Kay."  Malice said, her voice cold, dangerous.  It was the voice of the Knights of Ethan's weapon master, an authoritative threat, and it was not to be ignored. 


  

  "As you wish."  Silent replied.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The basement we had entered through the subterranean cave from the castle was part of a small manor house in one of the central districts of Kreo.  The home, if it had ever been well kept, certainly didn't show it any longer.  As we crested the stairway leading up from the basement, we were greeted by the cool breeze of the season.  The part of the building above ground was a devastated collection of walls, no longer holding up the roof that had once set atop them.  


  

  That led me to wonder who had prepared the room in the basement with such care, even while the rest of the building was left in shambles, for obviously it had been intentionally readied for our arrival.  That meant there were either others in service to the king within the city, or Silent had made the preparations himself before coming to get us.  I didn't feel like asking our guide at that moment.


  

  My eyes took in the world around me.  It had been four years since I'd laid eyes on Kreo.  Beyond the crumbling walls of the fallen manor, everything looked different.  All of the buildings were devastated, lying in piles, some of them on fire, but none fitting the image of the city I held in my memory.  The sounds of fighting wafted through the streets, carried on every breeze, though no battle was immediately apparent.  A great roar filled the air, and I swung my head around to find its source.  A massive black shadow, too distant to be clear amidst the haze of smoke and dust from fallen city, lumbered through the ruins, larger than most of the buildings it passed by.  


  

  "Siege Wyrm."  Silent said quietly, a strange quavering in his voice.  "They're some form of drake, only larger, terrible.  The Hungering use them as sea craft, and once on land, as siege engines the likes of which you've never seen.  They feed on flesh and wood."


  

  "How many of them are there?"  I asked, still starring after that huge black shape, almost afraid to see what lay behind the haze of ash and dust.  


  

  "Hundreds.  At least, last we knew there were hundreds of them.  We lost all contact with our scouts at the shore weeks ago.  There could be thousands of them now."  Silent replied, the last of his previously mocking tone gone from his voice.  In the face of such an adversary, it was difficult to feel anything but despair. 


  

  "Which way do we travel to escape this place?"  Malice asked, breaking me from my grim considerations.


  

  Silent swung around, looking in all directions, and considered the question.  Whether he was trying to get his bearings, or simply trying to decide which route would be the safest for our escape, I didn't know.  After a time, Silent seemed to settle on a direction.  He moved wordlessly, drawing his sword and making his way through the rubble of the fallen building around us, until we were on the street in front of the remains of the home we'd recently emerged from.  


  

  Our progress was slow.  The streets down which Silent led us were small to begin with, and in places the surrounding structures had fallen, closing off our passage entirely.  We were forced to backtrack many times, looking for second, and sometimes even third, routes through an area.  Our black-eyed guide was becoming increasingly agitated as the sun began to falter in the sky.


  

  "They don't like the sun.  Once it's gone, they'll be out in force."  Silent muttered, his voice barely above a whisper.


  

  I had noticed that the volume of fighting around us was increasing.  We had managed to avoid it so far, not even coming within sight of those engaged, but Silent was taking increasingly strange and obscure routes.  We were headed in a general direction, but as the sounds of fighting increased, our path became less clear.  My gaze was constantly drawn to the sky.  The sun was sitting just above the horizon, its lower edge already lying atop the distant hills.  If night was our time limit, that limit was fast approaching.  The city still stretched out far before us.  Silent's circumvent route had made our progress too slow.  


  

  "How many of them are still in the city?"  Malice asked from beside me.  She had noted our dilemma as well.


  

  "Most have moved in towards the castle, but even out this far, there are a lot of them.  I don't know where they are during the day, but once night falls, they crawl out of every crevice in this place."  Silent looked on the verge of panic.  "Getting in to find you both was hard enough, but getting out. . ."


  

  "We need to take a more direct route, Silent.  Stop trying to avoid all the small skirmishes.  Are we not better facing those few, than being here after dark?"  Malice reasoned.  


  

  "Yes, that's probably true."  Silent said, seeming to consider her words carefully.  "A few . . . if we face a few . . . we have to move quickly though."  He began to walk at a faster pace, and then he broke into a run.   Whether he was simply trying to progress faster, or had descended into a full panic, I couldn't be certain.  Malice and I fell in behind him, neither of us familiar with the city's labyrinth like streets.  


  

  Darkness crept closer and closer by the minute, the day fading far more quickly than seemed natural.  Malice and I ran with our swords sheathed, unwilling to take the risk of running blades drawn, but Silent's sword stayed wrapped tightly in his fist as he dashed madly down side streets and alleys.  My normally strong sense of direction was becoming increasingly confused as night descended and we ran through the curving, maze-like streets.  


  

  Silent lead us down a small alleyway, and suddenly we found ourselves at a dead end.  


  

  "No, no, no, no. . ."  Silent rambled quietly to himself, pressing against the wall, tracing it from side to side.  "This shouldn't be here.  This path should run to the north side of. . ."  He turned to face us, accusingly.  "We're all turned around because you made me change directions."  He shot venomously.  


  

  I did not deem to answer the panicked Broken Sword.  Malice, on the other hand, didn't bother to keep her opinion to herself.


  

  "You are not keeping yourself detached.  You're afraid, and it's affecting your actions.  It is not Lowin and I who have gotten us lost.  We have followed you.  You need to bite back your fear, and figure out where we need to go, and you need to do it now."  Her voice was calm, but I could hear the edge of anger underlying her words. 


  

  "You don't understand!"  Silent shouted, his voice echoing through the area around us with alarming loudness.  His outburst seemed to frighten him.  His attention darted around; looking for some attacker that he seemed to fear lurked just over his shoulder.


  

  "You don't understand."  He repeated again, more quietly, once he seemed convinced that that walls were not about to descend upon us.  "They don't just kill you.  The Hungering . . . they eat you.  They will eat us, while we're still alive."  He virtually spat the last words in a harsh whisper.  "We have to get out of here now." 


  

  His words did not come as a surprise to me.  Though I'd never really seen the creatures feast on flesh, I had always suspected that they possessed a more horrific underlying nature.  They were the sort of creatures that could only come from nightmares, and such was the way of demons of dark dreams.  I was frightened, maybe even as much as Silent, but I held that fear in check.  Like Malice had indicated, we served ourselves best by keeping our minds clear.  Letting our fear guide us, could only lead us to our deaths.


  

  A squealing howl sounded from somewhere nearby, followed by five more from other areas.  I drew steel, and Malice followed suit.  The time for sheathed swords was passed.  We would need to fight if we were to survive.  


  

  "It's more of those monsters from the castle."  Malice said.  "The six legged beasts.  How do they track?"  The last she said to Silent.


  

  The black-eyed warrior was visibly shaking, his sword point down.  "They can smell us.  They can trace the scent of Knights over great distances.  That's their purpose.  The squads they lead have been trained to fight us.  I've seen many men fall in the face of their onslaught."  His clawed hand, wrapped so tightly about his sword hilt, was shaking violently.  I felt pity for my lost friend.  He had changed in the years since I'd known him, and seemed a shell of the warrior I had once known.  What, I wondered, had happened around him to make him so emotionally scarred?  


  

  "We will make it out of this city alive."  I said confidently.  I believed those words.  It had been four years, but I was finally going to see Kay again, if I could just survive long enough to escape the city.  I had no intention of dying.


  

  "We will?"  Silent asked, and there was a manic edge to his voice.  "We will escape this city that has killed more than half of the Knights of Ethan, and even more of the Broken Swords?"  His voice was escalating.  "Malice and I, and our crippled companion, whose heart barely supports a run, are going to escape from this pit of death?" He was nearly yelling.  "How are we going to do that, Lowin?"  Once more, he seemed to hear his own yelling voice, and he glanced around in fear.  


  

  "I've had four years to rest and heal.  I may not be as strong as I was at my best, but I'm more than capable of fighting."  I answered, unable to keep the agitation from my voice.  I did not intend to tell Silent that I felt stronger than I ever had.  Since my heart had begun to pound like a drum in my chest, I had felt invigorated, as though I were nearly unstoppable.  I made a point of restraining that feeling as much as possible, for I doubted it was accurate, but for some reason my heart seemed to have healed better than it had been before.  Apparently I had discovered a way, other than getting a Kaziem Wolf heart, to strengthen myself.  


  

  "I was just supposed to sneak in, and back out.  It was going to be easy.  There were four of us."  He looked at me accusingly.  "Four loyal Knights came with me, Lowin, because Lucidil swears that you are still important.  The other three died, and I barely escaped with my life.  Three more lives lost so that you, who have betrayed our cause, can continue to. . ."


  

  Malice's voice broke across Silent's.  "This is not the time to argue, and certainly not the time hold grudges.  We need to find a defensible location, and we need to settle in and try to last until morning.  Traveling has become too dangerous, and I guess it will only become worse as night falls around us."  She didn't wait for a reply.  She turned on her heels and started back tracking down the alleyway.  I fell in behind her, and finally Silent fell in after me.  


  

  Malice seemed to have a goal in mind, and I was more than happy to let her take the lead.  Of all of us, she seemed the most calm and collected, though I wasn't certain if she was, or if it only seemed that way since Silent was a mess, and I knew how afraid I felt.  What terrified me far more than the Hungering was the prospect that I might never see my daughter again if I was unable to make it safely from the city.


  

  Malice traced our route back to what appeared to be a damaged inn.  The building was relatively intact, at least on the first floor.  The door was still securely fastened when she tried the handle.


  

  "This will do."  She said, whether to herself or Silent and me, I was unsure.   Without another word she returned her sword to her scabbard and sprang upward, grabbing a handhold on a ledge above her head.  She pulled herself up the wall with a vigorous grace and dexterity, moving upward almost as nimbly as most people could cover flat ground.  As soon as she was clear, I jumped up and followed suit.  I did my best to match my movements with those that Malice had used, but I did not climb as easily as she.


  

  Malice ascended into a small hole torn into the wall of the third floor just as another howl sounded, far closer than the last we'd heard.  Multiple other voices raised in answer to the first, even more than had done so at the first howl.  I looked down, and saw that Silent was still standing on the ground, his sword drawn.  I almost expected to see one of the six legged creatures like the one I'd encountered in the castle come running out of an alley to attack the stunned Knight.  Thankfully, it did not happen.


  

  "Silent, you need to move.  They're getting closer."  I called down, trying my best to keep my voice low.  This seemed to get him into motion.  He put his sword away and began to scramble up the wall behind me.  He stumbled multiple times, and slipped more than once, but he was moving.  I followed Malice's path across the inn's face, across the sign that read, "Traveler's Stew Pot," and through the gap in the wall that Malice had entered.  Silent fell through the crack not long after me, drawing his sword the moment his hands were free again, and holding it in front of him like the room itself might attack.  


  

  Malice was looking around our new surroundings.  It was a large room, with a single massive bed in the middle.  There was plenty of space for the three of us to fight in if we needed to, and the only entrances were the crack in the wall we'd come through, and the door that I guessed lead out into the hallway.  Malice was taking this all into consideration as well.   


  

  "We could make a stand here, or we could check the other rooms to see if one of them might make a better place to hide out the night."  She said after a short time.  "This room has two easy ways in, another room might provide only one avenue to defend, but might also trap us if that avenue became jammed with enemies."  


  

  I nodded my head.  It hadn't occurred to me that a room with only one entrance meant that it also only had one exit if we needed to leave in a hurry.  Something heavy moved downstairs, what sounded like a piece of furniture being dragged across the floor, and Silent started violently, swinging his sword around so fast he nearly clipped Malice's back.  


  

  "Sheath your weapon, Silent, and get a hold of yourself."  She said, anger evident in her voice.  "You are the greatest risk to our survival right now, not them."  She pointed out the crack in the wall through which we'd squeezed.  


  

  Silent seemed to hear her, and, at least to some extent, took her words seriously.  He sheathed his weapon, though his face remained pale and drawn, and his hands still shook.  He had been worried about how useful I would be in a fight, but I had the same doubts about him.  He was unsteady, and growing more so by the minute.  Knights of Ethan were supposed to be hardened to the stresses of war, but Silent was not holding up well.


  

  Silent, though, had never been a typical Knight.  When all others had been distant and mean, treating me as an outsider, Silent had gone out of his way to show me kindness.  He had been a friend in times when there were far too few of those.  What a difference my six years away from him had made. Of course, Lucidil had primarily used him as a spy.  Maybe the leader of the Broken Swords, the man now crowned king, had known exactly how Silent would hold up under the stresses of war and placed him in a position of less intense fighting.


  

  "We need to find out what is downstairs."  I said quietly.  "If there is a threat already in the building with us, we need to take it out quickly, lest it come upon us unprepared."  


  

  Malice nodded her head in approval.  "Silent, you stay up here.  You should be safe so long as whatever is downstairs cannot get through Lowin and me."


  

  He nodded a numb reply before walking over to one of the beds and falling heavily upon it.  He did not close his eyes, but lay starring up at the cracked and worn ceiling above us.  Malice and I walked to the door that we knew would lead out into the corridors beyond, drawing our swords as we went.  


  

  Malice pushed the door and it swung open, for it had no latch and was not boarded closed.  She gestured me through.  I walked out into the darkness of the hallway, sword ready.  There was a window at the far end, but the light coming in through that opening was lessening quickly.  Soon it would be full night.  I heard the door shut, and suddenly Malice was on me, her body pressing against mine, her finger crossing my lips, warning me to hold my tongue.  I started, thinking something was wrong, but Malice's finger left my lips and was replaced by her soft warm lips.  


  

  "By my sword, by my still beating heart, I am glad you are alive, Lowin." She whispered as our lips parted.  "They kept telling me that if I condemned you to your death I could have my place back amongst the Knights.  I refused them every day for what must have been a year, and then they came and told me you were dead.  They said the king had decided to behead you, and all I must do to get my place back amidst the Knights was be willing to hack apart your body so that it could be split and buried in dishonor.  I refused them again, and they stopped coming for me.  Until Silent released me from my cell, I believed that you were dead.  I was . . . it was . . ." Her words faded.


  

  I didn't know what to say, or how to respond, so I simply used my free hand to hold my green-eyed friend close.  I had not been told she was dead, but I had feared for her, and longed for her company every moment of my dark imprisonment.  Luckily, I did not need to find more fitting words, because Malice had more to say.


  

  "We must make this quick, because I do not know what is below us, but you need to know this.  You have the Kaziem Wolf heart, Lowin.  Whisper of the Mist gave it to you, after she had you downed and the battle was over.  It was her choice of flesh, and she chose to give her heart to you.  She said that I should tell you, 'The fire will consume everything, and you will be lost deep within the forest.  If you cannot find the rain, we will all be devoured by the burning tide.'  After that, she made me perform the rite."


  

  When you awoke, I couldn't tell you.  Tyvel was always with us, and I didn't want him giving away the secret.  After that we were imprisoned separately, and I knew that you would remain locked away thinking you had failed."


  

  I was stunned.  I was so shocked that I couldn't begin to gather my thoughts together.  "But I hurt so much afterwards, and could barely walk for weeks.  I could feel the weakness."  I whispered.


  

  "That was your body adjusting to the new heart.  It takes time, and I knew you would be weak.  That's what allowed the deception to work.  I'm sorry Lowin, that I kept the truth from you for so long.  At the time I did not believe it would be necessary to deceive you for so long.  I had intended to tell you when Tyvel was not around, but everything happened too quickly. . ."  There was a look of pain in Malice's eyes as she spoke.  Lying to me had been difficult for her, and knowing that I had suffered for her deception hurt her even more.  She was looking to me for recrimination.  


  

  I had none to give her.  For all that I had suffered thinking that I would be forever weakened, I could not hold what had been a sound decision against her.  Knowing the truth would not have changed the events that occurred, and for some reason I couldn't begin to feel any resentment towards her.


  

  "I am not angry with you.  I understand why you did what you did, and it is still working to our advantage.  Silent believes that I am injured and useless, and that means Lucidil does as well.  That is to our favor.  Besides, you are the only friend I've had who has stayed with me through all the trouble.  You've always been there when I needed help, no matter what it cost you.  I cannot ever forget that.  You gave up your life, and a good position amidst the Knights, to help me."   I clasped her tightly to me, and then released her.  We pulled away from each other, knowing that it was not the proper time for any more discussion.  We were still in a hostile situation.  


  

  As if to emphasize that, the heavy dragging sounded from below us again.  It seemed to be coming from the ground floor.  Malice took the lead, moving silently across the wood planking, her shifting cloak helping her to remain indistinct in the darkness of the inn.  We made our way to the stairs, and began the descent, watching over the banister for whatever might lurk in the darkness below.  


  

  Kyeia died to make me stronger.  Whisper of the Mist died to make me stronger.  Wisp died to protect my child's life.  Malice had put her life on the line time and time again for my benefit.  These were important people.  These were people to whom I owed my life, and my purpose.  It was time, I knew, to start being the man that they needed me to be.


  

  I followed Malice into the unknown depths below.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Every step further into the dark reaches of the lower floors of the Traveler's Stew Pot held a certain sense of dread.  The Hungering were a terrifying foe, for they were unlike anything we'd ever seen before, and now that we knew they were flesh eaters, it gave them an aura of menace.  It was far too easy to see the creatures as mere monsters, boundless killing machines who thought of nothing but murder and mayhem.  I had, however, come to see the world in a different light over the years.  


  

  Even the Shao Geok, creatures which I had initially feared, had turned out to be beasts with hidden intelligence and even a society of their own.  Their beliefs had been different than mine, as well as their motivations, but they had not been merely the monsters I had perceived them to be.  Were the Hungering the same?  Were they just another society doing what they needed to do in order to survive and prosper in our world?


  

  It was more than merely difficult to see them in such a light.  The Hungering were so fearsome, and so terrifying of nature, that I could not make myself believe they had a benign origin.  I would not allow myself to completely discard the possibility, but at the same time I was inclined to believe the worst of the flesh eating creatures that I had fought on two separate occasions.  


  

  A faint murmur of sound passed up the stairway.  I cocked my head, turning my ears to better catch the sound.  As I stopped in place to do so, Malice also came to a halt, aware that I was no longer following her.  She crept quietly back up the few stairs she had just descended, and watched me with her intense green eyes.  I concentrated on the sound.  We were still two levels up from the ground floor, but I could make out the familiar patterns of human whispering.  Our distance made it impossible to make out what was being said, but I had at least identified that it was not the Hungering that lay in wait below.  I moved in close to Malice, and whispered what I had heard, quietly, so that only she might hear my voice.  She nodded, and we both returned our weapons to our scabbards.  


  

  We needed to identify those downstairs, but it would have been against our best interests to terrify them by approaching with weapons drawn.  We proceeded further, and Malice began to walk with a heavier gait, intentionally making noise on the well-worn steps.  The noise below stopped immediately, all whispers cutting off as though their source had been eliminated.  A breath's width later I heard the sound of steel being drawn from leather, and then complete silence.  


  

  Whoever they were, they were armed, and they were ready for whatever might be coming their way, or at least as ready as they could make themselves.  We began our descent of the last set of stairs.  The moment we were able to clearly see the first floor, it became obvious what the loud dragging sound had been that had first indicated to us that someone else was in the building.  Most of the inn's furniture had been dragged to block the doors and windows of the building, so that no opening was easily accessible.  The room held more people than I would have thought from the amount of whispering I'd heard.  My initial count brought twelve, but on a second glance I noticed that a few of the tables that were still upright and not against a door or window, had figures huddled beneath them.  My final count was sixteen.  


  

  Ten of these figures held some form of makeshift weapon, though only three of those held swords, and only one of those held a sword as though they had any familiarity with the weapon.   The other six figures appeared to be a woman, a frail looking elderly man, and four children.  I took all of this in before we'd even descended half way down the dark stairs.  The figures waiting below us, weapons at the ready, could not see us in the murk of the room, not with their windows covered, blocking out the last rays of nearly faded sunlight.  It was only with the night vision supplied to us by our peculiar eyes that Malice and I were able to see them.


  

  As the first of the ragged collection of humans spotted our shifting shapes coming down the stairs, a voice called out quietly, "Black-Eyed Devils, two of them."  


  

  Another voice answered, coming from the man holding the sword with some familiarity.  "That's impossible.  King Lucidil ordered them all out of the city two days ago."


  

  Malice lead the way down the rest of the steps until we both stood in front of the crowd of armed men, our cloaks up, but our postures indicating that we were not going to attack.  Of course, we didn't need to be in a stance of readiness since we could draw our weapon and kill before anyone in the room could bring a blade to bear.  Whether the others in the room understood that, I couldn't be certain. 


  

  "Who is in charge here?"  Malice asked, her voice quiet, but tinged with the authority it held when she wanted to be sure she was heard and answered.  


  

  The man who held his sword with some confidence stepped forward.  I noticed then, for the first time, that the other two with swords both held weapons of cheap crafting, blades that had been mass produced for common footmen.  One of the weapons even appeared to be tinged with rust.  It was obvious that those around us were not fighting men, but they all held defiant stances, their makeshift weapons - rakes, hoes and scythes - were all held with conviction.  I could not fault their heart.  Having fought the Hungering, though, I guessed they stood little chance of holding out for long if things came to fighting.


  

  "I am in charge of this group."  The man that displayed some sword discipline said boldly.  He stood ready, as though we might attack him at any moment.  


  

  "Why did you, and the rest of these people, not leave the city when the king ordered the evacuation?"  Malice asked.  She did not know for certain that the king had ordered an evacuation, and was - I knew - basing her words on her own intuition.  


  

  The man in charge let his sword point lower slightly, seeming to have made some decision, at least internally, about Malice and me.  "I am a knight, Mer'am."  He began, using the formal way to address a female Knight.  It was a form of title very rarely used.  "I was ordered to stay behind and help those late in evacuating the city.  The Hungering came upon us while we were still trying to get people beyond the walls, and I could not leave them behind.  I stayed to help, along with five other knights.  They have fallen.  I am all that remains, but I will not abandon these people."


  

  Malice nodded her head.  "Such is proper for a knight of the king.  Should you survive this, there will likely be a medal of valor waiting for you."


  

  The man shrugged with indifference.  "I didn't do this for a medal, Mer'am.  I did this because it was the right thing to do."  He paused for a moment, obviously debating over whether or not to speak the question that was on the tip of his tongue.  I knew what it would be before he asked it.  "Might I inquire as to why you are still within the city?  The king ordered all Knights of Ethan from the walls two days ago."


  

  It was a fair question, and the man was brave for asking it.  Most men feared the Knights of Ethan.  I left the question to Malice, since I did not know how to answer it, and it was common among the Knights to allow the most senior officer (though no official ranking system existed) to do the talking, or at least so I had noticed in my time amongst them.


  

  "We were on a private task that kept us longer than anticipated.  We are currently making our way beyond the city walls to meet up with the king and his men."  Malice replied, not offering any more details.  


  

  "How did you get inside the inn?"  A voice asked.  It came from a man holding a garden rake.  


  

  "There is a crack in the wall above.  It opens into a room on the third floor."  Malice said.  "We climbed in, looking for a place to shelter for the night.  The Hungering are scouting this area of the city.  What is your name?"  She asked, pointing her question at the knight who stood before us.


  

  "I am Sir Liet, of the Gray Mount Division."  He responded, bowing formerly as he gave his designation.  He returned his sword to his scabbard afterwards, and the others in the room seemed to relax to some extent.  


  

  "Will the hole in the wall upstairs allow others through?"  Liet asked.  


  

  "It is a possibility, but it is not likely.  Very few can climb as well as the Knights of Ethan, and only those looking for a place to shelter would even consider it as something to investigate.  However, we left a man upstairs, guarding our entry, in the event of such an intrusion."  Malice left out the part about Silent being unstable and potentially dangerous, which I felt was probably for the better. 


  

  "I ain't never had nothing good to say about you Black-Eyed Devils, but if you'll help us get out of here alive, I'll sing your praise for the rest of my days, Missus Knight."  The man with the rake spoke again, stepping forward, and bowing to one knee in front of Malice.


  

  "Railan, don't do that!"  Liet snapped at the other man, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him to his feet.  "It's a crime to interfere with the business of the Knights of Ethan, you know that!"


  

  Railan stood again, his eyes looked tired, and he looked worn.  "We aren't going to make it outta' here on our own, Mr. Liet.  We need them.  The king tells us his black-eyed Knights are here to help us."  He turned to address Malice again.  "Won't you do so now?"


  

  Liet bowed deeply at Malice and me.  "I apologize for Railan.  He doesn't understand how things work in the kingdom.  He means no offense."


  

  "He gave no offense."  Malice said, her words immediately diffusing the situation, as both Liet and Railan seemed to relax.  "I can make no promises, but we will do what is in our power to get those who wish to travel with us free from this city.  However, there is risk in traveling the streets, and it might be more dangerous for you to travel with us than to remain holed up here."


  

  To my surprise, it was Liet who answered, and not Railan.  "Mer'am, we might last here another day or two, but it's only a matter of time before they find us, and kill us.  If you can get us out of here, or even give us a hope of getting out of here, we will follow you."  


  

  It wasn't until that point that I realized just how desperate the people in the common room of the inn really were.  They feared the Black-Eyed Devils, as they called us, but they feared the Hungering far more.  As Liet had pointed out, asking for things from the Knights of Ethan could get you in a lot of trouble, especially if it interfered with a mission in progress.  That Railan had done so with such vigor only served to demonstrate the direness of the situation.  


  

  "So be it."  Malice said.  "In the morning we will leave here together.  We must discuss this with our third companion.  Keep watch here.  If anything happens, we are on the third floor, in a room toward the end of the hall.  I am Malice, and my companions are Noble and Silent.  Knock once and ask for Noble or myself if you need to talk to us.  Once preparations are made, we will inform of you of what is to happen next."  She listed her orders calmly, and with an authority born from her service to the Knights, before turning and starting back up the stairs.  I fell in behind her, leaving no room for questions.  It was a cold way to deal with the situation, but it was what was expected from the Knights of Ethan.  


  

  I agreed with my friend's choice to help the people in the inn, but I worried what Silent might have to say.  He wasn't thinking rationally.  Malice may have just agreed us to a course of action that would bring us into direct conflict with our paranoid travel companion, and whether we liked it or not, we still needed Silent to take us to where Kaylien was kept.


  

  We made the return trip to the room in silence.  Malice did not speak to me, and I was too anxious at the prospect of what Silent might do when we told him that we were taking on the humans below to create any conversation myself.  There were many things Malice and I still needed to discuss, but everything had its time, and I knew that time was not yet upon us.


  

  We re-entered the room to find Silent lying exactly as we'd left him, sprawled on the bed and staring blankly at the ceiling.  Whether he was aware of the fact that we'd gone and come back I couldn't be certain, as his eyes seemed to be tracing empty paths across the woodwork above the bed.  I found his trance-like state both disheartening and disturbing.  There was an unnerving aspect to his display of mental unraveling.  


  

  "Silent."  Malice called the black-eyed warriors name.  He slowly turned his head to the side and stared at us without answering.


  

  "There are a group of people gathered downstairs.  They've been trying to escape the city, and need our help to get out alive.  I've agreed to help guide them out."  She did not give him the chance to voice his own opinion on the matter, simply stated that she had made a decision, and he was being informed of it.  I watched his face for the adverse reaction I felt certain would come.  


  

  His expression was completely blank, a vapid emptiness that sent a chill down my spine.  "That is a good idea.  Are there many?"  His voice was relaxed, almost relieved.


  

  "There are nearly a score."  Malice answered, and I could tell by the timbre of her voice that the ease of our negotiations was striking her as odd as well.  "Why?"


  

  "A knight's first service is to his king.  His second service is to the king's people."  Silent recited a line from the knight's code of ethics.  "It wouldn't be right to leave these people helpless."  His face was blank, and his tone dispassionate.


  

  "Silent, if you hurt those people. . ."  Malice began, but Silent broke in over her words.


  

  "I will not lay a finger on them, Malice."  He said, anger tinting his voice, the first sign of emotion from him since we'd re-entered the room.  He pushed himself up from the bed, coming to his feet, hand on the hilt of his weapon.  "Do you think me a monster?  They are the king's people, and I am loyal to my king."


  

  I sensed that his words were only a portion of the truth, and I could tell by Malice's face that she was thinking much along the same lines.  Silent was not telling us everything that was going on in his mind.  What worried me most was what that might mean for the people who were trusting in us to save their lives, a task which would be difficult under the best of circumstances.  Without Silent's cooperation, we could wind up in a situation from which none of us would be able to survive.  His words seemed to indicate that he would help, but his attitude, his strange blankness, worried me.


  

  "Remember your words, Silent."  I said, stepping forward to speak.  "The king's people are second only to the king.  While they are under our care we must do everything in our power to assure their safety.  It stands to reason that their safety might well contribute to our own.  The more eyes we have to watch, the more ears to listen, the better our chances of survival."  I tried to hammer home the importance of the lives we would be guarding, making them seem not only important for their own sake, which should have been enough, but also for our own, which I hoped would encourage more help from the difficult-to-read warrior.


  

  Silent looked at me, but he said nothing.  Beneath his eyes I could almost hear his churning thoughts. 


  

  The sound of footfalls hammering up the stairs grabbed my attention, and I turned my head, breaking my focus on Silent, though I did see his hand, already on his sword hilt, tighten about the leather binding.  The sound of a fist resounding against wood echoed down the hallway.  It was still a few doors down from the room in which we were currently sitting.


  

  "Malice, Noble!"  A voice yelled.  "They're coming.  The Hungering are coming!"  


  

  All three of our swords left our scabbards in one smooth motion, and Malice turned back to the door, opening it into the hallway.  The man, Liet, nearly ran into the door in the dark hallway.  He scrambled around it, bowing half-heartedly.  


  

  "Mer'am, Seir'ir, Seir'ir," he addressed each of us in the formal manner, nearly stumbling over the archaic titles in his haste to get to his point.  "Our lookouts have spotted two hunting parties circling the inn.  They tried the door several times, but when it wouldn't open they began to circle the building.  They have their six-legged tracking beasts with them.  I think they know that we're in here."


  

  Liet, who I had taken to be much older when he was standing firm and leading his group, I now realized was probably younger than I was, though not younger than I appeared, having not aged a day since I'd become a Knight of Ethan.  


  

  "Return to your people.  We'll hold the lower floor.  Make sure those who cannot fight are in the center of those who can."  Malice issued her commands in a firm, but calm voice.  


  

  "Yes, Mer'am."  Liet, the young knight, bowed only slightly before turning and running out the door through which he'd just entered.


  

  "We'll need to split our forces."  Malice said as she turned back to face Silent and me.  "There are only three of us, and we can't be everywhere at once.  Our best hope is to form a triangle around those who are defenseless and to work to actively push back any enemies as they come in.  Don't let yourself be drawn away from those you're defending.  Only worry about the enemies that approach you."


  

  "They might just leave . . .  just... not attack. Maybe they haven't figured out we're here yet?"  Silent said, the nervous look that had at least momentarily, left his eyes was returning.


  

  "It would be suicide to count on that."  Malice snapped.  "We need to act as though it's just a matter of time before we're attacked.  We don't want to be caught unprepared."


  

  Silent said nothing, but his face looked grim.


  

  Seeing Silent's bleak face spurred me to speak.  "We are holding a point.  That gives us the advantage.  We have people to back us up as well.  They might not be skilled fighters, but they can take advantage of the distractions provided by our fighting to score hits.  We are not dead yet."  


  

  If my words had any effect on the black-eyed warrior, his facial expression did not reflect it.  He looked as though he were condemned to death already.  My anger boiled up inside me, and before I could even check the impulse, I flashed across the room and slammed my fist into the side of Silent's face with explosive force.  The other Knight flew backwards, landing half on, and half off, of the bed.  


  

  He jumped up, anger burning across his features, his sword coming up into an offensive posture.  


  

  "You are a warrior, and a Knight, Silent.  Stop sulking and start acting like it.  Do you think Lucidil would be proud of one of his men giving up so easily?"  My voice was quiet, but it simmered with pent up anger.


  

  Silent's sword point dropped.  "I have seen what they do to us, Noble.  I've seen the things they. . ."


  

  ". . . the things they are not going to do to us, Silent.  I am not going to die here, and if I can help it, no one else is either.  Do you understand?"  I cut across his words.


  

  Silent looked at me, and for a moment a slight smile, an honest one, the first I'd seen from him since exiting my prison cell, touched his lips.  ". . . a noble fool."  He said softly.


  

  "If you two are done, there are scared people below who are waiting for us, and time is slipping away."  Malice said, breaking whatever peace may have existed in that moment.  Silent's face hardened again, any remnant of good cheer fading, but his manic fear did not seem to return entirely. 


  

  Silent walked towards the door to the room.  He stopped just before exiting into the hall beyond.  "You should never have betrayed us, Noble."  He said, and then he left the room, and I heard his footsteps walking down the hall, the soft pad followed by the click of a clawed foot.  


  

  "Come on."  Malice said, gesturing for me to follow her.  I did, and we departed the room together.  Silent's last words loomed over me, a black cloud across an already troubled sky.  


  

  Downstairs the knight and his collection of armed farmers were packed tightly together around the children, the elderly man, and the woman who was tending the children.  She held a young boy close to her chest, silencing his fearful sobbing.  My eyes fixated on the children and unarmed adults, and I realized I held them in a kind of awe.  They represented a life I had long ago left behind, and an existence I would never be able to return to.  When I looked at them I thought to myself, "These are humans, living their lives." and I realized that, for the first time, I was not counting myself one of them.  In my heart, I felt that I was no longer human.  Certainly when they looked back at me, their eyes heavy with fear, they did not see a human staring at them, but a monster from some fairy tale.


  

  A loud crash sounded from somewhere around the inn's perimeter.  I couldn't exactly identify the direction, but I turned my head, trying to get a fix on the sound.  The Hungering were coming.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "Spread yourselves out further.  You'll kill each other if you stand that close.  Keep your distance from the enemy unless absolutely necessary.  We'll do the brunt of the fighting.  If you see a place where you can strike without getting killed, don't hesitate to do it."  Malice called out her orders in a whisper, but with a tone that denied dissension.  She turned to Silent and me.


  

  "Silent, you take the left, near the front entrance.  Noble," I noted that she only used my Lucidil given name in public situations, probably in order maintain the illusion that we were just Knights of Ethan like all the others.  I rarely used it myself; it had never suited me, for it seemed to me that my actions had never been made in nobility, but always out of necessity.  "You take the right, near the stairs.  I'll defend this side."


  

  Our orders given, we split up, placing ourselves well out in front of those we were to defend.  Laouna.  Malice's real name, the one she'd been given at birth, floated through my memories.  I had never spoken that name out of fear that I might offend my green-eyed companion by doing so, but every time I looked at her the word whispered across my mind.  It was a pretty name.  It was a human name, with none of the connotations carried by the blunt names given to us as Knights of Ethan.  I was struck by a sudden impulse to say Malice's real name aloud.  I resisted the urge, knowing it would be foolish to speak it then, when danger pressed in from all sides.  Someday, though, I promised myself, when everything was safe, and I could just be Lowin, and she could just be Laouna, I would use her real name.  


  

  The waiting dragged on.  I knew that the Hungering were coming, but I didn't know from where, and I didn't know when they would choose to strike.  Waiting for a battle is often times more difficult than the battle itself.  No amount of training, and no amount of experience, can ever erase the uncertainty that exists directly before a confrontation in which one's life is at stake.


  

  A tremendous crash sounded, followed by the screams of children, and chaos erupted in the Traveler's Stew Pot.  The wall nearest the stairs collapsed, and the Hungering began to pour through, climbing over the rubble like insects fleeing a flooding ship.  Their ghastly skin and burning red eyes gave them the look of the dead reanimated by pure malice, crawling up from graves.  Another crash came from behind me, accompanied by more screams, and I knew that they had broken through at another location as well.   The fight was on, and we would have to survive until dawn.  


  

  I waited for them to come, holding formation, but I didn't need to wait long.  They swept in like a tide, and I flashed into action.  My heart thrummed like a hammer-fall in my chest, resounding with the energy I now knew could only come from my Kaziem heart, the last legacy of Whisper of the Mist.  The Hungering had not known we were inside the building, and had not come prepared.  Silent, Malice and I fell on them like a wave of death, our blades washing their lives away like a morning tide's ebb.  


  

  Through the syrupy slow world, the Hungering barely moved.  There were many of them, but they could not break the line we formed with our blistering speed and adept sword skills.  For a time it seemed we would press them back with no trouble, but our luck was not to hold.  The first wave went down, and we barely had time to catch our breath before the second came barreling in.  They came in first with their six legged monsters, and I knew immediately that we would have trouble.  


  

  Those creatures were fast, and dangerous.  They charged us, rising up on their hind legs and slashing with their dangerous forelimbs.  I was forced to fight sword and claw, using both to fend off attacks and make counter attacks. Even then, with all my skill and power at work, the creature had a distinct advantage in the sheer number of fast moving weapons provided by its many legs.  A guttural gurgle sounded from behind me, different from those made by the Hungering and their monsters, and I knew that one of our numbers was down.  I didn't know if it was a Knight, or one Liet's men, or even Liet himself.  The only thing I was certain of was that it signaled our line had been breached.  


  

  I concentrated my effort, forcing my body to move faster, and strike harder.  My heart still beat steadily, though sweat was forming on my skin, and I could feel the heat of my flesh rising.  The beast I was fighting snapped its terrible jaws at me, and I dodged backwards, and an instant later propelled myself forward, charging blade first at its body.  


  

  The attack took the beast by surprise, and my sword tip struck flesh.  The creature fell in a writhing pile of blood, rage, and gnashing jaws, thrashing until the last of its life fled it.  This I noticed only peripherally, for I had already moved on to my next target.  


  

  The bodies piled high, the Hungering falling in droves.  Multiple times voices called out in pain and terror, but there was no pausing in the battle to check on the dead and wounded.  The fight had to continue, the sword must be lifted, and it must fall, without breaking pace.  We were the wall of death, the final hope of the defenseless.  


  

  The burning of dawn's first rays of light swept across the ground, coming in through the hole that had, until that moment, only brought more and more of the Hungering.  Those creatures still alive who were touched by the light fell away, not necessarily hurt, but discomforted, distracted by those glorious rays of crystalline beauty.  They began to retreat, scampering out into the dazzling brilliance, and disappearing down side streets.  It did not happen all at once, and the battle remained fierce for what I guessed to be another hour, but finally only dead enemies lay around us, and I could, for the first time in the entire night, look around myself and see what remained of our party.  


  

  The sight before me was terrible.  Liet still stood, though his right arm was mostly destroyed, hanging in bloody tatters at his side.  Silent lay in a pool of blood, his chest rising and falling raggedly.  Railan, the old man, had fallen and would not rise again, torn to pieces, his bottom half missing entirely.  I guessed, though I didn't wish to think about it, that it had been taken away for eating by the Hungering.  Of those men who'd been fighting, only one besides Liet remained alive.  He was a young farmer, his ichor-covered pitchfork still in hand.  He had several wounds, though none that looked fatal.  His eyes were wide, haunted.  


  

  The old man was dead, lying with his head split open just a few feet from the inner defensive circle.  The woman was still alive, along with three of the children. The fourth was mostly gone, though three quarters of an arm still remained, laying just beyond where the old man's body sprawled.  I guessed that he had died trying to save the child.  Never before had the horrors of battle seemed so visceral and real.  Only Malice and I stood relatively unharmed.  She had not a scratch on her, though her face was pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes.  She had pushed herself to her limits.


  

  I was scratched, cut and bruised, though I had taken no serious injuries in the night of fighting.  I guessed I looked much as she did, for I felt feverish and tired, worn thin.  I, too, was at my limits.  I had fought, staying deep within the throws of full speed, for most of the night.


  

  "We need to get out of this city before dark."  Malice said, her voice a rasp.


  

  I simply nodded my agreement, too stricken and exhausted to say anything more.  The enemy was gone, but rest would have to wait.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Silent slipped in and out of consciousness, riding upon my back as we traveled.  His wounds were severe, possibly fatal if he'd not been blessed with the healing abilities of the Knights.  However, he'd lost a lot of blood.  As such, he was useless for giving directions, but luckily we had Liet.  His tattered right arm was causing him a great deal of agony, but we had cleaned and treated the wound and he was at least able to keep moving, though he was obviously tired.  We were all tired.


  

  Malice was carrying all three of the children, one on her back, and one in each arm.  They had been frightened of her at first, but after a few minutes of walking through the city, they had settled down to sleep, too tired to worry about the strange, green-eyed woman who would be watching over them.  The woman, Reana, stayed close to Malice and the children, distrustful of us despite all we had done.  I did not blame her.  It was difficult to trust anyone, let alone we who looked little better than the monsters they were running from.  Where I saw Malice as a beautiful woman, they saw a grim warrior, with the arms and legs of a beast known for killing and eating men.     


  

  Liet the Knight, Reana the midwife, Timro the Farmer, and Gaivin, Sheana and Everis, the children.  Those were all who remained of the original party of forty that had first formed, according to Liet.  Six children dead, and 38 adults, though we'd only known the 16 who remained when we met them in the inn.  None of the children had parents anymore, and none of the adults had families.  I looked from stark face, to stark face, allowing myself to fully understand what was represented by the threat of the Hungering.  Each set of eyes told a story, each scar and bruise held a deep meaning.


  

  I had encountered bad people many times in the world, and people who'd made decisions for the wrong reasons, but the Hungering were the first group I'd ever encountered that seemed bent on such malicious destruction.  They cared not whether they killed man, woman, or child, as long as it was meat to feed their masses.  They did not seek to conquer and acquire, but to destroy and feast.  


  

  Liet walked up next to me.  "We were lucky last night."  His voice was pitched low.  "They didn't send any of the spell casters.  They probably would have if we'd stayed another night."


  

  "Spell casters?"  I asked, remembering the time I'd sailed the ocean and come across the scout boat of Hungering, with its sails filled with blue energy.  I remembered, as well, the creature that had stood upon the deck and cast molten fire down upon our own ship's crew.  


  

  "There are not many of them, but they can control fire, and manage the black drakes they use as transportation.  One of them wiped out half of our advance defense when they came.  We were unprepared."  Liet's voice was heavy with memory.


  

  "Will we be able to exit the city today?"  I asked, seeking to change the direction of conversation.  I wasn't certain we would survive another night within the city walls.


  

  Liet nodded.  "I'm taking us to a guardsmen's exit.  We should be there in another hour or two at this pace.  From there, it's open country."  He looked to Silent.  "We'll need him to find the king's forces though.  I don't know to where they retreated."


  

  "Silent will be fine and can direct us from there.  He just needs some time to rest and heal.  It's difficult to kill a Knight of Ethan."  I answered, and for a time we walked on in silence, though I sensed there was something Liet wanted to say, or ask.  He had a pensive look about him, weighted by curiosity.  He feared me, but at the same time felt a companionship forged through shared combat.  It was a condition that happened to those who fought together, but his sense of camaraderie was halted by my status, at least in his eyes, as a Knight of Ethan, and possibly as a monster.  


  

  "Why do you and Malice have eyes full of color, like the king, and not black eyes like all the other Knights of Ethan?"  He finally asked, breaking the long silence.  He quickly added, "If you don't mind me asking. . . I don't mean to impose, it's just I've never seen anything like it before, Seir'ir."  He used the formal title for the Knights of Ethan again.  It was one that no one ever used for me before I'd met him.  I found it uncomfortable, possibly more so than the name given to me by Lucidil, Noble.


  

  "That's difficult to explain, Liet."  I said, and noticed that the young Knight seemed to deflate.  I went on, so as not to squelch the nerve it took to breach the subject in the first place.  "When we rise to become Knights of Ethan, our lives are joined with those of another.  If that bond is exceptionally strong, then the color of our eyes will be bright.  If the bond is not strong, then the color of our eyes will be black."


  

  Liet seemed to cheer up a little at this.  He had fought bravely, and I didn't think it my right to deny him the answer to a question.  I didn't intend to explain to him the full ramifications of the bond created between a future Knight of Ethan, and the Uliona Bound One, but if he would be happy with a shortened version, that I could offer.


  

  "It is strange that more Knights do not have colored eyes."  Liet said, after a short time.  


  

  There he touched on a sensitive subject.  "The bonding is a difficult process, and does not lend itself to forming close friendships, most of the time.  Malice and I had unusual circumstances surrounding our bonding."  I said, clipping my tone a little.  I had said all I was willing to say on the subject, and without being rude, I wanted Liet to understand that.  He seemed to, for he did not speak of it again.  We progressed in grim silence.


  

  That trek out of the city was harrowing.  As burdened as Malice and I were, and as tired, any situation in which we needed to fight would likely have cost us our lives.  With Liet leading, however, we encountered no enemies.  We made it safely to the city wall as Liet had predicted we would.  


  

  The guardsmen's gate stood deathly quiet as we approached.  Liet used his key to unlock the door to the gate house, and went inside to raise the portcullis.  I watched our back as the gate was lifted to allow us freedom.  I felt eyes upon me, as though the city held secret spies in every shadow, watching and waiting for me to let down my guard.  I wasn't sure if this feeling was natural paranoia, or a result of my extreme exhaustion, but it was a feeling I could not shake no matter how hard I tried.  


  

  Finally, with the way ahead cleared, we departed the city.  It was impossible to lower the gate from the outside, so it had to stay open, gaping like the jaws of a massive stone demon that might charge forward and swallow us up the moment we turned our backs from it.  Even as we made our way quickly from the city, I could not shake the feeling that someone was watching me.


  

  At the top of a hillock, just beyond the city, I turned back and looked at the sprawl of the human capital behind me.  It looked nothing like it had when I'd first seen it four years before.  In the wake of the Hungering attack, it looked like the burnt out ruins of an ancient relic, somehow still smoldering years after its downfall.  Amidst the black smoke and haze, immense dark shapes moved, difficult to decipher from such a distance and through such a dark shroud of smoke, but terrifying for what horrific beasts they implied.  


  

  A blue fire burned at the top of the castle, an ominous, unnatural beacon.  I turned my back on it, ignoring the feeling of eyes upon me, and rushed to catch up with the others.


  

  The going was painfully slow.  Silent's injuries kept him in a state of unconsciousness most of the time, and we desperately needed his guidance for direction.  Once we found the main road, it would be easy enough to determine in which direction the king and his armies had fled, but without knowing the direction, we would have to circle the city, a dangerous proposition with the forces of the Hungering having occupied it so thoroughly.  What was worse, according to Liet, a good portion of the Hungering forces were still sweeping along the coast line, destroying the villages there.  It seemed as though there was no end to their numbers.


  

  The few times Silent did rouse, he was nearly incoherent, and seemed lost in a place of his own fancy.  He was a fast healer by human standards, and would recover from his wounds, but they were still grievous, and would need to run their course on his body.  It was difficult to tell whether his delirium was caused entirely by his wounds, or was a result of his faltering mental state towards the end of our escape from the city.  Either way, it placed us in a precarious situation.  We needed to know which direction to travel, and how far to travel in that direction.  Circling the city was not a feasible option.  


  

  "They probably did not head towards the shore line."  Malice said, scanning over a map of the area that Liet carried in his pack, as we set huddled around a rock we were using as a make shift table. "Not with the Hungering originating in that direction.  Unfortunately, that leaves us with a good many possibilities.  Liet, do you know which direction the Hungering attacked from?"


  

  Liet shook his head.  "I was nowhere near the walls when we were beset.  I was immediately sent to help gather refugees into groups and prepare them to leave.  From that point, groups of soldiers and members of the Black Patch Brigade took the groups out of the city.  I don't know exactly which direction they left, or even if they all left in the same direction.  It's possible they took multiple routes."


  

  That was a possibility that hadn't occurred to me, but it was one that made sense.  Keeping one solid group of people might be easier to defend, but in a worst case scenario, in the event of a massive ambush, there would be immense military losses.  An army would suffer fewer losses if the groupings were smaller, and spread out over a larger area.  Had I been king, I would have grouped everyone together, and used my entire military force to guard the escape, but Lucidil was not like me.  He would be more concerned with getting his army to its destination as intact as possible than he would be about saving the refugees from the city.  I believed Liet's guess was right.  The refugees were probably taken out in groups, to be rejoined later.  


  

  If anything, that would make our task easier.  We needed only find the trail of one of those groups, and then we could track it back to the king's new fortifications.  My eyes scanned the map.  We still needed an immediate direction to travel.  Where would the king set up his next defensive line?


  

  He would need to choose a location that allowed him to have a terrain advantage, as well as providing him open access to supply lines from the back.  He'd want to be near a major city, some place where the refugees could find shelter, and his army could obtain the provisions it would need for the battle.  Unfortunately, so close to the capital, there were multiple large cities that could provide such backing.  


  

  "Here."  Malice pointed to a location on the map, South-east of Kreo.  It was a converging valley, deep, with high walls to either side, which ran some few miles across the countryside.  At the far end of the valley was Kreolit, the first city established outside of Kreo, and one of the largest human established cities.  Assuming it still stood, it would provide the provisions and support needed for Lucidil's army.  Though, I knew, even a city of that size could not feed an army, and all the refugees, indefinitely.


  

  "He will definitely go here."  She tapped the spot on the map again.  "It's a good place to defend, and it assures his back will be safe, so long as Kreolit has not fallen, and I do not believe the Hungering will have gotten there yet.  Also, it brings him closer to the Shao Geok, and we know they have been allies to him in the past.  I should think the Hungering would be threat enough to them as well, that they might come to Lucidil's call in this war."


  

  Her logic was sound.  I hadn't even considered the Shao Geok.  This was yet another case in which Malice's wisdom was evident.  In her two hundred years of life, she had well-honed her mind for strategy and fighting, and it was evident in all of her actions.  Sometimes, when she was cold and distant, in her Knights of Ethan guise, it was difficult to remember how soft and compassionate she could be.  I looked at her, her jaw set firm and determined, her brilliant red hair tied back severely, and her green eyes, dancing with the flowing, lightening-like streaks of the Uliona and Knights, sparkling in the fading light of day.  She looked, to me, like a war goddess, imposing and beautiful at the same time, locked in a state of eternal youth and vigor.  I had trouble imagining the tear streaked face of the girl I'd held long into the night just over six years before, in an embrace of mutual comfort.


  

  "Noble?"  Malice said, loudly, a slight look of concern on her face.  "Are you alright?"  I realized, then, that I had been starring, and had let my mind wander.  I was tired, my body worn from its exertions the day before, and my thoughts prone to straying.  Even a Knight of Ethan needed to rest sometimes.  Malice too, looked exhausted.  


  

  "I'm alright.  I'm still feeling last night's battle."  I made my explanation short.


  

  Malice nodded, her face stern once more, though I sensed her concern still remained.  She couldn't allow herself to be seen as weak in front of those we were trying to protect.  Of course, she was in no way weak, but after fighting for an entire night, pushing ourselves forward with all the speed and strength at our disposal, we were both reaching our limits.  


  

  I strengthened my resolve.  If Malice could stay focused, I could as well.  I owed her that much, and to those few people we had saved as well.  They were counting on us, and it wouldn't due for Malice or me to appear on the edge of collapse, whether we were or not.


  

  "That's a four day march from here."  Liet said, scanning the distance on the map.  I was about to correct him, to tell him that it was only a two day march, but then I realized that we would not be able to travel at the sustained rates we normally did, not while carrying the injured Silent, and traveling with those unable to run for an entire day.  


  

  The king and his men had left nearly a week before.  Traveling with refugees, an army, as well as a collection of war sows, reave haulers, and livestock, they would probably just be reaching the valley, though some of the advanced troops and early refugees might have already reached that point.  We would probably make better time than they did, but how long could Malice and I keep awake and on guard in our tired state?  Would we be able to fight effectively if it became necessary?  


  

  Yes.  There could be only one answer.  We would have no other choice.  Until we reached the valley and could safely turn over the refugees we would not be in a position to rest, not with the hungering at our backs, and people in our care.  Few though they were, I had no intention of letting any more of them die.  I had been witness to too much death in my short life.  


  

  "We should travel a few more miles tonight, and then we can stop and rest."  I said the words, though I did not want to say them.  Malice looked to me, and I saw the slightest smile on her lips.  I knew, in that moment, that Malice had needed to say that exact same thing, but had not wanted to do it, not with everyone so worn out.  They had been few words, but saying them for her, I had shouldered the burden.  Even Malice, who could seem so cold, was not invulnerable to the turmoil around us.


  

  "The children are tired."  Reana said plaintively, before adding.  "I am tired.  Can't we rest here for the evening?"  She looked at me, and I could see the exhaustion in her face.  She was not lying when she said she was tired, not merely complaining for the sake of doing so.  However, we were all tired.  She looked to me for salvation, her eyes pleading, but I had none to offer.  For her, there were only a few more miles to walk before she could rest.  Malice and I would not have it so easy.


  

  "No.  We're still too near the city, and even in a few miles we'll be closer to that place than we should be.  We must move on."  I said, though the words were difficult.  I made them cold, distant, trying to take on that commanding persona that Malice used so well.  It was difficult for me, and sounded artificial when I used it.  I was unaccustomed to giving orders.  I only hoped that the others could not hear how unnatural those words were as I said them.    


  

  Reana bowed her head in supplication, not having the energy, or the nerve, to question me again.  I remembered that she still saw Malice and me as monsters, creatures to be feared and avoided.  I could have hated her for that, or at least resented her for it, but I remembered what it was to be human.  We packed up our map and set out again, myself with Silent on my back, and Malice carrying the children. 


  

  ". . . what it was to be human."  I whispered those words, too quiet for anyone to hear but myself.  Silent may have heard . . . had he been awake.  Those words, that thought, struck me with a sense of finality.  I had contemplated it many times, but it was that moment in which I truly accepted the fact that I was not human any longer.  I did not think of myself in those terms.  I had truly become the monster I had always feared I would.


  

  We traveled for another two hours, until the sun had set entirely beneath the horizon, and the darkness made going any further dangerous.  Liet and Reana curled up together with the children, shivering in the cold, until Malice took off her cloak and cast it about them.  Timro huddled on the other side.  He had been quiet since the fight at the inn.  I gave up my cloak as well, knowing the winter cold would not harm me adversely, even if it made me uncomfortable.  Neither Malice nor I received any form of thanks, and soon our charges were fast asleep, recovering from their ordeals, while we stood as exhausted sentries.  


  

  Silent lay apart from the others, wrapped in his own cloak, tossing and turning in his fevered sleep.  His body was recovering, but he would be little use to us for the next two or three days, we both knew.  He did not heal as Malice and I did, with such rapidity that we could watch our wounds close up before our eyes.  In fact, other than Lucidil, and perhaps Ethaniel himself, no other Knight of Ethan healed as we did.    


  

  "You can get some sleep if you want."  Malice said, after a time of silence.  Her voice was soft again, as it was when she was just Malice my dear friend, and not Malice the Knight.


  

  I shook my head.  "No, if they come in the night, we'll both need to be ready to fight immediately.  I can't afford sleep now."


  

  "I know."  Malice answered quietly.  "I wanted to offer it anyway."


  

  I turned and smiled at her, and saw that she was smiling back, a knowing look in her eyes.  She had offered, but she'd also known I wouldn't take her up on the offer.  She had not done it to trick me, or to test what I would do, but only because she'd wanted to show concern, in her own way.  Malice was difficult to understand at times, but there was more to her than many were willing to see.  Of those I'd known over the years of my life, she was one of the strangest, and truly one of the best.  


  

  A cold wind blew through our campsite, bringing with it the first few flakes of winter snow.  Even with my fur clad limbs and my body's amazing ability to adapt to any environment, that cutting, icy wind still stung.  Malice walked over to me and put one of her arms around my shoulders, pulling me close.  I returned the gesture, and we huddled together, fending off the cold while watching the darkness for any signs of movement.  A light snow began to fall as we kept watch.


  

  I felt her eyes upon me before I noticed that she was no longer watching the trees, but looking at me instead.  I turned and looked at her, feeling suddenly awkward beneath her gaze.  


  

  "What's wrong?"  I asked, for her face seemed touched with a hint of sadness, and her eyes seemed far away.


  

  She turned away then, looking out into the trees once again.  "It's nothing.  I was just remembering better times."  She stopped for a minute, and then a small smile touched her lips.  ". . . and thinking about how good it is to see you alive."


  

  I squeezed her tight once more, feeling her warmth close against me.  Malice, my friend, the one person still alive who'd stayed beside me through everything terrible that had happened.  Every time I found myself near her, it became difficult to figure out what she was to me.  She was my friend, and we had been lovers in the past, but what did she think of me?  Was I simply a friend to her, or did she have other feelings for me?


  

  What did I feel for her?  Was there something more between us?  Was I falling in love with my long-time friend, and what would that mean for our friendship?  I didn't want to betray Kyeia's memory by loving someone else, but could I honestly keep telling myself that Malice did not mean more to me than a normal friend?  What would happen if I told her?


  

  "Do you think they will come for us?"  Malice said, her words breaking my spiraling train of thoughts, and saving me from having try and understand what was happening with my emotions.  It took me a moment to figure out exactly what she was talking about since I had become so lost in my own musings.  


  

  "The Hungering."  I said as the realization struck home, and Malice turned to look at me, an eyebrow raised.  "Yes."  I said, without pausing, without thinking about my answer.  Once I'd said it, I realized that the answer was true.  I did believe they would come for us.  I couldn't have said why I believed that, but something deep inside of me told me that it was only a matter of time, if they were not already on our trail.  


  

  Malice nodded.  "I thought so."  We sat together in the cold silence, watching the darkness for the enemy we knew lurked somewhere within it.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Morning came without event, the first rays of dawn rising over the horizon filling me with a sense of calm that had not existed over the course of the seemingly unending darkness.  The Hungering probably would not attack us during the day, and that meant that we had a few more hours of safety.  The reprieve would offer no chance for rest, but safety from attack would have to be its own rest. 


  

  Liet and the other survivors were rousing themselves from sleep, taking care of natural functions and preparing to travel again.  Malice and I recovered our cloaks. Both of us were eager to be wrapped within the magically sparked warmth again.  Even staying close together, the night had dropped below freezing, and we had felt every agonizing hour of the cold. 


  

  I attempted to rouse Silent, but he was still fast asleep, locked in a healing slumber.  I had faith in Malice's prediction of where the king would have gone, but I would have felt better if we could have confirmed her suspicion with Silent.  Our futures depended upon us reaching help as soon as possible.  We quickly gathered up our gear and began our trek towards an uncertain destination.  


  

  Once more, Malice carried the children, and Reana hung close to Malice, but now Liet seemed to hang close to Reana, protectively.  I sensed a subtle change in the relationship between the two of them.  I did not bother to ask.  What existed between them, if anything, was no business of mine, and my prying would not have been welcome.


  

  Malice checked our direction, looking to the sky, though she barely needed to.  We had spent the entire night staring at the stars, and watching the silent woods.  Both of us knew the direction of travel necessary to reach our destination, and it was easy to get one's bearings when outside.   We had decided, in the night, to keep to small game-trails and back roads, avoiding the kingdom's main trade route at all costs.  It would be far too easy for a fast moving enemy to catch up with us if we traveled the main road.  Backs paths would make us harder to track, though the light snow from the night before had left a few inches of white fluff on the ground.  Covering our trail across the snow would have been difficult to achieve, and would have slowed us down further, so we were forced to accept that we were leaving an easy path to follow. 


  

  I suspected the Hungering, if they really were following us, would not have any trouble tracking us, snow trail or not.  I also worried about the prospect of us leading the Hungering directly to the king's forces, but I suspected, as well, that they already knew where the king had gone, and were simply rebuilding their forces for another attack.  So many men could not move without leaving clear sign, especially when there were hundreds of untrained refugees to move.  


  

  I wondered if humanity would survive another wave of the Hungering.  I guessed that depended entirely upon Lucidil, and what he was able to manage in the form of defense.  It was strange to think that the man who had once verbally condemned humanity in my presence was now working on its behalf.  I wasn't sure if that could be construed as a positive turn of events or not.   


  

  I did not trust Lucidil, and my opinion was unlikely to change.  He served only his own purposes, I knew, and would seek to achieve them at any cost.  What cost, I wondered, was he paying to reach his ends now?  What would he give in order to destroy the threat of the Hungering?  Worse, what would he force others to give in order to reach his ends?  It was that last question that I feared the most.  Lucidil had Kay, and I did not doubt that he would use her to whatever advantage he could.  That thought infuriated me, and I had to force myself calm again.  


  

  I had done my best not to think of my daughter, not to dwell on what might lie ahead, but the hours of silent walking, with nothing but my thoughts to keep me company, left me far too much time to consider the possibilities.  


  

  The terrible truth lay not far ahead of me, and as I drew nearer, a great trepidation built up in the pit of my stomach.  I had feared my approach to Kreo, feared what I might discover there, but that had been nothing compared to what I felt as I approached Lucidil.  He was a man driven, and the knowledge that he had sent me, like a blindfolded assassin, after the king while he held my daughter hidden away, did little to make me feel better about dealing with him.  He was clever and ruthless.  I considered trying to kill him, and not for the first time.  


  

  Lucidil would say that I wanted to kill him because I feared him, and that would be partially true.  It would be nice to say that I had desired his death because I felt that I would be freeing the people from tyranny, and the madness that stems from tyrannical rule, but that would be a pleasant self-deception.  I wanted to kill Lucidil because he had killed Wisp, and he had taken my daughter away from me, leaving me to believe she might be dead, or something worse.  I did not doubt there were worse things than death.  


  

  There was no nobility in my desire to end the life of the red-eyed Knight of Ethan, master of the Broken Swords, and now king of the lands of men.  I only wanted him to die to pay for the suffering he had caused me and my family.  I wanted him to die for the storekeeper who I had never known, the one he'd killed after I'd first met him.  I no longer doubted what had become of that terrified storekeeper and his wife, having become aware of what Lucidil was capable of doing.  I wanted him to die for every corpse he'd stepped over to climb his way to the top.  


  

  The day slowly wore on, but not slow enough for my liking.  The sun began its descent across the sky, reaching for the horizon as if it too feared the coming darkness.  I looked to Malice, who walked onward with a determined pace, her face paler than normal, dark circles forming under eyes, the only marks on her otherwise pristine features.  I worried about her.  She was beyond her limits, and there were still three more days to go.


  

  We made as much progress as could be expected, with many breaks necessary for Liet and Reana, as well as the children who were becoming restless.  As the light fell away and darkness crashed down upon us, we broke for camp, eating further into the dwindling rations that Liet and Reana carried with them.   In truth, Malice and I did not eat.  It was another concession we could make for the betterment of the entire group.  We could go for weeks without eating if necessary, though we preferred not to.  Rest, though, after an exertion like we'd made fighting in the city, was the real problem.  


  

  Liet and his group finally laid down, the children looking at Malice and I expectantly, for they were children, and no longer feared us since Malice had carried them so far.  They thought of us as they did any other adults, and we had something they wanted.  We parted with our cloaks and prepared ourselves for another cold night.  


  

  "Tonight or tomorrow."  Malice whispered to me once the others had laid in slumber for a few minutes.  "If they're coming, it will be tonight or tomorrow."


  

  I nodded my agreement.  I had come to the same conclusion myself.  "I hope they come tonight."  I added.  "If they don't, I'm not sure I'll be able to fight tomorrow."


  

  "One of us should sleep."  Malice said, looking at me, determination behind her eyes.


  

  "One of us sleeping cuts our ability to keep watch in half, and leaves us vulnerable in a rush attack.  We can't afford to sleep."  I answered, and though I would like to have said I was simply being chivalrous, and not allowing Malice to stay the night alone, I was only stating the truth.  


  

  "Where will that place us tomorrow, Lowin, if they do not come tonight?  Tomorrow we will barely be able to walk with our burdens, let alone stand and fight.  One of us must sleep this night."  She insisted, her voice taking on an edge of command.


  

  I was tired, and it was difficult for me to discern if her argument was logical.  I supposed it was a gamble.  If one of us slept this night, we would be at a loss for solid defense for the night, and would suffer if attacked.  If one of us didn't sleep, and the Hungering came the following night, we would be lost because neither of us would be ready to fight.


  

  "You know I'm right in this."  She insisted, pressing the point.


  

  "Fine, then you sleep.  I'll keep watch."  I said, deciding that if we were going to do this, than she should at least be the one to get the rest.  After all, she was the more skilled fighter.  If I would be unable to do much the following day, we would need the most skilled fighter ready to fight.


  

  "No, that's not what. . ."  She began, apparently surprised by my reply, but I cut her off.


  

  "We'll need our best fighter ready for tomorrow.  That is not me, and you know it."  I cut her off mid-sentence, though it brought an angry look.


  

  She looked about to argue, but, this time at least she had to concede that I was right.  She knew it whether she wanted to admit it or not.  Finally, she gave a heavy sigh.


  

  "You'd be a better fighter if you'd learn to improvise your technique."  She said.


  

  "What?"  I asked, confused.  It was the first time she'd said such a thing.


  

  "You're fast, and powerful, and your reactions are better than any I've ever fought.  Where you always fail, what keeps you from being truly great, is that you always stick to the rule of the techniques you were taught.  You do so flawlessly, and that is commendable.  Even without your strength and speed, there are not many who could best you in a fair fight.  The truly great, though, those who are remembered forever for their combat prowess, are those who learn to adapt the forms to suit the situation.  I've tried to show you that, but you can be quite thick about these things."  Malice clarified, before walking over to lie down on the ground, between Silent and the other sleeping forms, but separate from both.  


  

  She curled up tight, looking so cold and vulnerable on the ground that I wanted nothing more than to reach out to her, to lie next to her.  That was not an option for me, and I had nothing to even cover her with.  I couldn't bring myself to watch her shiver in the cold.


  

  I walked to the perimeter of our camp, my mind on her last words before she went to rest.  Was my fighting truly most flawed by my own proficiency?  Had I really become so adept at the forms, that I had lost my ability to improvise?  I had never, even once, defeated Malice in a fight.  Whether hand to hand, or sword to sword, she had always taken the win.  In the heat of battle, it was too easy to fall back into natural patterns, to let the course of the battle flow in its own way.


  

  It was easy to admit to myself that my stringent adhesion to the forms was a problem, but it was quite something else to break that habit.  I wondered if it was even possible, or if I would be forever trapped in the patterns I had bonded myself to.  I had always struggled with combat.  I remembered only too well getting repeatedly beaten by Silent and Malice during my training days with the Knights of Ethan.  That seemed like a very long time ago.  


  

  I watched the darkness, and the darkness watched me.  I could feel its eyes upon my back.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Where did they hide during the day?  I wondered, as the night finally began to wear thin.  If the Hungering disliked the light, what did they do when they had to make a forced march?  It was a question I had not considered before.  Being unable to move about during the daylight hours, and needing darkness in which to rest, could prove a serious problem to them on the open stretches of ground throughout the human territories.  Even the woods we were traveling through only provided sparse cover, leaving plenty of area for the sun to shine down through.  


  

  A shuffle behind me caused me to spin around, my sword coming to the ready before I'd even completed the turn.  My eyes ran through the darkened tangle of trees, trying to pull out details from the black, looking to track any motion that might exist.  Snow was falling at a steady rate, great large flakes tracing bright lines through the air, lines only present to the distinct motion tracking vision of the Knights.  Rain and snow were the greatest hindrances to our vision, though rain was worse by far.  A heavy rain could make us nearly blind to anything further than an arm's length away.  Snow, though, was also a problem.  No two flakes ever fell in exactly the same pattern.    


  

  My eyes and ears searched for the source of the errant shuffle I'd heard, but only silence and the swirling snow met my attentive senses.  A twig snapped in the direction I was looking, and I readied myself for what might come, though I could see nothing.  Something was out there.  I backed towards where I knew Malice to be resting, intent upon not waking her unless it was absolutely necessary.  Though if the moment came, I would need to rouse her quickly.


  

  Faintly my ears picked up on the sound of motion, further away than the first two noises.  Was whatever had disturbed the quiet moving further away?  Perhaps, I tried to tell myself, it had just been an animal, making its way through the winter world at night.   My instincts told me what I'd heard had been no deer.  


  

  I waited anxiously, watching the woods about me as though they might attack at any moment.  I was so tired that I wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep for a few hours, but I knew that I could not do so without betraying everyone, possibly to their deaths.  


  

  Finally, at long last, the first rays of sun fell over the land.  The eternal night was at an end.  The others stirred with the coming of the light, rousing themselves to the morning.  Malice was up first, the dark circles under eyes gone, and the pallor to her skin diminished, though she shivered viciously in the morning chill, a thin layer of frost covering her body.  She recovered our cloaks from our waking charges, and quickly put hers on.  She handed me mine, and I tossed the welcomed fabric about my shoulders, though over the course of the night I had been thankful for the cold, for it had kept me alert.  


  

  "Anything in the night?"  Malice asked.


  

  I nodded.  "Just before dawn something was in the woods watching the camp.  It fled before the light, but I don't believe it was local wildlife."  I figured it had been a scout for the Hungering, and if their scout had reached us in the night, it would not be long before their hunting party caught up to us.  We still had two more days of travel ahead.


  

  "Our rations are low.  Perhaps we should see if we can catch some local game."  Liet's voice sounded from behind us.  Malice and I turned as one.  


  

  "The enemy could be upon us any day now."  I said.  "Not only must we move immediately, we must go faster than we have up to this point."  Neither Liet nor Reana looked happy to hear that.  "We have the day, since they do not like to move in the light, but they will come with the dark tonight.  Do not doubt that."  I could have added that only Malice was in any condition to fight, but I didn't feel that letting them know exactly how dire our situation had become was necessary.  
 Reana's mouth tightened into a tight circle.  "You can't keep driving us like animals.  We're human, and we need rest and food, but I suppose you wouldn't understand that since you're a monster."  Her brown eyes locked on to my deep purple ones, and she did her best to keep her gaze fixed there, but it faltered, and she looked away.  My own eyes never wavered.


  

  Perhaps, after all, it was time to share the gravity of the situation.  "A Hungering scout was at our camp last night while you all slept, and scouts are never far beyond the full hunting party to follow.  It is impossible to say exactly how the Hungering organize, but I would guess that a larger hunting party is no more than a few hours behind the scout."


  

  "Malice, Silent and I might seem like unstoppable machines of death to you, but Silent is injured and unable to fight, and I have had no rest since our skirmish at the inn, in which I spent almost everything I had to hold back the tide of enemies.  Malice was able to get a few hours of sleep last night, and is therefore in fighting condition, but of the three of us 'monsters,' she is the only one who will be effective in combat.


  

  "The hunting party following may be only one or two soldiers, in which case we will have no problem, but what if it is twenty, or thirty strong?"  My voice had taken on a bitter edge, and I knew it was not a pleasant thing to hear.  "Survival is dependent upon us getting to the king and his men as quickly as possible."


  

  A heavy silence fell about the camp.  Liet and Reana said nothing.  Timro stepped forward and spoke for the first time since the inn.  His voice was firm and quiet.


  

  "You've done right by us, and I give thanks for that.  I will walk until my legs fall off if I have to."  The farmer said, and they were words that helped ease the anger burning inside of me.  He seemed to need no other words.  He gathered the few belongings he had and slung them over his shoulder, ready to march on.


  

  Sheana, the youngest of the girls walked to Malice and put her arms around the furry leg of my green-eyed companion.  "You're not a monster."  She said with the conviction that only the young can muster.  


  

  She was maybe five years old, near Kay's age.  Emotion burned my eyes, and formed a knot in the back of my throat.  It was a stupid and sentimental reaction, but I was so very tired.  Malice picked up the young girl and put her on her back.  For a moment, her deep green eyes met mine, and I knew that Malice was thinking the same thing as me.  How was little Kay doing?


  

  "Let's move."  I said, my voice quiet.  There were no further complaints from the others.  We prepared our gear and began walking, at a faster pace, across the snowy terrain.  The snow, though, was starting to pile up and the terrain was becoming more difficult.  We were being slowed down, and it couldn't be avoided.  Traveling any faster would be dangerous.  


  

  For their part, Reana, Liet and Timro pushed themselves hard.  Reana looked over her shoulder constantly, as though she suspected the enemy would come lurching out of the trees behind us.  I could understand her feeling of paranoia.  I too felt as though they were riding down upon us.  In fact, as the day wore on, the feeling seemed to grow, and even I found myself checking over my shoulder, though my hearing should have been enough to give me early warning.  Was I so tired that I was becoming paranoid?  


  

  I looked to the horizon, checking the position of the sun.  We still had three hours of light left.  So why was it that I felt that peculiar sensation of being watched again?  I looked to Malice.  She seemed calm, and did not return my look, fixed on forward motion as she was.  Paranoia?  I couldn't be certain.  Silent weighed heavily upon my back, unmoving, except when he thrashed about in his sleep, making carrying him even more difficult.  I trudged onward.


  

  Timro screamed, and the world erupted into chaos.  Snow seemed to explode into the air in front of me, blocking out the dim light coming through the gray sky as everywhere around us the world descended into violent madness.  Driving all of the chaos was Timro's piercing voice, his suffering scream like a backdrop to the terror. 


  

  I found my sword in one hand, though I could not remember drawing the blade.  Silent still weighed heavily upon me, a constant pressure I was unwilling to part with.  I looked for Malice, but she was gone, having likely blurred into motion the instant things began.  I could see nothing.  The cascade of snow had left the world in a spinning dance of colored light.  Timro's scream gurgled to a stop, a sound of such finality, that there could be no question as to his condition.  


  

  The three children sat huddled in the snow, deposited where Malice had left them when she went to Timro's aid.  I moved to them, laying Silent amidst them, I stood sentinel over their shivering forms, for there was little else I could do.  My mind felt slow, and my body was tired and unresponsive.  My ears twitched.  I looked around, but saw nothing.  They twitched again, and I realized that they were attempting to focus on a sound, a dull rumbling from beneath my feet.  It took my exhausted mind precious seconds to come to a conclusion.  


  

  "The ground!"  I called into the whiteness of the world.  "They're in the ground."  I did not know what to do, but I picked up Silent, and gathered the children to me.  Carrying all four of them was difficult, but I managed.  My heart hammered in stable rhythm within my chest, reminding me that it would not falter on me, even if the rest of my body was uncertain.  My eyes scanned the nearly blinding snowscape until, finally, I caught sight of a massive tree.  I moved on instinct then, pushing myself forward with as much speed as I dared. I leaped at the tree, reaching out with one clawed hand, holding my precious cargo with the other, and knowing that I would need to grab hard if I was to support all of the weight I carried.  Tiny hands squeezed tightly into my cloak and clothing, and Silent hung limply over my shoulder, acting like a dead weight.  


  

  I hit the tree with explosive force, the entire thing shaking at my impact.  One of the children, I couldn't tell which in the confusion, nearly was flung free, but I snagged them before they could fall.  I climbed the tree, digging in with my claws and pulling myself up the bark of the evergreen, its sap coating my hands and feet.  Somewhere beneath me, back the way I'd come, another terrified scream filled the air.  This one was female.  I sat the children in the tree as firmly as possible, and draped Silent within a nest of branches.


  

  "Stay in this tree.  Do not come down until one of us comes to get you, and make sure he does not fall."  I pointed to the prone form of Silent.  "If we do not return, wait for Silent to wake, and tell him that we have died."  I could see tears forming in the eyes of the children, and knew I would have a problem on my hands in a moment.


  

  "I know you want to cry.  I know things seem terrible, but Malice and I will fight to our last breaths to see you to safety.  Be strong, be quiet, and we will come through this."  I pulled free my cloak and handed it to the children, who quickly spread it over the three of them and huddled close together.  I gave them one last look, and dropped from the tree.  


  

  A rumbling sounded from the ground beneath me, but knowing what to tune my ears into, I was ready.  It was coming up through the ground, getting louder as it did.  I waited, my sword at the ready, its hilt now sticky in my hand.  Just as I was certain that whatever was beneath the ground was about to burst through, I thrust my sword downward with all the power I could muster.  The blade clove through the ground, passing hesitantly through the dirt, until suddenly it hit something far softer than crumbling earth.  There was a dull groan from beneath the ground, and the sound of subterranean digging ceased.   


  

  I ran, moving in the direction from which the screaming had been coming.  It had stopped before I left the tree, but now I could hear the sound of combat, quick movements, punctuated by the sound of weapons swinging through the air.  The snow made it difficult to make out details.  Below me, another rumbling approached.  I stopped and waited, again letting it come near before reacting.  


  

  The rock beneath my feet churned and I jumped upward, and brought my full weight down on my sword.  The blade pierced earth, and then it pierced whatever lay beneath, but this time I was too late.  The digging creature's momentum was too great and it burst forth from ground beneath me, though my blade had surely slain it.  It was a terrifying monster, eyeless, with a front half so heavily bulged with muscle that the beast's mere existence seemed to deny reality.  Its powerful forearms ended in large, heavily clawed hands, so great that the two of them could have closed around a fully grown man's chest.  Its face, if that was what it could be called, was mostly featureless but for two side-facing slits whose purpose I could not be certain of, and what looked like a second set of clawed hands, protruding from where its mouth should have been.  My blade had pierced this malformed lump of flesh that seemed to be its head. 


  

  For a moment I thought my weapon may have failed to kill the enemy, for its body kept pushing up through the ground, wriggling upward as though it were still crawling to the surface, but this was not the case.  Instead, other creatures were pouring out from behind it, thrusting its corpse into the cold, icy world of the surface.  These creatures resembled the Hungering, though, in truth, even the diggers shared a similar aesthetic.  They looked the same, pale skin stretched too tightly over their bodies, and had those same terrible, burning eyes.


  

  These newest demons, though, looked even more like the Hungering creatures I was familiar with.  They were smaller in stature, and did not wear the chitinous armor of their fellows, but their bodies were covered in spines and spikes, and they were humanoid, by the barest standards of the word.  Four of the monsters came to the surface following the digging creature.  If they were alarmed by the death of their fellow, they did not show it.  They attacked with a vengeance, leaping at me, teeth barred, and horrible spiked bodies being wielded as weapons.  I jumped backwards, forcing myself to speed up.  My entire body screamed in agony, and my head swam, but the speed came.  


  

  The creatures came at me in slow motion, their bodies sailing through the air with a seeming leisurely meandering.  I changed my direction, pushing forward against my backward motion with a force that would have broken my legs had they not been the legs of a Fell Beast.  I tore my sword through the air, feeling the buffeting of the wind friction against the fine honed steel.  My blade struck the nearest creature across the neck, and passed through with little more resistance than offered by the air.  One of the other creatures, having landed from its initial spring, was changing direction, and attempting to charge me again. I let my momentum carry me forward, and used it to tumble, rolling to my feet safely out of range.  Snow kicked up from the ground, flying into the air in a gradual cascade.  I was moving again before it even reached its peak.  


  

  The next two creatures I took out as one, for they were close together, and it was easy enough to accomplish.  My blade slipped through them as if they were paper dolls, and I swung to take out the fourth.  It was in mid-leap, its momentum already set.  I needed only to bring up my sword to meet its rush.  The creature ground to a halt against my crosspiece, and I shook it free, letting the world resume its normal pace about me.


  

  I moved forward once more, and then I could see Malice fighting, Liet at her side, his good arm was still useless, and so he was fighting, ineffectively, with his left.  Malice flashed from place to place, but there were too many of the creatures, and some of the diggers had reached the surface as well.  One of them lay off to the side, obviously dead, but with Reana gripped tightly in one of its terrible fists.  Her eyes had bulged out of her head, and her face was bright red.  I guessed the creature had squeezed her to death.  


  

  I took no more time to stare at the atrocities before me.  I attacked.  The speed came back to me only hesitantly, but I grabbed a hold of it and fell into it with reckless abandon.


  

  As I joined Malice, I freed her to move, since she no longer had to stay tied to Liet's position.  We fought together, weaving a pattern of death around us, beautiful and terrible.  The last enemy fell to Malice's sword, as had many before it.  She had done the better part of the killing, though I had tried to keep pace.  I was at my limits.  A scream sounded in the silence of the after battle, coming from the tree where I had left the children.  We all looked, but Malice leaped forward first.  


  

  I charged after her, finding that I could not make my body go any faster than the run of a normal man.  My muscles ached, and I was so tired I could not think.


  

  The tree was swarming with creatures, at least six of them, two had already begun to climb the sappy bark, while the others sat below, looking up with hungry red eyes.  The children huddled around Silent, trying to shake the injured Knight awake.  It seemed to be to no avail.  He was still deep in the process of healing.  Malice leaped into the fray, dispatching the creatures with every blurring motion of her powerful body.  


  

  I charged forward, though I knew not what I hoped to accomplish.  I was so far behind my limits it was surprising, even to me, that I could keep walking.  I engaged an enemy.  It attacked, claws and teeth gashing and trying to score a hit.  I fell into the familiar patterns of my weapon, turning aside the blows to the best of my ability, but I was losing ground.  My sword had become heavy and ungainly.  


  

  A loud snap sounded from near the tree, and my eyes glanced in that direction.  It was not an intentional move, but before I knew it, my gaze was there, locked on the tree.  One of the hungering creatures hung pinned to the bark, half a sword sticking out of its lifeless body, the blade still reverberating in the tree in which it had been broken off.  Malice's work, though she had already moved on.


  

  The distraction cost me.  The creature that had been attacking me used that moment to spring, driving me to the ground.  The many spikes and protuberance of its body tore into my flesh in multiple places, and it immediately began to tear into me with its vicious, hooked hands, ripping at my chest.  I was not wearing my cloak, so it tore easily scored wound after wound.  I brought my sword up, but its body was too close to mine for the weapon to be effective.


  

  I dropped my steel weapon and brought my claws to my defense, but I could not force them to sharpen, and my strikes were ineffective.  I felt a bone in my chest snap as the Hungering gouged at me, and I believed, in that moment, that I would die.  I looked up into the terrible red eyes of the beast that would kill me.  They burned, but there was no hate or malice in them, only a great, fiery emptiness.  Another rib cracked.


  

  Suddenly the burning eyes were gone, and the head to which they'd been attached went sailing through sky and fell away.  The clawing at my body stopped, and I looked up, expecting to see Malice standing above me.  Instead, my eyes found Liet's.  He was looking down at me, his face drawn and pale.  He looked even more distressed when he saw the damage the Hungering creature had left.  I forced myself to look down.


  

  My body was in ruins.  My ribcage was exposed in multiple places, and the bone was snapped and jutting at unnatural angles.  The snow all around me was bright red.  I heard voices, the sounds of children, the sound of Malice's voice, and I tried to look up and see who was talking, but the world had taken on a fuzzy haze.


  

  "Oh, by the king's name. . ."  I heard a familiar male voice say as it approached me, but I couldn't quite place it.  It sounded like an old friend.  "We'd better. . ."  The voice faded, and the world went with it.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I woke with a start, and found myself stretched between two people, an arm over the shoulder of one on each side, my feet dragging in the snow.  I looked from left to right, taking in those two helping me walk.  On one side was Malice, and on the other, to my surprise, was Silent, looking grim and tired.  His face was drawn and pale.  I put my feet under me and unburdened my two travel companions, who both looked surprised when I stood on my own.


  

  "You're awake."  Silent said, stating the obvious in his surprise.  "You've only been out for about three hours.  When I first saw you I thought. . ."  His words trailed off and he turned his eyes away, hiding what might have been concern.  


  

  I looked down at my chest, remembering the grisly damage that had been left after the attack by the Hungering earlier.  I had to pull open my cloak to see for myself, but I was comforted to find the wounds had closed, and the flesh had begun to knit back together.  There were horrible scars crisscrossing my skin, but I knew that in a matter of hours they would fade like all other wounds I had acquired since becoming a Knight of Ethan.  The only scars I still wore on my entire body were those white lines that crossed my face, the only sign Wisp had left upon the world.  


  

  I looked around and saw that Liet was walking with the children just ahead of us.  He stopped when the rest of us did, and was watching us, his face also locked in a stare of surprise.  It was apparent, from the looks of the others traveling with me, that none had anticipated such a fast recovery after my injuries.  Remembering what I'd seen before passing out, I too was surprised to be in such a hearty state of repair so quickly.  Death had truly been close to me.  I survived, I knew, only because of Liet's good timing, and excellent sword stroke.  I owed him a great debt, and when the opportunity came, I intended to let him know as much.  


  

  I continued to look around, hoping beyond hope that I would see Timro somewhere amidst our group, but he was not there.  Reana, I knew, was dead.  I remembered her red, swollen face, and her empty eye sockets.  In my memory, they seemed to stare at me accusingly.  I had told them we would be safe during the day, and I had been wrong.  That wore heavily upon me, yet another burden to bear.


  

  "Are you alright?"  It was Malice's voice.  I turned my attention to her.  She seemed well enough, strong and as confident as ever.  That, at least, was good.  


  

  "I don't know."  I replied, my words an apt reply to both the questionable state of my physical body, and my emotions.  My chest still hurt, fresh skin and muscle were still quite tender in places.  Every movement of my arms, and even the act of breathing caused me pain.  I knew that would fade before long, and so I did my best to ignore it.  My mind, though, was suffering another type of hurt.  I felt personally responsible for those who had died in the last attack.  I had sworn to myself that I would protect them, but I had failed in the end.  I wanted to tell the others, so that they might punish me for my failings, but I knew that such was the act of one seeking attention.  My failings were my own, and I would have to learn to live with them.


  

  "I will be alright."  I said, after a moment.  Malice looked unconvinced, but Silent merely shrugged, still not meeting my eyes.  I remembered, then, that it had been his voice I'd first heard coming to my aid after Liet killed the creature that was attacking me.  He had sounded, at the time, like the friend he had once been to me.  However, his face had reverted to a calm indifference again.  


  

  I turned my eyes skyward and saw that night had descended over us.  I wondered if the Hungering would come again, or if we had destroyed their only hunting party.  How badly had they wanted us dead?  How many hunting parties had they sent?  These questions assailed me again and again, first one, and then another - a ceaseless barrage of problems that I could find no answer to.  The only solution I could reach was that we would need to keep moving.  


  

  If we pressed through the night, we might be able to reach the valley before the following evening.  I was still tired, and my physical pain didn't help, but I'd at least had some rest while unconscious.  Most of that energy had gone to healing, but I felt better than I had before the attack, at least as far as rest was concerned.  My body was another matter entirely.


  

  "If we each carry a child, it will ease our burden, and make our traveling faster."  Malice said, a thought very much like the one that had been formulating in my head.


  

  "If one of us carries two, then one of us will be free to carry Liet.  We could run then, possibly meet up with the king by dawn."  Silent offered.  I had not thought to ask him if we were heading in the right direction, but obviously he had conferred with Malice at some point.  Her intuition, it seemed, had been correct.  


  

  The children, hearing the conversation, ran to Malice, eager to be carried once more by her, for she was apparently the least scary of the three of us.  She picked up two, and the other had to be satisfied with Silent's back.  The smaller Knight, Silent, still looked as though his wounds were causing him pain.  The children must have been able to wake him from his rest before he'd completely healed, an unusual occurrence, since in my experience when a Knight of Ethan passed out, they stayed out until their body had mostly recovered.  Still, it was a fortunate turn of events.  




  

  I walked to Liet, and offered him my back.  He looked on the verge of turning the offer down, but I spoke before he could refuse.


  

  "I owe you a debt, Liet.  Letting me repay that debt is the honorable thing to do."  My words, I hoped, would disarm his worry about dishonoring himself as a knight by riding on my back, like a child.  In truth, I knew that he needed the rest, and could not keep the pace we wished to set.  He had more than earned a break, and if I could offer him one without harming his honor, then it was the least I could do for him after he'd saved my life.  


  

  He simply nodded, too tired to offer up any more resistance.  He crawled onto my back, and we all started off in the direction of the king's camp, moving at a slow run, not fast, but far faster than the pace we'd been keeping until that point.  


  

  The quickened pacing, combined with my injuries and exhaustion, made me ache all over, but there was a certain exhilaration to be had in charging through the snow.  Some part of me, a place in my heart that was feral and wild, remembered a time when it had hunted, running through the snowy fields after game, teasing and tormenting it, finding a near sexual pleasure in the rush of the kill.  I realized, even as that thought occurred to me, that it was not I whose heart soared at such a vision.  That half-memory, that instinctual love of chasing through the snow, that was something inherited from the Fell Beast whose arms and legs I'd taken.  


  

  With that realization also came a sudden fear.  I had not known that any memories, anything other than the limbs themselves, had remained after I took them.  There it was though, as the snow pressed between my pawed feet and the wind brushed the fur on my exposed arms, I remembered what it was to be the most feared beast in all the lands.  I could remember how good it felt to sink my teeth into the flesh of fresh prey, and feel its life ebbing out into my waiting maw.


  

  I stopped that line of thought as soon as it started, stifling it with a vengeance.  Never before, though I had run through winter woods many times, had I ever felt such a keen hunger.  I wondered if it was something experienced by all Knights of Ethan, or if it was a peculiarity specific to me.  Either way, the prospect truly scared me.  I would need to talk to Malice about it, when next I had a spare moment.  


  

  I pushed those thoughts aside, forcing back those vivid, instinctual memories that threatened to overcome me, and pressed forward through the snow and cold.  I was going to see Kay, and if I could run far enough, fast enough, I might even get to hold her in my arms again before the sun had reached its peak on the morrow.  After four years of searching, that was a reality that was almost impossible to believe.  I was so very close.  


  

  "You shouldn't have betrayed us. . ."  Silent's words floated through my mind for the first time since he'd first uttered them.  I had asked about Kay, and he had laughed and told me I shouldn't have betrayed Lucidil and the Broken Swords.  A chill ran down my spine, and my eagerness to see my daughter was tempered by my fear.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We saw the black cloaks in the woods before we realized just how close we'd come to Lucidil's army.  They skulked amidst the trees like ghosts, quiet sentinels of the snowy valley.  It was Silent who saw them first, though he'd known to watch for them.  I guessed that they had seen us as well, but they did not approach us.  Lucidil would have warning that we were coming, which was a good thing, considering he was attempting to defend the valley.  Had he not had scouts in place, I would have been worried.  


  

  We pressed on for another two hours, the sun already rising in the sky, casting early morning light down around us.  A contingent of armed guards came from the woods before us, four black cloaked figures lead by a person I had not seen in over six years.  Her skin was pristine, clear and pale, and her vivid blue eyes held the shocking clarity of color only possible of one with Uliona ancestry.  Her almost white hair, a racial trait of her people, was longer than it had been, but it was still tied back in two equal tails that hung halfway down her back.  She looked as youthful and vigorous as she ever had, though she approached our party with a much more stoic pace than when I'd first met her years before.  She had, on that occasion, nearly knocked me from my feet in way of greeting.


  

  We stopped our procession, depositing our precious cargo on the ground, for they were all awake now, and we had finally reached our destination.  Ferocity, the Uliona Knight of Ethan, the only of her kind I'd ever met, stopped before us and studied us intently, looking from face to face with her shocking blue eyes.  She settled on Silent.


  

  "Who are these others?"  She asked, gesturing at the humans who accompanied us.  Her voice rang with the clip of command.


  

  "They are refugees from the city who were unable to escape before the Hungering breeched the walls.  Liet here," he indicated the knight.  "Was instrumental in our making it this far.  He has fought bravely, with more honor than I have seen in a long time."  Silent's words did Liet justice, and I was glad to hear that.  


  

  Liet bowed deeply, going to one knee in the snow in front of Ferocity.  "It was my honor and privilege to fight beside these Knights of Ethan, Mer'am.  I could not do much, but I gave my all."


  

  Ferocity considered the man for a time, and I could almost see her mind working, mulling over an idea.  Finally, she spoke.  "Fenerfen-Grif," She addressed one of the black cloaks, using the ancient numbering system to identify him.  He was one hundred and eight.    "See that the children are taken to a place where they can get warmed up, and find them something to eat."  The member of the Black Patch Brigade snapped to attention, his eyes, normally so fierce, softening when they settled upon the children.  He approached them on soft-padding feet and held out his hand.  The children backed away, clutching on to Malice's cloak until she bent down to them and whispered.


  

  "It will be alright.  Fenerfen-Grif will take you to get warmed up and make sure you have a nice, safe place to sleep tonight."  She smiled, an expression she rarely wore, and the children seemed comforted.  The children released her hesitantly, and latched onto the proffered hand and cloak of the king's other brand of monster.  It was strange to see such a brutal creature treat the children with such gentleness.  His ilk had violated and murdered Wisp, and I could not forget that.    


  

  "Grawfen-Grot, take Sir Liet to the medical Pavilion to see Father.  He will know how to best treat the wounds, and possibly even get him back in fighting condition."  Ferocity said next, addressing number fifty-seven.


  

  I watched the black cloak respond to her words, and I thought, for a moment, I saw hesitation in its motion.  A strange expression flitted across its face, but it passed quickly.  Liet turned and bowed to Malice, Silent and me one final time, before following the black cloak away, leaving us with just Ferocity and two other black cloaks.  I watched him depart, a sudden foreboding coming over me.  Why, I wondered, did I feel that I might never see him again?  


  

  Ferocity spoke, addressing Silent.


  

  "What happened to the others?"  She asked him, her voice less commanding now that the humans had left, though her tone said she already knew the answer to her question.


  

  Silent simply shook his head a negative reply, not needing to say anything more on the subject.


  

  Ferocity sighed heavily before turning to look at me.  "You've cost us a lot, Noble."  She bit the last word off sharply, letting me know what the she thought of the title.  "Weaver has staked a good deal on your importance in these matters, and I'm inclined to trust in his decisions.  However, had I been in his place, I would not have valued you so highly."


  

  "Where is Kay?"  I asked, not interested in her reprimands.  I had come too far, and been through too much to be rattled or swayed from my purpose.


  

  She smiled, and it was that same sort of smile that I had seen on Silent's face.  My heart raced in my chest, but as it did, a sense of calm spread over me, and I heard words, a female voice, "We've run so far, but let us run a little further.  The fire burns ever quicker, and we must become the rain."    I looked around, checking to see if anyone else had heard the voice.  The others all stood in silence, except for Ferocity, who was answering my question.


  

  ". . . he will answer that question himself.  He likes you, Noble, but he needs you to know your place."  With those words, those terrifying words, she turned and began walking away, obviously with the intent that we would follow.  I fell in behind her, as did Malice and Silent.  Silent walked ahead of us, Malice at my side.  I looked to my green-eyed companion, her focus was fixed on Ferocity's back, and such a look of wrath was burning in her eyes.  I reached out and touched her arm.  Malice jumped.


  

  "Calm, my friend."  I said softly.  


  

  When she looked at me, it was not calmness I saw raging behind her eyes.  She softened her expression for me, but beneath that softness, her green eyes burned like bog fire, all-consuming and dangerous.


  

  I had long wondered what I would do when I came face to face with Lucidil again, but now I wondered what Malice might do.  I sensed in her a great rising of vengeful anger, and I did not think it could be so easily quelled.  Lucidil, Weaver, whatever he chose to go by, had better speak wisely, I thought, because if Malice decided to kill him, I was not certain any force could stay her from her course.  She was an element of destruction, a storm of blades and claw that would not be denied.  


  

  I focused my eyes on Ferocity's back, and followed the Uliona woman.  She moved with a Knight's grace, but her sway, her underlying motion, reminded me of Kye.  It was foolish to compare the two of them, for Kye had never ascended to the Knights, but they were both Uliona, and as such, they shared some physical traits.  I could not look at Ferocity without thinking of my lost love.  I looked once more at Malice, and saw the firm set of her jaw, the determined hardness in her eyes.


  

  If she attacked, I told myself, I would come to her aid.  I would not let my green-eyed friend fight alone.  If the chance came, and there was a break in battle, I would take Kay and we would all escape together.  I held no illusions, however.  We were walking into the middle of Lucidil's war camp, and if it came to blows, Malice and I would have very little chance of escaping intact.  


  

  I expected that we would walk into a massive camp, with lines of fortifications bordering thousands of tents, but that was not what happened.  Instead, we passed by large groups of soldiers, large bands, never further than eye distance apart, but clumped into heavily fortified groups.  They'd begun the project of assembling a strange type of weapon, the likes of which I'd never seen, and seemed less intent upon traditional trench digging and wall building, than on whatever it was that this new project entailed.  The contraption, whatever it was, looked like a battering ram, but the primary beam, the one that would have traditionally been used to smash down gates, was straight up and down, and capped in a dull, heavy steel nose piece.  It seemed an odd device, and I could not fathom its purpose at the time.


  

  We walked past a great number of these, tens of thousands of men and women soldiers manning the strange contraptions.  Whatever Lucidil was doing, it was on a truly epic scale.  Would it be enough?  That I couldn't know.  The Hungering seemed to come endlessly, as though their numbers never decreased.  Every time they came, more of them seemed to creep in, as though they were the tide returning to the claim the land.  


  

  To my surprise we proceeded straight through the valley and out the other side, Ferocity leading us on a silent march until finally, after some hours of walking, we reached the first I'd seen of something that looked like a military camp.  It was small, however, maybe large enough to house a hundred men.  It was unfortified, and seemed only to be in place to offer a base of operations.  We were nearing Weaver, and that meant we were nearing Kay.  I clasped my fists closed, my hands verily shaking.  Four years of waiting were finally nearing an end.  


  

  Ferocity guided us to the center of the tents, past many faces, though I noted very few Knights of Ethan, maybe only four or five in the entire group.  In the center of the camp was a larger tent, the king's banner flowing freely from its main mast.  Outside of it stood two stoic Knights of Ethan, neither of whom I knew.  When they saw Ferocity they let us by, but not without eying Malice and me with contempt and suspicion.  As we stepped into the tent the light inside seemed dim at first, but my eyes adjusted quickly.  The tent was spacious.  There was a large area off to one side, padded for sleep, and at the far side of the canvass structure was a great table strewn with maps and papers, scrolls and reports piled high.  Sitting in a chair, his head bowed low over his work, Weaver, the King of Men, sat in silent study.  


  

  "My King. . ."  Ferocity addressed him formally, though I knew that they were lovers.  Lucidil looked up, saw Ferocity, and smiled.  His eyes fell on me and his smile grew wider.  He stood up from his desk, and in a flash he was next to me.  His red-Knight's eyes glowing with remembered kinship.  His hair hung bedraggled and as roguish as ever, black and lanky, covering part of his face before he tossed his head to cast it away.  He still wore a scraggly beard, and had that odd mix of softness and hardness about his features that I had never seen on another person.  He had not changed a bit since last I'd seen him.


  

  He put his arms around me, squeezing me tight, as though I were a long lost brother returned to him after having been reported killed in battle.  I didn't know how to react, because of all the scenarios I had envisioned, such affection had never crossed my mind.  As his arms circled me, and he patted my back, I couldn't help but think of Wisp, and think of the four years I'd spent locked away from my daughter.  My eyes stung with tears.  That the man who had caused all that pain would think that I could ever hold camaraderie for him again destroyed my ability to reason.  He separated from me, stepping back to look at me as a whole.  I did my best to hide the pain I felt inside, and the rage that I felt directed at the red-eyed warrior.


  

  "It has been too long, Noble, but I can't tell you how glad I am to have you back amongst us.  With you here, I think we can defeat this enemy at last."  There was a conviction in Lucidil's voice that surprised me.  I was left to wonder, again, why he held such stock in my importance.  It made no difference at that time.  One matter held precedence over all others.


  

  "Let me see Kay."  It was all I wanted, and I would discuss nothing else until I saw her safe and sound.  


  

  Weaver's smile faltered, but did not fade.  He nodded his head.  "I thought you would want to see her."  He paused for a moment, and then his eyes locked on mine.  "I will let you see her now, and after that as often as you want, but for this first time, there is a rule.  You must not speak to her, and you must not make any move towards her.  Do you understand?"


  

  "What?"  I asked incredulously, my ire rising.  I felt my hand upon my sword hilt, but it was not my steel that was drawn first.  I heard the motion before I even saw Malice move.  When I glanced her way, her blade was free of its leather binding, and out in front of her, as steady as a rock, though there was only half a weapon remaining, for she had broken the blade in our last fight with the hungering.  


  

  "You stole our . . . you took Kay away from us, and now you have the nerve to put stipulations on us seeing her again?"  Malice's voice was dangerous, and I did not doubt that she would attack in a moment.  I left my hand on my sword hilt.  


  

  "Malice. . ."  Weaver looked at her as if noticing her for the first time.  "You've become even more beautiful than you were when I first trained you.  It has been a long time . . . too long."  He did not draw steel.  "Put away your sword.  This rule exists for a reason.  You must remember that you've been gone a long time.  Much has changed in the time you were away.  Don't make me give you an ultimatum."    His last words were an ultimatum of their own sort.  Malice returned her sword to its scabbard reluctantly, but her hand did not stray far.  I looked to my green-eyed friend, and I knew that it was just a matter of time before she lost her control.  Never before had I seen rage written so vigorously upon her countenance.  In her world, at that moment, only she and Lucidil existed.  


  

  "Do you agree to my stipulation?"  Weaver asked, looking at both of us now.


  

  I had no choice.  I needed to see my daughter, so I offered my ascent.  Malice, I saw, had torn her attention from Weaver, and was watching me, and waiting for my reaction.  After I gave my consent, she nodded as well, though I could see it cost her dearly.  It was decided.  Weaver nodded to Ferocity, and she left the tent, a look on her face somewhere between nervousness and fear.  My trepidation grew.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Whether it took minutes or hours, I couldn't have said.  I waited with all the patience I could muster, trying to remain calm and steady.  Weaver sat watching me, his eyes intent, expectant, as though he was in constant anticipation of some outburst.  I couldn't guess as to what he might be waiting for, but occasionally his eyes would look to the tent flap, and I would see an expression cross his features much like the one Ferocity had worn before leaving to retrieve Kay.  What, I wondered, was making them so tense?  The tension was catching, for I felt it spreading through me until I was nearly pacing the length of the tent.  


  

  Finally, the time of waiting ended, and the tent flap pushed open.  A young girl walked in, six years of age, tall for one so young, clothed in a beautiful dress of fine silk embellished with other expensive fabrics.  Her face lit as she entered the tent, her oh-so-familiar purple eyes going wide as the canvas fell away.  Her features were reminiscent of her mother, even more so than they had been four years before.  She had energy and exuberance that reminded me of myself in my youth.  My heart pounded in my chest, and a smile crept onto my face without me having to force it there.  I felt, in that moment, such elation as I had never felt before.  Kay was alive, and she was well.  My daughter was safe, and all those years of darkness and worry seemed a part of some distant nightmare.  


  

  It took a restraint that seemed almost beyond mortal means not to go to her, not to swing her up in my arms and tell her, right then, that I loved her and that I had thought of her everyday she'd been away.  Though, I don't think I could have spoken at that moment if I'd had the chance to do so, so choked with emotion was my throat.  From the corner of my eye, I saw a single tear roll down Malice's cheek, and her face was lit with the most beautiful smile.  We had traveled a long road for that moment, and I thought nothing could steal it away.  


  

  Kay's bright eyes burning with love, she raised her arms and ran, her voice a young echo of her mother's as she cried out, "Daddy!"  She passed me, passed Malice, stirring our cloaks in her haste, and leapt into the arms of Weaver, who bent down to swing her up as she jumped to meet him.  


  

  ". . . and how is my little Trillia doing today?"  He asked her, and my daughter giggled and buried her head in his cheek.  My beautiful moment shattered like a thawing stream in the early spring, the pieces flowing away from me and disappearing into the chill water of despair.


  

  "Mommy said I could come see you because you wanted me to meet some new visitors!"  She piped cheerfully, tugging at Weaver's scraggly hair.


  

  "Yes, these fine warriors have traveled a long, long way just to fight with daddy.  Trillia, say 'Hello' to Malice and Noble, good friends of daddy's."  He smiled down at her as he spoke, the perfect image of a father shining his warmth upon his daughter, while he indicated us with the tip of a finger.  Kay seemed to notice us for the first time, and her cheeks colored in shy embarrassment.  


  

  "Hello, Malice and Noble, it's very nice to meet you.  I hope you fight the bad guys very well with daddy and mommy."  She said, her voice was so innocent and sincere, that I felt like it was chiseling at the stone wall I'd built around my heart.  I was bound to say nothing and do nothing.  I nodded my head, and offered the slightest of bows, as I contemplated how I was going to kill Lucidil as soon as my daughter was away.  Of all the things he could have done to me, I'd never imagined for a moment that he would take my daughter away from me in such a way.  Four years.  Had she really forgotten me in just four years?  


  

  "That's a good girl."  Lucidil whispered to her.  "Okay, now why don't you go back to the tent with mommy?"  He put the girl down, and she looked up at him with obvious displeasure, then she looked at us, and seemed to decide that it was not the time to question an adult.  She curtsied to Malice and me, and then departed, hand in hand with Ferocity.  My daughter walked away once more, in the hand of the enemy, in the hand of her new mother.


  

  Everything blurred around me, all my rage and anger overwhelmed me and in a moment all that existed was chaos.  When that haze of rage faded, I was standing with my sword drawn, a group of fifteen black cloaks, and two Knights of Ethan, standing before me, all of their weapons drawn.  Behind me, Malice had Lucidil leaned against his desk, her fist balled at his throat, and her broken sword, its edge still dangerously sharp, resting at his neck.  


  

  "I'm going to kill you."  I heard Malice whisper, her voice low enough so that only the three of us, Weaver, Malice, and myself, could hear it.  "What have you done to our daughter?"  In her anger, she slipped and said what she had almost said earlier.  "Our daughter" It shouldn't have surprised me that she would think of Kay as such, but it did for a moment.  Malice had helped raise her as much, if not more, than I had.  She had as much right to the word, "daughter," as did I.  I found the sentiment oddly touching.


  

  "I've done nothing to her.  She's safe and sound.  She hasn't been hurt, or abused, and she has had a life far safer, and in better care than most children could ever wish for."  Weaver's voice was strangely calm.  Those guards around us seemed on the verge of action, and I knew that at any moment things could degenerate into a bloodbath.  


  

  "You have to understand, when she got here, the black cloaks that brought her had exposed her to some terrifying situations.  They had not harmed her, but she had witnessed the death of the other woman, Wisp, as well as many other deaths necessary to deliver her safely.  She was traumatized.  She wouldn't speak, wouldn't eat, and we were afraid she might never recover from the trauma.  I had my medics, those specialized in the practice of magics of healing, remove her memories.  She recovered not long after that."  Weaver explained calmly.


  

  My hand tightened on my sword hilt.  "You are trying to tell me you did this only for Kay, and not simply to punish me?"  My words were as sharp as my sword.


  

  I could not see Weaver, but I could hear the anger in his words.  "You deserved to be punished, Noble.  You betrayed us all. You almost cost me my ambitions.  Yes, I knew that what I did would hurt you, and I knew that it would hurt you even more when I adopted her as a daughter, and Ferocity and I raised her as our own child.  I knew that when she responded to the name I'd given her, "Trillia," and not the name you'd given her, that it would tear you apart inside.  I knew it and I lavished in the thought.  . . .  but that doesn't change the situation.  You can't kill me now."


  

  "I can. . ."  I heard Malice say.  "I should, and I will. . ."


  

  "No!"  Weaver's voice was heavy with "the voice," dark and gravely, and I heard Malice's killing movement stop, as did the advance of all the guards who had, in that moment, almost fallen upon us with swords at the ready.  


  

  "If you kill me," Weaver continued, his voice calm again.  "no one will be able to unite the people against the Hungering, and all of humanity, and all of the Uliona, and all of the other peoples of our world, will become food for the their forces.  I am not boasting.  I have the connections to save us all, and if I die here, all of that will fall away, and you, Kay, and everyone else, will suffer a terrible death at the hands of our enemy.  You can hate me all you want, but you cannot kill me."     


  

  "How could you do this to me?"  I asked, my sword point still raised, my eyes still darting amidst the group of enemies before me.  "How could you do this, and still greet me as a friend?"


  

  "We should be friends, Noble.  We should be friends, Malice.  We are the strongest of our kind, and we should be friends.  We should be fighting together.  It's all I've ever wanted.  I want to stand next to my strong friends, and push back the evils of the world.  You betrayed me. You tried to take my dream away from me, but I can have it back.  We can still do all of that, together."  He said, and his voice was filled with the passion of his conviction.


  

  "I want my daughter back."  I told him, sickened by the extent he'd gone to in order to achieve his goals.  He was, I knew it that moment, one of the greatest evils of the world; a man so certain of his own convictions and wants, that he ignored all else in their pursuit.  


  

  "It's not that simple.  She is my daughter now, whether you like it or not, but you could become an important person to her.  It will take time, but you could become a favorite uncle.  How is that going to happen, though, if you kill me here?  Do you think she'd ever forgive the people who killed her beloved father?   Malice, do you think she'd ever want to be held by the woman who cut her daddy's throat?"  He asked, and the only answer we had was our silence.  We couldn't kill him.  I knew it, and Malice had to know it as well.


  

  If we gave in to our desire and killed him, Kay would be lost to us forever, and the Hungering would destroy the lands of men and all else beyond.  We were tied inescapably to the fate of a single tyrannical mad man.  For the second time in my life, I felt that everything of importance in my world was being stripped away from me.  


  

  "Let me go, and I'll send the guards away, and we can talk in a more civilized manner.  Afterwards, if you agree to be calm, I might even invite you to my tent for supper this evening, and you can see Trillia again."  His voice was calm, persuasive, and he emphasized my daughter's new name.  


  

  I had to bite back the terrible anger I felt.  I knew it would not serve me well.  He had pressed us into a corner, and we had no choice.  I heard her release the cloth at his throat and step back.  I heard her sword return to its scabbard.  I let my own sword point fall, and finally returned the steel to its leather.  We had been defeated without even a fight.


  

  I turned to face Lucidil.  His red eyes were calm as he straightened his clothing and dismissed the guards, who only left reluctantly.  As the last guard was about to exit, Weaver called out to him.


  

  "Send in Ethaniel and Telistera.  We should all be here for this meeting.  Time is running out, and now that Noble is here, we need to get to work."  He ordered.  The black cloak nodded its head and left in a flash.


  

  "Why did you have them kill Wisp like that?"  I asked, for that was a terrible memory which I could not push away.  It was such a brutality that I had thought it even beyond Lucidil's means.


  

  Lucidil met my eyes, and he shrugged.  "That was never my intention.  The Black Patch Brigade, they were not entirely under my command at the time.  I had to break one of the basic rules that bound their behavior in order to send them on a mission against the king's command.  Because I did not specify how to deal with Wisp, they took their own liberties.  When I received word from Tyvel, I was greatly upset.  She was a fine warrior, and did not deserve what was done to her."


  

  That was, I realized, the closest he would ever come to feeling sorry about what had happened to Wisp, my sister at heart.  It was not enough, and in truth, I knew, he could never do enough to make up for what had been done to her.  That he had not ordered the atrocities committed did little to alleviate his responsibility in the outcome, or my anger over that outcome.


  

  "How did you use Tyvel to spy on us?  I thought he was the king's advisor."  I asked next, for my mind had gone numb, and I was simply trying to gather as much information as I could.  I had a questioning nature, and when I could do nothing else, I could always ask a question.  


  

  "The king thought so as well.  In that way, I used him to spy on both of you.  In truth, I had long ago stolen the third box of binding, and Tyvel's sleeping body.  I kept the body hidden away in a place only I knew of.  For Tyvel there was no greater fear than losing his existence, so the only thing I needed to do to ensure his cooperation was to threaten to kill his body if he did not serve me faithfully.  He agreed readily enough.


  

  "I tasked him with convincing you to kill the king on my behalf so that I could capture the land, and bend it to my whim.  Of course, you foolishly went off course and had yourself damaged by the Kaziem Wolves."  He looked at me, his red eyes sharp and attentive.  "I see though, that word of your injuries was severely overstated.  You are far more powerful than you were last time we met."


  

  Any hope I'd maintained of keeping that information a secret, I realized, was gone in that moment.  It wasn't the first time that Lucidil has seen easily through one of my deceptions.  He seemed almost unnaturally skilled at judging the capabilities of those around him.  


  

  "I had never intended for you to be trapped in the dungeons for four years, but after your injury, and your failure with the king, there was little I could do.  I had my own plans to pursue and other avenues by which to obtain my goals.  It was a long, hard road, but I've managed to take the throne for myself.  Now, if I can just destroy the Hungering, I can finally bring about the era of peace we all desire."


  

  I had trouble believing that the red-eyed warrior before me would ever be satisfied with an era of peace, or that he was even aware of the proper way to obtain such an idealistic world.  Lucidil was a barely chained beast, and I did not think a world of peace had any place for his kind. If it did not have a place for his kind, nor did it have one for mine.  Fighting, it seemed, was all I knew.  I had come too far from the young apprentice of lore I had once been, and for me there could never be a return.  I had tried to escape it all, but fate had drawn me back to the battlefield.


  

  Before I could ask any more questions, a face I had not seen in a long time entered the tent, though it was far changed from how I remembered it, and not for the better.  Ethaniel entered, tall and fierce, but his fatherly expression was missing from his features.  The calm and relaxed face I remembered had been replaced by a terrifying countenance unlike anything I had seen before.  Two separate sets of eyes gazed at me.  The black eyes, tinged with a hint of deep blue, I recognized, but above those were a set of gray, almost smoky eyes on his horned forehead.  Those shadowy eyes seemed to cry a black mist that vaporized into the air as it swept from those alien orifices.  I had never seen a Knight, or any other creature for that matter, with a set of eyes like that, and I stepped back involuntarily, my hand going to my sword.  


  

  "What have you become?"  I heard Malice's voice, a note of fear in it.  Those strange, gray-smoke eyes considered me with such dark intent that I felt rooted to the ground.


  

  The blue in his Knight's eyes seemed to have faded, so that, if I had not known it should be there, I might not have noticed it at all.  Was that the cost of these new extra eyes he wore?  Ethaniel seemed changed, and not just physically, but it had been a long time since last I'd encountered him.  It was possible that time had changed him, and not the newest strange addition to his body.    


  

  "I have become the tool of necessity."  Ethaniel answered Malice, his four eyes dissecting her with their harsh gaze.  


  

  "There is much I must explain yet."  Lucidil said from the other side of his desk.  I couldn't have agreed with him more.  Many things needed explaining, but I doubted that it would be possible to clarify everything.  


  

  No sooner had those last words left Lucidil's lips, than another faintly familiar figure came through the flap in the tent.  She was taller than any of the Knights in the room, and powerfully muscled.  She moved with a grace and femininity that denied her muscular nature.  Her hair was a pale blue, as though touched softly by the moon on a bright night.  Her eyes were like liquid silver, flowing with energy and life.  I had first seen her at the king's side long ago, and here she stood before me again.  She was every bit as impressive as she had been the first time, an ashen skinned woman of a race I'd never encountered, larger than any legend.


  

  "Ethaniel, Telistera, thank you for coming on such short notice.  It is vital that we update Malice and Noble on the situation.  They know very little about what has been happening here.  Malice, Noble, the tall, silver-eyed beauty is Telistera, a friend from across the sea.  She brought us the first solid information about the Hungering.  Telistera, these are two of our finest warriors.  Knights whose names will live on long after they have gone, Noble and Malice."  He indicated us each in turn as he made the introductions.  


  

  "Telistera, since you know the most about our enemy, please tell us your story first.  You'll have to start at the beginning, since Malice and Noble know nothing of the events that have happened here over the last six years, or those events in history which have led us to this point."  Weaver handed out orders easily, like the king that he had become.  


  

  Telistera bowed deeply to Lucidil, and then turned to face Malice and me.  Her silver eyes were almost hypnotic to stare at, as was the surprising amount of flesh exposed by her strange armor.  It hardly seemed an effective covering at all.  It surprised me that she wore so little in the harsh cold weather of winter.


  

  She spoke in a sing-song voice, with an accent that was both heavy, and somehow airy and light, caressing the words even as it made them seem sharp and harsh.  "I shall start at the beginning.  This all began a thousand years ago. . ."  Her story unfolded.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  This story takes place in a village near the Rakaash Mountains in the west of our land, a place nearly a year's journey across the ocean from here, and far across the land from even our nearest shores.  It is this place from which the Hungering spring, and to my people, the place from which all evil is born.  


  

  Our people, the Tett, had always called them the cave fay.  They were pale skinned creatures, with glowing blue eyes, who kept mostly to themselves, crawling through their intricate tunnel systems, and living a life separate from our own.  We rarely saw them, and never interacted with them.  They left us alone, and so we did them the same favor.  It had been that way for as long as my people could remember, and it seemed it would remain that way forever.  No one feared the cave fay, for their eyes were filled with peace, and their faces were empty and harmless.  In fact, some of us believed that seeing one while on a long journey was a good omen.


  

  We lived in a land of lush and fertile life where everything grew, and we wanted for nothing so long as we kept to our lore of the land.  The Tett and the cave fay were the only peoples of our land, which we called Tett O Sut, or The Peoples Paradise.  Our greatest fears were the summer storms, and our only enemies were those we made for ourselves.  We trained in combat, but not because we warred, only because it was a sport to us, and it honed our skills at the hunt.  The hunt and those skills involved with it were our most valued cultural traits.


  

  As a rite of passage, our people would send a group of young men and women out into the wilds of the mountain lands to live on their own for the span of one moon's phase, or 45 days.  We had done this for years, and no ill had ever befallen the youths. It was their chance to make their own way in the world, and to learn about the secrets of grown men and women.  Many a bonding pair came back after that month.  Such was the way of our carefree people, and such - we assumed - it would always remain.  


  

  The chieftain wished his only daughter a safe journey that year, eager for her to join the ranks of adults, excited at the possibility of having grandchildren to which he might impart his many years of wisdom.  It was with a high heart he saw the band of fifty children off into the wilderness.  They departed, packs on back, and spears in hand, and the village went back to its daily routine, certain in the safety of their precious offspring.  Our world was not one that knew evil at that time.


  

  You must understand; we raised our children to be huntsmen and woodsmen from the moment they were able to walk.  By the age of fourteen or fifteen, not one of them was at risk in our lands, and a grouping of them was every bit as safe as if they were a group of adults.  There should have been nothing to worry about, but as the month dwindled, and no youths returned- for usually one or two would come back early, with news of a marriage or a grand hunting story - my ancestors' worries began to grow.  Still, they waited.  For two more weeks they left the children to their own means, certain that they must have simply become distracted and decided to stay out longer, but a week after they were due back, fears were growing.


  

  None of the children returned.  The Chieftain made a decision then.  He said unto his people, "We shall send our ten best hunters into the woods.  They will find what is keeping the children," For they still believed the children to be alive and well, simply unable to return for some reason beyond their reckoning.  "And bring them back to us."  Our huntsmen left the village.


  

  They were led by a man named Orthisius.  Orthisius was the strongest man of the village, an unparalleled hunter and tracker, and a living legend in his time.  He had felled a great boar, a monster larger than even your war sows, with naught but a knife and his brawn.


  

  The entire village felt at ease knowing that it would be he who searched for the children, for if anyone could help them return safely, they knew it would be him.  Indeed, Orthisius found the trail of the children almost immediately, and began the process of tracking.  Even though the trail was old, his keen eyes and trained senses lead him from sign to sign effortlessly.  


  

  It took the better part of four days for the hunters from the village to trace the entire trail, but when they did, they came upon a horror they had never anticipated.  High upon the mountains, deep within the land of rock and wood - lands sacred to the Tett - they came upon the clearing in which the children had chosen to make their camp.  Little remained of the camp that had been built by the children.  The rickety structures of branch and leaf were burned or trampled, and the supplies sent with the children were strewn about the clearing.  The entire camp site was littered with piles of picked clean bones, not a one with a scrap of flesh remaining.  There were stakes buried in the earth around a pit that had held a fire, and there were singed bones hanging from those stakes.  The huntsmen, none of whom had children on the rite of passage that year, were still wrought with despair.


  

  It took them a long time, but the huntsmen found fifty skulls, though there was no hope of righting the mess of other bones and debris from the camp.  They did what they could, and dug a large, deep grave in which to lay all the children to rest.


  

  As they did, they noticed that the bones showed signs of teeth marks and tool scratches.  It was as though the children had been attacked by other Tett, felled and eaten.  It was a ghastly thought, and one that did not seem to match the scene they'd found.  Orthisius did not believe the children had been attacked by other Tett -- it simply was not any of our people's way.


  

  "Such has never happened before, and these children were all adept fighters.  Of the fifty, some would have escaped if they were attacked by some other tribe of Tett.  The enemy must have come fast, and they must have been completely overwhelmed."  He said to the others, but though his reasoning was sound, our people knew of no creature of the land that would do such a thing. We had lived in peace for generations, and the Tett would never turn on each other.


  

  Defeated in spirit, Orthisius and the band of hunters began their trek back down the mountain to their village, knowing that they would have to deliver a terrible burden of bad news to the chieftain and their people.  Not only were the village's children dead, whatever had killed them had escaped and was still wandering the mountains.  This fact also made the hunters nervous, for they were far less a number than the fifty children.  Even as skilled as they were, they were not so certain they could defeat an enemy that had killed fifty Tett trained warriors.


  

  On the second day of their forced march back to camp, one of their scouts spotted something moving through the woods, and the entire party called a halt.  Everyone sat tensely gripping their spears, fearing that at any moment whatever had devoured the children might find and devour them as well.  Those moments waiting for the scout to make clear sight of what was moving through the woods were terrible, but finally he called back.


  

  "It is only a cave fay.  The way forward is clear."  The relief was evident in his voice.  The hunters moved on, now more confident in themselves, and feeling foolish after letting the cave fay frighten them so.  They all knew those creatures were harmless.  Indeed, the men boasted that their return journey was now blessed, though the news they brought was not.


  

  Night descended, and the huntsmen made an uneasy camp, for they could not walk day and night, though all of them would have liked to.  Walking at night could make a dangerous place of their normally friendly forest.  A branch hidden in the darkness could turn an ankle, or gouge out an eye.  Guards were posted and the camp rested uneasily.  


  

                  Orthisius was awoken by someone shaking his arm in the night, and he jumped to his feet in an instant, reaching for his spear.  When he saw it was only one of the men on watch, and not some monster from the dark, he breathed a sigh of relief.  His relief, though, was short lived.


  

  "There is something out there, in the dark.  Lots of them.  They have red eyes, and they're watching me."  The man said in a hushed whisper.  Orthisius's first impulse was to tell the man he had imagined it, but he remembered only too well the fate of the children in the mountains.


  

  "Quietly rouse the others."  He told the man on guard duty, and he brought himself up, swinging on his pack and preparing his spear.  He walked to the edge of the camp and gazed out.  The darkness gazed back at him, red eyes sparkling in the night.  He had not wanted to believe the other hunter, but there they were.  All around the camp red eyes burned, watching, hungry.  Orthisius felt real fear for the first time in his life.  


  

  The creatures with the red eyes charged then, though the night watchman had not yet roused all of the people in the camp.  


  

  "They're cave fay!"  One man yelled, but his voice turned into a terrible gurgle as his life was slashed out of him by vicious claws.  They came in a horde - a tide of red, fiery eyes, charging at the small group of huntsmen.  Those huntsmen, however, were the villages best and strongest, and they fought back, wielding their spears with trained proficiency.  They would not be felled so easily as the children.  


  

                  The cave fay, those peaceful underground dwelling creatures, had changed.  Their eyes burned red and empty, and their demeanor had become terrible and violent.  No one who saw them, eyes blazing red, would ever be able to think of them as peaceful, docile creatures again.  Their teeth gnashed and tore at any bit of flesh within their range, and they came on and on, a deadly tide of blood lust.


  

  The party of huntsmen was almost entirely destroyed, but Orthisius and one other man, Reamis, managed to escape.  They ran into the night, heading for their home village, knowing that if they did not spread the warning, everyone would be killed.  Word had to get out at any cost.  The red eyes did not chase them through the woods, at least not that either of the men could detect, but they both ran as though death was pushing through the wilderness just behind them.  Some would later call them cowards, but their actions would save many.  


  

  Orthisius was the faster runner, and, after nearly a full day of running, came upon his village just as dusk was deepening into night.  He ran immediately for the chieftain's house, though all who saw him soon followed after, eagerly pressing for news of what had befallen the children.  The chieftain, hearing all the commotion, was at his door before the tired hunter even arrived.


  

  "Chieftain," Said Orthisius, "the cave fay have turned against us.  They devoured our children, and then attacked our hunting party!"


  

  The Chieftain couldn't believe what he'd heard.  "You're lying!"  He accused Orthisius.  "The cave fay are peaceful creatures, and a terrible fate such as that could never befall our precious children."  So terrible was Orthisius's news that the chieftain refused to accept it as reality.  In his mind, he replayed himself sending his treasured daughter off into the woods with a smile on his face.  


  

  "You have been a good provider for us all these years, Orthisius, but I will not tolerate such falsities from you any further.  Do not use your tongue to spread such terrible lies ever again or I will have it cut out."  The chieftain warned, his indignation and fear convincing him of the truth of his own words.


  

  "Sir, I have indeed been a good provider, but on my life I am telling the truth.  I have seen this with my own eyes.  When Reamis arrives, he will confirm what I have said."  Orthisius insisted.


  

  The chieftain was furious.  "Orthisius is to be strung to a poll at the entrance to the village.  We will wait until the others return from the hunt.  If they do not confirm his story, he will be publicly punished for his hateful lies."


  

  Orthisius stood aghast, his chest heaving as he struggled to bring in air after running for so long.  His entire body ached, and he could do nothing to resist as the men of the village grabbed him forcefully by the arms, and dragged him off to be strung up outside of the village.  He fought, and he screamed the truth, but it won him only angry beatings, and an eventual gag.  The chieftain's word was law, and if he said that Orthisius was lying, the others believed it.  They were angry with Orthisius for saying such terrible things about their children, and eager for the hunters to return and tell them some form of truth they could better come to terms with.  


  

  It was another twelve hours before Reamis finally came running from the woods, panting heavily, his face flushed with exertion.  As he came within sight of the town, his eyes immediately caught the figure of Orthisius slumped in unconsciousness, hanging strung up by his arms from the poll generally reserved for festive flags on occasions of celebration.  He slowed his run and approached cautiously.  The villagers gathered around him as he came nearer, and finally he found himself face to face with the village chieftain.  The chieftain's eyes were wild and frightening.  


  

  "Reamis, Orthisius has come to this village spouting lies, telling us that the hunting party and our children were murdered and eaten by the cave fay.  Tell us that this is not so."  The chieftain demanded.


  

  Reamis was not a stupid man.  He had run with the hunters for a long time, and could read the situation before him as well as he could read any forest sign.  His eyes gazed at the strung up form of Orthisius only once before he looked back at the chieftain, meeting the man's crazed eyes.  His mind churned, and finally he opened his mouth to speak.  


  

  "The children found a well spring with water that bubbles, chilled and fresh, and tastes of sweet fruit.  They did not wish to leave it behind, and when we found them the hunters chose to stay there as well."  He said, knowing that his betrayal doomed Orthisius to death, but knowing just as well that telling the truth would change naught, but add his own head to the pile.  


  

  The chieftain laughed heartily, a great smile spreading across his face, along with a look of purest relief.  That he would believe such an outlandish story, thought Reamis, was proof enough of his madness.  Such springs did, in fact, exist, but a party of fifty would never find such a spring and not send word.  They generally bubbled only for a short time before trickling out entirely.  


  

  "You see my people," The chieftain called out to the other villagers.  "Orthisius lied to us all.  He wished to keep the spring to himself.  He is sick and his mind is twisted by his greed.  Let this stand as a lesson to you all."


  

  By this time, Orthisius had awakened, and he watched the proceedings before him with a great sense of betrayal.  His eyes meat those or Reamis, but Reamis would not hold his gaze.  Orthisius was a brave hunter, and a great man, but he did not understand Reamis' position.  He saw only his friend's betrayal.  Orthisius hung his head, shamed and doomed. 


  

  "Tonight, at the hour of deepest night, we shall have a cleansing fire, and send this sick man back into the sky where he might be purified by the rain!"  The chieftain screamed in exultation, and those of the village cheered and rejoiced.  Reamis did not join in their cheer.  Instead, he bode his time and waited for night fall.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Darkness fell over Tett O Sut, and the people of Orthisius's village began to gather for the celebration to be held later in the night.  They carried dried wood from all about the village and prepared for a massive bonfire.  The peaceful village of the mountain valley, in its fear, had become blood thirsty and terrible.  Reamis, though, did not take part in the festivities.  When they came to him, wishing him to join in the celebration, he told them that his travels had exhausted him, and that he would need to sleep to recover.  The villagers were not happy to hear this, but they let Reamis go, too caught up in the excitement of the coming evening spectacle.  


  

  Reamis was sickened by it all, and still haunted by the glow of red eyes that had come for the hunting party in the night.  He was indeed tired, but he knew there would be no sleep for him.  He gathered his meager possessions, two of his finest spears, and a pack with some travel supplies inside of it, and he made his way out of his hut and into the village.  The night was deep black, full of shadows, teaming with darkness.  For Reamis, a skilled huntsmen, moving without being seen was not difficult.  He made his way through the village until he came to the pole upon which Orthisius still hung.


  

  The villagers had left him unguarded and alone, hanging painfully from his arms.  It had never occurred to them that someone might free the man they were sacrificing to their fear.  Reamis drew his hunting knife, tossed the blade at the poll, so that it sunk in, point first, at about the height which Orthisius's hands were bound above his head.  The vibrating blade alerted Orthisius.


  

  "Who is there?  Heed my warning!  They come with eyes of fire!"  He called out, and Reamis cursed beneath his breath.  He should have anticipated the bound man's reaction.


  

  "Quiet, Orthisius, it is Reamis.  I've come to free you, but if you keep making so much noise, the village will be down upon us before I can cut the ropes that bind you."  Reamis called quietly up the pole, even as he began his ascent of the tall wooden beam.                  


  

  "Reamis?"  Orthisius's voice called back down at the other man.  He was surprised.  Orthisius had believed himself betrayed.


  

  "Yes, now prepare yourself to drop.  When I cut these ropes, there will be nothing holding you up."  Reamis answered.  There were four ropes to cut.  Orthisius was tied at each wrist separately, and then banded twice around his arms so that they could not move at all away from the center pole.  The rope was tied so tightly that Reamis could tell it had broken Orthisius's skin in multiple places.  Reamis began working at the ropes.


  

  "My friend, I thank you, but what is the point?  We can save no one.  They will not listen.  It is better that I die here, amongst my people."  Orthisius lamented quietly.


  

  "Our village did not listen, but others will, Orthisius.  You are a legend in these parts, and those not in fear of grief will hear your words, and they will take up arms.  You who have always striven to be a great man; to do great things for the Tett.  This is your time."  Reamis freed the last of Orthisius bonds and the huntsmen of legend slipped free and collapsed to the ground.  His feet gave way at the impact and his arms held no better, having been constricted.  They were numb from long hours of being bound.  He came slowly back to his feet.


  

  "You are right, Reamis. I had forgotten that there is more to the world than what lies in this village."  He looked sadly out over the place that had been his home all of his life.  "I wanted to save them. . ."  


  

  "I know, Orthisius.  The chieftain, he is consumed by his grief.  He has convinced himself that if he can stifle the news of the truth, then he can change what has already come to pass.  It is madness.  You can see it burning in his eyes.  I saw it when I spoke to him."  Reamis said, already beginning his march from the village, Orthisius in tow.  "The townspeople will not go against the word of the chieftain.


  

  "We will make as much distance as we can this night.  We can cut a straight path to the village in the next valley.  We will warn them, rest while we might, and then we will move on and warn another village.  For our home, we have done all that we can.  Our words are meaningless here, a pebble in a stream.  Perhaps if we spread word far enough, it will come back here, and the stream will heed the will of a thousand pebbles."  Reamis had thought about his decision to leave the village since he had returned with news of the doomed children.  It had been a difficult choice to make, but he had seen the necessity.  He hoped only that Orthisius would see his point of view as well.


  

  Finally, the great huntsmen nodded.  Orthisius had seen the light.  Together the two men began to run.  When the village found Orthisius missing, there would be trouble.  Neither man was sure whether or not the chieftain would send hunters, but as long as it was a possibility, the two tired men had to keep moving.  


  

  Thus was begun the great Call to Arms of Orthisius and Reamis, a legend of the people of the Tett.  The two friends ran from village to village over the course of the next six years, warning every group of people they encountered of the threat coming from the mountains, and it was well they did, for not even a year after they began their run, the cave fay came down from their rocky home, a tide of terrible hunger and death.


  

  The Tett were just beginning to come together, forming war parties, and establishing a central method of communication.  Individual chieftains assembled to discuss what was best for their people as a whole, and all of them looked to Orthisius and Reamis for their answers.


  

  "We must bind together, forming a wall of interlaced stone that no enemy can push through!  If we do not, those creatures, those hungering masses, will devour us all.  Death to the Hungering!"  Orthisius's message to the people was clear.  They must unite or perish.  The Tett listened.  A line was formed, brave warriors from all the villages coming forward to stand and fight against the horde, and behind them stood even more of the Tett, for our people came in great numbers.  When one of us fell, another came forward and took their place.  


  

  For a time it seemed we would be successful.  We held the Hungering at bay, pushing them back when possible, and never letting them advance.  However, this constant battle waged on for years, and even our most hardened warriors became tired.  The cave fay, those creatures which Orthisius had named the Hungering, kept on coming.  If we killed one, ten more stepped forward, each new set more skilled and dangerous than the last. They learned, and grew more deadly.   Our line could not maintain, and we were forced to fall back, losing more of our lands, and more of our people to the terrible horde.  


  

  We were desperate for help.  We needed a new way to fight our enemy before we were wiped out entirely.  Our salvation came in the form of an old Chieftain from one of the villages furthest from the center land.  He called himself Uwian, and said he was the protector of lost knowledge.  He bade Orthisius and Reamis come to him in private, so that he might impart information that would aid in the war.  Orthisius and Reamis did not wish to leave the front lines, where they had fought hard from the very first day of battle, but they knew that if they did not find a new way to wage war, the Tett would be consumed.  


  

  So it was that Orthisius and Reamis left the front line and traveled to the remote village of the chieftain Uwian.  There they would discover the secret to the salvation of the Tett.


  

  Uwian had long guarded ancient secrets sealed in two scrolls kept beneath the chieftain's hut for countless generations.  The care of those scrolls, and the secrets they held, had been passed down from chieftain to chieftain over the course of the history of the Tett, and had finally come into Uwian's possession forty years before.  He had been instructed to never open those scrolls unless a time of great crisis occurred, and so had thought his scrolls would remain sealed for the extent of his life.  The Hungering changed all of that.  As the Tett fell further and further back, losing more and more of their bravest warriors to the enemy horde, it became clear to Uwian that his people's time was running out.  However, he would not open the scrolls on his own.  He knew that such a terrible secret should never be contained by just one man.  


  

  Orthisius and Reamis approached Uwian's hut with skepticism, but also with a frail hope.  Both were battle weary, scarred and tired from years of hefting the spear.  The days of the hunt seemed long lost for them, buried beneath the endless war.  


  

  Uwian waited within the darkness of his hut, a single torch burning, and the recovered scrolls sitting on the table before him. There were two scrolls, and each was sealed with the original blood wax seal that had been placed on them when they were first rolled.  The old chieftain wondered, and not for the first time, if he was making the correct choice in opening the ancient secrets.  He had been warned that such magics as they contained could be either a blessing or a curse, depending entirely upon those who wielded the power.  


  

  Orthisius and Reamis stepped into his tent, and he looked for the first time upon the two men, strong huntsmen, who had become legends over the course of their own lives.  Uwian needed only to look into their tired eyes, their sad faces, and his doubts fled from him.  If ever the Tett needed the ancient knowledge, he knew that it was time.  He bade the two warriors take a seat on the floor before his low table, and they did so without speaking a word.  All in the little hut sensed the importance of what was about to transpire.  Uwian picked up the first scroll, and with the utmost respect and care, broke the seal.  A wisp of blue fire consumed the wax, and the paper unrolled, exposing the first of the two great secrets.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Those three assembled men, Uwian, Orthisius and Reamis, read the two scrolls, and learned the processes by which they could save the Tett.  The magic detailed came in two parts.  The first scroll described the process by which one person could be strengthened through the sacrifice of their own longevity.  For every year of life given, the individual could gain a degree of power, making them stronger, faster, and tireless.  This was a dangerous magic.  Such power, in the wrong hands, could create an unstoppable killing force, whose only downfall would be its own shortened life span.


  

  The second scroll, however, was the more frightening of the two.  It described a way by which one person could take years from the lives of another, or several others, and add them to their own life force.  The effect would not lengthen the life span of the person accepting the years, but would grant them additional strength and power for every year of life taken in this way.  However, it was limited in that only those who willingly gave their life force could be used for the magic.


  

  Uwian, Orthisius, and Reamis all saw that these magics could provide the power to save their people, but they also saw that a great possibility for corruption existed.  They knew they would have to find a way to balance the power received so that those monstrous beings created, would not become a greater menace than the monsters they were created to fight.  They thought long and hard on the matter and finally came up with what would later be named the Silver Rules.


  

  A huntsmen who wishes to take up the mantle of power must never have been accused of unusual cruelty, or unaccustomed violence.  They must stand as a pillar of strength, and justice amidst the community.  


  

  A huntsmen who wishes to take up the mantle of power must first be willing to sacrifice half of their own remaining life to the cause.  Such a sacrifice shows a conviction of character, and distinctly limits the amount of trouble such a person might create if they did decide to use their powers for ill.


  

  A huntsmen who wishes to take up the mantle of power must first find 100 of their fellows who are willing to give up 5 years of life each, in order to grant them power.  Such a sacrifice, from so many people, shows that those people have confidence in the warrior, and believe he will serve their cause with nobility.  This assures that a corrupt man will never obtain such dangerous power.


  

  Word was spread throughout the lands of the Tett, and volunteers came in, though not as quickly as Reamis and Orthisius had hoped.  The prospect of losing half their lives scared many men and women away.  In the end, twenty candidates, and their two thousand supporters, came forward, not including both Reamis and Orthisius who also agreed to take on the mantle of power.  They would not force a sacrifice on others that they were not willing to make themselves.  Two thousand and two hundred men and women, along with the twenty two chosen warriors, came for the magical ceremony.  It was a massive number of Tett to assemble in one place, and it took no few from the front lines, which worried all involved.  Some held less confidence in the success of the magic than others, and all feared that the weakening of their line would spell the end for them, rather than lead them to salvation.  


  

  Uwian began the magical rights quickly, knowing that those who'd given their time to the cause were needed elsewhere.  There was no celebration to be had, no preparation beforehand.  There was not time for such foolishness.  The chieftain came before the assembled huntsmen and he called out to them in a voice that boomed with importance.


  

  "Who would go first into the place from which you may not return?"  His words were not meant to frighten, only to state the uncertainty of the day.  The magic that they were about to perform, had not been tried in the lifetimes of any man alive.  


  

  Many people looked to Orthisius, expecting him to stand first and volunteer his life, but it was not that most famous of huntsmen who stepped forward.  Reamis stood proudly, pressing through the throng, his hundred volunteers stepping forward with him.  There was pride on the faces of his supporters, for Reamis proved himself brave and worthy of the life they were each willing to give.  


  

  "Follow me."  Uwian said, gesturing for the group to stay close to him.  They walked into the woods, beyond the limits of the village, until they reached a wide clearing.  There was a brazier burning in the center. 


  

  "Reamis, come with me, the rest of you need only to sit and make yourselves comfortable.  Your part in this is played merely by being present and by having consented to the ritual."  The chieftain led Uwian to the center of the clearing, and began the magic rite.


  

   


  

  "Malice, Noble, you have looked upon me and possibly thought that I am Tett, a prime example of my people, but that is not the case.  The Tett are like those of the kingdom of men, for the most part. We are generally shorter, and our skin is, indeed, the same ashen color as my own, but we have the same eyes as do your people, and hair in an assortment of similar shades.  These silver eyes, this dominating stature, and my hair of spun moonlight, these are the effects of the secrets of Tett magic. It is not my place to divulge those secrets, and I do not know all of them, or even a good portion of them, anyway.  I can tell you that the process is painful, but not long lasting."


  

   


  

  When Reamis stood up from his transformation, his silver eyes blazing in the light of early dawn, his muscles sleek and firm as they had never been, and his hair blowing about him as though he'd captured the essence of the moon in its strands, those assembled people gasped as one, and bowed to him as though he were a god.


  

  "Do not bow to me."  Reamis said to those who'd given him a piece of their life.  He dropped to one knee, and he bowed his own head to them.  "It is I who must thank you for giving me what is necessary to fight our enemy.  I am but one man, yet each of you has given me a precious part of your life.  I shall do all in my power to make sure you never regret that choice.  I will fight a thousand years' worth of life, for the five hundred that has been sacrificed."


  

  The people cheered for him then, though it only seemed to embarrass the silver-eyed warrior.  Reamis was stout of heart, and strong, but he was not accustomed to praise, nor did he expect it.  They departed the clearing together, and the other volunteers got their first look at what was to become of them.


  

  "How do you feel?"  A voice called.


  

  "How strong are you?"  Another questioned.


  

  Reamis could not be sure himself.  He felt much as he had before the magics had affected his body, but it was as though all limits had fallen away from him.  He had feared the core of his being might change, yet he still felt like Reamis, only stronger in every physical way.  He decided to test himself.  


  

  He ran, pushing his body forward, and found the world blurring with speed around him, his legs pumping with such vigor that it seemed he almost flew across the ground, rather than moving over it.  The assembled people were awed by his display of speed, and even Reamis laughed with an uncontrollable excitement.  To move faster than the wind and to feel so boundless was a rush he hadn't anticipated.  Reamis approached Orthisius, who stared at his changed friend with a mixture of apprehension and fear.


  

  "You've become something different."  Orthisius said quietly.


  

  Reamis shook his head.  "I've only become stronger.  I am still Reamis the huntsmen."


  

  Orthisius nodded, and slowly smiled at his friend.  "Good, because our world would not be worth saving without the likes of Reamis the huntsmen."


  

  The two friends clasped hands, though Reamis had to check his strength.  He remembered what it had been like to clasp hands with Orthisius before, how the man had almost seemed to crush his fingers every time they did so.  It now seemed to Reamis as though he were holding hands with a frail child.  He could only guess as to how much stronger he had become.


  

  Uwian spoke up loudly, cutting off the chatter that had begun to fill the village.  "Who will go next?"  He asked.


  

  There was no shortage of volunteers this time.  All twenty-one of the men stepped forward, eager to become like Reamis, the silver-eyed warrior.  Now that they knew the process would not kill them, and had seen how effective it was, their fears were alleviated, and their hopes high.  For the first time in as long as any of them could remember, there was a reason to believe that the Hungering might be defeated.  With the silver-eyed warriors, the Tett found their hope again.


  

  Uwian performed his magic rite non-stop throughout the day and well into the night, never taking a moment to rest between rites.  Each time he returned from another group, he looked more and more worn and tired.  By the time he reached the last of the twenty-two groups, he looked as though he could barely stand on his feet.  Great dark circles had formed beneath his eyes, and his skin was pale and cold to the touch.  He, however, insisted that the process be completed that night, and so, out of necessity, the warriors of the Tett let Uwian continue his work.  Time was short, and they had faith in the old chieftain.  


  

  With the twenty-second silver-eyed warrior done, Uwian collapsed.  The last of the new warriors picked him up gently, and carried him back to his hut.  The chieftain's breath was ragged, and he looked far older than he had when he began the process.  Orthisius and Reamis stood at his bed side all through the night, finding that they did not need to sleep any longer.  


  

  Uwian woke just before the coming of a new dawn, though his eyes seemed far away.


  

  "We have hope again?"  He asked in a frail voice.  


  

  "Yes, Chieftain Uwian.  You have given us hope."  Reamis told the man, taking the chieftain's frail hands in his massive powerful ones.


  

  "Hope is our best weapon.  So long as we hope, we can fight."  The chieftain said softly.  "Put the scrolls back in their place, and make sure they are not touched again until they are needed.  . . . I must go now."  The chieftain closed his eyes, and breathed out his last sigh.


  

  For every ceremony performed, the chieftain had given one year of his own life to the cause.  He had told none of them of this, and the truth of it was not found until later, as Reamis was in the process of sealing the scrolls away.  Uwian was given a warrior's sending, and laid to rest at the head of his village's burial ground, above even the founder of the village.  


  

  "The greatest bravery is so often not to be found on the battlefield. . ."  Reamis said as the last of the earth was placed over the chieftain.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Our warriors returned to the front lines, twenty-two silver-eyed battlers among them.  Many feared it would not be enough.  There were only twenty-two of them, and even some of those who'd taken the silver eyes wondered what so few could do against such a massive enemy force.  They had underestimated their own potential.


  

  The revitalized forces of the Tett slammed into the weakening front line of the Hungering as though the very rock of the land had risen up. They were unstoppable.  The Hungering lines fell back.  It would be more accurate to say that they were cut back, for they gave no ground so long as they lived.  The Hungering do not retreat, no matter how badly outclassed they become.  The Tett pressed them all the way back to the base of mountains from which they'd first risen, but there they could go no further.  


  

  They were only twenty-two men, but they fought like a thousand, and anywhere they went, their fellow Tett fought like demons as well.  Those silver eyes had become a beacon to which the people could rally, a symbol that had long been needed.


  

  Not even a month after their creation, our new warriors had driven back an enemy that had been slowly pushing the Tett from their home for years, but despite having made ground, there was still a problem that no one knew how to solve.


  

  "They keep coming.  We kill thousands of them, but thousands more pour out of the rock.  How many of them could there be?"  Orthisius's voice was angry, his nerves frayed.  They had ground the Hungering against the rocks of the mountain for nearly two weeks.  He spoke before the chieftains, and before the other silver-eyed warriors.


  

  "We cannot defeat an enemy that stems from the ground like water from a spring."  Another silver-eye said, echoing Orthisius's statement.  A general murmur of disquiet flowed through the assembled men, all of whom were tired and eager to be done with the fighting that had waged for so long.  Everyone was keenly aware that their new warriors only lived a short period of time, and once they were gone, the Hungering would be at an advantage again.  Twenty years was a long time, but the Tett would not be able to fight for that long.  Not if they wished to retain some semblance of their society.


  

  "We could build a massive wall around the mountains, and seal them in."  One of the chieftain's suggested.


  

  "They are tunnelers.  We can't hope to trap them in such a manor.  They dig faster and more efficiently than any ten of our men." intoned one of the silver-eyed warriors.  "No wall has held them yet, why would we think that had changed?"


  

  A hush fell across the assembled men as they tried in vain to think of some solution to their problem.  For a time no one spoke.


  

  "We will simply grind them down until none of them remain."  Called yet another of the newly risen warriors.  "They cannot come out of their holes forever.  If we keep killing them. . ."


  

  "That is not an option."  Reamis' voice rose for the first time.  "For every hundred of them we kill, we lose five or six men of ours as well.  Do you really wish to gamble on who has more men to lose in this war?  I do not think it will be us, and even if it was, what would be left of the Tett after wearing our strongest and bravest warriors against the stone of war?  A blade will only hone for so long before it is blunted forever.  I fear that is our future if we must keep fighting.  We need to end this war."


  

  "And what would you suggest, Reamis?"  A chieftain's voice called, and others joined the call, all pressing Reamis for an answer.  If he was to question the only feasible solution they'd heard, then certainly he must have an idea of his own.  Indeed, Reamis had come up with a solution.  


  

  "We must go into the mountain and kill the leader of the Hungering.  An army cannot fight without its leader."  Reamis said with a certainty that he tried to convey to his fellows with the conviction of his voice.


  

  "The Hungering have no leader.  They are just monsters."  One of the silver-eyes called.


  

  "That isn't true."  Reamis snapped.  "They attack in an ordered fashion, though it is often childish and haphazard, they show organization.  That means that something is guiding their efforts.  If we kill the guide, we kill the problem."  


  

  The murmur in the room rose to a ruckus as the silver-eyed warriors and the chieftains argued over the possibility of a Hungering ruler.


  

  ". . . flanked our forces at the river . . ."  


  

  ". . . could have sworn they were in a formation . . ."


  

  ". . . impossible, monsters . . ."


  

  Reamis sat quietly, listening to the arguments of his fellows.  He believed in his assessment of the situation, but he had to have the support of the chieftains, and of the other warriors like himself, if he was to act on what he believed.  Orthisius stood, as ever, at his side.  The warrior of legend leaned in close, and whispered to Reamis.


  

  "Do you really believe that they have a ruler, Reamis?"  The living legend asked.


  

  Reamis looked at his friend, meeting silver eye to eye.  "Yes.  I know it in my heart."


  

  Orthisius nodded.  "If Reamis knows it, than Orthisius knows it."  He said quietly, before turning to the arguing groups before him.


  

  "It is true."  Orthisius called, silencing the raised voices.  "They have fought as though organized at every turn.  I believe that they do have a ruler . . .  a central chieftain, or something similar.  If we kill that which guides them, they will lose their will to fight, and we can put an end to this long misery."


  

  For a moment there was silence, and Reamis watched in wonder as the suggestion he'd given, and seen them almost reject, was suddenly considered more seriously.  Such was Orthisius's way.  What he said, people always took at face value.  Reamis did not let it trouble him that his word had not been enough, instead he marveled at the wonder that was Orthisius.  Others began to nod their ascent.


  

  "We kill their chieftain, and we win!"  Someone called out, and soon other voices were raised in support.  The entire group was taken with the idea, and Reamis knew that there was hope again, for he held great confidence in his assessment of the situation.  


  

  The chieftains and the silver-eyed warriors clamored together to work out the details of what they would do next.   It was decided that twenty of the twenty-two sacred warriors would come together and forge their way into the mountain.  Fighting as a single force, they might be able to breach the line of Hungering that held back their army as a whole.  Of course, their entrance would be buried behind them, as the Hungering surged forever forward, but if they could get through, and survive long enough to find the ruler of their enemy, they might stand some chance of freeing the Tett from the terrible war that had gone on for years.


  

  They wasted no time in making preparations.  The silver-eyed warriors were given one night to prepare themselves.  All twenty-two of them wished to make the journey into the mountain, but two would need to remain behind to support the ground troupes.  The two chosen to stay behind did not begrudge the others their positions, for they too had important parts to play, but all were curious as to what lay beneath the great mountain.  


  

  That night there was a celebration in the camp of the Tett.  Every man not fighting took a moment to enjoy the good cheer.  Those to go beneath the mountain could not indulge themselves, but they did laugh, and mingle with the others.  All of those chosen to descend into the depths knew that, even as powerful as they were, it could be their last night amongst their fellows.  They were going to sink into the heart of darkness, and it seemed unlikely that they would all return.  


  

  Every man wished to clasp arms with their heroes, and those heroes did their best to spread the cheer amongst the warriors who would fight at the line.  The silver-eyes knew they might die, but they knew also that many of the men who'd come to see them off might also die.  They lived in uncertain times, and it was their job not only to fight, but to instill in their people both confidence and courage.  If the silver-eyed warriors did not fear going into the mountain, then certainly those fighting above need not fear either.  


  

  "I want to thank you for supporting me."  Reamis said to Orthisius in a rare moment in which they found some quiet.


  

  Orthisius shrugged.  "You have never led me wrong.  When I have fallen, you have always picked me back up, and yet it seems it is always Orthisius who looks like the hero in the end."  Orthisius gestured to encompass the entire camp.  "These folks are good, hardworking, hard fighting people, but they do not know a real hero when they see one.  If not for you, Reamis, there would be no Orthisius here now.  I have not forgotten."


  

  It was Reamis' turn to shrug.  "We do what we must as honorable men, and hope that in the end what we have done is judged as right and just."


  

  Orthisius grinned widely.  "That is why I look to you in times of need, Reamis.  You have a great understanding of the world.  Someday I hope to understand it half as well."


  

  Reamis laughed.  "I understand nothing."


  

  Orthisius laughed as well.  "Then we are all in trouble, because I believe you understand more than any of us."


  

   


  

  "Unfortunately, that is the last of the story that is clearly defined by the journals of Orthisius and Reamis.  That night marked the writing of their final entries.  The story from here on out, is pieced together from other accounts."  Telistera interrupted her story for a moment before continuing once more.


  

   


  

  On the following morning, the twenty silver-eyed warriors who were to enter the tunnels of the Hungering, gathered at the front line, looking grim and determined.  All the levity of the night before was gone, and as the last of the Hungering pushed their way back into their tunnels to avoid the daylight, those twenty knew that a difficult journey awaited them.  The burning red eyes could be seen, like a thousand angry torches, watching from the dark entrance to the mountain.  


  

  The legendary heroes charged in formation, a blur of graceful motion, spears raised for battle.  They disappeared into the tunnel  For a time the sounds of battle could be heard, and the red eyes vanished as the Hungering engaged our warriors, but soon enough the sounds of fighting passed, and the red lights came back, watching, waiting for anyone else foolish enough to think they might push their way inside the mountain fortress.


  

  The Tett watched, resting during the day, as it was the only time the Hungering eased their attacks.  The brave people could do nothing but wait and hope that the silver-eyed warriors were successful in their endeavor.  The day faded into darkness, and the hordes of Hungering poured forth from their caves again, attacking with a renewed vigor, pushing the Tett line harder than ever before.  


  

  The two remaining silver-eyed warriors, those who'd been chosen to stay behind, fought all along the front, pushing back the Hungering at every opportunity, but the mundane forces were not so lucky.  The silver-eyes pushed, and where they were not, the Hungering pushed harder.  The front line began to fall back for the first time since the arrival of the Tett's magic guardians. The chieftains began to worry.  They wondered if their silver-eyed hope had died within the deep earthen caves of the Hungering.  The Tett fought on.


  

  Days passed.  The sunlit hours were filled with hope that the brave twenty who had taken to the earth might re-emerge victorious, but the nights were filled with despair as the heroes failed to materialize and the Hungering pushed harder, and with a terrible renewed vigor.  The days of waiting became weeks, and the despair came even in the hours of light.  If the twenty survived, than certainly they should have accomplished their task by that time, the disheartened Tett warriors thought.  


  

  Every night the front line fell further back, until the cave entrances could not even be seen any longer.  With the loss of that spot of land, hope seemed to fade entirely from the fighting men and women of the Tett.  They began to lose ground faster, though the two remaining silver-eyed warrior did their best to keep morale up and to push back at the enemy in the darkness.  They walked among the troops during the lulls in battle, spreading what hope they might, but even they felt the crippling hopelessness that hung like a funeral pall over the peoples of Tett O Sut.


  

  It was on a night more than a month after the twenty had entered the mountain, while the fighting was at its most brutal, that there came an abrupt change in fates.  The Hungering had pressed the Tett to the edge of a river, and were grinding their numbers away against the difficult to cross body of water, when suddenly the red-eyed beasts stopped fighting.  They dropped their weapons, their eyes faded from red to blue, and they began to walk away from the battlefield.  Some few of the Tett still struck at their numbers, cutting down those who did not escape quickly, but the Hungering ignored it all.  They walked away as though they'd never been at war, wandering back into the mountains from which they'd come, until not one of them remained upon the land.  


  

  The Tett did not know what had happened, but they did not break the front line.  They restructured their forces and advanced back to the cave fronts.  The caves were black now, no red lights, nor lights of blue, shining from their dark openings.  The tired armies waited, and time began to pass.  As weeks went by with no fighting, some villages began to break off from the army, winding their way down from the mountains and back to their homes.  


  

  The silver-eyes, it seemed, had been successful, but would they return from the dark underworld?  A month and a half passed from the time the twenty had last been seen, and only fifty troops remained at the cave entrance, two of them the other silver-eyed fighters, waiting for the return of their comrades.  A motion at the cave's mouth brought everyone to attention.  The two silver-eyes ran forward, spears at the ready.  


  

  From the realm of the deepest darkness, Orthisius rose, dragging behind him three large wooden boxes, though where the wood had come from to build the boxes, and how the boxes had been constructed, we would never learn.  The wood was ornate, and covered in intricate carvings, as though torn from some mural of exquisite beauty and detail.  The boxes were each heavy, and constructed with obvious care that they be kept closed.


  

  A tattered figure hung over Orthisius's shoulder, its pale blue hair blowing in the wind.  Orthisius himself looked on the verge of death.  His body was withered and beaten, his flesh gouged and torn, puss and infection flowing from a multitude of wounds.  He crawled upon his knees, dragging himself each step into the light of the full moon that waited above him.  As the two silver-eyes rushed to meet him, Orthisius finally collapsed, and the form slumped over his shoulder, fell to the ground as well.


  

  Reamis lay sprawled where Orthisius had dropped him, his arms open wide as if inviting the sky.  His face was tattered, torn, and hollow so that he was barely recognizable as the man who went into the mountain.  Even as damaged as it was, the once brave man wore a serene expression on his face.  Orthisius spoke, drawing everyone's eyes to him.


  

  "These three boxes contain the king of the Hungering."  Orthisius said, though the silver-eyed warriors had to lean close to hear his voice.  "Split them up. Bury two at opposite ends of our land, and cast the other as far into the sea as you can.  Let them never be brought together again.  Never open the boxes."  Orthisius said the words with such vigor, even in his whispered breath, that the silver-eyed warriors and those others gathered around did not dare question what he said.  His message delivered, Orthisius turned to his peaceful friend, casting an arm over the man.


  

  "I told you we would make it, Reamis. You said we were lost, but I told you. . ."  Orthisius's voice faltered, faded, and he never spoke again.


  

  The people of the Tett did as they were instructed.  They split the three boxes up, sending one to each of the furthest points of land, and loading the other onto a ship and sailing it far out to sea.  The boat that sailed to sea never returned, so far did it sail.  Those places where the body was buried on land were dug deep into the earth, and no sign was left of the burying so that no one might ever dig them up out of curiosity.  Those who buried the bodies made no maps, and told no one of where they had gone to dig the graves.  For a time, the Tett lived in peace.  


  

  A thousand years passed.  Our people never forgot the stories of the silver-eyed warriors, and the brave Orthisius and Reamis.  It was because we kept those stories so dear to heart that when the first cave fay was spotted with red glowing eyes, we reacted immediately.  We still trained huntsmen, but since the battles of the Hungering, we'd also trained all of our children in the arts of battle.  We thought we were ready when they came, fiery-eyed, out of their caves en-mass, though we did not understand what would make the Hungering rise again.


  

  Our strongest and noblest fighters made the sacrifice, and became new warriors of legend.  We felt confident.  We were ready to repeat the exploits of our past heroes.  The Hungering, though, were not as they had been in our legends.  They seethed forth from the earth as they had before, but they came, this time, atop great black monsters that breathed fire, and fueled their rampages with the very wood of our buildings, and flesh of our military.  The Hungering also brought with them the blue glowing witches whose fire eats through metal, flesh, and bone, each with equal hunger.  The witches have eyes that see from shore to shore.  We tried to press them back, but we could do nothing before this newly risen horde of death.  


  

  Even our silver-eyed warriors died, and though we made more, we could not keep back the tide that came down upon us.  The Hungering pushed my people across our homeland, and it was all we could do to retreat fast enough to save any lives as we went.  Finally we implemented a plan to sail across the sea, though it was a plan born of desperation.  We began to build ships at the coast line, great boats to cross the infinite expanse of ocean.  It was better, we thought, to die on the ocean than to be eaten by the enemy.  


  

  We finished seven ships, and loaded them with warriors, men, women and children, and we left our land even as the great horde of Hungering fell upon our coast.  We did not know that they had already sailed ships of their own.  We could not have known that their great black "drakes," could also travel through the endless waters.


  

  Seven ships left our land, but the sea, and the great evils that lay within that dark brine, claimed six of them.  Of the Tett who escaped our homeland, only one ship of my people made it to these shores.  We came with a message of warning, and in hopes of finding refuge for what remained of our broken people.  The Hungering were coming, and we hoped only that we might find someone strong enough to stand against them.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "Since she has been here, she has proved to be an invaluable asset to us."  Weaver said, as Telistera finished her story.  "We lost the capital, but we held out far longer than we would have without her aid, and thanks to her, we managed to save a good many civilian lives."  


  

  "I wish only that more of us remained to aid the cause."  She said, and her words were heavy, weighted by a great sadness.  I wondered just how many of her people had escaped her homeland on the one surviving ship.  I couldn't imagine what a terrible loss it must be to lose everything you'd ever known.  


  

  I felt I should say something, though I found myself at a loss for words.  What did one say to someone who had lost the very root of their world?


  

  "You exemplify the bravery of your people."  I said, though the words felt hollow and insincere in the face of Telistera's tragic story.  


  

  She nodded once.  "I do not tell my story to win sympathy, but to help understand the nature of the enemy that we face.  The Hungering are terrible, and they will not stop so long as their king stands."


  

  "Then where is their king?  If we kill him, we can end this quickly."  I said, thinking the answer was obvious.  


  

  "That is part of another, shorter, story."  Lucidil said, gesturing to Ethaniel.  "Why don't you tell us all how you came to be as you are now, and what those extra eyes mean to us."


  

  Ethaniel stepped forward, as imposing a figure as ever before, maybe more so for the gray eyes that sat on his forehead just above his brow line, starring with a murky, fog-like, animosity.  He wore no cloak.  Instead, his wings were wrapped about his shoulders, falling around him much the way that a cloak would.  He was one of the few Knights of Ethan I'd seen who did not frequently wear one of the shifting cloaks, though I noted that King Lucidil no longer wore his.


  

  "I am not as adept a teller of stories as Telistera, and there is little to tell."  Ethaniel began.  "We found it while we were preparing the capital for the rush of the Hungering that we knew was fast approaching.


  

  "It was a black thing, a creature that seemed more smoke than solid.  Its form shifted and churned, as though not firmly set in reality, and it skulked in the darkness of the castle.  We'd gotten reports of people seeing it in hallways, and encountering it in their rooms at night, but we took it to be the jitters of a people who feared the coming of the Hungering, that was until the time we caught it spying on the king in the his own hall.  I was there that day, and though it tried to escape, it could not out pace me.  


  

  "It attempted to leave the audience chamber, but I grasped it tight around the neck, though it was difficult to hold onto because it seemed that its neck might vanish beneath my hands at any moment.  It was like holding on to slick sand that moved of its own volition.  I had never seen a creature of its ilk before.  It was black and wiry, smaller than a man, but far stronger than I would have believed possible in so slight a form.  Smoke, like that which seeps from its eyes even as I wear them now, crept from its skin, vanishing into the air around it, though it did not feel hot to the touch.  Indeed, it was cold against my hands.  As I grabbed it, it screamed out to me, 'Please, do not kill me.  With these eyes I can see far and wide.  I know what evil comes!  I will tell you all if you spare my life!'


  

  "Lucidil overheard its outburst and bade me to bring it closer, though I felt doing so was a risk.  I questioned it, asked it where it had come from, and what it intended.  It said that it was a creature of the far south, but that it had been driven north by the need to find safety, for it feared the coming of the Hungering.  It was seeking a safe place, and it had thought the kingdom of men would be the safest, the king's own castle safer still.  Its story rang false.


  

  "We did not trust it.  Its eyes were full of betrayal and evil, but we didn't wish to risk losing its ability to see far, if it really had such an ability at all.  Weaver forced it to prove the power of its eyes, and so it did.  It predicted when and where the horde of Hungering ships would arrive.  We imprisoned it, and waited for its information to prove true.  True it was, but that revelation left us with another problem.


  

  "We knew that the dark thing, a creature which called itself a 'Shadowlin,' could never be trusted.  Though it cooperated with us, we were certain it had ulterior motives.  However, we wanted the information its eyes could provide.  The solution to that difficult situation was simple.  I, being the first and strongest of the Knights of Ethan, agreed to take on its most prized aspect, as I had taken on so many others.


  

  "The binding process was difficult, since the Shadowlin did not wish to cooperate.  It fought tooth and nail, killing some of those involved in the process.  We used blood, its black blood and my red were combined, and each of us tied to the other through its consumption, as there must be a bond for the process to work.  Once the binding was done, our most skilled surgeons cut out its eyes and placed them on me.  Of course, we could not remove my Uliona eyes to do so, so they had to be placed elsewhere."  The gray eyes on Ethaniel's forehead almost seemed to burn black for a moment, as though they were sentient, and aware of the attention cast upon them.  


  

  "The magic worked.  The Shadowlin creature died, and I was left with its eyes and its ability, though the magic is difficult to control.  I am still struggling to adapt it for ready use.  I cannot control when the visions come, or what I will see.  I get glimpses, small portions of the whole picture, and I cannot be certain exactly what I am meant to learn.  The eyes have proved themselves valuable.  With them I was able to give early warning to the city, and we were able to save many people.  In time, I will master this vision."  He said the last with determination, but his face seemed weary.  His face, I thought, hardly seemed the proud image of nobility it had once been.  


  

  He continued.  "More importantly, I believe we can use the eyes, once I've mastered them, to find the Hungering king, and put an end to our enemy once and for all.  As of now, we do not know whether the Hungering ruler is on our land, or still in the lands of the Tett.  Until we know that, we are lost."


  

  "Ethaniel will succeed."  Weaver said.  "As will we all.  Our situation is dire, but we can still win this.  There are still 15 Knights of Ethan, including those of us in this room and. . . ."  


  

  I couldn't help myself, I was so startled by the king's proclamation that there were only 15 Knights remaining, that I spoke out of turn.  There had been hundreds of Knights.  "There are only fifteen Knights remaining?"


  

  "How is that possible?"  Malice spoke from beside me.  She sounded incredulous as well.


  

  "Our numbers have been severely reduced over the last six years.  You forget, we have been at the front of every major conflict, and we cannot easily replenish our numbers."  Ethaniel spoke.  "Two of our current number are new enough not to have taken anything more than the eyes.  One, in fact, only finished the binding process just before the fall of the castle."  


  

  I found myself shocked again.  "Just before the fall of the castle?"  I looked to Lucidil.  "Were you not the king at that time?"  He had always proclaimed a strong hate for the process by which Knights of Ethan were made.  He had told me that he lost a great love to the process, as had I.  


  

  He nodded his head, apparently not seeing my point. 


  

  "You did not stop this from happening?  I thought you were fighting to prevent such. . ."  I began, anger coming through in my voice.  


  

  "We need those warriors now.  Our entire land is at risk, Lowin.  Would you begrudge our people the heroes needed to save them?"  Lucidil looked at me as though I was a fool who did not understand the world.  


  

  "You were fighting specifically to stop such an abuse of power, Lucidil.  How can you change the entire nature of your cause?  How can you stand as a king, and support the atrocities which you condemned before?"  I did not back down.  My ire was rising, and all eyes had fallen on me.  Inside of me, somewhere in my mind, teeth gnashed as snow fell across a barren landscape.  The Fell Beast had awakened.  


  

  "Times have changed, the situation has changed.  We need the Knights of Ethan more than ever before, and I cannot allow the cessation of the contract."  


  

  My fists balled in rage, and that beast within me thrashed and howled, wanting to be let out.  All eyes were on me, as if they all could see the monster that lay within.  Those eyes - fearful, some worried for me, some worried for the king - but all troubled, spoke to the human part of me.  I quieted my rage and turned my back on Lucidil, unwilling to meet his heartless gaze.


  

  "What are we to do now?"  I said, letting the anger pass me.  I had to remain calm if I was to see my daughter again.  Lucidil would not allow me to come to dinner if I started trouble, and more than anything else I wanted to see my Kaylien again.  The tension in the room fled as I resumed an outward calm.


  

  "I need to bring the brunt of my forces along behind the Hungering line.  We are fortifying here, preparing for the onslaught to come, but I need the Shao Geok and my other allies from the South to circle around behind those forces so that we can break them into smaller groups and pick them off.  The problem is that I previously ordered them to another location, and they are still en-route there now.  I need to send a message to them, but the message has to pass directly through the Hungering line if it is to reach its destination in time."  Lucidil spoke calmly, his eyes locking on mine as he finished his last sentence.  


  

  "I need you, Ethaniel, and Malice to cut through the advancing Hungering army and warn the Shao Geok, and the armies that follow them.  Ethaniel can use the information he gathers from his new eyes to better direct our forces, and the three of you can move quickly, and be almost certain to arrive intact."  The king finished.  He was not ordering me, though I knew the order was implied beneath his explanation.  


  

  I nodded.  "Alright.  If that is what needs to be done."


  

  Lucidil smiled, relief obvious on his face.  He thought he had a firm grip on me, but he hadn't been certain.  His lack of understanding just how tightly he held me under control only further proved how little humanity was left in the red-eyed warrior.  He held my daughter under his sway, and I could not betray him while that remained true.  That he failed to understand that did not show him under the best light.


  

  "Good."  Lucidil said, "I'll need you to be ready to leave at first light tomorrow. It'll be easier to travel during the day.  For the remainder of the night you are free to do as you'd like.  You are, of course, all invited to dine with my family at our pavilion.  Dinner will be in a few hours."  He said the last words, I knew, as a way of letting me know that I had behaved well enough to be allowed to see my daughter again.  Inside me the Fell Beast growled menacingly into the quiet of my mind.  "Noble, Malice, you two should familiarize yourselves with the camp.  The other Knights will be pleased to see their number swell, even slightly, I'm sure."  With that, I knew that we had been dismissed.  


  

  I walked from the tent.  Malice, Ethaniel, and the silver-eyed woman, Telistera, all left with me.  Ethaniel walked away without another word, seemingly intent upon his own business.  It was strange to watch a man who was almost a legend walk away, as though he were just another soldier in the army.  I supposed, that technically that was all Ethaniel was, but he had always seemed to so far beyond me before.  Telistera turned to address me before she departed.


  

  "Weaver speaks highly of you.  He believes that you will save us all."  Her eyes were deeply probing, but seemed to hold no aggression.  "I look forward to hunting beside you in the future."  She bowed to me, and then to Malice, and then she too departed.


  

  "I thought you were going to kill him."  I said quietly to Malice once the others had gone.  


  

  "I was, but you have no right to say anything.  There were several times when I thought you might rip his throat out."  She answered.  She turned to me, and I could see concern beneath her beautiful green eyes.  "Are you alright?"  She was, of course, referring to Kay.


  

  I shook my head.  "No," I answered honestly.  "We have no choice, though.  I am very tired of having no choice. . ."


  

  She nodded, once, sharply.  "If anything happens to Kay, I'm going to rip out his heart."  Her eyes held a dangerous determination.  


  

  "If anything happens to Kay. . ."  I let the words hang, because I couldn't be certain what I would do.  I closed my eyes for a second, and an image of all consuming fire cutting through a great forest filled my mind.  In the center of the woods, amidst the cinder and smoke, was a Fell Beast, with red stripes at its wrists and ankles, blood dripping from its teeth, and madness in its eyes.  ". . . I will burn the world."  The words came unbidden to my lips.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The king's camp was quite the spectacle.  A variety of different peoples from all across the land traveled about their business, cutting a wide berth for Malice and me as we moved between the tents.  We were not really interested in seeing the sights of Lucidil's camp, but we were in need of some distraction from the situation we'd found ourselves thrust into.  In better days, it would have been the dangerous mission ahead of us that most occupied our minds, but I knew that wasn't the case for myself, and guessed that wasn't the case for Malice either.  


  

  "With only fifteen Knights remaining, Lucidil's forces are severely weakened."  Malice said, breaking the silence that had fallen upon us shortly after we'd left Weaver's war pavilion.  She was attempting to draw our thoughts to our more immediate problems.  


  

  "The illusion of our immortality becomes more fragile by the day."  I replied, willing to allow myself the distraction, if it could ease the pain of having Kay so close, yet still beyond my reach.  "I never thought there would be a day when so few Knights still lived."  


  

  "We are diminished, but far from weakened.  The strongest, and most able of us, are still alive."  A female voice said from behind us.  Malice and I turned to face the new speaker, though the voice was instantly familiar to me.  It was one I had not anticipated ever hearing again.  Pale skin and a Knight's dark eyes sparkled in the dim evening light.  


  

  "Snow. . ."  I heard Malice say, even as her eyes met those of the newcomer.  


  

  "Malice," Snow replied, bowing deeply to the green-eyed warrior, "it is my pleasure to finally meet you.  I did not have the honor of training under your sword as did so many of my brethren, but I was fortunate enough to be given your position after. . ."   The white furred Knight of Ethan seemed to consider her words for a moment, and then said, "...after you left."


  

  Malice nodded.  "I've heard much of you, through reputation alone.  They said that you were a prodigy of the blade, and of close combat.  I'd thought at some point I would get to teach you myself."


  

  Snow smiled, and the expression seemed honest.  "The Knights sent me to study with many different masters because they believed the more styles I learned, the better I would become.  Hopefully that is true, because if I've ever needed to be skilled with a blade, it is now."  


  

  Her eyes passed to me, and I suddenly found myself very uncomfortable, for all I could think of was our single night together not so long ago.  She had not relished the task, but she had given herself to me, and I had, in turn, insulted her honor.  She had been forced into the task, I learned later, and I still regretted calling her a whore.  It had been an uncharacteristically brash action on my part.  


  

  I had not known then that she was a weapons master.  It was often difficult to remember, when looking at the face of a female Knight, that though they appeared like a maiden of sixteen or seventeen years of age, trapped eternally at the apex of their beauty, those women were also dangerous mechanisms of war.  As part of their conditioning, the surgeons cut out the internal parts necessary for reproduction.  It kept them from getting with child, which might interfere with their ability to fight, and eliminated the monthly difficulties women generally experienced.  While they were still women, the female Knights were warriors first.  


  

  "Lowin, it is good to see you again."  She said, offering a small bow of her head.  I felt my cheeks flush.  For some reason, as I stood next to Malice, I felt as though I had betrayed my green-eyed friend, and that I still betrayed her by remembering my time spent with Snow.  It was foolish, because Malice and I had never been anything more than friends.  


  

  "Snow."  I greeted my old acquaintance awkwardly, bowing my own head in a show of respect, for I did respect the white-furred Knight.  If Malice respected her as a fighter, then I did as well, and I already held her in high esteem for treating me as an equal, when everyone else had already condemned me as a criminal.  She had been a small source of kindness in a world that had seemed devoid of all hope.


  

  Her eyes lingered on mine for a time, as though she was remembering something as well, and then she looked at Malice again, and her eyes first hardened, and then softened once more.  She seemed confused, but the expression cleared away quickly.  I wondered what passed through her mind.  


  

  "You're right though.  There are far too few of us remaining.  We lost half our number escaping the capital, including some of the legends of our time.  Ravage, Juggernaut, Mountain, and Tempest."  Snow's voice had taken on an airy quality.  She seemed far away at that moment, lost on a different battlefield, no doubt.


  

  That last name struck poignantly.  Tempest had been the first Knight I'd known, the one who had come to retrieve me when I had been first drafted, and the one who I'd always first thought of when someone would say "Knights of Ethan."  In the end, while I was imprisoned at the castle, he had hated me.  That had hurt, but it had been expected.  To know that he had fallen, that was hard to accept.  The Knights of Ethan were supposed to be nearly indestructible.  They had been the king's invincible army.  


  

  "So long as we continue to fight, there is still hope."  I heard Malice say, and her voice sounded every bit as sad as Snow's.  Of course, I should have known that Malice would know more of those names than did I.  She had probably trained some of them, as she had been the weapons master for a long time.  I felt out of place.  I had not been a Knight for very long before Lucidil had taken me away from it all.  I knew little of the ways of the Knights of Ethan.


  

  Snow smiled.  "The others will be glad to know that there are two more Knights in service to the king, even if it is the two of you."   She said the last part with a chuckle, taking the sting out of words that might have otherwise been offensive.  "I'm sure I will see you both again."


  

  "I don't plan on dying any time soon."  Malice answered.  


  

  "I've survived this long.  I suppose it wouldn't be prudent to quit now."  I added.  Snow disappeared back amongst the tents from which she'd come, and Malice and I walked in silence for a while longer.  


  

  "When did you meet Snow?"  Malice asked after a time, and I felt a pressure rise in my chest.  The truth, however, was for some reason difficult to force out.  Still, I owed Malice an honest answer.  She had stood with me for too long not to give her the truth.  Besides, I reminded myself once more, Malice and I were just friends.  We had been lovers, but that had been an extension of our friendship.  I cleared my throat.


  

  "While I was imprisoned, they sent her to me as company.  They wanted to recreate what had happened to you, with the changing of your eyes, so they . . . they forced her to offer her body to me."  I said, feeling embarrassed, and nervous about telling Malice what had happened.


  

  Malice was quiet for a moment, and then said.  "Oh . . . did you take her?"  


  

  I nodded.  "I had been alone for a long time, and I didn't know she had been forced into making the offer.  Later, when I learned the truth, I felt terrible about it."


  

  "So then it's not simply the physical act that caused the changes."  Malice said, pulling her inference from the fact that Snow still had black eyes.  The green-eyed Knight was thoughtful, but she didn't seem angry.  There had been some reaction to my words, something I couldn't place, but it passed too quickly for me to truly make sense of it.  


  

  "We should head for Lucidil's tent.  It's nearly dinner time."  Malice suggested after we'd walked a little further.


  

  That proclamation scared me, as well as excited me.  I would get to see my daughter again, but once more I would have to pretend that I didn't know her, and that it didn't bother me every time she called Weaver "daddy."  I cursed the new king under my breath once more.  I just wanted to hold my daughter in my arms and tell her how much I loved her, and how I'd thought of her every day for the last four years.  That would never happen.  Weaver had taken that ambition away from me.  The most I could hope for was that someday I might be a favorite uncle, but even that would take time and patience.


  

  "It will be good to see Kay again."  I said aloud, smiling at Malice, who had been watching my face since she'd suggested finding Lucidil's tent.  I didn't want her to know how terrible I felt.


  

  "Yes."  She replied, and she smiled as well.  The expression did not quite reach her eyes.  In that moment I knew that she felt much as I did.  I felt very close to Malice just then.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We began our trek back to Lucidil's tent, guided by a few well-placed questions amidst the group of soldiers and servitors living in the small camp.  One of those we asked even suggested that we stop by the provisions tent on our way to the king's pavilion, and find some new clothing to replace my torn and blood stained shirt.  I had almost entirely forgotten about the damage wrought upon me by the Hungering who attacked us in the woods.  Though I had gotten my cloak back, the parts of my shirt exposed were red and tattered.  In truth, there was little left of the shirt beneath.  It wouldn't do to visit my daughter dressed as though I'd just returned from war, even if that was essentially the truth.  


  

  "I wonder if I can get a new sword."  Malice commented, pulling the broken weapon she now carried from her scabbard.  The blade was half of its original length.  I guessed the remainder of the steel still protruded from the tree in which it had been lodged.  


  

  "If not, you can carry mine.  It would serve your hands better than my own."  I answered.  I was not simply depreciating myself, only stating an obvious fact.  If it came to a fight, both Malice and I would be better served by her having a whole sword.  My skills with the blade, while not terrible, were inferior to her prowess.


  

  Malice shrugged.  "Maybe, maybe not.  As I've known since you first started training, you have the potential to be great. You could surpass me, Lowin.  You can probably even surpass Ethaniel and Lucidil.  It is just a matter of breaking the boundaries that are standing in your way.  You must overcome your own self-imposed limitations."  She swung her halved sword before her once, and then returning it to her scabbard.  


  

  "Your form is perfect, but you're simply too rigid.  Your instinct has fallen second to your training.  That is a wall you have to break down before you can grow as a swordsman, or as a fighter.  Experience can do it . . .  if you can survive long enough to gain the experience.  Don't forget, I've had 200 years to work on my technique."  She said, smiling at the last.  "Don't get discouraged."             


  

  There it was again.  Malice was hundreds of years old.  It was difficult to remember that.  I wondered, and not for the first time, why it was that she bothered with me.  We came from entirely different times in the world, yet she was the only close friend I retained.  What did she see in me, the young, foolish boy that seemed only to bound from one disaster to the next?  Certainly her association with me hadn't made her life any easier.  


  

  We reached the provisions tent.  Two of the Black Patch Brigade stood guard, watching us with their dark, intense eyes, full of that mixed feral hatred and subdued human intelligence I'd grown to distrust.  They were truly a terrifying mix of human and Fell Beast.  As I only too well knew, they were a dangerous combination.  What made them most frightening was that barely restrained look of hunger hiding beneath their human eyes.  I wondered how powerful the spells were that bound beast and man together, and what would happen if that binding were to come unhinged.  .  


  

  I truly understood little of the magic of the world.  It was a dark force that was often confusing, and never without sacrifice.  To obtain power, some cost must always be paid out.  It was like building a fire in order to stay warm.  To make a great fire, a tree must give something of itself to the cause.  To do great magic, some life must be lost.  I had yet to encounter a magic that did not involve a degree of questionable cost.  


  

  "The king says you are to be provisioned as needed, Oath Breaker."  One of the black cloaks said.  His voice was a near growl, his mouth packed full of vicious teeth.  Oath Breaker was a name the black cloaks seemed to have tacked onto me.  How they all knew it, and knew who I was, I did not know.  "What would you have?"


  

  "I need a shirt," I said, and then another thought occurred to me.  "One of the new Lucidil cloaks as well."  


  

  "A shirt. . ."  The black cloak who had spoken first nodded.  "Yes.  The cloaks . . . they are no longer made."  The second black cloak walked into the provisions tent.  


  

  "Why are they no longer making the cloaks?"  I asked, curious, since the new cloaks were a significant improvement over the old.  


  

  "That is not for us to know, Oath Breaker.  That is the king's business.  What else do you want?"  The black cloak responded, and I did not believe he was lying.  He would blindly follow whatever order the king gave, and I doubted Lucidil kept them informed of any of the minor details of his choices.  Still, the fact that the new cloaks were no longer being produced sat strangely with me.   


  

  "I need a new sword."  Malice said, drawing forth her broken blade.  The black cloak stared at her for a moment, and then looked at me.  He looked back at her broken sword, and once more back at me.  It dawned on me then, that Lucidil had given the black cloaks orders to allow me provisions, but not Malice.  


  

  "My friend needs a sword, please provide her with one."  I said, and immediately the black cloak reacted.  He leaned into the tent and called to the other, ordering him to bring out a sword as well.


  

  "King's steel."  I added, and the figure called into the tent and corrected my request to his fellow.  It seemed the creatures of the king were inflexible on their orders, and only went as far in their commands as they had to.  For all that they were probably stronger and more fearsome than a human, they were also much more inherently dangerous.  Their inability to react and make judgments on their own severely limited their usefulness, and their underlying brutality would lead to a disaster if they ever slipped their collar of magical restriction.  


  

  I thought of Wisp, and anger welled up inside of me.


  

  Clawed feet tearing through snow. . .


  

  The taste of blood on my tongue. . .


  

  The exhilaration of the chase. . .


  

  The exultation of a prey's fear. . .


  

  My vision blurred for a moment, and I had to force those feelings, those raw instinctual lusts, back down into my subconscious.  For a few breaths' time, they had threatened to overwhelm me.  I filled my lungs with air and let it out slowly, forcing myself to relax.  I am Lowin Fenly.  I repeated those words in my mind.  They were like an anchor, giving me something to latch onto.  


  

  "Lowin?"  I heard Malice's voice, she sounded concerned.  I turned to her, and her green eyes were watching me, though her face was impassive.


  

  "I am just tired.  It has been a long few days.  After we've seen Kay, we'll get some rest.  I'll be better then."  I hoped the words were true even as I spoke them, but I was afraid of that dark lust that had been haunting my subconscious, rising with my anger.  


  

  The black cloak returned from inside the provisions tent, a sword and shirt in tow.  The sword, I saw, had been removed from its own scabbard.  It did not matter, since it was a standard issue king's steel blade, it would fit into Malice's scabbard.  I took the items from him, and handed the sword to Malice.  We walked away from the grim faced pair of guards, eager to get as much distance as possible between ourselves and the foul Black Patch Brigade guards.  


  

  Malice swapped her broken sword for the whole one, discarding the split blade.  I stripped off my cloak and took off my tattered shirt.  There was little remaining of the front of it.  The flesh beneath, however, had finished healing.  There was not so much as single scar remaining on my torso, despite the vicious wounding I'd taken.   Malice moved in close and ran her hand across my stomach and chest, her eyes seeming to take in every detail.  Even she marveled at my body's ability to heal itself.  Her touch was soft and delicate, and it sent a spark of heat through my body that I pointedly attempted to ignore.  


  

  "Every time you're injured, I'm always sure that you can't possibly recover, but. . ."  Her words trailed off, and she stepped back.  "You are remarkable, Lowin Fenly."


  

  I shrugged, and then drew on my new shirt.  "If I was remarkable, you'd think I could keep myself out of situations that involved me needing miraculous healing."


  

  "I think it is your nature that drives you into such situations.  You fight as though you believe that if you push yourself hard enough, no one else might have to lift a sword.  You fight as though you don't matter, Lowin, but you certainly do."  Malice's voice was strong, edged with a little anger, and something else I didn't recognize, though the last four words were uttered as little more than a whisper.  Her eyes looked as though they were coated in glass in the dim light of the failing day.  She turned her back to me.  "We should go to dinner.  Lucidil will likely not wait long for us."


  

  "Yes."  I said, my mind trapped in her words.  You fight as though you don't matter. . .  What had she meant by that?  I fought hard, certainly, but was I fighting without concern for my own life?  I could not be sure.  I was fighting to protect those around me.  In my mind that was the most important goal, and I could truly see no other.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Lucidil's pavilion had been erected near the center of the camp, and as we approached the smell of roasting meat wafted through the air.  I found my mouth watering despite myself.  I could not remember the last time I'd eaten, and certainly could not remember the last time I'd eaten a freshly cooked meal.  I knew that it had been years since the latter.  I stopped as we approached the tent, becoming suddenly nervous.  I looked down at myself, dressed in my shifting cloak, and I attempted to smooth the fabric. My hair, I guessed, looked terrible as well, for I had long been on the road.  


  

  "You don't look so bad."  Malice offered, immediately noticing my discomfort.  


  

  "I don't want to frighten her."  I replied uneasily, feeling very self-conscious.  


  

  "She has been raised by Lucidil and Ferocity for the last four years.  She has lived amidst the Black Patch Brigade and the Knights, all the while in this time of war.  I don't think your appearance will trouble her."  My green-eyed companion reminded me.  


  

  "Of course.  Let us go."  I said, but I did not feel any better about myself.  The guards, two humans, stepped out of our way as we approached, allowing us entrance to the tent.  Inside, lights had been erected -- a sort of candle, magical metal contraptions that burned with a strange white light - the trappings of a high ranking official's tent.  I had seen their like before.  The metal contraptions were magic lanterns, and could burn for years without ever needing fuel or replacement.  The light and the smell of the cooking meal made the inside of the tent feel bright and cheery, despite the otherwise dreary surroundings.  


  

  Inside the large captain's tent everyone was busy.  Three cooks were working on a set of portable ovens off to one side, and a table was being neatly set in the center of the space.  Lucidil sat at one side of the table, sipping from a goblet and reading over a scroll laid before him.  Off to another side, beyond the table, Ferocity was tying ribbons in Kay's hair, though she stopped when we entered, looking up at Malice and me, distrust in her eyes.  She squeezed Kay's shoulder once, though the girl had spotted us as well.  She jumped down from Ferocity's lap and ran across the room to us.  She skidded to a halt a few feet away and curtsied.


  

  "Welcome to our home, Noble and Malice.  Thank you for accepting daddy--" she stopped herself and smiled, blushing, "the king's invitation to join us for supper."  She looked over to the table, at Lucidil, but he was still going over his scroll.  So she looked instead to Ferocity, who nodded her head and smiled, letting the girl know she had gotten her greeting correct.  


  

  I stepped forward, summoning all of my restraint, and all that I had learned of proper manners.  I bowed, sweeping my cloak about me as I did so.   


  

  "It is both our honor and our pleasure to dine with you, princess Trillia."  I used the name Weaver had given her, though the word felt like a barb on my tongue.  


  

  Malice bowed as well.  "We are very well met."  She said, and her voice, I noted, sounded clipped, but there was an edge of happiness to it.  To see Kay alive and well after so long would have to be enough for the both of us.  Indeed, it was enough to bring some small happiness to an otherwise painful situation.  


  

  Kaylien beamed at the positive reactions to her greeting.  "You two have pretty eyes, like mommy and daddy do.  Are you part of our family?"  The girl asked.


  

  Ferocity spoke before anyone else could.  "No they're--"  


  

  She was cut off by Weaver.  "Yes, actually.  Noble is daddy's brother, and Malice is his Lady.  So they are both family.  You could even call Noble, 'uncle,' and Malice, 'aunt,' if you'd like."


  

  Ferocity, who had gotten up from where she was sitting and was standing behind Kay, did not look happy about this new development at all.


  

  Kay was thrilled.  "I've never had an aunt and uncle before!  How come I've never met you?  Where did you come from?  What was daddy like when he was a little boy?"  The girl burst into a flurry of questions, and I couldn't help but smile.  She had gotten most of her looks from her mother, but she had gotten her father's curiosity.  


  

  I opened my mouth to attempt to answer her questions, but Ferocity stepped in.  "Child, your aunt and uncle have just gotten in and they're tired and hungry, so why don't you go help set the table so we can all eat.  I'm sure they'll be time to talk to them some more later."  


  

  Kay's smile fell.  "But I don't want to set the table!"  She protested.  


  

  Ferocity raised an eyebrow, and changed her posture, but didn't have to say anything.


  

  "Alright."  The purple-eyed girl said with exasperation before marching off to help with the table.  My heart was so bursting with happiness at seeing her again, and interacting with my little girl, that I didn't want to risk correcting Lucidil's lies about my origins, and my relationship with Malice.  Malice also seemed disinclined to break the illusion that had so excited Kaylien.  To see her happy, and to know that she was excited that we were there, even if it wasn't because she remembered us, was at least something to ease a troubled heart.  


  

  Ferocity was still watching us, her eyes hard.  I noticed the way she doted over Kay, and the way she looked at Malice and me with distrust.  I identified her intent almost immediately.  She disliked our presence because we represented a threat to her relationship with Kaylien.  Ferocity hadn't merely kept my daughter and taken care of her, she'd grown to love the girl.  In fact, she'd probably been a better parent to the girl than I ever had.  I could have been angry at her for that, but I wasn't.  I was, however, jealous of the relationship she shared with my daughter.  She was jealous as well, I knew.  I shared a bond of blood with Kay that she would never have, and that was what made her glare at me with those eyes hot with anger.  She feared we were going to take her daughter away from her, but she was the one who had taken my daughter away from me.  


  

  The dinner was lavish and wonderful, though the conversation was stifled.  Lucidil controlled the flow of dialogue, and kept Malice and me from saying much to Kaylien.  I took every opportunity to speak to her that I could, reveling in how big she'd gotten, and how intelligent she was for a girl of her age.  Perhaps it was just my pride as a parent that made me believe so, but I could not remember having met a child so young, with such quick wit.  


  

  "Alright Trillia, it is late.  Say goodnight to our guests and return to the tent for the evening."  Weaver finally said, after the meal had been mostly cleared from the table, and we had spent a good many minutes discussing the weather, and other mundane topics.  We spoke nothing of the war, or the events at the castle.  There was no talk of politics, and no discussion of what the next day might hold.  


  

  Kay, who had been growing more obviously tired by the minute, did not object too strongly to being told it was time for bed.  She got up from the table, curtsied, and walked away from the center of the room, led by Ferocity.  I watched her go, each step away like a knife in my heart, until finally she was gone through the tent flaps, and into the darkness beyond.


  

  "She's smart and strong."  Lucidil said, breaking my fixation on the exit through which my daughter had just left.  "We've been training her in self-defense, and of course she is well tutored in scholarly matters as well.  She is twice as strong as the other children her age, and she has shown she can learn anything she is willing to apply herself to."  He smiled.  "She has to be willing to apply herself, though, and that can be a problem.  She has a knack for irritating her teachers to the point that they throw down their books and leave."


  

  I wasn't sure how to respond to that.  I should have felt something besides a sense of loss at that story, but all I could think of was how I'd never taught her anything.  I had played no part in her upbringing, and had never gotten to experience the subtle joys of parenting.  Lucidil and Ferocity, though they had abducted the girl, were providing the sort of life I had been unable to give.  The time I had with her, I had wallowed in my own pool of self-pity at the loss of Kyeia.    


  

  "I've made preparations for the two of you for the night.  There is a tent not far from here that is yours for the evening.  I would insist that you set about your mission immediately, but I know that you have not rested well in a long time.  So, for the night, you may recover yourselves.  It's best to travel during the day anyway.  Tomorrow, before dawn, I want you up and back at the tent in which we first met.  There I will give you the rest of the information you need."  Weaver said.  He stood up from his place at the table.


  

  "My servant will see you to your quarters.  You'll find him waiting just outside the tent."  With that, the king turned and left the room, leaving Malice and I alone with the servants who were finishing up the cleaning.  We rose from our seats and departed, exiting the tent flap into the empty darkness beyond.  


  

  Tyvel stood in waiting.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I had not seen the ghost-like spy since my possessions had been taken away by the previous king, four years previous, when I had been imprisoned.  To say that I was displeased to see him would have been an understatement, but strangely I felt little outward anger towards the man, or the remnant of the man, who stood before me.  He met my eyes steadily, but with a look of cool defiance, as though he were expecting me to angrily yell and argue with him.  He did not know that I had been aware of his betrayal for a long time, though I had believed he betrayed me to the old king, and not Lucidil.  In the end, it made little difference.  However, I didn't intend to disillusion him.  When he realized that I wasn't going to say anything, he took it upon himself to speak. 


  

  "I did what I had to in order to protect my own life.  You have no right to be angry at me for that."  He said defensively.  


  

  It was Malice who replied.  "You sacrificed others to prolong your own life.  You cost Noble and I everyone that was dear to us, and stood by while one of those people was brutally raped and murdered because of the direct result of your actions.  We have every right to be angry."


  

  "You would have done the same thing in my place.  You say that you are not afraid to die, but when your life hangs in the balance, and you are given a way to save yourself, you would do what was necessary . . ." Tyvel began, but I had heard enough.


  

  "No, I wouldn't.  Malice wouldn't.  We look like monsters, but it is you, Tyvel, who have played the part of the monster in this."  I said, and still I did not feel the anger towards the man that I thought should have been there.


  

  "What they did to Wisp, I never intended.  I didn't even want her to be hurt, but the stupid girl wouldn't . . ." Tyvel attempted to separate himself from the responsibility of his actions, but Malice would not let him do so.


  

  "Watch your tongue, Tyvel.  Wisp was twice the human you've ever been, and she paid terribly for your betrayal.  You may never speak ill of her.  You do not have the right to criticize that one.  Now, what is your business here?"  My green-eyed friend's voice was low and dangerous, though we both knew she could do nothing to the ghost.


  

  "I am to escort you to your sleeping quarters."  Tyvel said, his ever transparent features looking somewhat paler than normal.  While ghostly, he was haunted by his own memories, I realized looking at his grim features.  He might honestly regret the choices he'd made, despite his bluster.  His regret, though, did nothing to blunt the damage he'd wrought.


  

  "I'm not carrying your box."  Malice snapped.  "I've had enough of carrying betrayal with me."


  

  "It won't be necessary."  Tyvel replied.  "My body is in this camp, and I have a much greater field of motion while near it.  I can take you there without aid."


  

  "Lead us to our tent, and then leave us in peace."  I said, eager to be done with the ghost.  I may have no longer felt rage towards the insubstantial wreckage of a man, but I also didn't savor his company.  His presence brought back memories of a time in my life that was difficult to think of.  Of course, since I'd become a Knight, and then a Broken Sword, it seemed that most of my life was composed of times that I would prefer not to remember.  The death of Kyeia, the murder of Brutal, the death of Wisp and the loss of Kay, the battles of the Hungering, and the repeated betrayal by those I trusted, all of these terrible things were the lineage of my rise to being a Knight of Ethan.  


  

  Tyvel led us through the dark camp to a small tent, a little distant from the others.  He stopped just outside of it, and gestured that we had arrived.  I pulled back the flap and allowed Malice to enter first.  I looked back to Tyvel once more.


  

  "I think I hate you less than you hate yourself."   I said, before I turned to enter the tent.


  

  "For what it matters, I am sorry about what I've done."  His voice was quiet, and there was a sadness in it I had not expected.  I did not respond, because I was not even close to ready to forgive him yet.  The tent flap fell closed behind me, and I was enveloped in the serene darkness of the space within.  Though, as was with the eyes of a Knight of Ethan, the darkness was not complete.  What little light existed was amplified, and I could easily make out the motions of Malice.  


  

  The inside of the tent was just large enough for two people to stretch out comfortably, which meant that it probably would have housed three soldiers in a less well provisioned army.  For that night, though, it would house just Malice and me, and afford us at least some minor comfort in the form of blankets and a padded bedroll.  


  

  Malice, I saw, was stripping off the layers of her clothing, shedding them and dropping them to the floor at the side of tent.  Even in the darkness of the inside of the tent, my eyes could make out every detail of her movement.  I watched her, a blush on my face, though it was not the first time I'd seen her undress.  She noticed me watching as she released the buttons on her shirt.  


  

  "I've been sleeping in my clothes for too long.  Tonight, in this private place, I will be comfortable, and you should be as well."  She said as she pulled open the front of her shirt exposing the bindings she wore beneath.  The cloth wrappings kept her chest from becoming a burden while she fought, for she was well endowed.  She released the knot with a tug, and the white cloth fell away exposing her pale, almost flawless skin to the cool air.  Her breasts were large and full, seeming almost too much for her frame.  On her chest, between her breasts, stretched a long and frightening looking scar, the remnant of her own acquisition of a Kaziem wolf's heart.  


  

  I had no such scar from my encounter.  I had always healed more effectively than any of the other Knights.  Since taking the eyes, I had not received a single scar, despite having been in multiple situations that should have left their mark.  I reached for the toggle at the neck of my cloak and pulled it free.  I turned my eyes away from Malice's naked body, and began to undress myself.  She was right.  We had one night to rest, and we couldn't be certain when the opportunity would come again.  It was best to be as comfortable as possible.  


  

  Without my cloak and clothes, and with no fire to warm me, the air was surprisingly chill.  Even my fur-clad arms and legs could feel the winter cold.  I pulled the blankets over me, but they too were chilled as well, not yet warmed by my body.  I saw Malice, entirely undressed as well, slide into the covers at my side, pulling her blankets over her, but a moment later she was pushing her way under my own as well.  Her body was as soft as anything I could remember.  Everywhere our skin touched beneath the blankets was hot, like velvet fire.  


  

  I put my arms around Malice and pulled her closer to me.  My lips found hers, and we kissed.  I tasted salt upon her lips.  My ears perked forward, and I noticed that I could hear a quiet sobbing.  Her body was slowly shaking against mine as she cried.  I kissed her cheek, and tasted tears.  It was the culmination of a terrible day, I knew.  Malice had been strong all day, but there, in the privacy of the tent, she could finally have her moment, and I would not take that from her.  I held her to me as she sobbed quietly into the darkness.  I stroked her soft hair, and kissed her face.  


  

  Crying in my arms, she seemed the most vulnerable girl in the entire world, and not at all the two-hundred year old, battle hardened warrior who had been the weapons master of the Knights of Ethan.  The Knights had made a monster of a young and vulnerable woman, and she played the part to perfection, but at her center, Malice was still a human being, and humans cried.  I could have cried as well, but I did not want to burden Malice with my tears just then.  It was her time, and I would be strong for her when she needed me.  She was so often my strength in the hardest of times; it was the least I could return to her.  


  

  After a while, her sobbing faded, and the chill of the night seemed to vanish beneath our blankets.  Time passed quietly, though I did not sleep.  Malice stirred against me, and I felt one of her hands on my chest and the other on my hip.


  

  "I want to be with you."  I heard her whisper, and suddenly she pressed against me closer, her breasts a very real pressure on my skin, and her lips a soft warmness against my own.  I could feel the warmth of her most sacred place pressed against my own firming desire, and suddenly I wanted Malice as I had never before wanted any woman.  It was a physical and an emotional ache in my chest.  I responded to her advances with my own, covering her face and neck with fiery kisses, and the searing passion of my desire.


  

  I pushed her gently onto her back, and she spread open for me, waiting and eager.  I tried to savor the moment, to caress her amazing, full breasts, and live each moment of every kiss we shared, but neither of us had the patience, or the time, for slow advances.  Her hips pressed upward unto me, demanding that I enter, and I would not - could not - deny them that which I also wanted.  I dove within her, and we were as tightly bound as any two could ever be.  


  

  We pressed back the shadows with our ecstasy, and for one night, at least, we found some form of peace in each other's arms.  When sleep finally took us, we were both fully spent, and finally at ease.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke before the sun.  My movement stirred Malice, and we both rose in silence, uncurling from each other's embrace.  Our clothes had been haphazardly tossed across the floor, and I found it took a short while to locate and separate our similar apparel.  The morning air was cold, but once back inside our shifting cloaks, the chill vanished.  I watched as the softer side of Malice, the luscious figure of gentleness and lust, vanish behind the wall of cloth armor she showed to the rest of the world, and I felt a tinge of sadness.  It seemed, as she fastened her sword about her waist and her edges became insubstantial beneath her cloak, that she changed into a different person entirely.  


  

  I wondered, then, if I was the same as she was, falling into the character of a Knight when my cloak was wrapped about me, and only truly being Lowin when I shed that outer layer.  Perhaps it wasn't even an intentional change on our parts, but an effect of the eerie shifting fabric we wrapped ourselves in.  Either way, we had shed our comfort, and once more taken the mantle of the warrior.  When we each stood ready, we opened the tent flap and walked out into the darkness of the fading night.


  

  I felt reborn in the dimness of the dawn before the sun.  The night's sleep had chased away the last of my exhaustion, and I felt truly whole again for the first time in many years.  Kay was safe, and though I couldn't be the father to her that I so desperately wanted to, I at least knew that Lucidil and Ferocity had gone out of their way to take care of her, and provided her with a happy life.  Malice and I were alive and well, despite all that had transpired, and before me lay a great task.  I had purpose, if little else, and that was more than I'd had during my four years of imprisonment. 


  

  We reached Lucidil's command tent quickly.  Ethaniel was already waiting inside, standing stoic and quiet in the dim light provided by a single lantern sitting atop the cluttered table.  His two sets of eyes, the gray and the black, seemed to take in every detail of Malice and I as we entered, but each with entirely different purpose. Though there was nothing in Ethaniel's stance to suggest he was hostile, those storm gray eyes on his forehead triggered a primal feeling of fear within me.  There was something terrible and dark in the old Knight's second set of eyes.  The black eyes looked on with sharp intensity, but none of the rage hidden behind the other pair.


  

  "Malice, Noble."  Ethaniel greeted us both, bowing his head slightly to each of us in turn.  We returned the gesture, though I made certain to keep my eyes fixed on the winged figure before us.  So long as his gray eyes watched me with such malignant design, I felt I could not let down my guard.  I sensed no impending attack, but there was evil intent, and I could not force myself to trust those smoky orbs.  


  

  "You are earlier than I anticipated.  I thought the pleasure of a private tent would keep you longer."  Ethaniel said, ending the silence that had fallen uncomfortably about us.  He looked from one of us to the other, raising an eyebrow in what I could only interpret as an expression of wry humor.  For a moment, I saw the shadow of the Ethaniel I remembered from when I'd first joined the Knights, but as his look of humor faded, so too did that fleeting familiarity.


  

  "The dawn comes too quickly."  Malice said, surprising me with her candor.  Rather than deny or ignore Ethaniel's tease, she had embraced it and made it her own, even smiling pleasantly as she spoke.  I felt myself blush, remembering the previous night's activities.  I decided to change the subject, and my tongue did the walking for me. 


  

  "Why do you serve Lucidil?"  Subtlety had never been a strong point of mine, but my curiosity was a driving force.  It was a question that had bothered me for some time.  If anyone should have been given the crown in the absence of the king, since the king had no heir, I had thought that someone would have been Ethaniel.  I was unclear as to how Lucidil had risen so far, so quickly. 


  

  Ethaniel cocked his head at the question, surprise evident on his features.  His wings flexed over his shoulders before falling back around him like a great black cloak, and he stared at me.  I wondered if he would answer, or if he would continue to stare, his four sets of eyes burrowing under my skin as though he were trying to determine my nature by dissecting me with his knife-like gaze.  


  

  "You make no excuses for your curiosity."  Ethaniel said after what felt like a terrible eternity of silence. "That is a strange trait, but not necessarily an unpleasant one."  He seemed to have just come to that conclusion, as though he had been trying to decide whether or not he was offended by my question.  


  

  "I serve the king.  Lucidil is the king, and so I serve him.  What I think you really want to know, is not why I serve Lucidil, but how Lucidil became the king."  Ethaniel smiled, though the expression only touched his first set of eyes.  The gray eyes remained cold and hostile.  His other eyes, those black eyes of the Knight's, took on a distant look as he remembered.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Twenty years ago, the lands of men were a very different place.  Our king then, a good man, was doing what kings had done for countless years.  He was expanding his borders, and fighting to maintain peace within those borders.  His means were not always the most gentle, but that is what is forced upon rulers by the nature of the world, and the people within.  Justice will only prevail if the land is ruled with an iron fist and a heart of steel.  A good king must be willing to lay a terrible burden on a few, so that the many might lead simpler lives.  Our king did this better than many other have ever hoped to.  


  

  He controlled the land with two primary military powers, the Knights of Ethan, and his human knights and guardsmen.  He kept his human knights inside our lands, protecting the people, because they could do the job at hand without spreading fear amidst the masses.  My Knights, his Knights of Ethan, other than the king's own private retinue, were stationed at posts near the borders of the lands of men, where they could be deployed quickly to fight any encroaching forces.


  

  We Knights of Ethan had never been in great numbers, but it took very few of us to change the course of a battle.  For many years we had found ourselves doing little more than battling in skirmishes at the borders of the lands of men, pushing further into new territories, trying to clean out the hostile monsters of the feral lands beyond our borders.  This could have gone on until we reached land's end, but we suddenly found ourselves pressed upon by a new enemy, a stronger kind of enemy.


  

  Members of our Knights began to defect.  Some few had left earlier, but it was then, twenty years ago, that a surprising portion of our number fled in the course of a single week.  Our numbers were reduced, and what was worse, we found ourselves suddenly beset by the Shao Geok, a hostile race from deep in the frigid south.  They had never before been a problem, but suddenly they were pressing back against our newly established borders, and they were doing so with an organized precision we had not anticipated.  We had made the mistake of thinking of them as nothing more than any other type of beast.


  

  The Knights of Ethan became ever more important to the king.  We went from years of quiet training and small skirmishes, to fully fledged war at the borders, pushing back an enemy that we hadn't known existed.  The fighting continued, and it wasn't long before we realized that our missing Knights had joined with the armies of the other side.  What was worse, we discovered that the enemy was led by none other than Weaver, or Lucidil as he was named before becoming a Knight, a man who I had trusted my life to many times.  I knew him only too well, and knew how powerful and intelligent he was.  The king, however, had never met Lucidil, as the red-eyed Weaver had become a Knight of Ethan before the king was even alive.


  

  I warned the king of the trouble we could have before us with Weaver leading our enemy, and he heeded my advice on the matter.  I believed that with an excessive show of power, we could push Lucidil back, make him give up his hopes of destroying our kingdom.  I didn't understand exactly how determined he was, and I was wrong.  


  

  We crushed his forces again and again, but each time he came back stronger, and with a new and ingenious tactic.  This continued escalating constantly until, quite suddenly, his attacks stopped entirely.  For years the battles had continued, and just as suddenly as they'd begun, they just stopped.  This was about the time that a certain young man had been bound to an Uliona female by the name of Kyeia.  At the time, we didn't believe the two events corresponding were significant, for we had gone through many other bindings before without interference.


  

  There we sat, for a time, confident in our peace.  There were no attacks, and our borders lay in silence.  That all came crashing to an end on the day you were set to arrive at Fell Rock.  The Shao Geok attacked your carriage well within the borders of human lands.  Never had Weaver dared to so blatantly breach our borders.  We didn't even know how he accomplished such a feat.  


  

  We dispatched his assassins and waited, biding our time while you began the process of training.  It was anticipated that you, Lowin Fenly, would be a great influx of power for our side in the battle against the seemingly unstoppable Lucidil.  Of course Weaver had plans of his own.  He attacked our most heavily fortified fortress, killing many Knights in the process, and stole you away from us, prying you out from between our fingers with surgical grace.  


  

  It may seem as though I'm simply restating things you already know, Lowin, but it is important that you understand the situations which lead up to Lucidil becoming king, and sometimes one cannot see the greater picture when one is resting on the canvas.  Your loss, and the loss of so many Knights, was a devastating blow to the entire kingdom.  The king declared that day as a day of remembrance, one in which all of the lives lost at Fell Rock should be honored.  At that time, we believed you had fallen to the Lantern Eye, along with so many of our other brethren.


  

  The king reacted immediately to the new threat.  He didn't know how Lucidil had moved forces into his borders without being caught, so he decided to reinforce all border positions with our remaining Knights of Ethan.  All posts received more units.  We had no conception of the depth to which Lucidil's spies had pierced our innermost workings, and we certainly didn't know that he was practicing forbidden magic to move his units within our borders without having to cross overland, through our scouting lines.  


  

  We kept ourselves ready, but after Fell Rock everything went quiet again.  We didn't understand why Weaver would not press his advantage, but we feared what might come next.  He had repeatedly surprised us with his tactics.  


  

  Of course, the next time we received any news of attack it was when you and Brutal struck the bridge at our north border.  We received mixed news on that.  First we heard that you and Brutal had attacked and kidnapped our master of weapons, and then we heard that you had miraculously appeared and killed Brutal, who had been single-handedly laying siege to our defenses, before you vanished with our own master of swords.  It seemed that even those who had been at the bridge were not exactly certain what had happened.  In the end we were able to piece together what had transpired, and it was easy enough to determine your motivation.  


  

  You had, of course, learned Kyeia was alive, and had gone to free her.  Brutal had accompanied you, but you had killed him in an effort to save your weapons master, someone who meant more to you than she was supposed to. . .  that's your story though, and I don't think I need say anything more about it.  


  

  That is when we also received first warning of the Hungering, though we did not hold much stock in the warnings of a fugitive, even when weighted with the support of our master of swords, who was also, at that point, a fugitive.


  

  I'll not dwell on what happened next, because I believe you are only too keenly aware of what transpired over the following weeks.  You vanished into the wilderness, taking one of the king's most prized experiments and our greatest weapons master with you.  The king, however, did not see fit to hunt you down, despite the damage you had wrought, and the precious resource of Knights you had cost the kingdom of men.  I encouraged him to seek justice in this matter, if for nothing else, than simply to bring you and Malice back to the Knights of Ethan.  He would hear nothing of it.  The king believed we had wronged you, and that you were more dangerous to us as one of our force than as a rogue.  He was my king, and so I accepted his judgment.  


  

  After you had vanished, for a time, things were quiet.  Lucidil's forces did not move against us and we descended into an uneasy peace.  Between your attack, and Lucidil's attack on Fell Rock, our forces were in a terrible state of disrepair.  We began looking into ways to strengthen our military might once more.  It was obvious that the human component of our military force could do little against an onslaught of highly trained Knights of Ethan, and the king did not wish to senselessly order men to their death.  He instructed his top researchers, magicians of great caliber, to find a way to enhance his men so that they might stand against the armies of Lucidil.  


  

  The king never anticipated that the magics that would be created by those researchers would never be used to fight Lucidil.  It was a year later that our silver-eyed friend from across the ocean arrived at our shores, and she brought with her a terrible warning.  This time, the king was ready to listen.


  

  Settlements had been vanishing along the coast line, leaving only burned out remains of entire villages.  Piles of bones, some blackened from fire, some split and broken from weapon blows, all of them marked with signs of chewing and gnawing, were what remained of those people unfortunate enough to live in the many coastal towns which were first sacked by the Hungering.  Telistera's warning put the king in a rough position.  We now had a battle on two fronts building.  The Hungering were coming, and Lucidil still posed an unquantifiable threat.


  

  That is when Weaver came to the king.  We had been struggling against his forces for many years at that point, and the last thing we anticipated was that he would show up at the castle, demanding an audience with the king.  To say that we were nervous at the prospect of inviting such a powerful enemy inside our defenses would be a vast understatement.  The king, though, wanted to hear what his enemy had to say.  


  

  We did what we could to make the throne room safe, and gave Weaver his hearing.  To our surprise he did not come with hostilities in mind, at least not outwardly.


  

  "The kingdom is in trouble, and whether or not we agree about how it should be run, I don't believe either of us is ready to face this new threat on our own.  I have entire armies at my disposal, but they do no good if they cannot be moved freely across the land as needed.  It is time that we established some form of peace, so that we might concentrate on the real problem at hand."  Weaver told the king.  It was exactly what needed to be said, and it was a credit to him that he was the first to say it.  However, I was no fool.  I suspected, and I later discovered the king also suspected, that Lucidil had other motives in his offer of peace.  For the kingdom, though, sacrifices had to be made, and Lucidil, whatever his motives, was thinking clearly enough to see what was needed.


  

  The king and Lucidil set about creating their treaty, and within a week they had come to an understanding.  Both of them made concessions, and in the end neither got everything they'd initially demanded.  Lucidil demanded he be made heir to the throne, but the king was not ready to give him that at the time.  The king demanded that Lucidil turn over his armies to my authority, but Lucidil was unprepared to do that.  In the end, Lucidil accepted the position of Steward of the Lands of Men, and the king accepted Lucidil's oath to always use his armies for the benefit of the kingdoms of man.  


  

  Other concessions were made as well.  The king and Lucidil agreed to share research, and from that came the Black Patch Brigade.  Lucidil agreed to stop production of the new Lucidil fabric, since the king deemed the cost per cloak too terrible.  The rebel leader also agreed to stop using forbidden magics, despite the fact that they might have aided in the war effort.  Most forbidden magic was forbidden for a reason.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "Wait, what cost was so high that the king would give up the new Lucidil cloaks?"  I asked, my curiosity momentarily side tracked from Ethaniel's story.  My cloak seemed to feel chilly for a moment, as though it had let a gust of the winter cold through its fabric, but it passed as fast as my question.  


  

  Ethaniel's already grim features grew darker.  "Magic is sacrifice, Lowin.  Lucidil discovered a way to increase the power of his cloaks, but the sacrifice necessary was deemed too great for the gains attached.  Lucidil's new fabric required a source of fresh and vibrant energy in order to maintain the enchantments.  Children, usually multiple children, were bled into the fabric to bind the magic to the cloth.  Their life force was the strongest that Lucidil could find." 


  

  I stood aghast.  I found myself in a place beyond speech.  Why hadn't I ever considered the cost of Lucidil's fabric?  I knew that all magic required sacrifice, but it had never occurred to me that human lives may have been spent to create clothing.  I had worn one of those cloaks for a long time without ever asking from where it had come.


  

  "The standard cloaks contain the lives of condemned men and women, those sentenced to death for crimes against the country."  Ethaniel continued.  "Their lives are forfeit anyway, so the king saw no ill in putting them to good use."


  

  The fabric wrapped around me had gone chill again, or at least it seemed that way to me.  Suddenly I did not feel comfortable beneath the shifting layers that entrapped me.  I looked at Ethaniel, and the fact that he never wore a cloak suddenly took on a dark new meaning.  Had he shed his cloak because of the way that they were created, or had it been a purely aesthetic decision as I'd once believed?


  

  "You might as well keep wearing it."  The four-eyed Knight said, watching me intently.  "It protects you, and you've already worn it this long.  Those cloaks have saved many lives over the years, perhaps more lives than have been spent in their crafting.  Is that not what is important?"  The question, I knew, was not one to be answered, but to be pondered.  I kept quiet, mulling over the moral implications of the Lucidil fabric in my mind.  At my side, Malice uneasily shifted beneath her own cloak.


  

  Ethaniel resumed his story.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  The king and Lucidil began their campaign to halt the Hungering.  Lucidil called upon those loyal to him to aid the land in a time of crisis and they all rallied to his side.  The king called upon his bravest men to join the battle line, and from across the kingdom men too stepped to the front.  We carpeted the shoreline with our soldiers, waiting for the coming Hungering tide, and we did not have to wait long.  Despite the warnings of our silver-eyed friend, we were not ready for the force that struck the coast.  At first they came in single ships, and we pushed them back, still suffering immense casualties from their black drakes.  We dug in and fought as hard as we could, but little did we know that we merely faced their first scouting parties.  Then the Hungering's main force arrived.  


  

  Hundreds of ships lined the horizon, sailing for shore against the wind.  Those few who saw it and lived to tell say that the entire ocean writhed with dark ships, driven by their blue fire.  The Black Patch Brigade, those creatures born of Fell Beast and man, took their first steps in that battle, and proved how useful they could be.  We did not hold the coast, but with the Black Patch we saved many lives and stopped the Hungering from completely overrunning our lands.  


  

  It was during this time that Lucidil began to show his strengths.  He led the men with vigor, and showed a bottomless understanding of strategy and its application.  The king was impressed.  He saw in Lucidil the traits necessary to save the people of the lands of men and beyond.


  

  The Black Patch Brigade, having been successful, were then produced in greater and greater numbers, until there were enough of them that they could be used for policing the populace as well as fighting the war.  They were easy to create, and once bound, were loyal and controllable to a fault.    The people feared them, and the city streets dried up as they went about their patrols.  In the name of protection, the king had set free monsters to keep the peace.  Under the circumstances, it was the best that could be done.  


  

  It was not long after this that the king received word, through his advisor Tyvel, that you were making your way to the capital and that you brought important information that would aid us in our battle against the Hungering.  At that point the king distrusted you more than he distrusted Lucidil, who had proven himself time and again in the course of battle.  You were still seen as a betrayer, one who had turned his back on country and fellow, though in truth you had been mostly forgotten in the face of the more pressing troubles of the kingdom.  


  

  The king saw your return as both a boon and a threat. If you could be controlled, he felt that you could be an important pawn in the coming battles, but he feared that you moved with your own purposes.  He consulted Lucidil, who refused to offer advice where you were concerned, and he consulted me.  I told him that it was foolish to turn aside information in a time of battle, even if it was inaccurate information.  


  

  The king made his decision.  He would allow you in to the castle, and grant you an audience.  If you could provide information to help the cause, and even if you couldn't, he would offer you and Malice your places amidst the Knights once more.  It was a generous offer, since both of you stood accused of high treason.  Further adding to your value, Tyvel had been leaking information regarding a mysterious transformation in Malice that had made her stronger and faster than she had been before.  He told of her eyes reawakening, and said that he believed you knew the secrets to this change.


  

  As a ruler in a precarious position, with a terrible war being waged all around him, the king could not pass up the chance to learn a way to improve the might of his most powerful warriors.  He had hoped that you would share your secrets once he'd offered you your place amidst the Knights again.  Of course, Lowin, you know what was to follow.  


  

  Insulted in his own thrown room, and accused of crimes he had not committed in front of his own court of advisors, the king was left with little choice.  He had you and Malice imprisoned, and should have had the both of you executed.  However, he still saw value in your lives.  He hoped that, in time, you would see the advantage of helping his cause.  He especially hoped that such would be the case if he applied pressure.  As I've said, sometimes a king must do unpleasant things to reach his ends.  


  

  In time, after a failed attempt to get information from you, the king forgot about you.  Though, to be more accurate, he simply didn't have the time to worry about you any longer.  Despite the Black Patch Brigade, and despite the work of Lucidil and his armies, the kingdom was slowly losing ground in the battle against the Hungering, and it became imperative that the king's every waking moment be bent towards waging war.


  

  I knew the truth of what had happened with you and Malice.  I believe the king knew it as well, though we never spoke of it.  Lucidil had pulled strings that he should have never had his fingers upon, and had sent you spiraling, like a long bladed knife in flight, straight at the heart of the king.  Knowing that mattered little.  Lucidil, for all that he was dangerous, was an asset that the king simply couldn't afford to lose.  The king said nothing, and so neither did I.  


  

  You and Malice suffered for that, and I apologize.  For the greater good, sometimes individuals must suffer.


  

  The years passed, but the battle never shifted in our favor.  We held our ground at times, and fell back at others, but we never made progress.  In the third year after your imprisonment, on a routine inspection of the lines, a group of Hungering broke through our defensive front while the king was on patrol, and attacked in force.  The king fell in the initial assault, before anyone could even get to him.  He died on the battlefield, which is how I believe he would have preferred to meet his end.  He was a brave man, for all that he was a ruler.


  

  The king had no heirs, for he had never taken a wife.  It had always been his intent to choose his successor on merit, rather than through rite of blood, and so that is what came to pass.  Of all his advisors, and all of those related to him through blood, he saw only one man that he felt stood even the slightest chance of carrying a victory against the Hungering.  Lucidil was given the crown and kingship of the lands of men.  There was no coronation, and there was no fanfare.  No one questioned his right to rule, because no one wanted to take the position of king during a time in which the position would likely lead to death.


  

  Some suspected foul play in the king's death, as it seemed obvious that Lucidil, once an enemy to the crown, probably still retained his desire to see the downfall of the king, but I can say beyond a certainty that the king died as one only can in the random tempest of the battlefield.  I watched the Hungering drag him into their holes myself, unable to reach the man who I had served under for nearly thirty years.  We never found his body, but as you know the Hungering do not leave bodies behind.  They devour every enemy that falls across their lines.  


  

  Lucidil was not shocked when he was told the crown was to be his.  He did not need any time to adjust to his new role, and he did not force any ceremony upon the people.  Instead, he assumed leadership of the king's men in addition to his own, and the battle continued.  There was no gap between the rule of the two kings.  The fallen king had willed his leadership to Lucidil, and so it was done.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "That is how Lucidil ascended to the throne, and that is why I serve him now.  I am a king's man, whether I agree with his views and methods, or not.  So long as he works to better the kingdom of man, then I will stand and fight at his side."  Ethaniel finished his story.  


  

  Hearing the tale play out from Ethaniel's perspective, and from the view of the king, I felt ashamed of the part I'd played in it all.  I wondered if my intervention, my rebellion, had worked against the king, depriving him of the men he needed to stave off the Hungering attack.  I had certainly not helped the cause.




  

  One thing still bothered me, though.  It was a detail that I could not make myself forget.  Why had Weaver not dissolved the Uliona contract that bound them to give their strongest and most powerful to the lands of men as sacrifice for the Knights of Ethan?


  

  "What of the Uliona contract?  Weaver lost the woman he loved to that deal.  How could he continue to use it, knowing the terrible cost it brings?"  I pressed, not willing to give up on my outrage over that.


  

  Ethaniel looked confused.  "I'm afraid I don't know what you're talking about."


  

  "Weaver loved the woman who he was bound to, it's why his eyes are so red . . ." I began, but Ethaniel shook his head.


  

  "I don't know what Weaver told you, but he was not bound to a woman, and he did not love the person he was bound to.  In the history of the Knights, there have only been three cases where a female was bound to a male.  You two," He pointed to Malice and me.  "and one other Knight, a young woman, was bound to a male Uliona.  Their love affair was discovered, and both of them were reprimanded.  Two weeks later, we found them both dead in her room, wrists slashed.  No, Weaver is not one of the three, despite what he may have told you."


  

  Waves of shock rippled through me.  That news undermined everything I had believed about the nature of the Knights of Ethan, and corroded any last kinship I could have felt for Weaver.


  

  ". . . but his eyes are so vivid, the bond must have been . . ." I tried to explain why Ethaniel must certainly be wrong, but the mostly black-eyed Knight shook his head.  My conviction faded.


  

  "Weaver was not going to ascend to the rank of Knight.  He had proven unpredictable, and highly dangerous.  He fought like a demon, and would put his life on the line for the others of his division, but the king, who was hand picking every candidate of Knighthood at the time, felt that making him a Knight was too great a risk.  He forbade the transfer of the eyes to Lucidil, but the young would-be Knight refused to accept the king's decision.  He tracked down his Bound One, tied him down, and performed the rite of transference himself.  The Uliona's name was Reyn, and he had bright blue eyes, as pure and light as a summer sky.  I remember him."  As Ethaniel said the words, "I remember him," a pained look crossed his features.  How many names and faces, I wondered, were imprinted on his long memory?


  

  "Once Lucidil had completed the process, we had no choice but to allow him to ascend to full Knight.  He became a Knight of Ethan.  We tried to move him away from the main fighting, to put him in a place where he could do less harm, so we made him a researcher.  That is when he created the Lucidil fabric.  He was brilliant, even then, and excelled at everything he learned.  He rose amongst us, and though the Knights of Ethan carry no rank, he was considered a second only to myself."


  

  "He was so very powerful.  His eyes, red eyes unlike any I've ever seen in Uliona, were like twin fires of determination.  He fought well, he studied well, and he was ambitious.  But he also lied, and stepped upon anyone who got in his way." Ethaniel's gaze was far away as he remembered.


  

  "Yet you follow him as king. . ."  I said, having trouble believing everything I'd just heard.  Everything I thought I knew of Weaver wasn't true.  I couldn't begin to fathom his motivations.  


  

  "I follow the king, and Lucidil is King."  Ethaniel stated, much as he had before.  He paused a moment before adding, "He was my friend, in those days, a man equal to myself, maybe stronger.  I respected him, and I fought beside him.  One cannot forget their friends."


  

  "Your friend is a monster."  Malice spoke quietly.  Her voice was not accusatory, and I don't believe she meant it as a slight.


  

  Ethaniel shrugged.  "Are we not all monsters?  Historians will judge us at some point, and what do you think they will write of you and I?  What do you think they will write of King Weaver, the man who saved the kingdom of men?"


  

  "He hasn't saved us yet."  I pointed out.


  

  The winged Knight smiled.  ". . . But he will."  There was a certainty in Ethaniel's voice that I myself did not feel.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  ". . . And I thought you said you were not a good story teller, Ethaniel."  Lucidil's voice sounded from behind us, and as one we turned to face him as he pushed through the tent's entrance.  That he had gotten so close without alerting any of us was a testament to his skills at stealth.  Both Ethaniel and I had the ears of a Fell Beast, and our hearing was ten times as sharp as that of a normal man.  He should not have been able to get so close without attracting some attention.


  

  "You surprise us all."  The king said.  I could not read the emotion behind his voice, if there was any, but at seeing the man who'd lied to me so many times in the past I felt a great surging of anger.


  

  "You've lied to me from the very beginning."  I accused, for if I didn't say something, I feared I might explode with the rage the welled up inside of me.


  

  "I have."  He said nonchalantly.  "Sometimes the truth needs to be obscured to allow way for necessity.  I needed you to serve me, and you would not have served my ambition if you didn't believe there was a noble cause behind it.  If you would have served, you would not have done so with your heart, and you are a man driven by your heart."  


  

  I remembered the look of profound pain that had filled his face as he'd told me of his past and the terrible events that had taken place up to the point that the woman he loved, the woman who I now knew had never existed, had been killed.  I couldn't understand how he could create such a believable pretense of loss.  


  

  "That look of pain . . ." I began, but Lucidil shook his head.


  

  "We all have painful moments in our lives.  I simply channeled the emotions I needed at the appropriate times."  His red eyes seemed to almost flair as he looked at me.  "You were easy to deceive, Noble, because you desperately wanted to believe in something.  You seem convinced that everyone should be motivated by the same foolish sense of duty that drives you, but that is just not the way of the world.  The world is a hard and terrible place, and you have to be hard and terrible to succeed."


  

  That he had lied was shocking enough, but that he could so coldly brush aside all of his mistruths, and all that he had done, shook me to the core of my being.  I looked upon him now, and he seemed not a man, not a Knight, not even a mortal creature.  All I could see was a terrible, dark monster for which everything, every person in the world was merely a tool of purpose.  What ultimate goal, I wondered, could he be so set upon that he would give up the essence of his honor?


  

  "Why do you do all of this?  What do you hope to achieve?"  I asked him.


  

  "I want what all men want."  He said, a smile touching his lips.  "I want to leave my mark upon the world, and I want to be remembered forever.  None of us can be certain how long the Knights of Ethan can actually live if not killed, so I want to make sure that, should I die, the world will never forget the name of King Lucidil."  His eyes really did blaze then.  He seemed on the verge of saying something more, but he closed his mouth and smiled instead.  


  

  "You three, Malice, Noble, Ethaniel, you are essential to my plans."  Weaver's red eyes fell upon the four-eyed Knight.


  

  "Ethaniel, you are strong, and one of the most skilled warriors I have ever fought beside.  You are also, as you told Noble and Malice, one of very few that I would call a friend.  I had thought us forever separated, but times have brought us back together, and I am happy for that."  The king's red eyes next turned to Malice.


  

  "Malice, I was one of those who taught you the sword, before I even ascended to full Knighthood.  You were a young girl then, and I saw potential in you, though I did not anticipate that you would come so far.  Lowin has made of you something even more potent than you were as the sword master of the Knights of Ethan.  When I look at you I see great deeds in the making.  Strong men will fall to you, and empires will be broken at your sword.  What is more, you are important to Noble, and that makes you important to me."  Next, the fiery eyes sought mine.


  

  "Noble, they said you would be special.  All of my spies reported the same thing.  You continually proved yourself limited by only experience, and when I finally met you myself, I knew that I had encountered a warrior without peer.  Right now you might not be ready to fight Malice or Ethaniel in single combat, but there will come a time when you will exceed them both.  I see no end to your potential."  


  

  "You three are the strongest amidst a group of unstoppable titans.  I know," The king's red eyes beamed with excitement, or exultation.  I couldn't be sure which, but I found it cast him in a frightening light, "that we cannot be stopped so long as we stand together.  Who could possibly stand against us united?  Together we can forge history."


  

  His words were spoken with fervor, but they struck me as being hollow.  Weaver's ambitions, his dreams, were the dreams and ambitions of every king who had come before him, only made more spectacular by the power of his mind, and the strength of his body.  Of course, knowing that made no difference to me.  He was my king whether I liked it or not.  He had my daughter firmly in his grasp, and that meant that I must serve him without question.  For the time, as he fought the Hungering at least, I could fight at his command and not feel that I was doing the world a disservice, but how long would that last?  I wondered what was to come if we defeated the Hungering. 


  

  That was another problem.  Weaver was so certain of his own victory, but we had made no progress against the enemy we faced.  Indeed, the Hungering were pushing us back easily.  The Knights of Ethan were reduced to a mere 15, and our other forces were being ground away at a terrifying pace against the wall of unending Hungering creatures.


  

  "What would you have us do?"  I asked, looking to the table strewn with papers, plans, and maps, ignoring all that had been said, and all that had been revealed within that tent.  The truth, terrible though it was, did not change the situation, and did not alleviate the need for me to do the duty I was to be assigned.


  

  Weaver nodded at me, that same smile touching the corner of his lips, as though my concession to his lies was a victory on some level.  Perhaps, I thought, it was.  I had not killed him, yet again, though he was a man who certainly had earned no respect or love from me.  He saw my acceptance of my duty as an acceptance of himself, but he was wrong in that.  I hated Weaver with a greater passion than I ever had before.  I wondered what Malice thought of the situation.  I had been too caught up in my own thoughts to pay attention to her reactions, and I found myself wishing I had the time to talk with her about all that had transpired.  


  

  Lucidil walked to the table and unrolled a map, placing paperweights upon it at its corners to hold it unfurled.  The map covered a wide stretch of land, including the valley we occupied, the capital city we had abandoned, and the areas surrounding those locations.  Lucidil pointed to a spot on the map several miles beyond the walls of the fallen capital.  He tapped the unrolled map.


  

  "The Shao Geok and the rest of my allies are en-route to this point.  They have been circling wide for weeks now, traveling on orders to prepare a surprise rush at the back of the Hungering forces.  The problem is that things have changed significantly since those orders were given, and I have not found a way to get a scout through the Hungering line to send new orders.  What's more, it is vital that those forces, my hidden spear, have a very clear understanding of the lay of the battlefield.  Since the Hungering burrow to attack and track by sound, we cannot rely on having scouts in the field reporting in, but we do still have a way of knowing where they are."  Lucidil looked at Ethaniel.


  

  Ethaniel nodded.  "With my new eyes," he gestured towards his gray-smoke filled sockets, "I can see things that are happening far away, whether I have a direct line of sight or not.  I have not perfected this ability, and certain types of rock seem to disrupt its functioning, but I should be able to use this to help steer our army in the right direction once the battle begins.  I can even see into the earth at times, if there is something alive for my eyes to focus upon.  The problem lies in the fact that I need to reach our other forces intact, and to do that we have to cut a line directly through the center of the Hungering's primary military force."


  

  "Why don't we go around?"  I asked, not understanding why it wouldn't be simpler to avoid the brunt of the Hungering's military.


  

  "The Hungering are currently spread between these two points."  Weaver traced a line on the map.  It was much larger than I had anticipated.  "It would extend the journey, even for you, by four or five days to safely go out and around.  In five or six days, if we do not have rear support, we will have lost this valley.  If you cut through the center and travel as fast and hard as you can, you can reach my other army in three days, and in a fourth they begin their assault on the rear forces of the Hungering."


  

  "Ethaniel could fly there, taking less risk, and probably get there much faster."  Malice said, a suggestion I hadn't even considered.


  

  Lucidil shook his head. "No, the wings are impressive, and they are powerful, but Ethaniel and I cannot fly for more than a minute or two.  Even with our strength, flying takes too much energy.  Ethaniel could make the trip by wing, taking breaks every minute, but that would put him alone in hostile territory repeatedly.  The options have been considered.  This is the best way."


  

  Lucidil took a quill from the table and scratched an "X" on the map.  He then carefully traced the line of the Hungering forces. He waited a moment while the ink dried and then picked up the map and rolled it, slipped it into a metal carrying container, and handed it to me.  I took it from him, and secured it to my pack.  


  

  "What are we to do once we've delivered Ethaniel safely to his destination?"  I asked, wanting only to be told that I could return to see my daughter, and to make sure that she was safely away from the battle that was about to explode all around us.  


  

  "By that time the ground rams will be in effect, and the battle will be fully underway.  I want you to fight with those rear forces, and to eventually make your way back here."  Weaver answered.


  

  "Ground rams?"  I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me.


  

  "You saw them on your way in, I do not doubt.  They look like a battering ram pointed at the ground."  Weaver's brief description stirred my memory of the devices we had passed being built all throughout the camp.


  

  I nodded that I had indeed seen them, though I'd had no idea what they were at the time.


  

  "They pound on the rock, and confuse the Hungering's ability to navigate underground.  They will come up to attack the ground rams, and we will kill them as they emerge.  At least, that is the plan. They have not been tested yet."  Weaver smiled, though even he looked slightly worried at the untested tool.


  

  "If there are no more questions. . ."  Weaver began, but one question still remained for me.


  

  "There is one. . ."  I said, and Weaver nodded. 


  

  "Kaylien, you will take her far away from here, won't you?  I want her to be safe."  My question was more of a demand than a simple query.  


  

  The king nodded.  "I will have Ferocity take her out of the camp and to the city where the refugees are being kept.  There, Fero will stay and keep watch over our daughter.  If anything happens, Fero is more than capable of getting them both safely out."


  

  I breathed a deep sigh of relief.  My own life I did not worry about, but I wanted to be certain Kay would be safe, and with the Hungering drawing ever nearer, that safety was certainly in question.


  

  "Don't worry, Noble.  There is nothing in the world that would make me put that little girl in harm's way."  Weaver said, placing his hand on my shoulder.  I tried not to shy away from his touch, but I flinched at his fingers, as though they burned.  He either didn't notice, or didn't care.


  

  "If you have everything you need, I recommend you get on your way before the camp has fully roused.  It will mean less interference."  Lucidil said.  It was time to go.


  

  I walked out of the tent and into the morning.  The sky was still dark, but at the horizon the faintest hint of dawn could be seen.  The Hungering would be returning to their holes soon enough and that would give us at least a few hours of safe traveling.  With the winter days decreasing in length, those few hours would be short indeed.  Still, it was better than traveling in full night.  The first day of travel would be quiet.  


  

  Malice fell in at my side, and then Ethaniel stepped out in front of us, his wings wrapped about his shoulders.  He looked like a dark god, his face framed in long black hair and topped by his large spiraling horns.  He was the sort of being one only thought to encounter in legends, and yet it was he that would be leading us on our journey.  He walked through camp quickly, seeming to barely touch the ground as he moved, and Malice and I fell in behind him.


  

  I gave one last look over my shoulder as we departed the camp, my eyes scanning the silent tents.  I felt certain if I could just watch long enough I might see Kay one more time before we left.  I knew it was an idle fancy, but I couldn't stop myself from looking.  I had gotten so close to her, only to have to now leave her behind once more.  She would not miss me when I was gone, but I knew that I would think of her every day that I was away.  That knowledge was its own kind of torment.


  

  "Be safe, Kay."  I said softly.  I knew she did not hear the words, but I wanted to believe that by uttering them, I could force their meaning into reality.  I turned my attention back on the path ahead, and saw Malice's head turning forward as well.  Had her thoughts been similar to mine?  Had she wished Kay a last farewell also?  I couldn't know.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  As the sun crept up in the sky, the landscape about us began to change and shift.  We kept a near suicidal pace, crashing through the forest with reckless abandon.  Though our rate of travel was dangerous, we were not moving at the highest speed we could manage.  There were many miles between us and our destination, and we'd need to conserve some energy for any fighting that we might encounter along the way.  We had to balance our speed with our caution, and hope we made the right choice.


  

  We crossed into the lands the Hungering were believed to occupy, and it was as though the life in the world around us had been snuffed out like a candle.  With the trees sleeping for the winter, and the pervasive silence that surrounded us, the world seemed a dead place.  Even with my sensitive ears, I could hear nothing but the occasional breath of wind through the skeletal remains of winter trees.  


  

  "They're below us."  Ethaniel said as we ran.  His second eyes, the gray, smoke-filled orbs, were as disturbing as they'd ever been, but they seemed to be focused elsewhere.  They no longer bore into me when he looked in my direction.  


  

  "They're all around us as well.  They've already carved out extensive tunnels in this area.  They will definitely start their assault on Lucidil's fortifications tonight.  They might not even wait for full dark.  The burrowers don't seem to hate the sun as much as those that follow after."  He added.


  

  "What of the drakes?"  Malice asked him, keeping pace on the other side of Ethaniel.


  

  "They don't travel below ground, though they do live there.  They'll come across land.  I'm not sure where they are as of yet.  I can't see them."  Ethaniel answered.  "Right now, though, that is not our biggest concern."


  

  "Reaching the army is our goal."  I said, certain that was what he meant.


  

  Ethaniel shook his head.  "No, our biggest concern is that the Hungering know we're up here."  He looked grim.  I couldn't blame him, because I too felt a sense of dread at that knowledge.  


  

  "Certainly they can't track us while we're traveling at these speeds?"  Malice's voice betrayed her shock.


  

  "They can, and they are also able to communicate across great distances.  I don't know how it's done, but we can be certain that the enemy lays in wait ahead of us.  They are waiting for nightfall.  That is their time."  Ethaniel's voice was calm.  He delivered what information he had, and his opinions, as solid facts, left no room for argument.  That, I noticed, was a trait of those who'd lead men for any length of time.  It was better to leave no room for questioning.    


  

  "Can you see far enough ahead to tell us where, and how many of the enemy there are?"  I had decided I would prefer to known what I was running into. 


  

  "No, my vision gets imprecise not far ahead of us.  There must be some of the yellow stone in the ground that seems to cloud my ability to see.  Until we're past it, I cannot see much further than you can."  Ethaniel explained.  His ability, for all that it could be useful, had some striking limitations.  I would have preferred not to have to depend upon it at all, but I knew that it might very well be our death if we chose to ignore Ethaniel's words.


  

  Part of my distrust of Ethaniel's ability was, I knew, caused by the gray eyes that carried the power.  Ethaniel talked of using the ability to our benefit, but every time I saw those malicious orbs, I couldn't help but wonder whether we were using them or if they were really using us.  I couldn't shake the impression that there was some dark intent, an evil intelligence, behind the smoke.  Ethaniel seemed changed from when I'd first met him, and I believed those eyes to be the cause.  


  

  My gaze kept returning to the sun.  The hours of the day were flying by far too quickly.  It would be full dark in another hour, and the enemy lay hidden somewhere below us.  We couldn't risk stopping for the night, there just wasn't enough time.  Even if we did risk a pause, the Hungering would surely be upon us in a matter of minutes.  So long as we walked upon the ground over their heads, they would always know where we were.  We would be crossing the land above them for at least the first three days of our journey.  My thoughts wondered through the dangers of our position, and I began to ponder what fighting we might have to do to reach our destination.  For the first time, the true risk of what we were undertaking struck home.


  

  The road ahead was long and dangerous, and we might have to fight for every mile we gained.  What was worse, if we didn't reach our destination fast enough, all of this risk would be for nothing.  If we let the Hungering slow us down too much, the king's men would be destroyed before we could send help back to them.  What would become of us then?  What would become of Kay?  I forced that thought to the back of my mind.  I couldn't afford to be distracted.


  

  "Once the fighting starts, we kill just enough of them to get through, and then we run.  We can't afford to stop and fight in one place for too long.  We have to keep moving. If need be, we can run at full speed.  It will exhaust us quickly, but the most vital part of our mission is that we reach the rear army and get them headed in the proper direction again.  If we don't do that, everything is lost."  Ethaniel said, as though he had heard the very thoughts in my mind.  


  

  I didn't know Ethaniel well, but I sensed a certain desperation in his voice.  He was fighting for what he believed in, and he knew better than any of us the stakes.  Despite all the atrocities he had borne witness to over the years, and the death of so many Uliona in the process of making more Knights, he still cared about the land and the people.  It eased the tension in me to know that at least one of the people I was newly aligned with cared about what we were really fighting for.


  

  "We'll punch straight through."  I replied.  "We can put on speed the moment we see them and carve a path to safety."


  

  "If one of us falls, the others must go on."  Malice added, and I looked to her, surprised that she would say such a thing.  Malice had stood beside me in many terrible situations, and I couldn't imagine leaving her behind if she fell in battle. Her green eyes flared in the evening light, lit by the falling sun and her own fierce determination.


  

  "As much as it pains me, you speak the truth."  Ethaniel answered, accepting Malice's grim ultimatum in the very way that I should have.  My heart, however, would not allow me that concession.


  

  "None of us will fall."  I said, and I burned those words into my soul.  None of us will fall.  I would not let any of those who fought beside me die.  I saw the others look at me, questions in their gazes I did not intend to answer.  Their eyes said, "Will you not do what is necessary to reach our ends?"  My heart could only answer, "None of us will fall."


  

  The sun faltered in the sky, sinking below the horizon in a wash of reds and purples that faded to dull blue, and darkness fell heavily about us.  We kept our pace fast, pushing ourselves even harder than we had earlier in the day.  It took all of our skill and grace to keep footing on the rough terrain.  An hour passed, and then a second as we flew through the darkness, and I began to wonder if Ethaniel had been incorrect in his guess that the Hungering would attack us in the night.  Maybe the Hungering did not know we passed above them, or maybe they didn't care since there were so few of us.  I was deceiving myself.


  

  We crested a hill, and as a group we drew to a halt.  The valley floor was carpeted in red glowing eyes, all watching in our direction as though they'd anticipated our coming.  Of course, they had known we were coming for some time.  They had likely been waiting for hours, having received word through their own secret form of silent long-distance communication.


  

  I drew my sword, and heard the gesture echoed by the other two members of our group.  None of us will fall.  I repeated those words in my head, a mantra to fight by.  I looked once more to Malice.  Especially you.  I cannot let you fall.  


  

  At that moment, standing atop a hill, starring into the face of death, I realized something that I should have known for years.  Malice wasn't merely a dear friend to me, though she had often been that.  She was so much more than that to me, indeed I truly loved her.  No matter what she thought of me -- whether I was simply a friend to her or even merely an acquaintance with benefits -- I loved Malice.  I was afraid to lose her.  I was terrified that she might die, and that I would be well and truly alone in the world.


  

  My daughter was mostly lost to me, Kye, who I still loved, was gone forever, but Malice was still there.  All those years I'd spent alone in prison, I'd spent countless hours wondering if she was safe, and hoping that she would not forget about me.  Those times we'd been together physically, the tenderness, the closeness and safety I found in her arms, those times all came back to me then as I stood looking down at thousands of burning red eyes.  I was in love with Malice.


  

  "None of us will fall."  I said the words aloud.


  

  I charged, my sword ready, the others at my side.  I didn't spare either of them another look, for I knew that the time for hesitation was at an end.  Death waited in the valley, and I had to either defeat him, or prepare myself to take his hand, and I didn't intend to fall.


  

  Red eyes swarmed forward as a seething mass of violence, and the world lurched into a slowed pace as I drove myself into a flurry of speed, breaking the fragile limits of human men.  My sword blazed from enemy to enemy, severing limbs, inflicting mortal wounds, and then passing on to the next.  Somewhere deep inside my being the echo of giant, hungry jaws gnashed the air, drooling in blissful pleasure at the slaughter around me.  


  

  A six-legged beast broke from the pack of red eyes, charging to my left, in Malice's direction.  I dove left, severing the head of a Hungering warrior and using its corpses to propel myself forward in the process.  I thrust my sword out, and two of the six-legged creature's legs fell away from its body.  It turned to bite, moving far faster than a normal Hungering soldier could.  I brought my sword up and lodged the blade in its jaws, stopping what would have been a killing strike.  I willed my claws to their sharpest and lashed out at the demon's neck.  The force of the blow tore through its throat and into its spine.  I had to pry my sword free from its still clenched jaws before I could move on.  


  

  The Hungering advanced, coming from every side.  There were hundreds of them, maybe thousands, and they were all clambering to kill our three-person party.  My blade never stopped in its course, I couldn't afford to let it slow down.  I pressed every attack, killing with almost every blow.  Some weapons broke through my defense, but I ignored the minor wounds and pressed on.  Malice and Ethaniel were still fighting strong, doing better than I was.  I was the weakest fighter, I knew.  My companions had both honed their skills over hundreds of years.  I had always had trouble mastering the blade.    


  

  A thrum of sound rippled through the air, strangely familiar.  It took me a moment, a slowed moment, but I figured out what it was.  Bows.  I spun about, my eyes searching for the trails of movement that signaled bolts.  My eyes quickly found them, but they were coming too fast.  Ethaniel would be struck.  I willed my body faster.  


  

  My heart hammered, like thunder tears at the air.  I had to go faster.  A primal howl filled the inside of my body, as though some beast was lifting its head and giving praise to the moon.  My heart beat faster, stronger.  I pulsed forward, the ground shredding beneath my padded wolf's feet.  There was a peculiar singularity of purpose in me, as though the Fell Beast within was responding to my call to arms.  My sword blade quivered and flexed as I churned it through the air towards the incoming arrow, the metal of the weapon bending against the forces that resisted its motion.  My blade struck the arrow shaft and the dangerous projectile flew wide, but even then more thrums were filling the air.  More arrows were being fired, several.  Faster.


  

  Fire filled my limbs, my bones ached with the pressure of my movement, but the world around me had slowed down even further.  Even Malice and Ethaniel, moving at blinding speeds, seemed to be dancing slowly through their movements.  I shifted direction and charged at the nearest arrow.  It was inching through the sky at a snail's pace.  I reached out, pushing through the terrible pressure that tried to resist my movements, and grabbed the arrow, twisting it in the air and throwing it back the way it had come.  Pain exploded in my palm.  My eyes shifted to my hand, and I saw the flesh rip, blood splashing from the wound in a slow dance.  I was applying too much stress to my body, and the arrow was moving too fast to touch it directly to my skin.  


  

  I dove for the next arrow, it was aimed for Malice.  I swung my claws at it.  The pressure against my arm was tremendous, but as my claws hit the arrow it shattered into countless tiny pieces.  I felt the impact through my arm, but it was far less dramatic than the pain I'd felt in my palm.  I'd found a way to deal with the arrows.  I darted from arrow to arrow, smashing them from the sky.  I struck down any Hungering that was in my path.  


  

  Malice and Ethaniel were getting faster.  Though, in truth, I knew that I was slowing down.  My body could not maintain the levels I had pushed it to.  I fell back into the pace of battle, matching Malice and Ethaniel.  My body ached.  My legs and my arms felt as though they might break at any moment, the muscles were sore to the point that the pain interfered with my movements.  Still, I pushed myself forward.  


  

  I darted amidst the group of Hungering, looking for those with bows or crossbows.  As I found them, I killed them.  I didn't know if I could block another volley of arrows, but now that I knew they were coming, I could attempt to prevent further attacks.  A cold chill shot down my spine, and I spun around just in time to see a sword slip through Malice's defenses.  The blade passed in slow motion, slicing through the air with dangerous precision.  I could see it moving, but I was too far away to do anything about it.  Malice was engaged with three enemies. 


  

  The gleaming metal passed through fabric and struck flesh.  I saw the moment it made impact in terrible clarity.  Malice spun, her clawed left hand striking the blade aside, but the damage had already been done.  The blade drew a line of crimson red across her back as she spun.  I could see the blood course into the air, and that red filled my vision.  My heart hammered against the inside of my chest, and I dove forward.  The bestial howl from inside of me was suddenly ripping its way through my throat, and though I couldn't hear it clearly through the strange fog of high speed movement, I could feel it ripping my throat raw as it issued forth from me.  


  

                  Snow. . .


  

                  Blood. . .


  

                  The hunt. . .


  

  I was consumed by an insatiable rage which I couldn't seem to stifle.  My sword fell from my hands, forgotten as I dove forward with my claws, ripping and tearing at anything that chanced to cross my path.  Red eyes burned out with every strike of my clawed fists, but I did not slow.  I carved a path of blood and bone, rage growing with every opponent that fell before me.


  

                  Kill. . .


  

                  Faster. . .


  

  The world was red, the bodies of my enemies were piling up around me, but I noticed little of it.  I was intent upon killing everything that dared raise a weapon to me.  I would have kept going until my claws had worn away, or my heart had faltered.  Maintain yourself.  Calm.  The fire is getting nearer . . . calm.  The words echoed through my mind, a familiar voice, feminine, yet gravelly, distant, reaching to me.  It was another voice, though, a louder, more pressing voice that finally broke the murderous haze that had fallen over me. 


  

  "Lowin, we have to run!"  A hand on my shoulder, I swung about and raised a clawed hand with the intent to strike out at whatever had dared come so close to me.  Two green eyes stared at me, and there was a hint of fear in them.  The words had cracked the haze, but it was that look of fear that shattered it entirely.  


  

  "Malice."  I whispered her name.  


  

  "Run, now!"  Ethaniel's voice roared, rumbling with the power of "the voice."  


  

  I dropped my clawed hand, and reached out towards Malice, though she shied away from me, fear still in her eyes.  


  

  "Run."  I said, an echo of what everyone else had said, and she turned from me and dashed away.  I fell in beside her, Ethaniel in front of us, and we all ran with all that we were worth, pushing ourselves to the extent that our bodies would allow us to move.  Somehow we had cut through the enemy line.  I had not thought it possible, but we were free again, for a time.  


  

  I had nearly struck Malice, and not merely a harmless hit but a blow that could have severely injured, even may have killed her.  I had been so close.  Inside my heart a winter wind blew and the dark creature reveled in my blood lust.  Kill them all.  Kill everything.  It's mind whispered at mine, pushing me, tempting me with its primal lust for murder.  I drove it back down inside of me, terrified of that darkness, and, in truth, terrified of myself.


  

  Was I becoming the monster I had always feared I might?  We ran on in silence, chasing the dawn.  I knew not what the others were thinking, but my thoughts had turned dark.  What had become of me?  I wondered.  I would need to talk to Malice and Ethaniel.  I hoped that Malice would forgive me, but that look of fear I had seen on her face haunted me.  Malice had been my companion for a long time, and never once had I seen her wear such an expression aimed toward me.


  

  I remembered the blood spraying from her back, and my gaze turned to her once again.  The wound had been minor.  With her healing power it was probably already sealed and well on its way to vanishing, but at the time, in the heat of battle. . .  The darkness within me howled in pleasure, and I shivered at the bitter chill that welled up from inside me.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  We swam through the dark woods, twisting and spinning amidst the trees and dense ground coverings.  The footing was precarious.  The pace was dangerous, but we did not dare slow down again.  We stopped only once to check our map, and the conversation was sparse.  Ethaniel and Malice watched me the entire time, as though I might shed my skin and turn into one of the Hungering at any moment.  Ethaniel spoke to me only once, and Malice held her silence.


  

  "Don't drop your sword again.  There are no extra provisions where we're headed."  He said, and handed me my weapon, my forged king's steel sword.  I had carried multiple version of the weapon over the years.  They were good blades, but far from indestructible.  I hadn't seen him do so, but Ethaniel must have picked it up after I had abandoned it in the fight with the Hungering.  I took it from him and sheathed it in the empty scabbard at my side.  I noticed as I took the weapon that the fur of my forearms and hands was still matted with the blood of Hungering warriors; yet another grim reminder of my loss of control.


  

  Ethaniel stared at me for a time, as if he expected an outburst of some type, but I had nothing more to offer.  I felt cold inside, and tired.  I knew I should talk to him about what had happened on the battlefield in the valley, but I couldn't bring myself to say anything about that terrible lust that had driven my frenzy.  I felt that I did not understand the experience well enough to explain it to someone else.  I had lost control of some part of myself, something that was less me and more the Fell Beast.  


  

  I cast my gaze on Malice, and she turned her head away from me, not meeting my eyes.  My heart fell.  What did I have left if Malice couldn't stand to look at me?  What more reason was there for me to go on in the world if I had nothing left for which to strive?  Those were foolish thoughts, I realized as soon as I had them.  Whether Malice, Ethaniel, or anyone else had any interest in me, I still had a purpose.  I would keep fighting until I couldn't any longer.  If nothing else, that much, at least, I could give to the world my daughter would have to grow up in.  


  

  We began to run once more, the trees flashing by, the sky above the only real way to navigate through the confusing mess of branches and brambles.  The hours wore upon us.  Every moment we expected another attack, yet the night rolled on without event, and then the dawn was upon us.  For some, that would have meant a time to rest, but we were not in a position to slow down, let alone stop.  We had a destination to reach, and we would press on until we reached it.  


  

  We traveled until Ethaniel pulled us up sharp with a raised fist.  Malice and I ground to a halt, churning up dirt and stone, as the double-sighted Knight looked out over the land before us. In our path lay a treeless clearing blanketed in snow, which stretched almost as far as the eye could see across the landscape, meeting the horizon with a barely visible tree line where the open field met the forest once more.  


  

  "Deadfalls."  The horned Knight said.  His gray eyes were distant.  "Follow me very closely.  Step where I step, and nowhere else.  There are deep pits dug all throughout this clearing.  They have been prepared sometime since yesterday.  I checked this area last night and these traps were not here.  There is... something... in them. . ." His voice trailed off.  He seemed to be concentrating.


  

  "I can't see it.  The stone in this area must be blocking it.  I can't see far beneath the ground, and I can't see beyond this field.  I can tell where the hole entrances are, though.  That will have to be enough.  Stay close."  With those words, he turned away from us and gazed out over the expanse of white.  


  

  He took his first steps out onto the snowy field.  Ethaniel moved quickly, accelerating with every step, despite the inherent risk in doing so.  Malice followed behind him, and I followed behind her.  The snow made it easier to keep in pace with the person in front.  All one had to do was match print for print, keeping their feet aligned with the tracks of the person they were following.  The way was dangerous, but the snow was working to our advantage.  We were some distance into the field when my Fell Beast ears detected a low rumbling from somewhere below our feet.  


  

  "What's that?"  I called out, and we all stopped in place.  I could still hear the deep reverberation emanating from the ground below.  A breath's pace later I saw Ethaniel's ears perk up.  His gray eyes shifted, changing focus.  He was in deep concentration.  The rumbling grew louder.  Ethaniel's black eyes went wide.  


  

  "A trap!  We've been surrounded.  Draw arms!"  He called out, even as he drew his own weapon.  The rumbling became a deafening cacophony around us as the ground at our feet ruptured.  The Hungering poured out of hundreds of burrows hidden under the snow.  The ground below us continued to shake and churn, and with one last great heave it seemed as if the entire world fell away beneath our feet.  


  

  I lost sight of the others as the ground collapsed, swallowing me up like some greedy beast.  The darkness of the underground fell in around me, and I found myself surrounded by black lit only by the red orbs of burning eyes.  I fell hard to the ground, barely able to push my sword out far enough from my body to avoid falling on the blade.  I rolled to my feet, trying to get some bearing on my surroundings, but it was difficult.  The Hungering were everywhere, and with little light from above filtering down into the hole, my sight was tracking only motion.   The Hungering writhed, and the rock debris and dust sifted through the air, confusing my vision.


  

  I felt the bone in my right shoulder crack and bend, mending what had been a broken bone, shattered in the rough landing I'd survived.  The situation had been so tense I hadn't even realized it was broken.  The injury knit itself back together with a searing, tingling itch that was terribly uncomfortable, but it was a sensation that I was becoming all too familiar with from my often injury.


  

  I wanted to call out to the others - to Malice - but I couldn't risk giving away their positions just to satisfy my own concern for their wellbeing.  In the darkness there was nothing left to do but fight, and hope the others would be able to do the same.  I didn't dare hesitate a moment longer.  There were too many enemies around me to risk losing any more of the initiative.  I slowed the world about me and charged into the nearest group of writhing figures, swinging my sword in all the patterns and arcs I'd learned over the years.


  

  My Hungering opponents seemed not to care that they were dying by the tens.  They pushed forward, washing towards me like an ocean wave battering a cliff.  I was, however, not as well-grounded as a cliff.  I could not stand forever against such numbers.  No one person could hope to do that.  Inside of me I felt a trickle of blood-hungry excitement.  The lust for death and murder was clawing up out of the darkness into which I'd cast it.  


  

  A Hungering soldier jumped onto my back, and I felt a knife pass into my lower left side, once, and then again.  I growled in anger, grabbing the creature by the neck and squeezing with more force than I had known my body could muster.  Muscle and bone fell apart beneath my grip, and the creature collapsed to the ground, thrashing in its death throes.  By the time it had hit the dirt, I had already killed four more of the enemy, my sword carving through bodies as easily as it could cleave air.


  

  There were too many of them.  No matter how long I fought, or how many I killed, there would always be more of them.  What was worse, I couldn't hear either Malice or Ethaniel fighting.  I tried to block them from my mind, to tell myself that they would be alive if I was, but that fear ate away at my composure.  The murderous impulse, the hungry, insatiable lust for death, came to fill the gap left.  Every strike I made brought the monster further from the darkness within me, and into the light of existence.  


  

  I was soon fighting two battles.  The battle against the Hungering seemed hopeless.  They came from every side, biting, stabbing, and ripping at any piece of flesh they could get their teeth into.  The battle against the Fell Beast within me was equally hopeless.  I could hear the growls issuing from the monster's maw in my mind, and I could hear the same growl ripping its way through my raw throat.  I couldn't stop it.  All I could do was fight on, and try to keep myself ahead of the enemy, and ahead of the rising darkness inside of me.


  

  My sword snagged on a rock, and one of the Hungering lunged forward at me, its teeth gnashing the air.  In my accelerated state, it seemed to tumble slowly through the air at me.  Instinct grabbed hold of my muscles and I lunged forward, ignoring my sword, and ignoring my claws.  My mouth snapped down on the creature's neck and I bit down with all the ferocity I could muster.  I felt warm ichor explode into my mouth.  Before I even realized what I had done, the creature fell away from me, choking on its own blood.  I had to force myself to spit the piece of flesh away, though my mouth watered at the prospect of chewing it and swallowing.  


  

  In rage, more at myself than at the enemy around me, I tore my sword free of the rock upon which it was snagged and hacked the body of the still retreating Hungering soldier to pieces.  Even then, having recovered from my lust for devouring the flesh, I knew I was not taking the actions of a calm and collected swordsman.  I was giving in to the violent urgings of the darkness within me.  I struggled to find my calm again, pushing through the slowed world about me, killing any pair of red eyes that came too close.  I was wading in a sea of blood and death, and keeping my head above it all was becoming more and more difficult.  As I killed with one hand, I wiped the congealing blood from my face with the back of the other.  


  

  Something dropped down from above me, not near me, but I caught the motion out of the corner of my eye.  It fell down from the dim light over-head, and it was quickly followed by another such shape.  Suddenly there were other figures all around me, dropping from the sky.  I prepared myself for the onslaught of even more enemies, but then the reality of what was happening struck me.  These new figures were fighting the Hungering, and passing in a wide circle around me.


  

  They ran on all fours, but lurched up onto their rear legs to attack, striking with the clawed hands at the end of their powerful arms.  At first there were only a few of them, but more and more descended from the spot of light high above me, tumbling through the darkness with surprising grace to land amidst the throngs of Hungering.  In the dim light, I finally recognized the forms - they were Shao Geok.  A wave of profound relief washed over my entire being, a sensation that I had certainly never thought I would feel at their presence before.  


  

  I couldn't be certain from where they had come, but it was obvious they were fighting with me, and not against me.  My hold on the darkness within me strengthened, and I fought the enemies around me with a renewed vigor.  


  

  The battle waged for what felt like hours, but finally the Hungering force was decimated.  Only the Shao Geok and I remained in the darkness of the subterranean cave system.  I was weary, but alive.  My wounds, the many cuts and bruises, as well as the deep knife marks in my side, were already stitched back together.  My broken shoulder, as well, did not ache in the slightest.  It had held up for the full course of the battle.  After the Shao Geok had joined the fight, I had taken far fewer hits.


  

  "Where are the other Knights?"  I asked one of the Shao Geok, it looked at me blankly.  There was no understanding on its features.  I knew that it wasn't because it was a stupid creature, but merely because it didn't speak my language.  I felt panic as I looked about me for any sign of Malice or Ethaniel, and found none.  They had been standing only a few feet from me when the ground collapsed.  I ran through the darkness, searching the bodies on the ground, trying to make out the shapes as well as possible in the deep black of the pit, but I could not find my companions amidst the dead, nor amidst the still living forms of the Shao Geok.  


  

  As I was running, a hand shot out and grabbed my ankle, and stopped me in my tracks.  I felt the cold moist skin of one of the Hungering against my furred flesh, and my immediate reaction was to draw my sword.  The creature, however, was dying, and I was in no mood for any more killing.  I sheathed my weapon.  It stared up at me with eyes that shone only dimly the palest red.


  

  "Cast the vessel into the fire, draw it free, and cast it in once more.  This is how we make it strong."  It spoke, the words not accented at all, though they were faltering, coming between ragged gasps of breath.  I could only gape at it in stunned silence.  I had not known the Hungering could speak, and certainly hadn't thought they could speak my language.  At that moment, having delivered its message, the creature's eyes flickered from red to darkness.  Between that short moment between life and death, it seemed that they almost certainly shone a vivid blue.  


  

   


  

  A thousand questions poured into my mind at that time, and I would have thousands more if I'd been given a few hours to think, but I would of course not have such an opportunity.  "Cast the vessel into the fire. . ."  Its voice had been strange, light and almost serene as it faltered. 


  

  I stared at the corpse for a time, lost in thought.  They could speak our language, and they could speak it clearly.  What did that mean?  What had its dying words meant?  It had grabbed my ankle, and it seemed to be speaking with a purpose, but what purpose?  A clawed hand grabbed my shoulder and I spun, hand on hilt.  It was one of the Shao Geok.  There was no challenge in its eyes.  


  

  I forced my hand away from my sword hilt.  The Shao Geok pointed upwards, towards the spot of light high above.  


  

  "Others."  It said, its voice a growl in its throat.  "Above."  It added after a moment.  Relief rushed over me.  By "others" I hoped that it meant Ethaniel and Malice.


  

  "Malice, Ethaniel?"  I asked, hoping for clarification before getting my hopes too high.


  

  "Horns.  Greened light."  The Shao Geok made a gesture for horns on his head when he said "horns," and pointed to his eyes when he said "greened light."  If that wasn't a description of Malice and Ethaniel, then I wasn't sure what was.  


  

  "Thank you."  I said, though the Shao Geok didn't seem to care for the nicety one way or the other.  He simply turned and walked off into the dark.  He joined the others in collecting the bodies of the fallen Hungering.  For what purpose, I didn't want to know, but I could guess.


  

  I made my way to one of the walls of the pit into which I'd fallen.  They were steep, but also roughly textured.  Someone without my advantages might have trouble climbing them, but I didn't foresee any difficulty.  I leaped high and pierced the wall with the lethal tips of my claws.  Scaling the wall wasn't difficult, even though my body was tired from constantly running, and the long hours of fighting.  I'd been in worse condition before.  At the top, I was greeted with an encouraging sight.  


  

  The Shao Geok, as well as other members of Lucidil's army, were filing into the clearing, filtering through the tree line.  They didn't seem to march in any particular order, but they made for a fearsome sight.  There were Uliona warriors, truly a rare sight, and warbands of clans of man not normally associated with the king, as well as some of the other, rarer, races of our land, many I did not even know by name.  They were all men and women who had come to fight under Lucidil when he was scheming to take the crown from the king.  It was somehow heartening to see them joined with the king's men to fight the threat of the Hungering, even if they only served because Lucidil was now the king.


  

  If they could come together to battle a common enemy, was there hope that someday they might live together under a flag of peace?  Had the Hungering done for the people what generations of kings had never achieved?  Only time would tell, I knew.  My eyes scanned across the busy clearing, looking for Malice and Ethaniel.  In truth, though, it was more for Malice that I searched than Ethaniel.  She found me before I could find her.


  

  Approaching footsteps, paws on snow, caught the attention of my acute hearing.  I turned just in time to feel Malice put her arms around me.  I found myself locked in her vice-like grip, bound by muscles that could forcibly bend a metal shield, or crush the bones of an enemy to dust.  


  

  "I thought you were dead when you fell."  She whispered into my hair as she held me tight.  I put my arms around her, and returned the gesture.  It felt good to hold her.


  

  "I feared the same of you and Ethaniel."  I said as Malice pulled away, straightening her cloak about her and doing her best to put on her look of stern disassociation once more.  


  

  "When the ground collapsed," I continued.  "I thought we were all together.  Once I was down there, though, I couldn't find anyone."


  

  "We jumped aside when the ground began to give."  Malice explained.  "I thought you were right behind me.  It wasn't until the Hungering began to attack that I realized you hadn't made the jump when the area we were standing on broke free.  Ethaniel and I fought up here for nearly a half an hour before Lucidil's army found us."


  

  I looked across the quickly filling clearing at those gathered around us.  I was incredulous.  "How did they even get here?  They were supposed to be much further north."


  

  "Their commander detoured south to avoid a rough river crossing.  They were about to turn north again when they came across a contingent of the Hungering.  They've been following the Hungering line ever since, and it lead them here.  It was fortunate for us.  We wouldn't have lasted on our own.  It was also fortunate for them, because our battle alerted them to the ambush that had probably been set for them."


  

  I nodded at Malice's explanation.  It made sense.  The Hungering had sent far too many people just to stop the three of us, and now the reasoning seemed clear; those forces hadn't been sent for us.  They had been sent to stop Lucidil's rear force, and had just happened to encounter us as well.  It occurred to me that perhaps the Hungering forces had been sent to deal with both of us.  If the enemy army had been sent for such a reason, it certainly must not have been as effective as they hoped.  We had destroyed their entire army over the course of five or six hours.  Were they simply attempting to buy time so that their main force could dig into Lucidil's defenses before we arrived?  I hadn't considered that the Hungering might be using such sophisticated tactics.  


  

  "Where is Ethaniel?"  I asked, noting I still hadn't seen the horned Knight, and eager to get my mind out of the useless circles it could run in trying to understand what the Hungering were doing.


  

  "He's with this army's commander, telling him exactly what needs to be done so that we can meet up with Lucidil's forces.  From here on out, it's going to be a hard fight."  Malice answered.


  

  It seemed to me that it had already been a hard fight.  I wondered how many more battles I would have to survive before I could return to Kay again.  How many more enemies would I need to kill?  Would I be able to fight the darkness that was growing inside of me long enough to see the end of the war against the Hungering?  It seemed to me that it might never end.  I had lapsed into silence for a long time, and Malice was watching me.  


  

  "I'm sorry for. . ." I began, ready to make an apology for frightening her during our previous fight.  I still remembered the look of fear that had been in her eyes.


  

  "Lowin," She interrupted me.  "your mouth is bleeding. . ."


  

  I reached up and touched my lips, my hand came away bloody.  I had feared it would be the blood of the Hungering I had bitten into, but the blood was red, and freshly warm  


  

  "What?"  I asked the air, and did not expect an answer.  I reached a finger into my mouth, and felt around.  My front teeth were sore.  I probed them with a finger, and one of my teeth fell out.  It landed in the dirt before me.  I stared at it for a moment in shock.  A moment later a sharp pain ripped through the tissue beneath where the tooth had previously been.  I reached back into my mouth.  There was a new tooth in place of the old one.  The tooth was long, and pointed, erupting from where my previously human canine tooth should have been.


  

  Another pain ripped through my jaw as another tooth fell from my head, replaced by a jutting fang.  Twice more it happened, until both my top and bottom jaws were lined with four sharp fangs.  


  

  "What is happening?"  I asked Malice, hoping she would have answer, but she simply shook her head.  


  

  "I don't know.  I've never seen anything like this before."  Concern was clear in her voice.


  

  I ran my fingers along the inside of my mouth, looking for any other loose teeth, but there were none.  From the dark place inside of me, I felt a strange sense of exultation.  What was I becoming?


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "We're not the most organized force, but we are among the most skilled.  If we can't break through the Hungering line, than it is likely that no one can."  Said the tall Uliona man who was talking with Ethaniel.  He was dressed in heavy plate armor and carried a sword almost as big as he was tall.  His eyes were a vivid, shifting shade of orange.  


  

  Uliona warriors were exceedingly rare.  As a race, the Uliona prided themselves on being passive.  They did not fight, did not train to fight, and were not schooled in the ways of war.  The orange-eyed warrior I was now staring at apparently had not been informed of the Uliona passivity.  I had never seen a warrior, other than the Knights of Ethan, who looked so well prepared for battle.  Even in his heavy armor, with his massive sword at his back, he carried himself as though he were dressed in every-day clothing.  He moved like a man who feared nothing, and was burdened by nothing.


  

  "Malice, Noble, this is commander Tairyk.  He is in charge of Lucidil's forces while Lucidil is elsewhere.  You can thank him for our rescue today."  Ethaniel offered an introduction as we approached, though he had not looked in our direction.  A chill ran down my spine, for I knew that he had used his hostile gray eyes to observe us; they did not need to face the way they were looking.  


  

  "You couldn't have arrived at a better time."  I said as I bowed deeply to Tairyk, ignoring my momentarily discomfort.  In truth, I wished he had arrived a few moments earlier, but I could hardly complain when I had not expected help at all.  It was better that he had chanced upon us when he did, rather than not at all.


  

  "We owe you our lives."  Malice said, also offering a deep bow.


  

  Tairyk laughed, and it was a loud and boisterous noise, unfettered in a way that was uncommon to hear.  "You owe nothing, and I'm sure I could have arrived at a better time.  How about yesterday?  'Could have saved you the bother of fighting these nasty beasties all together.  That is the way of war, though.  Things rarely ever work out ideally.  I wasn't even properly following orders when we found you!"  He barked some more laughter.  "How is that for luck?"


  

  "I got an itch to put a hurt on the Hungering, and decided to follow their line and kill as many as possible."  He looked grim for a moment, though there was still a light of good humor behind his eyes.  "I'm afraid good King Lucidil would have had stern words for me if he'd found out what I was on about."  The orange-eyed man paused for a moment, and then a wide grin split his face.  ". . . not anymore though!  As it turns out, we stumbled right into the place he needed us most."


  

  Even Ethaniel smiled in answer to Tairyk's open and friendly manner.  It was rare to see a military man with a good sense of humor.  They tended to be grim faced, and deathly serious.  Of course, soldiering was an occupation that could easily sap the humor out of a person's life.  How difficult was it to hold a smile while watching those around you cut down by the enemy?  How difficult was it to keep laughing while your friends died painfully and alone on the battlefield?  One could argue that not every soldier dies alone, but on the battlefield, everyone who dies, does so alone.  


  

  Tairyk's faced turned serious, though the humor never entirely left his eyes.  


  

  "They'll know we're coming.  They communicate instantly, across great distances.  If they haven't already, they will be preparing some nasty surprises for us.  They underestimated us, or at least put too much faith in their pitfalls working, and perhaps if you three hadn't sprung that trap, we may have lost a great many men to them.  It's unlikely that, when next we see them, their attack will be so easy to cast aside.  The Hungering adapt faster than any opponent I've ever faced."  The orange-eyed commander said.  For all that he could joke, he had a good grasp of the situation.


  

  "We must do as much damage to their forces as we can, and clear a path through to Lucidil's camp.  If possible, we want to sandwich their forces between our two armies and grind them away."  Ethaniel noted grimly.


  

  "That will take a lot of grinding."  Tairyk replied.  "They just keep coming.  No matter how many we kill, it seems like there are always hundreds more.  I've never seen a force so vast.  . . . and their black drakes . . ." His words trailed off ominously.  


  

  "They do not fight well, though.  They rely upon numbers to make up for their lack of combat skill."  Malice added.  "They are strong, but any reasonably skilled swordsman is more than a match for one of the Hungering."


  

  Tairyk nodded.  "This is true, but it isn't their skill that makes them deadly.  While I would confidently pit any man or woman in my army against one of the Hungering in equal combat, it is rarely one man to one Hungering fighting.  In this way, the Shao Geok have been our greatest allies.  They can handle the hordes of Hungering, and break them apart so that the rest of us can finish off the scattered remains.  It's a messy system, but it gets the job done."


  

  His orange eyes scanned the woodlands that had fallen in around us once more as we marched.  As long as there was light, Tairyk and his forces would keep moving.  "They also make far better scouts than most of us.  Their eyes are perfect for picking out the enemy amidst this tangle and mess, and they can move very quickly."  


  

  The army was moving at a hard march.  The pace would be strenuous to a heavily burdened human after a few hours, but for Malice, Ethaniel and me, even after having run so far, the speed was effortless.  


  

  We finished our conversation with Tairyk and moved to the front of the traveling army.  It was easy enough to keep ahead of them, and we served them best by providing an additional forward scout.  Besides, Ethaniel felt that it was easier to use his gray eyes when beyond the confusing mass of moving bodies that made up Lucidil's army.  We initially went separate directions, but once we had given ourselves some distance, I sought out Ethaniel.


  

  "I'm changing."  I said, not precisely sure how to breech the subject troubling me.


  

  "We're all changing."  He answered, looking at me with both sets of eyes.  The black eyes, tinged so faintly with blue, held curiosity.  The gray eyes were awash with malicious intent.


  

  "Not like this."  I said, and I pulled aside my cloak to expose my shoulders.  I had discovered this new change shortly after my teeth had fallen out to be replaced by fangs.  I had taken off my cloak and shirt to check the condition of my broken shoulder, to assure that it had healed properly, since I had been unable to rest it while the bone knitted back together.  The bone, as always, had properly repaired itself, but I was startled to discover that the fur of my arms had spread to my torso.


  

  My Fell Beast arms should have ended at the shoulder, where my human arms had been severed in the operation that bound them to me, but instead now the soft black fur extended onto my chest and back, meeting, almost like a collar, around my neck.  The fur on my legs had similarly spread.  It no longer stopped at my hips, but also lay across my lower back and across my lower abdomen.


  

  "Oh. . ."  Ethaniel said.  He failed to completely mask the surprise that momentarily lit his face.  I smiled at him, not a gesture of good humor, but showing off the four fangs that lined my mouth. 


  

  "What is happening to me?"  I asked him, trying to keep the worry from my voice.  It boded ill, that this transformation had come as a surprise for him.  


  

  Ethaniel looked away.  "I don't know.  What is happening to you has never happened to one of us before."


  

  His words felt like a knife in the stomach.  If anyone could explain to me what was happening, I had hoped that it would be Ethaniel.  He was the oldest of us all, and the most experienced with our peculiar condition.  If Ethaniel did not know, where else could I seek an answer?  


  

  "You must have some idea?"  I pressed in desperation.


  

  "I can guess, but Noble, you are as different from me, as I am from a normal man.  We were created in the same fashion, but we are very different creatures."  Ethaniel's voice was tinged with fatherly concern.  I hadn't heard such tones from him since I'd first met the legendary Knight at Fell Rock, at the beginning of my training.


  

  "Whatever you think, it is more than I have right now.  Please. . ." I coaxed him.  I did not understand what was happening to me.  If Ethaniel, with his extra years, and greater experience, could add something to what I knew, it would be better than what I had.  


  

  He sighed, seemingly reluctant to give me information that he wasn't certain about.  "It is possible that the strength of your bond with the Uliona whose eyes you carry has given you a stronger bond with all the other creatures that you have formed unions with since.  That bond, while making you stronger and more powerful, might also be allowing the changes to your body, changes that happen to all Knights of Ethan when we take on new aspects, to continue long after they should have stopped."  Ethaniel explained.  "It's impossible for me to say for certain, because there has never been another Knight like you.


  

  "But you're not only changing physically. . .  am I right?"  He asked, still not looking at me, though I could feel a peculiar chill at the nape of my neck.  I wondered if he was using his gray eyes to watch me.  I found the thought disturbing, though I suppose I shouldn't have.  Those eyes, as menacing as they were, were just one more aspect of Ethaniel now, a man I knew was trustworthy and held no malice towards me.  I pushed the discomfort away.


  

  "Sometimes, when I fight, or when I get excited, I can feel the Fell Beast inside of me.  It's like he is sleeping deep in my mind, and when I get agitated, he comes awake and tries to break free."  I didn't want to try and explain things to Ethaniel, or to tell him how much I feared what was taking place, but I believed there was no one else who could give me insight into my problem.


  

  "Yes. . ."  He said, a strange smile touched the corners of his mouth for a moment, and then it was gone.  He shook his head, looking dazed for a second.  "Yes."  He repeated.  "You must beware of the Fell Beast.


  

  "Is that what happened in our fight with the Hungering yesterday?"  He asked, piecing things together far faster than I had thought he would.  "When you almost struck Malice?"


  

  I turned my face away from him, shame bringing fire to my cheeks.


  

  "I wasn't expecting it to be so strong.  The violence carried me away, and all I could do was ride the wave of darkness."  I tried to explain, but I felt my words were inadequate.


  

  "You killed hundreds of them, Noble.  We wouldn't have survived that encounter if you hadn't downed so many.  We were losing, and suddenly you came through them, roaring like a monster, and everything in your path fell away dead.  Malice and I barely had to lift a sword as you cleared our way.  It was a terrible sight to witness . . .  but it was a beautiful sight to witness as well."  I could feel Ethaniel's eyes upon me as he spoke.  


  

  ". . . but you didn't stop.  You cleared our path, and the road lay clear before us, but you kept killing.  I called out to you twice, and Malice was calling you as well, but you would not reply.  Finally, Malice approached you to shake you free, and I believe you remember what happened next."  He finished his short retelling, and the shame burned into me all the greater.  


  

  "I don't know exactly what is happening to you, but it is making you far stronger and more deadly than you were before.  It is making you more dangerous as well, not only to our enemy, but to us.  You must learn to master your demons, or they will consume you.  Remember, you are the ruler of your body and mind."  Ethaniel said the last with an uncharacteristic determination.  "Only you can control the power within you."  


  

  I looked at the dark-haired Knight again.  His face was set forward, and his eyes burned with a strange light.  I looked away, not sure what to make of his words, or his strange change of mood, but I felt that I wasn't meant to see the gleam in his eye.  Was it really in my power to control the monster within me?  I hoped that it was true, but I feared the changes to my body, and the hungering darkness inside of me.  I felt that if I did not constantly struggle with the monster I was becoming, I might very well lose myself entirely.  


  

  We traveled in silence for a time, running through the forest at a leisurely pace.  I separated from Ethaniel and took my own route, keeping just far enough ahead of the line of Lucidil's army that I couldn't see or hear them.  I could see neither Ethaniel nor Malice, but I knew they were both in the woods around me, scouting their own paths.  Occasionally I would see one of the Shao Geok scouts, though they were surprisingly adept at remaining concealed when they wished to.  


  

  From behind me, a horn sounded.  It called into the quiet evening only once, but once was all that was necessary.  It was a signal that was universally known.  The call to rally had been made.  Someone had spotted the enemy.  A moment after the first horn sounded, a second, but entirely different call tore through the air, coming from somewhere far in front of me. 


  

  It was the bottomless roar of a black drake.  I was not incredibly familiar with the sound, but it took little imagination to place the sound with the beasts I had seen on multiple occasions.  The Hungering were coming, and they unleashed their greatest weapons.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I reached our marching army in the span of a few seconds, letting myself slip into the current of speed as I traversed the woods.  I found Tairyk at nearly the same moment that Ethaniel and Malice were approaching him.  Tairyk watched us come in, his face having lost much of its humor, and taken on the serious tones of one about to go into battle.  He almost seemed a different man entirely.  


  

  "Our far-runners, Shao Geok forward scouts, say that there is a sizable force of Hungering units pushing through the forest, and underground, in our direction.  They've brought drakes with them, and there is a Blue guiding them, one of their wizards.  It seems they are not putting anything to chance.  They intend to stop us in our tracks."  The Uliona general's eyes had gone cold.


  

  "If I wasn't under orders, I would turn this army around and march it right back the way we'd come as fast as we could..  Night is coming, and the enemy force is far larger, and far more heavily armed then ours."  Tairyk paused for a moment, and I noticed for the first time that many men were leaning in close to listen.  


  

  "However, I am under orders," A smile crossed his lips, though I noted that this particular smile did not reach his orange eyes.  "and I still haven't killed myself enough Hungering.  So, what do you all say we pave ourselves a road of blood all the way back to King Lucidil?"  He called out the last line of his speech loudly, so that all those around could hear it.  


  

  Whatever else the people of Lucidil's army were, they were not cowards.  They responded with a hearty cheer at their commander's rousing words.  I doubted that many of them were confident about the outcome of the coming battle, but they would all fight to their last.


  

  "Remember folks, this battle is for everything.  If we die here, not only do we lose our lives, but our children will perish, and our home will become a wasteland.  So when you swing your sword, you swing it hard, and when you're going to fall, you damn well get your ass back on your feet and take a few more down with you, because this is your legacy.  Let there not be a man alive who can say we did not carve an impossible history here this day."  Tairyk's voice tore through the assembled men, and they erupted into a cacophony of enthusiasm at the end of his words.  Men and women clanged sword to shield, and even the Shao Geok howled to the skies, bolstered by the speech.


  

  I felt the exhilaration of the moment as well.  Tairyk had roused his men, and there was a palpable excitement in the air.  They might be at the verge of a heavily disadvantaged battle, but with his few simple words the orange-eyed Uliona had assured that all of them would fight with valor until their arms would no longer hoist a sword.  Tairyk's forces marched forward, and we three Knights of Ethan marched with them.  


  

  We stayed together at first, knowing that once the battle started we would have to divide.  After a time, Ethaniel left, and it was just Malice and I walking side by side, the army at our back.  I felt I needed to say something, but I couldn't find the correct set of words.


  

  "Fight well.  We can survive this."  I said, and hated the ones I'd chosen even as I spoke them.  They felt flat, and didn't convey what I meant to say at all.


  

  "We have to, so we can see Kaylien again."  Malice added.  


  

  "Malice I. . ."  I began, but my words faltered.  I couldn't make myself finish what I had begun.  That sentence had always been difficult for me, even with my own daughter.  Now I feared that saying that phrase would betray the memory of Kay's mother, Kyeia, or that Malice would laugh, or, even more foolishly, that my words might conjure up some kind of curse, and doom the recipient of the sentiment to their death.


  

  ". . . I know we can get through this."  I said lamely.  The ground beneath my feet rumbled with a distant thundering as the sound of a massive force marching touched my ears.   It was too late for any other words.


  

  "Of course we can, Lowin.  I'll see you when this is all done."  She looked at me, her green eyes as brilliant as ever, and she smiled warmly.  She adjusted her course and disappeared into the woods to my left, taking a position at the head of the army there.  Ethaniel, I knew, was off to my right somewhere.  I was left in the center position, the army of Lucidil at my back, and the Hungering forces growing closer by the second.


  

  "I love you."  I whispered the words to the empty air where Malice had stood, and cursed myself for my hesitance.  What if one of us didn't come back from the fight?  What would those three words have really cost me?  Words that I had never had the strength to say to my daughter, and now I had failed to say to Malice as well.  I uttered a particularly nasty curse.  At the edge of my vision, a tree lifted from the ground and hurled through the air.  The battle was underway.  


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Chaos.  The world was a terrible, confusing mess of chaos.  Death rained down from the sky as a hail of poisoned arrows and debris cast by the giant lumbering drakes that waded through the horde of Hungering soldiers.  There were at least ten of the massive black drakes, spewing balls of flaming black ichor that tore giant rifts in the ground wherever they landed, and incinerated anyone standing too close.


  

  Lucidil's army was large, but as I got my first glance at those massive black beasts of war I realized that we were hopelessly underpowered.  The enemy monsters killed with every step they took, and belched fire down onto our army with every breath.  The balls of flaming black ichor - something I had taken to be cannon balls when I had first encountered one of the creatures at sea years before - were devastatingly accurate.  On top of that, the drakes were capable of uprooting entire trees and throwing them into the ranks of our men.  It mattered little that our men were more skilled at arms.  In the face of such a massive and lethal enemy, we couldn't hope to stand and fight.  


  

  I lanced my way through the line of enemies, killing anything that passed within range of my sword or claw.  Even slowed as the world seemed to be, it was difficult to avoid all the arrows and weapons aimed to strike me down.  I had only one goal in mind, however.  I was advancing on the nearest drake.  I didn't know if there was any way for one man to kill one of the great beasts, but I intended to find out.  If the drakes could be brought down, our army might stand a chance.  Even killing one would improve our odds.


  

  The drake took no notice of me as I approached, being far more intent upon attacking the body of our army which was still far behind me.  Its size, I realized as I grew closer, was far greater than it seemed at a distance.  The beast stood taller than most buildings and looked as heavily armored as a fortress.  Several hundred men could have stood upon the backs of even the smallest of the drakes, and the Hungering were doing exactly that.  Hundreds of the red-eyed demons rode atop the black monster.  They bore bows, and fired in an upward arc into the sky, aiming at the mass of Lucidil's army, still far away.  


  

  I benefited from being closer to the creature than the enemy expected. Those few who noticed my presence I dispatched quickly, my blade cutting them down before they could so much as raise a fist in protest.  The Fell Beast inside of me roared triumphantly with every kill, reveling in the gush of blood and the pile of bodies I left in my wake.  I pushed it back with every step forward that I took.


  

  One of the black drake's legs came soaring through the sky at me.  It was several times thicker than a normal tree in circumference, and heavily covered in coarse scale plating that I took to be merely another part of its flesh.  I easily dodged out of range of the falling leg, and used my claws to latch onto it as it sailed back up into the sky.  I let the upward momentum throw me skyward, launching into the air along the creature's leg and towards its main body.  My haphazard flight nearly took me too far, too fast, and I had to scramble to latch a clawed hand into a crease between the drake's scales.  


  

  Even slowed as the world was, it was difficult to navigate the beast's constantly moving body.  The scales flexed and moved as its muscles churned beneath them, and when the seams between the scales closed, they did so with the force of two slabs of dense metal being slammed together.  Every hand-hold I took had to be timed perfectly.  I was making steady progress until the creature reared back to let out another blast of fire. I was at the joint of its neck and shoulder when it reared its head back.  I suddenly found the large black spines on the ridge along the back of its head swooping through the air towards me as the beast inhaled deeply.  


  

  I reacted on instinct, throwing myself from my place on the neck and latching onto the black spines of the beast's head.  The spine I grabbed impacted on the neck where I had previously been holding, not damaging the drake at all but still with enough force that it would have shattered every bone in my body.  I soon realized what was happening.  The beast's head darted forward and an eruption of searing flame burst from its gaping maw, sailing through the sky over the heads of the Hungering.  It wasn't yet within range of Lucidil's army, but it was still venting fire.


  

  Atop the ridge at the back of the drake's head, I found myself suddenly exposed to attack.  The Hungering saw me, small though I was in relative size to the beast I rode.  Suddenly I had not only the movement of the drake to contend with, but the arrows and bolts of the Hungering army's weapons as well.  They turned their fire on me at once, as if they all had seen me at the exact same moment.  Arrows coursed through the air around me, bouncing off of the scale of the drake and leaving no damage.  I released my grip on the dragon's horn and slid downward, so that the ridge at the back of its head would protect me from any further arrow fire.  I noticed that two arrow shafts protruded from my cloak.  


  

  I was now eye to eye with the drake.  I had landed on the creature's cheek, just in front of one of its eye sockets.  The great, dark eye looked at me, black and reflective.  It held no emotion, and barely even seemed to notice me, but there was no mistaking that it had.  The drake tossed its head, trying to shake me free, and nearly succeeded.  I drew my sword and thrust it downward with all the might I could muster.  The blade found a gap between the armor of the beast's face and dug into flesh, though there was a good deal of resistance.  The drake roared in anger and tossed its head harder, rearing up on its hind legs as it did so.  I did not see what this did to the Hungering on its back, but I guessed it probably wasn't pleasant for them.


  

  My sword was all that kept me from flying off the black drake's head.  I held the handle as tightly as I could as the creature fought to shake me off.  The shakes of its head were so violent that at one point I felt both of my arms dislocate at the elbow and shoulder.  They jarred back into place, and my healing powers took over, but I knew that even so I could not last many more shakes like that.  


  

  The giant black eye of the drake stared at me, and inspiration struck.  I dived at the creature's eye, reaching deep to find more speed.  My heart beat faster in my chest, not straining, but giving my system the flow of blood needed to do what I wanted.  The drake almost seemed to stop moving as I sped up.  I tore my sword free, drawing it up in front of me.  I charged the great black orb.  


  

  Heavily armored eyelids began to close, but they could not move faster than I.  My blade hit the soft lens of the eye, first bending it, and then, sickeningly, bursting it entirely, but I did not slow my forward pace.  I was not aiming for merely destroying the creature's eye.  I took a deep breath as I broke through the vile ichor of the drake's eyeball and kept my forward momentum.  My sword led the way.  All around me burst terrible, reeking fluid warmth, and yet still I drove onward until my blade made contact with something firmer.  My progress slowed, and then I stopped.  Everything around me was complete darkness.


  

  A tremendous force was suddenly pushing against me and I felt myself being propelled backwards through black fluid around me.  It happened so fast I barely had time to register what was occurring, but suddenly I found myself sailing through the air.  My sword, covered in foul black liquid, slipped from my slick right hand and sailed away.  I twisted my body about, trying to get my bearings, but I was still traveling upwards.  When I finally turned my body through the air enough to see what was below me, I saw that the drake had tossed back its head, and that a gout of black blood and gray matter was pouring from its eye socket.  It was slowly crumpling to the ground.


  

  The monster threw its massive head back, and that paired with the blast of blood and brain matter exploding from the force of my impact threw me far into the air.  Below me I could not make out the individual creatures any longer.  In the slowness of my sped up state, I had a terrible amount of time to question whether or not I would be killed by such a fall.  The ground was a long way below, and I would be falling from a height far greater than merely jumping from a castle parapet.  


  

  The battle below began to rush towards me, coming surprisingly fast, even slowed down.  There was little I could do to stop the rush.  I put my legs out before me and cast my arms back and wide, hoping my cloak might catch enough air to slow me down.  It took me only a single breath to realize it wasn't going to help enough to ease the fast approaching impact.  Below me, as the people became clear again, I realize that I would be falling directly into the center of the fighting.  I needed to push myself to be faster.


  

  My heart pounded, the world slowed.  Faster.  My heart pounded, the world slowed, the ground crept toward me.  Below me, Shao Geok and Hungering fought in heated battle, other warriors all around.  I would land in a relatively clear area, but there would be some surprised people when I hit.  The earth inched closer.  I prepared my body for what it needed to do.  


  

  My feet hit first, I let them collapse, which they did with little aid, though I forced my knees to bend the proper way, instead of backward, which they nearly did with the force of my impact.  The blow soaked through my knees, and I felt the bones of my shins, knees, and thighs splinter as I hit, but I forced my muscles to work around the broken bones, throwing my body forward in a roll onto my shoulder.  The world spun around me as I used my shoulder and shattered legs to soak as much of the momentum as I could.  My shoulder and arm broke and twisted madly behind me on the first roll.  By the time I came to a stop, I had more broken bones than I could count and had left a fair amount of skin on the ground in my path.  


  

  I looked up in time to see the drake I had skewered finish its shuddering collapse to the ground.  The world had resumed its normal pace around me.  In my damaged state, my body did not have enough energy to both heal my wounds and keep me moving quickly.  Red glowing eyes swept toward me.  My left arm was still working, and I willed my claws sharp.  I would not die without a fight.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  Bone and sinew stretched, bent and snapped as it restructured inside my traumatized limbs.  The red eyes drew ever closer.  I was struck with the certainty that I would not live much longer.  It would take at least a few hours, maybe longer, for my body to repair the extensive trauma that it had just suffered.  Unfortunately, I had less than a few seconds.  The first Hungering drew near.


  

  I lashed out with my left arm, feebly pushing myself towards the fallen behemoth on my still-healing legs.  Pain lanced through my body, starting low, and spreading upwards through the very core of my being like a terrible fire.  I lashed out at one of the approaching Hungering, and my attack struck flesh.  The creature spun away, a large piece missing from its midsection.  It slumped to the ground, but kept crawling towards me, its teeth gnashing, trying to get a grip on my flesh.  Three more of the red-eyed beasts came on behind it, more prepared than the first, but still beyond my range.


  

  I struck out again, hitting the crawling creature in the head, killing it with a powerful blow that once more sent a terrible shock wave through my ravaged body.  The other three descended upon me, obviously uninterested in their fallen companion.  I prepared myself to attack again, trying to decide which of the three threats was worse, but knowing they would all attack at the same moment.  My time was up.  


  

  A blur of motion streaked through my field of vision, and one by one the Hungering menace before me fell apart, split by a fine-bladed sword.  The blur solidified, and Ethaniel seemed to materialize before me.  His sword was drawn, and his wings spread to cover him.  He looked more impressive than I had ever seen him before.  This effect, I realized, might have been aided by the way he towered over me while I crawled upon the ground, or by how steadfast he stood, while I groveled with my broken limbs.  He bent down and picked me up, surprisingly gentle for a warrior who had just obliterated three opponents in a matter of seconds.  


  

  We lit into the air, his mighty wings stroking down and pulling us from the writhing bodies on the battlefield.  The world blurred around me, everything moving too quickly for my eyes to latch on to any details.  Objects warped into streaks of movement, and though my natural reaction was to speed up, to slow my perception of the world around me, my body was using all of its energy to heal.  I could do nothing but close my eyes and hope my stomach did not attempt to forgo its contents.


  

  When next Ethaniel stopped, I found myself in a medical pavilion, surrounded by other wounded men.  Many, I could tell, were simply biding their time until death took them away from the world forever.  The horned Knight, my savior, crouched and laid me down on a bedroll on the ground far away from the others.  There was honest concern in his black eyes.  I pointedly ignored the void gray eyes, not wanting to see what terrible emotion they might be conveying.  


  

  Ethaniel stood up.  "This man has killed a black drake, by himself.  He is to be given as much time to rest as possible."


  

  A murmur of stunned shock ran through the pavilion around me.  A collective intake of breath sounded from those nearest me, and the others whispered and began to talk excitedly amongst themselves.  


  

  ". . . felled the unstoppable . . ."


  

  ". . . a drake slayer."


  

  ". . . he looks like he might die."


  

  ". . . legends will be written . . ."


  

  I was uncomfortable with the sudden attention.  I wished that Ethaniel had simply left me to rest, though I know he had only said what he did in an attempt to secure my place of healing.  I feared that, instead, his proclamation would bring more curiosity than peace.  I slumped back onto the bedroll and closed my eyes.  I did not feel that I could sleep, but I could at least ignore the world for a time while my body worked its magic.  


  

  "Is Malice alright?"  I asked, as I heard Ethaniel turning to depart.  He stopped and turned back to me.  


  

  "She was when last I saw her.  She fights like she is driven by demons.  You needn't worry about her, she is as capable as any soldier on the battlefield today.  Rest yourself."  He responded, and then he turned once more, and ducked out of the tent.  I was alone, but for the curious people all levying for a position to get a better look at me. 


  

  I kept my eyes closed, and did my best to pretend that I was alone and, to those around me, asleep.  It was difficult, though, since my ears brought to me every whisper, and every sound of someone creeping closer to look at me.  . . .  legend . . .  hero . . .  drake slayer.  They repeated these things over and over again, as though it were a mantra by which they might gain some strength to face the enemy that lurked not far beyond the tent in which they lay. I liked none of the things they said about me.  I was a soldier.  The only thing that made me different from those around me was the power which had fallen into my lap.  I had never done anything to earn my strength and speed.  I had been lucky - or unlucky - depending upon the perspective.


  

  My body burned as it healed, my limbs streaking with pain as bone and tendon regenerated and strengthened.  Being able to feel every nuance of healing was an experience I was sure few could relate to.  Bone, as it stitches back together, gives off a terrible dull throbbing, and muscles tingle as they repair over extension.  Flesh itches as it puckers closed, and itches more deeply as the layers within bind back together.  Healing could truly be an unpleasant experience.  


  

  I couldn't be certain how much time passed, but when I re-opened my eyes, I was greeted by a deep darkness.  All about me figures huddled, many watching me intently.  I had heard them moving about, even with my eyes closed, but I had not anticipated there would be so many of them.  As I sat up, a wave of awe passed through them.  


  

  "He's moving!"  One exclaimed.


  

  "The drake slayer lives!"  Another said.  Other murmurs followed as the people watched me with bated breath.


  

  I was at a loss for how to respond, so I simply got to my feet and stretched.  My body was sore, my freshly healed wounds still aching slightly with my movements.  Some of that muscle, I reminded myself, was only a few minutes old.  After carefully appraising my flexibility, and the strength of my limbs, I judged myself ready.  The damage was mostly healed.  I was in good enough condition to fight again.  I gave silent thanks to Kye, for without her I would have been dead many times over.  Her eyes had served me well.  


  

  I decided it was necessary to address the assembled crowd, mostly injured soldiers and medics who had stopped to watch me between tasks. 


  

  "I need a sword."  I said to those around me, for I did not intend to charge back out onto the battlefield unarmed, though my claws were significant weapons on their own.  I hoped that one of those men around me would be able to point me in the direction of some supplies.  What I got instead, was quite surprising.


  

  Men and women alike, all warriors, drew their swords from their scabbards and offered them up to me, hilt first, many bowing to one knee as they did so.  Once more I found myself at a loss for what to do.  


  

  "I can't promise I will be able to return the weapon.  I've had a great deal of misfortune with keeping swords."  I added, expecting at least a few of those around me to take their blades back, but not a single one did.  Every sword belonging to a fighter with the strength to do so had been drawn and offered to me.  It was now upon me to choose one sword among the many, and attempt to smooth over any hard feelings that might rise from my choice.  All eyes watched me.  I considered my options.


  

  "Who among you has lost family to the Hungering?"  I asked, and almost as one the entire group raised their voices.  I should have expected the reaction, but it was still disheartening.  So many lives had been lost, and so many other lives had been affected forever.  It was then that my eyes chanced upon a man at the back of the pack of onlookers.  He laid upon the cold ground, clutching his gut, a pool of blood forming around him.  His knuckles were clenched tightly around the hilt of a sword.  


  

  I walked towards him, and the crowd parted around me.  I bent down, and the man looked up at me.  His eyes were clouded, his face red and contorted with pain.  He was lingering very death.  


  

  "Drake slayer, please, take my sword.  I have lost my family, as have many of these people, but I do not need mine any longer."  He said, and blood formed on his lips.  I gently picked him up, and though his knuckles had been holding so tightly around the hilt of his blade, his strength faltered and the sword clattered to the ground.  I carried him to the place I had been resting while I healed and laid him down as gently as I could.


  

  "I will carry your sword, but what is your name?  I will make sure it lives on past this battle."  I told him, and I meant it.  He was young.  I guessed him to be younger than myself, but his face was hard, his features weary and worn.  The least I could offer him in exchange for his weapon was a chance at some semblance of immortality.


  

  "I am Uin Delmor, husband of the fallen warrior-maiden Levia Delmor, and father of the fallen son, Casint Delmor."  He answered, a smile upon his lips.  "I'll forgive you if you don't remember my name."  He told me.  "It is not very memorable."


  

  ". . . but I wouldn't forgive myself."  I told him before standing up once more, walking to his fallen sword, and picking up the blade.  It was not a grand weapon, but it was well cared for.  The leather bindings of the hilt were supple and well kept, and the blade was sharp, the nicks worked out.  The steel wasn't king's grade, but it had a good heft to it.  Those around me had gone quiet.  I turned to address them one last time.


  

  "I must go now.  Rest, and heal well, so that you might fight again."  I told them.  The words seemed to lack power, but the assembled men and women smiled and clapped as I walked from the medical pavilion towards the sounds of war that were far too close at hand.  I gained speed as I traveled, first walking, then running, then flashing forward in a streak, the world slowing about me as my body quickened.  Uin, Levia, and Casint Delmor.  Uin's sword would taste a good deal of Hungering blood that day, I decided.  It would do nothing to ease the loss felt by the living for the dead, but it would be a type of grim justice.


  

  I shot through the front line like an arrow, my borrowed sword cutting a definitive path through those foolish enough to stand before me.  The new blade was heavier than the old, a side effect of the less pure common steel, but the added weight was barely noticeable to the muscles of my powerful arms.   It did, however, give my blade extra momentum on the attack.  I found that the new sword cut through armor far easier than the lighter king's steel, though it took longer to change direction in mid-swing.  The trade-off was worth it.  The heavier blade allowed me to cut through the enemy quicker than ever before.


  

  Eight of the massive drakes still remained scattered along the battlefield.  One additional beast had fallen in the hours since I'd been injured.  That, at least, was something to be happy about.  I hoped that it had been taken down easier than the one I killed.  I wondered, not for the first time, if there was some method for killing the monsters that I was not aware of.  My technique, while effective, had been dangerous, and full of potential failure.  A glowing blue light caught my eye on the horizon.  


  

  Far into the battlefield, atop one of the black drakes, a figure sheathed in blue light shimmered.  I began to move in that direction.  I knew what I was seeing, but I had not clearly seen such a creature since my ship had been sunk into the icy ocean many years before.  It was one of the Hungering's spell casters.  They were evil creatures that could rain down fire with the force of their will.  They could also control the winds, and, I'd heard, they controlled the might of the black drakes as well.  


  

  Tairyk had called it a "Blue," and that was as good a name as any.  As I had with the black drake before, I decided with a singularity of purpose, that I would kill this Hungering magician.  I set my course and cut a path through the Hungering that stood in my way.  I had to pass by two of the massive drakes on my route through the battlefield, and each time I did, the trek became more difficult.  Arrows rained down all around the terrible behemoths, fired by the Hungering upon their back.  They were anticipating me this time, firing massive volleys of arrows ahead of me and trying to predict my course.  My speed kept me alive, but even then it was no easy task.  


  

  The ground at my feet was a mix of mud formed of blood, dirt and snow.  At the speed I was running, changing directions was difficult.  I picked off the Hungering as I swirled amidst them, only pausing when it was necessary to aid clumps of Lucidil's army caught in precarious situations.  The battlefield had grown so expansive that there was no way to be certain where Ethaniel and Malice were, or even if they still stood and fought.  I hoped that they did.  


  

  I reached the black drake upon which the Blue was riding quickly, and from there a new challenge opened before me.  I had not been the first to consider taking down the magic user.  Lucidil's men gathered around the massive drake in numbers, casting steel grappling hooks at its flanks, trying to get a hold on the creature so that they might scale it.  As they tried, arrows rained down upon them in ceaseless volleys, and worse, terrible blue fire that ate through armor and flesh with disturbing speed.  My eyes scanned the surface of the beast, looking for a route up, and that is when I caught sight of a minuscule figure scaling the side of the hulking titan.


  

  The shifting cloak upon its back made it almost impossible to see, and indeed I might have missed it entirely if not for the way it occasionally jumped forward quickly, triggering the familiar trails of motion tracking that made my Uliona eyes so effective in combat.


  

  I couldn't see the figure's face at this distance, but there were only three Knights of Ethan on the battlefield, and Ethaniel had wings and horns and didn't wear the shifting cloak of our office.  I watched the drake change stances, breathing fire down upon the soldiers foolish enough to get in front of it, and saw Malice's tiny body shift violently along the scaled armor of the black drake.  My heart jumped in fear, remembering just how difficult it had been to attack the drake I'd faced, and that one had no magic user atop it.  I could not let her face those dangers alone.  


  

  I dashed forward, slipping between the ranks of Lucidil's men without touching a single one of them, little more than a shadow to those I passed.  I used the same technique I had with the first drake, latching onto one of its legs and using the fast upward momentum to propel myself up the scaled surface.  This time, I didn't allow myself to be thrown so far away, and I caught the creature's main body easily, falling into the rhythm of its motions so as to avoid the crush of its ever-moving scales.  My eyes passed across the length of the drake's body.  Malice was at the opposite end of the creature, near the rear leg on the same side as me.  She was also a bit higher up its back.  She would reach the top before me, and she did not know I was coming to her aid.  I forced myself to climb faster.


  

  Malice disappeared over the top of the beast, and out of my line of sight.  I fixed my mind onto the task at hand and climbed with all the skill and speed at my disposal.  The shifting hand-holds slowed me more than I would have liked, but I crested the creatures back, further from its neck than I had the first, and found myself face to face with hundreds of Hungering.  The blue glowing form stood in the middle of them, its attention fixed on a commotion at the other end of the monster.  Malice.


  

  The creatures around me attacked.  They moved like a solid mass of death, every tooth, claw and sword ripping through the air and seeking my flesh.  I dove headfirst into the tide of enemies, sweeping wide arcs with my sword.  Every pass of my blade was a sweeping wave of death.  I pushed myself forward doggedly, fighting my way through the horde of enemies that struggled ceaselessly to end my life.   


  

  The only warning I had that things had taken a turn against me was a bright streak of blue light that flashed in the air above me.  Danger!  A voice inside me yelled, and I dove to my left as hard and as fast as I could.  I rolled across the back of the scaled beast, regaining my feet just in time to spin around and see a splash of flaming blue death splatter across the Hungering descending on the place I'd just been standing.  The fire ate through the Hungering it hit, sending up wisps of black smoke as it dissolved through their armor, flesh, and bone.  They died silently, with no screams or calls for help.  It was an eerie sight to witness.  The fire rolled harmlessly from the back of the drake and down over its side to fall upon those unlucky enough be standing below.  


  

  The Blue had turned it focus on me.  Hungering warriors immediately began to pursue me once the blue fire had left the area.  I shifted my momentum and began a mad dash for the back of the drake, knowing it was only a matter of time before another lick of that terrible flame fell down upon me.  The world lit blue once more, and this time I had to break my momentum and fling myself backwards, into the waiting mass of Hungering, to avoid it.  The Blue had aimed in front of me.  Hungering teeth bit at me, and their weapons sought my flesh.  I managed to deflect a number of blows, but many others hit their marks.  There were too many, and I was far too out of position to counter their attacks.  I twisted in place, driving my sword between myself and the horde of enemies.  It served to stave them off partially, but there were so many of them that they seemed to ooze around my weapons edge, each attempting to rend and destroy any part of me they encountered.  What was worse, I knew that it was only a matter of moments before another wave of flames came down upon my head.  I had nowhere left to go.


  

  Quite suddenly Malice was at my side.  Her sword joined mine, and the Hungering, who had an instant before been on the verge of overwhelming me, were falling back.  Malice's sword spun and cut with a finesse that was somewhat akin to art.  The Hungering died in waves, but in a moment the blue flame lit the sky again.  


  

  Malice and I dove in the same direction, forward, through the mass of Hungering, and towards the blue figure that they protected.  We didn't need to communicate verbally, because we both knew what needed to be done.  Blue fire splashed in the place where we'd been, some of it searing the end of my cloak.  The Hungering forces surged onto us, every single enemy atop the drake's back attempting to hold us in one place long enough for their blue-glowing magic user to burn us away.  We, however, would not be held.


  

  Inside of me, in the darkness of my heart and mind, the Fell Beast pushed himself forward.  He was hungry.  I pushed against him, forcing myself to remain calm in the face of the enemy.  It was difficult, but I managed.  I did not want Malice to see that side of me ever again.  I didn't want to see her eyes filled with fear while looking at me.  I fought the Hungering with my sword, and I fought the Fell Beast within me with what resolve I could muster.


  

  Malice carved a path, and I dived through it, clearing it further so that she might follow me.  Once there, it was my turn to cut ahead.  We continued this, breaking to a side when we needed to avoid the blue fire, and made our way towards the ethereal-seeming blue figure before us.  When finally we reached it, the Hungering troops atop the drake lay dead, and we stood facing the strangely empty eyes of the magic user, only the three of us still alive.


  

  He was taller than the other Hungering, with eyes that shone the same shade of red, despite the blue glow that seemed to cling to the rest of him.  There was malevolence in his red eyes, but at the same time they seemed distant.  It was like looking into the eyes of a well-crafted puppet.  The emotion the puppet master had placed there was present, but at the same time, it seemed clear that there was no real life inside the shell that stood before me, dangerous though it was.  I wasn't sure what to make of that impression of emptiness, but I knew that I wasn't in the proper place or time to think too much on the subject.


  

  We stalked closer to the Blue, and it watched us dispassionately, not apparently worried despite the fact that its minions lay dead in the hundreds around it.  I saw Malice ready her sword out of the corner of my eye, and I followed suit.  We would go as one.  


  

  Malice charged.  I charged as well, pushing forward and letting the world slow around me.  Blue light exploded all around us.  The error of our move was immediately obvious.  


  

  The Hungering magic user had summoned the blue fire down upon its own head, knowing that we would charge in to kill it.  The fire was sizzling down towards us, and we were directly underneath it.  The Fell Beast in me screamed in frustration, an instinctual rage filling its lungs.  I did not give in to its desire to flee.  I could have, but I refused.  Instead, I dove hard to my right, towards Malice, who was further under the rain of blue fire than I was.  I struck her hard, pulling my cloak over us both with my left arm and throwing us out and away from the fire.  I shielded her with my body as best I could.  


  

  In the darkness, under my cloak, I could see the look of terror on Malice's face as she realized too late what was happening.  We slid across the back of the drake, carried by the momentum of my impact with Malice.  Our view was hidden by my cloak.  I felt a terrible pain ripping deep into my left arm.  With my right, I grabbed Malice by the front of her cloak.  Her arms reached up for me, trying to grab me and stop me from doing what she knew I was about to do, but there wasn't time for that.  I forced myself faster, faster even then she could move.  My heart sped up, the world slowed down.  I flung Malice with all the strength I could muster, and clawed my way after her.  


  

  Light was streaming in through the holes burned in my cloak, and I saw Malice skidding free of the terrible ring of raining death.  I managed to break from the circle of descending blue before the greatest portion of it fell.  Even as I came clear, I scrambled to tear off my sizzling cloak that was covered in the blue fire.  My left arm was not responding to me any longer.  I ripped my cloak free and tossed it aside, and saw, to my horror, the remnants of my left arm fly with it, a charred and bloody tatter of flesh and melted bone.  My arm had been dissolved all the way to the shoulder.  My entire left side was covered in burns of differing severity, most not from direct contact but just light touches of the liquid fire.  


  

  I looked back and watched the last of the Blue dissolve under his own flames.  The mess flowed like liquid off the back of the giant black drake, which barely seemed to notice that anything had happened at all on top of its back.  I slumped to the back of the drake, tried to brace with my left arm which was no longer there, and fell flat on my face.  I was exhausted.  My body's injuries and the constant work to heal were all taking a massive toll on me.  I heard the soft steps of Malice approaching and pushed myself up with my right arm.  


  

  Her face was locked in an expression of horror.  I could guess why, but it wasn't important.  She was alive.  That was the only thing that mattered to me.  


  

  "Are you alright?"  I asked her, ignoring the pain that lanced through my left side.  


  

  She nodded, her mouth hanging open.  


  

  "Lowin, your arm . . ." She said, as though I may not have noticed the damage yet.  


  

  My shoulder burned so badly that I wanted to break down and scream.  It was simply gone.  In a matter of seconds my left arm was completely gone.  I saw my sword laying a few feet away and realized I must have dropped it when I dived for Malice.  I stood up and retrieved it.  The blade had, somehow, avoided most of the blue fire, though there were a few strange etched ridges down the length of the steel, as though some of the fire had rolled off of it.  I slid the sword into my scabbard.  It fit well enough, but I would need to get it a scabbard made for it eventually.


  

  "Lowin, your arm is gone."  Malice gasped, walking towards me, her hand outstretched as though she might touch the wound and heal it.  Her fingers shrank back from the smoldering flesh as she drew close.


  

  "It was the left one."  I said, as if that made it better.  I wasn't sure what else to say, or how I should feel.  I didn't feel anything.  There was war all about me, but I felt numb and cold.  Even the Fell Beast inside of me had gone silent.  


  

  "We have to get you to the medical pavilion as soon as. . ."  She began but I shook my head.


  

  "I'm alright.  I should be able to keep fighting.  I still have my right arm.  That's the one I use the most anyway."  I tried to explain to her.  In my head, my actions made sense, though later I would realize the absurdity of what I was saying.


  

  "You're not alright, Lowin!"  Malice shouted.  I could hear anger, and worry in her voice.  I didn't understand why.  My body was going into shock, and I felt dazed and confused.


  

  "You are badly hurt."  Her voice was softer.


  

  Was I that badly hurt?  I looked at the sizzling stump where my arm had been.  It seeped blood, and smoke still faintly poured off it.  It hurt, but it seemed that I could just block out the pain.  I didn't have to feel it at all.  I could keep fighting.  I was tired, but I could fight.


  

  If I didn't keep fighting, what would happen to Kay and all the other who were depending on me?  There were still eight drakes, including the one we were riding upon at that very moment.  How could I quit the fight while I could still raise a sword and still look my daughter in the eyes later?


  

  "If I don't fight, Kay will die, Malice.  I have to fight!"  I told the green-eyed woman staring at me with so much anger and grief on her face.  I saw her fists ball up at her sides and I wondered for a moment if she was going to strike me.  


  

  "Are you stupid, Lowin?  Is there something wrong with your mind?  You are one man, part of an entire army.  When you are injured, you can stop fighting.  Others can take your place!  You don't have to die senselessly to be a good man!"  Malice yelled.  


  

  "So I should rest while others die?"  I answered, now angry.  I couldn't understand why Malice was asking me to stop fighting.  "I should lay down my sword because I'm injured, and just let men and women with families waiting for them march to their death?  Is that what you think I should do?"  


  

  The Fell Beast within me stirred at my anger.  I could feel it stalking the boundaries of the darkness inside of me, pushing at my limits, testing me.  


  

  "I want you to share the burden with the rest of us, Lowin.  You are not indestructible.  You can die just like the rest of us, and I don't want you to die.  By all that is vile in this world, Lowin, I do not want you to die!  Do you understand?!"  Her voice was near manic, and there were tears streaming down her face.  I didn't understand.


  

  "I can't stop fighting."  I told her, and walked past her, heading for the head of the drake. I knew how to kill them, and I would drop one more while I could still carry a sword.  Malice did not stop me, but I heard the sound of her nearly silent crying as I walked away.  


  

  "You should leave."  I called back over my shoulder.  "The drakes fall hard."  I fell into my forward motion, letting the world slow around me.  


  

                  Kill. . .


  

                  Kill. . .


  

                  Kill it. . .


  

                  Kill them all. . .


  

  The Fell Beast threw itself against the boundaries in which I trapped it, eager to be free.  Madness filled me.  Violence drove through me, and suddenly I was awash with anger and hunger.  I jumped from the black drake's body to its head, and rode the crest of its nose to its eye socket.  The beast saw me coming, but didn't know what to make of such a minor threat.  These large creatures weren't intelligent like the Hungering.  It didn't know what had befallen the other of its kind.  I charged forward, my borrowed sword held firmly in my one remaining hand. 


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I awoke in pain, gasping for breath.  I rolled to my knees, and stumbled over as I tried to place weight on the arm that was no longer there.  The ground beneath my feet was shaking.  I shook my head to clear it and saw that the great black drake I had just attacked was only a few feet away from me, crumpling into the sickeningly moist mud and blood mixture that made up the earth of the battlefield.  It was dead.  I guessed that I had lost consciousness when it threw me.  I took stock of myself.  My body ached, every muscle felt as though it had been used to the extent of its strength.  I lifted my right arm, and found that I still held firmly to my new sword, though every inch of me was covered in disgusting, reeking ichor.  


  

  I didn't recall killing the drake, and I couldn't remember how I'd gotten back down to the ground.  A figure came towards me, walking through darkness, hooded and cloaked.  It was Malice.  


  

  "They're retreating!"  She was calling as she drew closer, her sword still in one hand.  "They're retreating, you can stop!  Please Lowin, stop now!"  


  

  "Retreating?"  I said numbly, spinning about.  The night was bright, the moon a shining jewel in the sky above.  As the battlefield cleared of smoke I could see the massive lumbering forms of the drakes making their way westward, away from the battle.  The Hungering, as well, were walking off the battlefield.  Some of Lucidil's men were striking them down as they left, but they seemed not to notice.  The scene put me in mind of the silver-eyed woman's story, but the details did not all fit.


  

  The Hungering that were leaving the battlefield still had eyes that blazed a fiery red, and there were so many of them.  I didn't know how many there were, but I was certain there were more still alive than dead.  Why were they leaving?  Certainly they were not running away in fear.  They still have seven. . .  I stopped in mid thought.


  

  I counted the drakes once more.  There were only five of the monsters leaving the battlefield.  Lucidil's army must have killed two more of them.  We might have won after all.  


  

  "Please stop!"  Malice was saying, and I realized I had been lost in my own thoughts.  


  

  "If they are leaving, then I am done fighting for now."  I told Malice, seeing that she was obviously concerned for my sake.  I had been cruel to her before, and I knew it.  She was concerned for me, and I should have been more mindful of that.  I just did not want others to die for me while I was still able to fight.  I took a step towards her and found that my knees were so weak I could barely keep myself upright.  


  

  "I'm tired."  I explained to Malice, who had moved close enough for me to clearly see the look of pained worry on her face.  


  

  "I thought that last one had killed you."  She said as she ran up to me, putting my remaining arm over her shoulder.  I leaned into her, not because I wanted to, but because I didn't think I could walk far on my own.  "You should never have kept fighting after you lost your arm, and you certainly should have stopped after you killed that one.  Each time you climbed another one, I thought I was watching you scale to your death."


  

  "I only killed one after I lost my arm... the one we were atop..."  I whispered hoarsely, confused by Malice's discourse.  Her words were not meshing with my usually sharp memory.  I had killed the first one, and had to rest while my bones healed, and then I had killed the one after losing my arm.  That had been all.  


  

  Malice looked as confused as I felt.  "No, you've killed four of them in total.  Ethaniel said you killed the first one.  Lucidil's men killed the second, and then you killed the third, fourth, and fifth in succession.  I know.  I've been trying to force you to stop for the last hour."  Her eyes filled with concern.  "Are you alright Lowin..?  You truly don't remember any of it, do you?"


  

  It must have been the look in my eyes that told her just how little I knew.  I could remember nothing after I charged the eye of the second drake.  The howl of the Fell Beast filled the inside of mind, and I could almost feel the great beast stalking the corners of my consciousness.  It had wrested at least partial control from me, I realized with a panic.  In my pain and disorientation I had let down my barriers, and that darker side of me had broken free.  


  

  I didn't know how to explain what had happened to Malice, so I did my best to ignore it for the time being.  There were other matters that needed addressing.


  

  "Why are the Hungering retreating?  They never retreat.  Telistera told us so, and I believe she spoke the truth.  They certainly haven't retreated in any of the other encounters we've had with them."  I said, still trying to piece together the fragments of my memories.  


  

  The problem was that there was simply nothing to piece together in the emptiness between charging the drake's eye, and finding myself crumpled on the ground.  My mind churned over that blank spot, while also trying to make sense of the actions of the Hungering.  Where were they going?  What would cause them to leave a battlefield on which they were winning? 


  

  "Perhaps we should find the commander, or Lucidil.  Maybe they'll be able to shed some light on the situation."  Malice suggested.  It seemed as good an idea as any other.  I scanned the wasted battlefield.  The real problem would be finding anyone amidst the chaos.  


  

  My shoulder, the one that had once held my left arm, hurt fiercely.  A momentary remorse for my lost limb took hold.  I felt diminished, and in fact, I supposed that I was.  The missing limb made my center of balance strange, though it was not such a problem while leaning on Malice for support.  In all my fighting it had never occurred to me that I might be maimed.  Death had seemed probable on many occasions, but I had never considered the loss of a limb.  I remembered the burn of the blue fire as it had bit into my flesh, and I shivered.


  

  "Are you alright?"  I heard Malice ask.  I regretted my showing of weakness.  I didn't wish to make her worry.


  

  "I was just remembering something."  I said half-heartedly.  A loud pop issued from my chest, and I felt a stirring of pain as a rib snapped back into place.  I took that to be the cause of the pain that had been stabbing at me every time I drew a breath.


  

  "Your arm may grow back."  Malice offered in a way of comfort, after we had walked a while, heading in the direction of the medical pavilion.  I noticed where we were going, but for once I did not feel the desire to complain.  


  

  "Do our arms grow back?"  I asked, surprised at the notion.  I hadn't considered that the Knights of Ethan might be able to regrow lost limbs.  


  

  "No. . ."  She said, before quickly adding.  "It hasn't happened before, but you are different."  


  

  "Ah," I replied, not really disappointed.  It would have been nice to believe my arm would come back, but I had not thought it possible, so I was hardly heartbroken.  


  

  "You shouldn't have done that for me," Malice broke a short silence after we'd walked on a little further.  There was anger in her voice again.  I wasn't sure who her anger was directed at, me, or herself.  "I would have . . ."


  

  "Died."  I cut her off mid-sentence, my voice harsher than I'd meant it to be.  I softened it as I continued.  "You would have died.  You were too far in when we realized what was happening."


  

  She looked across me, at the mangled shoulder that remained from the aftermath of the blue fire.  It still hurt, but the skin, thanks to my healing ability, had covered over the wound, and any infection that may have tried to get in was gone.  My shirt hung off of me, mostly incinerated on that side of my body.  The collar of fur that ran around my neck now terminated with the stump of my shoulder.  The fur there had gone pale white.  


  

  "You still shouldn't have done it."  She said again, stubbornly.


  

  "I guess some things are more important than an arm."  I answered.  It was a stupid thing to say, and conversation faltered once more.  We marched back to the medical pavilion in silence.


  

  The pavilion, when we finally reached it, was packed full of people, and more were being brought in from the field constantly.  As we approached, people stopped and stared openly.  Even the Shao Geok, who were aiding in carrying the injured, stopped to look at Malice and me as we drew near.  The whispers spread through the pavilion, too low for human hearing, but loud enough for my Fell Beast ears.


  

  ". . . say he killed more of them, and after he lost his arm, too."


  

  "He's an immortal."


  

  "His name is Noble, trained by Lucidil himself."


  

  ". . . the drake slayer."


  

  I did my best to shut out their voices, and the silent praise they felt I'd earned on the battlefield.  They didn't know the darkness I bore inside of me, or the terrible, murdering impulse I'd succumbed to.  What would they think of me if they did?  What sort of hero would I be in their eyes if they knew that I was little better than a Fell Beast with a sword?  


  

  Malice carried me to a bedroll, and I collapsed upon it with relief.  The others in the tent, even though it was frightfully crowded, gave us space.  Malice lay down at my side, and I could see that she too was tired.  We had fought for a long time.  Even the Knights of Ethan couldn't fight forever without a rest, and the more we used our abilities, the faster we wore our energy.  It had been days since we'd slept, and we had seen much fighting since then.


  

  Sleep came upon me almost before my eyes had the chance to close.  I dreamt of fire.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "Lowin, it's time to go."  A soft voice cut through my sleep and I opened my eyes to the world once more.  The medical pavilion was quiet, but for the few people who were working on dismantling the tent.  The injured, and most of the medics, had left while I slept.  The dead, I guessed, had been taken away and buried.  I wondered if Uin Delmor had been among those.  I was certain he had.  I reached down to my sword, letting the fingers of my right, and now only, hand touch the leather of the hilt.


  

  "Lowin?"  The soft voice again.  I turned my head and saw Malice kneeling over me.  Her hand was on my chest.  I reached out and took her hand in mine, the claws of our Fell Beast features intertwined for a moment.  Malice stood, pulling me up with her.  My body didn't hurt any longer, but my arm was still gone.  There was no longer any pain in the shoulder.


  

  "How long have I been out?"  I asked as I rose from the bed mat upon which I'd slept. 


  

  "You've been asleep for the better part of the day."  The green-eyed warrior replied.  She handed me a bundle she'd had tucked under one of her arms.  "I took the liberty of finding you some new clothes."


  

  I took the bundle from her.  There was a shirt and cloak, though the cloak was only of standard black fabric, not a Lucidil cloak as I was accustomed to wearing.  I looked down at the one I was dressed in, and saw that the fabric was in tatters, and that the magic of the cloth seemed to have faded.  Though the edges were still translucent and the fabric attempted to shift and change colors based upon my surroundings, the effect wasn't dramatic.  Even the cold seemed to bite through the once impervious cloak.  Of course, I realized that it might just be the numerous holes allowing the chill air through. 


  

  I attempted to change, and quickly discovered that I wouldn't be able to undress and hold on to my clothes at the same time.  I handed them back to Malice, who looked chagrined as she realized the problem I was having.


  

  With my hand freed, I made quick work of the ruined shreds of my cloak and shirt.  Dressing in the new clothes was difficult.  I hadn't ever thought about how much my arms worked in unison to accomplish simple tasks.  In the end, Malice helped me pull on my shirt, and fasten my new cloak.  I did my best to not be embarrassed by the aid.  I felt useless.  Once dressed, we moved out together in silence.  


  

  The army was on the march again.  Some of those in the rear-most sections were aiding with burying the dead and managing the traveling resources, such as the medical pavilion, and the food and weapon supplies.  For the most part, however, they were once again on the road, a long line of marching soldiers and the reave haulers carrying their gear.  Malice and I quickly overtook the front of the army, and were in the clear, running freely ahead.  


  

  Without my left arm, it was more difficult to balance my body as I ran.  I adapted my stance, but it took some time.  Every time I stumbled, it was another reminder of the fact that I was no longer whole.  I tried not to let that bother me, but it did.  I would have to relearn all of my fighting skills.  Instinct would only take me so far.  My eyes scanned the country around me.  A feeling of panic was creeping into me.  It had been rising ever since Malice had woken me in the medical pavilion, and every step closer to Lucidil that I took, that feeling of wrongness grew.  


  

  "Something isn't right."  I spoke aloud, and Malice was at my side in a moment.


  

  "I know."  She answered.  "The way the Hungering left. . ."  She let her sentence trail off, but I knew what she meant.  


  

  The Hungering should not have just abandoned the field the way they did.  I half expected, with every footfall, another ambush to spring up around us.  The further we traveled, however, the clearer it became that the Hungering had left the area.  The world had resumed its normal pace.  The birds sang in the trees, and the winter wildlife had taken to the woods once more.  Why had the Hungering left the battlefield?  What could compel an unstoppable force to stop?


  

  "We should warn Lucidil."  I said, though I guessed that he would already know something strange was occurring.  He had been fighting the Hungering for a long time, and such a straying from their normal patterns must have alerted him as well.  I pushed myself harder, speeding the pace of my run.   Malice matched me step for step.


  

  We ran with urgency, driven by a growing sense of foreboding.  The hours flew by, and with them, distance fell away before us.  Time became meaningless.  I knew nothing, had no thought but that we needed to reach Lucidil's camp as fast as our legs could carry us.


  

                  


  

   


  

   


  

  The camp opened up before us.  The area where the ground rams had been set was in chaos.  Most of the stations were entirely destroyed.  Men moved through the wreckage, picking up bodies, sorting them into groups.  The enemies would be burned, and the fallen soldiers of the king's army would be buried in the proper fashion deemed suitable for a fallen soldier.  We pushed through the battlefield.  The closer we drew to Lucidil's central camp, the less the damage became.  That should have been a good sign, yet I still could not shake the feeling of foreboding.


  

  All those who saw us coming cleared way, as though they could sense that we were on important business.  Even the Black Patch Brigade gave way to us as we drew near.   It might have been our haste, or it might simply have been because we were both Knights of Ethan.  Of course, in my new cloak, I looked more like one of the human-Fell Beast amalgamations.   After a time we came upon the tents of the small residential camp that Lucidil had erected.  I stopped for the first time since I'd started running hard, my eyes surveying the scene before me.


  

  Malice ground to a halt at my side.  "Is something wrong?"  She asked, and though her voice was set cold and dispassionate, I, who knew her well, could hear the worry hiding beneath her tone.  


  

  I thought in silence, but not for long.  I couldn't place what had caused me to stop.  Though the tents seemed to have not changed at all from the last time I'd been to Lucidil's camp, I felt a heavy weight upon my shoulders.  I was tempted to reach for my sword, and had to force myself to stay my hand.  Something was amiss.  What few figures that were here, guardsmen and servants, moved between the white canvas tents quietly, as though they too were a part of the dreary dark that had descended upon the camp.  I walked forward slowly.  


  

  "Lowin, is there something wrong?"  Malice repeated her question, and it was only then that I realized I hadn't answered her the first time.


  

  "Yes."  I replied.  "Though I do not know what it is yet. . ."  I trailed off in thought.  It was the best answer I could give.  I could hear my heartbeat thrumming like a drum in my ears.  I felt as though I were willingly walking into a terrible storm.  


  

  "Something has happened here."  I heard Malice say, though her voice was low.  "The people wear it on their faces." 


  

  I didn't need to reply.  I had seen it as well.  My trepidation grew as I drew nearer Lucidil's tent.  The flap was closed, and four of the Black Patch Brigade stood outside guarding the entrance.  As Malice and I drew near, they stiffened and placed their hands upon their weapons.


  

  "His Majesty is not seeing vassals."  One of the black cloaks announced.


  

  "He will see us.  Let him know that Malice and Noble return from the field, and that we wish to speak to him immediately."  I made my voice firm, commanding.  Malice had been about to speak, but I had preempted her.  She did not look displeased.


  

  The guards looked at each other, uncertain as to what they were supposed to do under the circumstances.  They were creatures of one order, and it was not mine that they listened to.  


  

  "Inform him that we are here.  He will wish to speak to us."  Malice commanded, reinforcing what I had said.  It took them a moment, but finally one of them lifted the tent flap and walked into the relative darkness within.  We waited, the three remaining men never taking their hands from their swords.  I wanted nothing more than to draw my own blade and strike them out of my way.  Such was the frazzled state of my patience.  I forced myself to bide my time.  It was no easy task.  


  

  At last, the black cloak that had entered the tent emerged. 


  

  "Malice and the Oath Breaker may enter the tent.  We are to give them privacy."  He said to the others as he emerged.  The tent flap was drawn back, and the guards ushered us inside before turning and leaving their posts.  I thought it more than passingly peculiar that Lucidil would dismiss his guards.  It was yet another symptom of a problem that I didn't yet understand.


  

  The space inside the tent was large and open, though the lighting was dimmer than it had been when last I'd visited the king only a few days before.  The table was pulled to the center of the area, Lucidil sat at one side, and Ethaniel stood at his right.  I was surprised to see the Knight of four eyes had already returned to the king's side.  Malice and I had made good time, but he had obviously started long before us.  He stepped back into one of the shadows of the tent as we entered.  Something about his motion, or the look on his face, struck me as inherently wrong.  Again, it was some aspect that I couldn't quite place.


  

  My hands were cold, and my heart still sounded in my ears like a drum.  Something terrible was about to happen.


  

  Beware the fire.  A gravely female voice whispered softly from somewhere inside of me.  I didn't know what it meant, or where it came from, but the advice seemed sound.  Lucidil's eyes burned like fire, and I felt a strange tension hovering about him.    


  

  "Malice, Noble, it is good to see you returned safely from the field of battle.  I was quite worried about you."  Lucidil said, his tones conversational.  He did not rise from where he sat at his table.


  

  I drew back my cloak, exposing the missing arm.  "You had cause to worry.  The field of battle was quite dangerous."  I said, doing by best to keep my emotions from my voice.  I exposed my weakness as a way of putting the king off balance.  I felt I needed to position myself in a dominant stance for the encounter.    


  

  Lucidil eyes opened wide, but only for a moment, and then he stifled his surprise at my injury.  Whether my missing arm gave me any lasting edge, I couldn't know.


  

  "It's not often a Knight takes such a heavy injury and lives to tell of it.  You surprise me.  How did you lose it?"  The king asked after he'd recovered.  


  

  "A Hungering Blue's fire."  I answered truthfully.  "He lured me in and then killed himself, and tried to kill me, in a spill of his own blue fire.  I got out in time to save my life, but as you can see, not unscathed."  I gestured towards my damaged shoulder.


  

  Lucidil's face soured, his eyes taking on a note of disappointment.  "That injury will ruin you as a fighter.  Though, I suppose you've earned your right to retire.  I hear that you felled multiple black drakes on your own?"  


  

  I wasn't sure whether he meant to slight me by saying that I was ruined as a fighter, but if he did, it was ineffective.  I had never been a brilliant fighter to begin with.  I knew I could never get past the technique and into the actual art of fighting.  Malice had told me that my adherence to form was my weakness, and I could accept the truth of it, even if I could do nothing to fix it.  


  

  I nodded my reply to Lucidil's question, unwilling to go into details on events that I could not remember.  Certainly I recalled killing the first drake, but the second was little more than a hazy half recollection and the third and fourth were a complete mystery to me.  An admission that I had killed them would be paramount to admitting that I had lost control during the course of a battle.  I knew it was true, but Lucidil did not need to.  That was my private shame.


  

  "That is an impressive accomplishment for any man, be he human, Knight, or otherwise.  I shall make sure you receive the proper glories for your deeds.  A Knight wounded is no one, but a Knight wounded while fighting like a hero, that is the making of a legend.  Isn't that so Ethaniel?"  The red-eyed warrior asked the Knight who stood in the shadows at the corner of the tent.


  

  "Indeed."  Came the quiet reply.  Once more I was assaulted by the sense that something was amiss.  Lucidil's casual talk of glory and the events of battle were skirting the issue at hand.  


  

  "The Hungering walked off the battlefield."  I said, feeling that it was time to cut through the pretense and get to the point.


  

  "Yes."  Lucidil replied, nodding as he did so.  "It is most fortunate, since we had no chance of pushing them back with the forces that we had at our disposal.  I believed we could, but I was wrong."  The king had never admitted to being wrong before.  It struck me as strange.  


  

  "Why would they do that?"  I asked, pressing the point.  When Lucidil didn't answer immediately I asked again.  "Why would the Hungering leave a battlefield while they were still winning the fight, Lucidil?"  My ire was rising.  I was now certain that I was honing in on the source of the problem, and that Weaver knew what it was.  


  

  "I made a bargain with them.  They demanded something, and I gave it to them.  Once I had given it to them, they left the battlefield, and because of that we are all still alive to have this meeting."  Lucidil sounded exasperated, as though he had already had this conversation before and he was tired of repeating it.  There was something in his eyes that put me on edge, something I had never seen there before.  It was fear.  


  

  "The Hungering don't bargain.  They take what they want, and what they want is to kill and devour everything that they encounter."  Malice spoke quietly, but with the authority born of years of service as a weapons master.  Her voice had a dangerous edge to it.


  

  "They've never bargained before. . ."  Lucidil replied, his voice trailing off for a moment.  "This time there was something they wanted, though, and I had to give it to them. My defenses were pressed to their limits.  We had felled five of their black drakes, but they had more of them, and they just kept coming.  I knew that even if our backup army came, we would never be able to clear them all away.  Things were hopeless here.  When the Blue came forward and proposed negotiations I had to listen . . .  for the people of this land.  I had to do what was necessary to keep the people safe.  You can understand that, right?"  Lucidil was looking at me now, his eyes were defensive, but the fear lay beneath.  What was he afraid of?  Was he afraid of me?


  

  I stepped towards him, and he shot out of his chair, his hand going to the sword at his side.


  

  "I had to Lowin.  They said they wouldn't hurt her, so it was a situation in which everyone survives.  I did this for the people!"  Lucidil's voice was strained, and his eyes seemed almost manic.  


  

  My mind caught on one phrase.  "They said they wouldn't hurt her. . ."


  

  My heart hammered at the front of my ribs.  "They said they wouldn't hurt who?"  I growled, and I heard in my voice that same dangerous edge I'd just caught in Malice's a moment before.  I asked the question, but I knew the answer already because I knew who Lucidil was afraid of.  He was afraid of me.  Why would he have any reason to fear me?  The answer was only too clear; because he no longer held the key to keeping me at bay.  I had already pieced this together, yet somehow I stayed my hand, waiting for the words to come from Lucidil's own mouth.  If he hadn't said them, then maybe I was wrong.  I wanted dearly to be wrong.


  

  Lucidil did not answer, though he had drawn his weapon now, and held it steadily between us.  His eyes held fear, but they held a dangerous confidence as well.  He had spent hundreds of years fighting, and his skills were legendary.


  

  "Trillia, they said they wouldn't hurt her.  She will be fine, and we will all live in . . ." Weaver began his answers, but I did not wait for him to finish speaking.


  

  "You gave Kaylien to the Hungering?"  My voice boomed dangerously, my composure was faltering fast.  Inside of me, the beast howled, sharing in my rage and grief, and reveling in the dark tide of emotions that swirled in my mind.  I had trouble wrestling it back.  


  

  "I gave one life to save all the peoples of our land, and she is not dead, Lowin.  You don't have to worry.  They assured me that she would be. . ."  Lucidil's words fells away in my mind.  He kept speaking but I was no longer listening to them.  In my head I saw my daughter as she had been at two, smiling at me from the arms of Wisp.  Then I envisioned her as she had been in Weaver's tent just a few days earlier, a quick witted and loving child with so much life and promise ahead of her.  Now she was gone, given over to a force of evil so great that it threatened our entire world.  Lucidil had given my daughter to the enemy. 


  

  A peel of fury erupted from me, so loud and so terrible that it tore at the flesh of my throat, sending a mist of blood into the air.  I drew my sword and charged at Lucidil, falling into the full wrappings of my speed.  


  

  Lucidil's mouth dropped open and the words, the inane, useless words that had been flying from his lips, fell away.   He brought up his weapon and turned my blade away with ease.  He was fast, and dangerous.  There was fear within him, but it was buried beneath hundreds of years of training and an incredible amount of power.


  

  Such was my fury that I charged on heedless of his skill with the sword.  His blade knocked mine from side to side, leading every attack I made in useless circles.  He parried one blow and dashed in with one of his own, his blade piercing my side deeply.  I fell away, and the world lurched back into normal speed.  Lucidil now stood at the opposite side of the tent.  


  

  "You can't hope to defeat me, Noble. You haven't the skill, and you're injured.  You don't know how to fight properly with your missing arm. Your sword swings are sloppy, and your technique is lacking.  Quit now or I will kill you.  Do you think you really stand a--"


  

  Lucidil's words faltered as Malice blurred into motion at my side, and I let the speed fall back in around me.  Lucidil too picked up speed, and the three of us met in a knot of combat at the center of the tent.  Lucidil had leapt to the top of the table, giving himself a high position, but my senses were numb and I didn't care that he had the high ground.  I pressed towards him anyway, haphazardly dodging and blocking his blows as I sought to claw my way closer to him.  I wanted to kill him.  I needed to feel his blood spilling out onto my claws.  I wanted to watch the red light fade from his eyes.  


  

  At my side, Malice was attacking with a fury as well.  Her blows were beautifully timed, and delivered with a finesse I could never achieve.  Somehow, Lucidil kept us both at bay.  He moved like he'd been born with a sword.  Every swing of his arm served to throw me further away, and turn Malice's sword aside at the same time.  The king's steel blade in his hand, was an impenetrable wall of death.  I would not be turned aside.  My mind was full of darkness.  He had to die.  For all that he had done, for all those he had killed, and finally, for giving my daughter to the Hungering, I would finish him.  The world could not keep him any longer.  


  

  I lunged upwards at him, my sword leading my attack.  He struck my blade aside but my body's weight still drove me forward.  His blade shifted direction, impossibly, in mid swing, and it was only at the last moment that I realized I had too much forward momentum, and no way of stopping his blade from striking.  I didn't care - I wanted him dead.  I didn't bother trying to alter my suicidal arc.  I let myself fall towards his slicing weapon.  In my eyes, he was the only creature that stood before me, and only killing him could ever bring me peace.  I let go of my sword, knowing I would be too close use it, and willed my claws as sharp as I could.  The Fell Beast in me called for blood, the father and brother in me called for vengeance, and the man in me called for an accounting of all that had been lost for Lucidil's cause over the years.  


  

  A heavy impact on my right side sent me sprawling uselessly to the ground.  I spun around in the air, not knowing what could have possibly struck me from my course.  I was filled with so much rage at losing my opportunity to sink my claws into Lucidil that I barely realized that it had been Malice who hit me.  As I struck the ground I saw Lucidil's blade, the strike that had been aimed for me, cleave into Malice viciously.  A spray of blood lifted into the air as the blade opened her from stomach to throat.  She fell away to the ground, tumbling through the air in a spill of her own blood and organs.  Her eyes, beautifully green, were full of tears and loss.  


  

  Fire filled me.  It consumed my humanity like dried wood, and I was lost in the chaos of the Fell Beast.  Kill.  I lurched to my feet, only semi cognizant of what I was doing, and charged Lucidil, the world slowing around me more and more with every step.  Kill.  Lucidil's sword rose to strike, but it seemed to be moving so slowly.  I stepped through its range and struck out with my one good claw.  I struck flesh, but not deeply. 


  

  Weaver spun back from me, his sword changing direction as fast as anything I'd ever seen.  There were lines of blood opened up on his chest, not deep, but I had hit him.  The blood enticed me on.  


  

  He charged forward, anger and fear heavy in his eyes.  I charged as well, riding the tide of ferociousness that was the Fell Beast's fury.  My heartbeat quickened, and the world slowed.  My single claw moved surprisingly fast through the slowness, pushing through the heavy resistance of air with unerring accuracy.  I struck inside of Lucidil's defenses again, much deeper this time.


  

  I felt my claw tear into the flesh of his stomach, rending the cloth and skin beneath to ribbons.  The red-eyed Knight flew back once more.  This time, though, he'd been prepared for my actions, if not my speed.  His blade spun upwards as he retreated, the tip ripping a line up the length of my torso, much as it had with Malice, but not as deeply.  The blow was hard enough to knock me back.  The fury within me, though, would not be so easily doused.  


  

  I lunged forward again.  Lucidil's blade tip snapped up impossibly fast, the point aimed straight for my chest.  I was moving too quickly, and with too much lethal intent to swerve aside.  I felt the blade ripping through flesh, deflecting off of bone, and piercings organs as I drew in nearer to Lucidil.  Kill.  I forced myself further onto the blade, letting it slide through my chest.  Kill.  The steel tore through my back and emerged behind me but I drew in closer, lifting my right hand.  I brought the five razor sharp claws at the end of my arm down with all the force I could muster.  I hit Lucidil's face, and felt the talons of my hand bite deep.  I carried the cut through, down his neck and onto his torso, unwilling to ease up, but suddenly the kill was ripped from me.  


  

  Lucidil swung his sword hard, and my body slid off of it, propelled by the force of his motion.  I tumbled backwards, the world resumed normal pace as I fell into a dark corner of the tent.  Blood gushed from my wound, seeping into my clothes and the earth around me.  The Fell Beast howled in agony within me, but I refused to let the pain pass my lips.  I would not let Lucidil know how badly I was hurting.  What hurt worse than the wound, was knowing that I was going to die without avenging anyone or anything.  


  

  The king approached me, his face hanging in tatters.  He held his bulging guts in with one hand, and spat blood through his shredded lips.  His facial wounds reminded me of the wounds Wisp had inflicted on me so many years before.  I smiled as I remembered her.  Wisp.  She'd been too good to die the way she did. 


  

  "I'm sorry, Wisp."  I breathed, and I was surprised to hear how quiet the words came from my lips.  


  

  "You're a fool, Noble.  You always were.  We could have been gods of this world, but you never understood what it takes to achieve great ends.  Now I have to kill you like so many before you.  No one will remember you.  The world will forget you ever tread upon its surface, and you'll be just like your precious Wisp, and all the hundreds of other Knights who have died."  Lucidil spoke as he stood over me.  The words coming from his tattered lips were sometimes difficult to understand.  "Now I will have to bury you like I've had to bury Ferocity . . .  all because you can't see the greater picture."


  

  He lifted his sword and the blade caught the dim light from the candles in the tent.  Its reflection almost seemed red, though I knew the silver had no such tint.  His eyes glistened like wet blood in the dim light.  Lucidil's hand was poised to strike, and then it spasmed, the fingers went slack, his red eyes opened wide, as did his mouth.  The king's steel sword clattered to the ground, and he attempted to turn, but couldn't as another sword, also of king's steel, was ripping through the front of his chest, right through the place where his heart had been beating only a moment before.  Lucidil, the King of Men, died without so much as a word.  His body fell to the ground, taking the killing sword with it.  


  

  Behind him stood Malice, her green eyes brighter than seemed possible without some inner light shining through them.  On her face was a supreme look of vengeance served.  Her legs seemed to give out on her, and she fell to the ground.  I crawled my way towards her, dragging myself with my one good hand.  I didn't know if she was alive, dead, or dying, but I wanted to be close to her.  A terrible pain in my chest stopped me.  I tried to take a breath and felt blood pouring into my lungs.  I pushed myself nearer Malice, and I heard footsteps approaching.  A great shadow fell over me, and my mind fell into darkness.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  I often wonder if death would not have been easier to deal with than life, but it was not to be so.  I awoke, some days later, in a bed in the king's infirmary.  My wounds were entirely healed, and so I dragged myself from bed, much against the better judgment of my physicians who believed I should rest at least for another day.  I'd never been one for resting when I was able to move.  


  

  I found Malice not far from where I'd been laying while I healed.  She was unconscious, and I was told that she should have died, so grievous were her wounds.  I stayed with her for a time, watching her until I was certain that she wouldn't fade away from me while I was away.  Once I was satisfied with that, I went looking for someone who could explain to me what was to happen with the kingdom, and what I must do to find my daughter.  I found Ethaniel, or to be more precise, he found me as I was leaving the infirmary. 


  

  "The crown is free now, and I believe you should take it."  He told me after I had finished telling him of everything that had led me to that point in my life, and I laughed at him, for I did not want the crown.  I had never even contemplated becoming a king.  


  

  "I just want to get my daughter back . . . if she still lives."  I told him, and he pointed out across the land.  


  

  "Noble, the Hungering are taking to the oceans, and they have your daughter.  If you want her back, you will need ships, and if you want ships, they will have to be built.  The Hungering destroyed all of our seafaring crafts.  Only the king has the power to order those ships built, especially in a time of recovery such as we are about to enter."  Ethaniel's voice held no deception.  I knew the words were true, though I did not want to hear them.


  

  "You should take the crown."  I told him.  "You know the position better than anyone else alive.  You would make a good king."


  

  "No!"  His voice was hard.  Ethaniel's gray eyes flared, and his black eyes pierced me like talons.  "No, I must never take the crown."  His voice softened.  "I am the king's man.  That is where I have always served, and that is where I'm needed most."


  

  "I am too young, and too inexperienced."  I tried to explain to him.  


  

  "You have a need that can only be met by being the king, and a man in need does what must be done."  Ethaniel answered, his voice normal again.  "If you do not take the crown, you will not get what you need, and someone less deserving - someone who cares only for their own betterment - might step up in your place.  Do it for the country.  Do it for Kaylien."


  

   I wasn't happy with his words.  I felt, once more like I was being backed into a corner.


  

  "If I must take the crown to save my daughter, I will do it, though I do not want to.  How long will it take to build the ships?"  I didn't care for the title, but I would travel to the ends of the world to get Kaylien back, and if putting on a crown would speed me on my way, I would do so.  


  

  "Years . . . two, maybe three." Ethaniel answered.


  

  I was crushed.  For two or three years Kaylien would have to live amongst the Hungering.  What would she be like when I finally reached her?  Certainly she would not be the girl I knew any longer, though she hardly was the girl I remembered from when she was little.  Still, I could not give up so long as I knew she was alive.


  

  "Let them start immediately."  I said, and Ethaniel shook his head.


  

  "You must be crowned.  You are a hero to the people now after your exploits in battle, and after helping dispose of a king the people were becoming distrustful of, especially after he gave away his own daughter.  Those people - your people if you become king - thrive on custom.  You can't change the old ways."  Ethaniel told me.


  

  I was about to walk away, but something was still bothering me.


  

  "Why didn't you help Lucidil that day in the tent?  If you had, it would be Malice and I who lay dead, and not Weaver."  I asked the old Knight.


  

  "Lucidil's time had come.  It was I, after all, who made sure the guards were dismissed."  He answered.


  

  "He was your friend."  I pressed.


  

  "Yes, but he was not a good man.  I knew that when he became king."  Ethaniel looked out across the courtyard beyond the infirmary, but it seemed to me he was really looking into his own past.


  

  "You never objected to him becoming king."  I noted.


  

  Ethaniel shrugged.  "I knew he would do what was necessary to save the people.  He was a brilliant fighting man."


  

  That raised my ire.  "He gave my daughter to them. . ."


  

  The old Knight nodded sadly.  "That is when I knew that his time had come."


  

  "Yet you didn't aid in the fight against him."  


  

  "I was the king's man, Lowin.  I couldn't raise a sword against him, and he was my friend.  I took no joy in watching him die."


  

  His answer, while straight-forward, seemed a convoluted excuse to me.  A man, I believed, should make a stand for what he believed in.  Ethaniel had merely stood by while events unfolded.  "Do you think I'll make a better king?"  I asked.


  

  "You are selfless and intelligent.  You're brave, and the people already see you as a hero.  You might be a great king."  


  

  ". . . and if I'm not?"  I raised an eyebrow as I asked this final question.


  

  "There will be others after you."  Ethaniel said before turning and walking away.  I sat alone for a time, thinking over the events of my life.  


  

  I would take the crown, and I would have my ships my built.  In the meantime, there were bodies to bury, and plans to make.  I would be traveling into the heart of the Hungering's homeland, and I didn't believe for a moment that would be an easy fight.


  

  I returned to Malice's side and took one of her hands in my right claw, the single one that remained to me.  I'd given the other to save her life just a few days before, and I did not regret the sacrifice, though I feared it might have been in vain.  I squeezed her fingers, hoping for some sign of life, but she did not return the pressure.  All the times I'd had to tell her how I felt, I now regretted not doing so.  Would she come back from wherever she had gone?  I couldn't know.


  

  "I love you, Laouna" I said the words aloud, using Malice's real name for the first time.  "Please, please come back to me."  


  

  There was no answer.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  




  Epilogue


  

   


  

  I believe it's only fair that I share with you the story of Ferocity and Tyvel as it was told to me by witnesses, after the fact.  It would be an injustice to them both not to include at least a short recounting of the incidents that led up to their deaths.  Heroism is rare, and selfless sacrifice is something that should not be overlooked.  For those reasons, I give to you the final story of Ferocity and Tyvel, as I've pieced together from firsthand accounts.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  "For the girl.  For the violet-eyed girl, we will leave these lands, but we must have her."  The Blue's voice was almost a song, soft and serene.  It was the last kind of sound anyone would expect to hear from a creature that had rained fiery death upon those it faced in battle.  The fact that it spoke at all was astounding enough.  Until it had come, under a white flag of truce, and declared itself a representative of its army, none had known the Hungering could speak the human language, let alone with such fluidity.  


  

  Lucidil rocked back in his chair as the demand was made.  Even the ghost, Tyvel, who stood at his side, seemed to grow paler at the request.  To give a little girl into the hands of monsters, even to end a war, was a terrible thing to ask.  


  

  "The girl will not be harmed.  We shall treat her as a princess."  The red-eyed magic user of the Hungering said.  Though it spoke, its gaze seemed distant, as though it were merely mouthing the words that were being spoken somewhere far away.  


  

  "What do you want with her?"  Lucidil asked, not eager to make a decision that would certainly be unpopular amongst the people, even if it did wrest them from the brink of death.


  

  "What we want is not of your concern.  If you do not give us the girl, we will wash over your army and devour you to the last.  Give us the girl, and we will sail from these shores."  The Blue answered, no emotion showing in its voice at all.


  

  "What assurance do you offer that you will do as you say?"  Lucidil pressed.  His line of questioning made it obvious that he was considering the offer.


  

  "Your Majesty, you mustn't . . ." Tyvel said from where he stood at his king's side.  "Trillia is your daughter.  She is just a little. . ."


  

  "Be quiet, Tyvel."  Lucidil snapped, and the ghost obeyed.  The king turned his focus back upon the Hungering representative.  "What assurance do I have that you'll leave these lands?"


  

  "You have none, but we will destroy you if you do not give us what we want, King of Men.  Of that you can be certain."  The sing-song voice answered, once more emotionless.


  

  "Alright, I'll give you what you want, but if you don't leave after you get her, I will. . ."  Lucidil began, but he let his words trail off.  There was little he could do to threaten the Hungering.


  

  The creature nodded.  "Then bring the girl to me at once."


  

  Lucidil turned to Tyvel.  "Have Fero bring the girl."  He ordered, but Tyvel shook his head.


  

  "Your Majesty, I cannot do that.  I have done many terrible things, but Kay is so young.  She . . ." Tyvel's tried to resist, but Lucidil's words bit over his.


  

  "You cannot refuse the order of your king, Tyvel.  Go and tell Ferocity to bring the girl here, or I will put a knife through your ancient, dried heart.  Do you hear me, specter?"  Lucidil's eyes were red with anger, and Tyvel didn't dare question him again.  He shrank back, and vanished from in front of Lucidil.


  

  When next he emerged, he appeared at the location nearest Ferocity and Kay.  He was distraught, at a loss for what he should do.  He had long feared his own death, and had done terrible things to preserve his own existence, but he wasn't sure that he could play a part in what Lucidil had planned.  It had not been long since he'd spoken with Lowin, and tried to justify his actions to the young, purple-eyed Knight.  He had failed, of course, because there was no way to justify his betrayal.  That betrayal ate away at his mind.  Tyvel was not an evil man, but he had done many evil things in his unnaturally long years of life.  He decided, at that moment, that he would not be party to another.  


  

  He found Ferocity, and knew that he need only tell her the truth of what Lucidil intended to get her aid.  Lucidil might be able to let the girl die, but Fero loved Trillia as only a mother could.  She would not so callously throw away the life of the child she considered a daughter, even for Weaver.


  

  "Fero, Lucidil is planning to trade Trillia to the Hungering in exchange for them leaving the continent."  The ghost like creature told the Knight.  She was aghast.  


  

  ". . . but she's our daughter."  She said numbly.  "He wouldn't. . ."  She grabbed her sword belt, strapped it on and walked out into the night.  She wound her way through the camp and to the place where the meeting between the Hungering Blue and Lucidil was taking place.  She stormed in, full of rage and indignation.  


  

  "Is what Tyvel says true?"  She demanded of Lucidil.  "Are you going to give our Trillia to these . . . these monsters?!"  She demanded, pointing to the blue creature who sat unmoving opposite the king.  Lucidil stood up and faced the woman he had spent the better part of the last fifty years with.


  

  "I'm doing it for the people.  Trillia's life will save many, and the Hungering have sworn to treat her as a princess.  I can't pass up this opportunity to save the people."  Lucidil said, reaching out for Fero.  She stepped away from him.


  

  "You can't, Lucidil.  You can't do this!  Do you think your people would want you to give in to the demands of these monsters?  Do you think your people will support you if you give up your own flesh and blood to the enemy?"  The female Knight asked, demanding an answer.


  

  "She is not my flesh and blood, Fero.  She is not really our daughter.  You are barren, and I have sired no offspring."  His words were like knives to the woman who had loved him for so long. 


  

  "She has been a part of our lives for years.  We have raised her, and loved her, and though she did not come from my womb, I still love her.  I won't give up my daughter."  Her words rang with conviction.  She turned and fled back towards the tent in which she knew Kaylien was sleeping.  


  

  "If you do not deliver the girl soon, we will resume our attack."  The Blue said from where it sat, waiting.


  

  "Give me twenty minutes."  Lucidil's response was cold.  He turned and followed after Fero, flashing forward like a blur.  


  

  Ferocity had almost reached the tent when Lucidil caught up with her.  He grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around to face him.  Tears streaked down her face, and sobs slipped between her lips. 


  

  "Why are you doing this, Lucidil?"  She asked, her voice shaking in her throat.  "Why would you send our little girl away with those monsters?"  Tyvel stood outside the tent, watching events unfold but unable to do anything in his hazy form.


  

  "I am doing what is best for everyone."  Lucidil snapped.  "You have more sense than this, Ferocity.  We have fought too long and too hard to die here.  I will win this battle, and I will wipe out the Hungering forever, but I need more time to build up my armies.  This will give me. . ."


  

  Ferocity smacked him with all the force she could muster.  The sound rang out through the night.  "It is always about you.  You want the world.  You want to control everything.  Well what about Trillia?  What does she want?  You're going to take that all away from her.  She loves you, Lucidil. She loves her father."


  

  "You will go get the girl and bring her here immediately.  I'm not going to tell you again."  Lucidil's voice was edged with malice.  


  

  "No. . ."  Fero uttered, and she reached for her sword.  


  

  "You would raise your sword against me?"  Weaver's voice was full of anger.  "I am your king, woman!"


  

  "Please, Lucidil, I love you so much.  Don't make me. . ."  Fero's sword arm shook.  


  

  Lucidil drew his weapon.


  

  Tyvel vanished from where he had been standing, knowing already what was to happen outside.  Ferocity was a strong fighter, but she couldn't hold a candle to Lucidil.  When she chose to draw sword, she consigned herself to death.  Tyvel appeared in the chamber in which his body was kept.  It was as frail and old as it had been when he was first turned into the shade he'd been living as for so many years.  


  

  He turned to it, ignoring the stares of the guards in the room, and did something that he'd never thought to do again.  He entered the body, and forced it back to life.  The heart, withered though it was, started again, the blood frozen in stasis for so many years, began to flow.  Tyvel was flesh and blood once more.  


  

  He rose from where he lay, forcing his old and decrepit body to work for him.  It didn't want to.  It was tired and nearing death, but he forced it to move anyway.  Fero would hold her own for a time, but not for long.  He hobbled into the tent in which Kaylien slept and made his way to her bed.  The guards did not stop him since he still looked like the Tyvel they knew, even if he was moving like he was suddenly on his death bed.  


  

  "Child, please wake up, child."  He whispered to her.  


  

  Kay stirred and looked up at the ghost-made-flesh.  "You're all wrinkly."  She commented in only the way the young can declare their observations.


  

  "Yes, I am."  Tyvel replied.  "Now, I need you to do something important for me.  Can you do this?"  He asked her, the words becoming difficult to speak.  His body was failing, and he knew it.  The energy of his existence could only carry him so far.


  

  "Yes."  She said solemnly, understanding from Tyvel's tone that the situation was important. 


  

  "I need you to run out the back of this tent, and just keep running as far and as fast as you can.  Keep running until you can't anymore.  Don't turn around, and don't come back."  Tyvel gasped, the words becoming increasingly difficult to form.


  

  "Mommy and daddy will get angry."  She said, looking dubious.


  

  "No, I will take any blame for this.  Please, child, run."  Tyvel urged.  Kay got out of her bed, and slipped her feet into her boots, pulling a cloak about her shoulders.


  

  "Ok, but you'd better be telling the truth about taking the trouble for this."  The little girl said, still looking dubious.  


  

  "I am."  Tyvel assured her once more.  Kay slipped out the back of the tent without another word.  Her footfalls padded off into the distance.  The guards did not chase her, obviously believing Tyvel had sent her on an errand.  At least, the tired ghost thought, she'd have a chance.  He turned from her bed, and began to rise, but a heavy hand fell on his shoulder.  Tyvel looked up into Lucidil's red, burning eyes.  The king's free hand was wrapped around his sword hilt, the blade was dripping blood.  Weaver had not a scratch upon him.


  

  "I am surrounded by traitors, Tyvel, but you . . . I never thought you would betray me.  Where is Kay?"  He asked, his voice a snapping whip.


  

  "She is long gone from here."  Tyvel answered, and his heart pulsed hard in his chest.  ". . . soon so shall I be."  He added.


  

            "You think I'll let you die so easily?"  Lucidil's question was tinged with bitter anger.  He lifted Tyvel's fragile body from the ground with his free hand.  "Where is my daughter?"  He called even louder.  The servants in the tent were tucked deep into the corners, trying not to take any of the wrath from their enraged king.  His red eyes turned to them.  


  

  "Where has she gone?"  The king demanded, and they pointed out the back entrance to the tent.  Lucidil smiled.


  

  "Tyvel, you've died for nothing."  He said, and plunged his sword deep into the dying man's gut.  Pain exploded through his body as Lucidil let him fall to the ground.  Thankfully, his heart gave out before he could feel the recently reawakened acids from his stomach begin to eat away at his wound.


  

  Lucidil stormed out of the tent after Kay.


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  It's a short story, but an important one.  I held Tyvel in a great deal of contempt for many years, but in the end he died trying to do what was right.  I don't know if that alleviates him of his other evils or not, but I believe it allows me to remember the good moments with him without feeling the sting of his later betrayal.  In the end, he tried to die a good man.  


  

  Fero - who I knew so little - died fighting for my daughter's life, and she deserves to be remembered as a hero for that.  Under any other circumstances, she might have been a friend.  I honored both her and Tyvel with a grand funeral ceremony, though I don't believe I did half-so-much as they deserved.  Whatever else they were, they both died as heroes to me.
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