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he halls of the Tower of Darkness were decorated with murals depicting grotesque beings; the curved jaws and mouths littered with jagged, uneven teeth were a frightening sight. The moon shone brilliantly in narrow corridors shrouded in the shadow, except for the square windows that were scattered about. 
The monolith stood alone atop a windy mountain, the path leading to it covered in black snow. Poison oozed from deep in the earth, tainting the ground. The path wound down the mountainside, close to the only nearby village. It was a small town called Sel’verene in the tongue of the Old Ones: the village of the cursed. 
The village thrived in the shadow. 
The few sparse buildings were dark beneath the pale moonlight, nothing stirring in the streets or distance. Fear governed the countryside. The people did not dare to linger in the darkness, not even with the lunar skies so bright. 
Skeletal brush was scattered about the village. The tavern was the only building that dared any noise––the lamp there burning dimly in the shadowed light. The beaten path that wove its way to the far side of the village was entrenched with footfalls in the fresh snow. 
The tavern itself was dark and dank. 
It reeked as if it served as a stable for horses and swine. Yet, the better part of a dozen sour-looking men remained seated in their chairs. The tables were dusty and the doors to the tavern were open wide, allowing the frigid air outside to whisk through the main room. The men drank their dark amber liquid from musty glass steins, the froth sticking to the cold glass and dripping down the side. 
The wintry gales blew back their long, scraggly hair and equally thick beards that covered a sickly demeanor. The mood of the tavern was sour at best, not a word exchanged from patron to patron––even the comely serving woman behind the bar dare not utter a word. 
A hand slammed into the brittle frame of the tavern, the skin worn and reddened from the cold air. The cuticles of the nails were cracked and bleeding: dried blood blotched over pale white skin. The hand slid down the doorframe, the moisture of the snow aiding the abrasive surface. 
As the hand neared the bottom, a man fell through the open door. His cold face was filled with dread and fear. His hands were gripped tight like claws, knuckles white and bloodless. His mouth was agape, crystal blue eyes open and unwavering. With a beard much thinner than that of the other patrons, his hair was cut along his shoulders––the ends fair and unspoiled. 
He crawled along the floor, his hands gripping the wood and slipping as he moved forward. The patrons looked on unfazed as the man inched through the doorway and into the center of the tavern. 
“Help––me,” croaked the man. His voice was cracked and worn like a brass horn played far beyond its years. 
He curled into a ball and shivered horribly. The minimal coat he wore had deep lacerations ripped through it, like three sets of distinct claw marks. The man closest to him watched the man reach up for him, the labored movement causing him to open his mouth once again like a dying fish out of water. The man rose slowly and slammed the heel of his boot into the prostrated man’s face, splitting his already cracked lips. He spilled blood upon the cold wooden floors of the solemn tavern.  
“What,” groaned the man as he gripped his stomach and rolled away. He tried to raise himself upon another arm, but failed to do so when another patron knocked his arm to the ground. Slamming the chair he had been sitting in over the weakened man’s back, the blow drew a weak scream from him 
Two of the patrons stood. 
Upon seeing the man writhe upon the floor, the remainder of them stood. They began to beat and strike the man with whatever object they could find. The man’s cries were soon drowned out by the crunching of his bones and squishing noises as he bled his coat crimson. 
The patrons’ chests heaved as they stared at the beaten man. His face was mangled, the claw marks upon his back exposed when they tore the clothes from his back. The man groaned and spit blood, his remaining teeth stained from the bloodbath. 
His eyes streamed with tears. 
They grasped him by the shoulders and dragged him outside into the moonlight. His incoherent mumbling did not deter them from their mission. His ravaged body lay in the snow; his face was turned toward the sky. 
He could hear them walking away.
He waited for a long time, his mind slipping from consciousness as he lay there. After a while, he realized that he was alone. 
“Help,” he called weakly. 
No answer. 
“Please….”
There was no answer, but in the distance something growled and leapt across the earth in mighty bounds. When it landed, he could feel it through his entire frame. “Is someone there?” 
No answer. 
The growling was much closer now, and this time accompanied by a solitary pair of footfalls. He tried to move, but his body would not respond. His mind was frantic, irrational fear beginning to grip his senses. He tried to crane his neck, but his muscles just seemed to mock him. A cruel laughing fit crept into the man’s soul. He stifled the laugh as best he could, saliva forming at the edges of his mouth.
Coughing, he let the absurd laughter spew forth. 
“My dear Melnon, you tried to leave when the games had just barely begun,” spoke a voice from the distance, the tone angelic and soft. The inflection carried across the frigid winds that came off the mountaintops. The man stopped abruptly, his hands still a gnarled mass and his face frozen in a horror. “You left the tower in such a rush that we left certain debts unpaid.”
“Karian,” gargled the man. 
A brutal howl carved itself through the ravines and jagged cliffs. The hairs on the base of the man’s neck rose and a whimpering sound escaped his lips. The man could only view what was high in the sky: the luminous moon and endless parade of stars that stretched far from his field of vision and beyond.
“How wonderful that you remember me. You flatter me, you truly do. However, Melnon, you knew that your life was forfeit, having bartered it for something you saw to be much more profitable,” sang Karian, her angelic voice still hidden in the shadows. 
Melnon felt an oppressive weight that seemed to smash the breath from his body. Piercing talons bit through what little clothes remained, the splintered claws tearing away at his flesh as the weight upon his chest moved slightly. 
Its grotesque hairy skull peered into his vision. The curved skull was elongated at the snout. Ridges of fangs were more numerous than Melnon could count. The surreal blackness of the creature’s eyes made it seem lifeless. Its thick crimson tongue flicked out into the cold night air––lifeless eyes centered on Melnon. 
“You cheated….”
“Death does not cheat. You made a contract, and now that contract must be fulfilled,” returned Karian without hesitation or anger. She moved around the side of him, her frame still lost from his vision. She leaned over, her face next to the were-creature that loomed above Melnon. 
Vibrant blonde hair was draped over pale features and a slender face. Her eyes shone a brilliant emerald, the iris stained white. Pursed lips pouted at Melnon, the crimson hue mocking the stricken man. 
“You see, that even now, you have been given more time than was allotted. My faithful pet restrains himself, though he wants nothing more than to tear your throat from your mortal frame.”
“May you see the light of Exodus,” spoke Melnon. 
A violent cough stifled anything else he could say. 
Karian tilted her head and slammed her foot into his throat, the thin heel of her silver slippers spurting a fountain of blood. Karian let a girlish laugh escape her lips as his blood splattered across her face and stained the ethereal white dress that clung to her frame. 
She stared out across the plains and stepped back from Melnon. Nodding to the hungry eyes of her were-beast, its lips smacked together cruelly and saliva dripped from its protruding fangs. The beast leapt upon the writhing frame and sank its fangs into the neck of Melnon, the gushing blood covering the scraggly fur of the beast. 
It swung its head back and forth wildly.  
Rising from the still form, it howled into the night sky. Scampering beneath the raised hand of Karian, it played the part of the gentle beast as its master contemplated upon the distance.
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he Nighen, an unnatural creature spawned of evil, consumed and murdered all along the western providence for the weeks after the emergence of Chaos. Its appetite had grown astronomically since its birth. 
The blood moon of Chaos drove it forward.  
Swollen clouds drifted lazily overhead. Bruised and disfigured skies threatened to drench the land in rain and storm, something in which the slowly-aging hills would find great comfort. The mixture of deep shadow and moonlight allowed the cloaked figure to move through the dense forest unnoticed––his hood wrapped tightly and his decadent robes drifting out behind him. 
He hummed quietly. Along his back was the outline of a sheath, the blade hidden. The moon made a kaleidoscope of images across the paths of the forest, and the man moved through them. His figure melded and conformed to the bizarre shapes. His features were hidden beneath the hood, the bitter winds that periodically slapped against his frame could not loosen the bond the cloak held over him. 
The forest around him shifted in the winds. Branches scraped against one another. The gales howled, creating sounds in the night far more morose than the ones that truly haunted the rich shrubbery. The man did not hesitate as he walked, not even when the unnatural sounds of forest silenced and the low, throaty growl of a night terror emanated from beside him. 
Amber eyes were translucent in the darkness. The lack of iris was eerie as if shifted, watching the man move past its vantage point. The creature groaned loudly and stood. Scaly claws dug deep into the already-frozen earth as it moved forward in leaps. It hit hard upon the ground, shaking the earth as it rose from a crouch. 
The man’s pace quickened now. He moved with renewed speed, head lowered. The blade upon his back protruded from his hunched frame like a sore that had grown from his spine. 
The creature moved alongside him, the crashing sounds as it charged through the forest thunderous. The man threw back the tight folds of his cloak and moved with the grace of a practiced runner. His shoulder-length hair emerged from beneath the hood, cascading off his back. 
The creature ran on all four limbs, end over end like a feral animal. Its breathing was ragged and intense. Cold air exhaled from his nostrils as it charged after the dexterous man dodging through the forest. 
He jumped over a dislodged collection of roots, and then spun past a tree that stood directly in his path as he landed. The creature just slammed its gigantic horned frame into the trees, splintering the wood and knocking them from its path. 
The forest ended abruptly. The thick mass of roots and trees disappeared from sight. The sheet of grass, stained brown, extended for a few feet until it ended in a monumental plunge to the canyons and plains below. The man skidded to a stop and threw back his cloak, drawing his blade from around his back. 
The hilt of the sword was cast in ivory––the pearly construction was crafted like a dragon’s head. Its guard was formed of the beast’s hellish wings, the spiraling, sinewy protrusions spreading symmetrically on each side. 
His brown hair was thrown across his face, hiding his cold blue eyes buried behind sleep-deprived circles. A beard carved his jaw line, his lips drawn tight in apprehension. The winds tore at his frame, the fold of his cloak whipping like tendrils in the cold gales. 
The creature emerged from the forest and rolled to a stop, rising on its hunches and glaring at the man. It opened its maw, licking at exposed, rotten teeth. Black, soulless eyes were obscured in the darkness. It tilted its head and made a thin sound, like a bird chirping. 
“Man flesh,” spoke the creature. 
The words were guttural and strangled. 
The man looked at the creature, its shoulders rising far above him. Grayish skin covered its entire body juxtaposed with black, spiked scales. Its arms were long like an ape. Claws were sharpened into half the length of the sword the man wielded. 
“Not much for conversation, are you?” the warrior spoke breathlessly.
“Kill. Eat. Man flesh,” growled the creature once again. The creature took a few steps forward. 
The warrior turned his blade out and it glistened in the half light of the moon. The flash captured the soulless sockets of the creature. His feet parted slightly, rooting him as he prepared to lunge. In one motion, he leapt forward. The point of his blade sung through the air as he did so. 
The creature roared. Swinging one of its massive claws across the front of its frame, it tried to catch the man mid-flight as he descended. The man shifted in mid-air, his body tightening and then rolling to the ground. His blade was tucked tight with his body and as he landed; he lunged forward. Catching the creature across its mammoth legs, the creature howled in pain as it reached down to block the strike. 
It glowered at the man as he returned to his stance. His blade was held across his chest at an angle, eyes set firmly at the throat of the beast. They circled each other, the beast snarling and sputtering as its green puss oozed from the wound and covered its leg. 
It burned the earth beneath them. 
The creature roared––its mouth agape, saliva glistening as it strung from fang to fang. Its stale breath was like a fog from its mouth. The man moved forward again, the blade slamming into the flank of the creature. Blood splattered across his cloak and the stricken ground. 
He turned as he remained crouched beneath the haunches of the beast and drove his blade through its chin. The creature groaned as the crack of the splintered skull echoed in the hills. Sliding down as the man pulled his blade free, it was no more. The creature’s face was a macabre death mask. 
The warrior stood over his prey. 
The lifeless eyes of the beast were listless, departed. He raised his blade and decapitated the creature in one smooth movement. Reaching down, he grasped his prize: the head of the Nighen. 
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he castle was an oddity in the poor country. Wicker shacks and weathered woods that held the measly buildings together were a drastic contrast to the smooth, carved architecture of the castle upon the hillside. The providence of Me’lein was the most populated region this close to the western shores––it had fallen under threat since the coming of the Widow. 
The path leading to the castle had been plowed in the early hours of the morning; several feet of snow had fallen during the night. No tracks had yet graced the way. The main bay doors were guarded by a pair of dark-garbed soldiers, their steel armor reflecting neither soul nor compassion. Pikes––gripped tightly––rose far above them; their other hand brandished a shield with the crest of Me’lein emblazoned across its center: the essence of a dragon king drifting lazily into the mist. 
Past them was a hall that extended deep into the darkness––scores of doorways and spiral staircases on either side. The hallway narrowed toward its completion, the intricate stone walls ending in a wooden door at its center. 
The same crest depicted all about the mighty castle was emblazoned here as well. The door opened inward. Within was a grand hall far taller than any manner of dragon, and darker than the depths of underworld. But, it was lit brightly by thousands of carefully-placed candles; at the center of the room was a brilliant white throne. The rests, the back, and even the cushions were bleached whiter than anything should naturally be. 
The man who sat upon it was clouded in shadow. His gaze was that of a shroud. Bearded chin rested on closed fist, royal robes covering his sinewy flesh. His face was contorted into a frown and black eyes looked far into the distance, past the guests who shuffled about the room. The congregation was a mix of all the people of Me’lein. They were the poor and the rich, the beautiful and the desperate. 
The crowd parted as a tall man approached the throne. His light purple hat extended far above his head and his moustache extended down the sides of his face, past his mouth like drooping lines. He knelt before the man upon the throne, his head bowed and his right arm across his bended knee. 
“Rise, Gaition. What news do you bring my humble court?” rumbled the man, his head rising from his fist and leaning against the marble back of the throne. 
“My lord, I bring a traveler. This man says he has killed the Widow’s beast, the Nighen. The destroyer of our lands,” responded Gaition. His light green eyes harbored both deceit and fear. Hands grasped one another, twisting against each other nervously. The king leaned back in his throne and closed his eyes. His throat exposed for a moment, the crest about his neck visible as he paused.
“Let him in,” returned the king, departing from his thoughts and staring ahead. 
“As you wish, Lord Verifal. He waits as we speak.” Gaition bowed and turned from the king, his light blue robes swishing across the polished floor. His movements were more a scurry than anything else. Gaition gripped the iron ring that held the door in place and pulled it forward, revealing the shadowed hallway and the solitary figure of the hooded man. 
He walked forward, his brown hair hidden beneath the robes once again. In his left hand, he gripped a cloth bag drawn tight with a string. As he walked through the congregation, some members grasped their noses, others covered their mouths. And some even became ill as the man walked past. 
It was considered disrespectful to allow your hair to grow longer than that of a king. Verifal’s coal black hair rested around his shoulders, far shorter than that of the wary stranger who had graced the hall. The stench that emanated from the cloth bag reached Verifal’s nostrils and he rose quickly, pointing a finger at the approaching man. 
“What manner of devilry do you bring upon my doors?” roared the enraged Verifal, as he stepped down from his throne to intercede in the robed man’s way. 
The man stopped in his tracks. Reaching his hand into the bag, he produced the mangled head of the creature he had bested. “The Nighen.”
“You have defeated the Nighen?” queried Gaition, astonished. His thin face was drawn bloodless, and his hand covered his mouth at the putrid smell. 
The king looked from Gaition to the hooded stranger who stood before him brandishing the head of the Nighen. “How did you defeat the Nighen?”
“Steel: the blade can defeat even the greatest creatures of the shadow,” replied the hooded man, tossing the putrid head to the bewildered Gaition. Wiping his hands along his cloak, he pulled the hood completely from his face. Gaition let out a panicked scream as he caught the head, and then dropped it unceremoniously upon witnessing the horrid image of the deceased demon. 
“Are you a hero of Me’lein?” queried Verifal, regaining his composure and sitting back upon his throne. 
The hooded man looked from side to side and then moved forward, closer to the throne. He coughed lightly into his hand. “I am from a place far from here. But I have heard of the Widow who plagues Telen, especially the providence of Me’lein. I came to aid you in your peril, for a price,” returned the warrior. 
“A man in pursuit of wealth, I suppose it matters not. You have destroyed a powerful monster that has ravaged the people of Me’lein for many moons, and would have for many more without your intervention. What is your price?”
“I do not desire your money, King Verifal, but rather a trinket stolen by the Widow. I have come to kill her,” returned the hooded warrior. Laughter echoed in the crowd and was silenced quickly by Verifal. 
“That is a tall order for a man who looks more the part of a beggar than a warrior,” called a voice from behind the hooded warrior. A man approached the throne, his armor tarnished silver and his head hidden beneath a steely skull cap. 
A sheath at his side supported a grand broadsword almost as tall as the man himself. His dark brown eyes were hidden beneath the confines of the skull cap, and his size was obscured by his armor. But as he neared the hooded warrior, the size difference was evident. 
The knight was certainly the larger man.  
“Captain Uthen, this man deserves respect for destroying the Nighen,” commented the king as he rose from his throne once again. 
Uthen placed his hands on his hips and towered over the warrior. The captain moved one of his hands over the hilt of his broadsword. 
“I can see we have a problem here. Let me make it simple for you. You will lose that arm before you can even draw that sword,” cautioned the hooded warrior. 
Uthen’s face darkened and his lip curled in anger, the grip on his sword tightening. The ripples of his glove made an abrasive sound. 
“You might watch your tongue…” 
Before the man could finish, the hooded warrior’s blade was in his hands and he had cut the sheath from Uthen’s side. Returning the blade to his back, a smirk was planted firmly on his face. Uthen glared at his fallen sword. Bending to retrieve it, he noticed the astonished glances of the gathered townspeople and the bewildered face of Gaition in the corner. He rose and met the warrior’s eyes, but did not speak. 
His gaze went immediately to his king.
“Most impressive, warrior. You must pardon the brashness of Captain Uthen. Many have come before the court and announced such things. Some have turned to evil upon witnessing the power of the Widow,” spoke Verifal.
“I can understand such things, but I am here for that one reason and that reason alone. This beast was merely in the way, a spawn of the Towers of Darkness. Your captain…” replied the warrior, but was interrupted by Uthen.
“Pardon my inability to control my tongue. I have witnessed the horrors of the Widow first hand and know that she can turn a great man into nothing, no matter his skill with a blade. Please accept my apologies,” spoke Uthen, extending his hand to the warrior. 
The warrior gripped it loosely and then let go.
“Apology accepted.”
Lord Verifal sighed with relief and sank into his throne. “With that aside, I feel that introductions are necessary, mysterious warrior. You have us at a bit of a loss. You know who we are. But we know nothing of you, not even your name.”
“Xeno Lobo. I am hunter from a faraway land,” replied Xeno, his eyes roaming the gathered masses. Their attention had already returned to their idle, individual conversations that had enraptured them before his entrance.  
“What is this trinket you seek?” queried Uthen. 
“That is my affair and will stay as such,” snapped Xeno. Uthen nodded, not wanting to provoke the man who had so easily disarmed him. 
The king saw the tension and broke into the conversation. “When do you plan on leaving for the Tower at Sel’verene?” 
“Tonight, by the light of the moon,” returned Xeno. 
“But the Widow’s were-beast hunts in the night,” spoke Uthen.
“Karian’s playthings are no concern of mine,” replied Xeno dismissively. 
“Karian?” queried the king. 
“Who is Karian, Master Hunter?” asked Uthen. 
“The Widow, the master of the Tower of Darkness at Sel’verene,” replied Xeno, his attention brought back to the conversation after realizing his words. 
“You know the Widow by name?” asked Uthen. 
“I am afraid so,” replied Xeno uncomfortably. 
“This is why you go to Sel’verene?” 
“In a way, but she had taken something from me the last time we met. I am going to retrieve it at any cost,” replied Xeno as he moved away from the throne and paced the small area in front of the royal seat. 
“Last time,” whispered Uthen to himself.
“We are in your debt for killing the Nighen. If the Widow has truly taken something from you, then we would be honored to help you defeat her,” replied Verifal graciously. 
The townspeople whispered among themselves. 
Xeno looked at the boastful king and pondered for a moment. “How could you possibly aid me in my quest?” queried Xeno, and then continued. “No army can enter the windy paths that lead to the Tower, and there is no weapon that I can use better than my own. No magical artifact or incantation will suffice to defeat Karian, the Widow.”
“Then what can we lend you? We wish to help you,” pressed the king. 
The presence of the dark lord Chaos flooded the land in shadow. The appearance of the Widow was another test of humanity, to see if they could truly outlast the dark tides of malevolence. 
Xeno parried the question and looked around at the apprehensive gazes of the court of Me’lein. “What of Chaos? Surely his coming far outweighs my journey?”
“The Widow is a part of the evil that is Chaos, and all must be cleansed in order to restore peace across the land. Allies must be chosen and lines draw in the sands of war,” replied Uthen with his grand arms across his chest. 
“Indeed,” returned Xeno with equal dissatisfaction at the options. “So be it then. Let me reside in Me’lein for the duration of the night, and then in the morning provide me with a fresh mount and supplies. This is how you may aid me.”
“Very well,” replied Verifal with a grand sweep of his hand as he rose from his throne. “Your request is granted. Gaition, prepare the guest chambers for Master Warrior Xeno.”
Gaition bowed and exited the chamber in haste, a spiteful glare upon his features as he pushed past the congregation of citizens. Uthen nodded to Xeno as the chatter and conversation of the antechamber was restored. The vagrant warrior melted back into the surroundings, awaiting his journey to the north. 
  
*
  
The guest quarters were fit for royalty. 
The bed was a construction of pure mastery. 
The four corners were pillars of ivory that strangled their way into one another. At the top was a grand canopy of linens. The sheets were sewn of the finest silks and were plentiful in the wake of the extreme cold that had gripped the lands. Xeno lay surrounded in the sheets, his body writhing in a nightmare. His arms flailed and his head shook from side to side. 
Muttering, it was the incoherent rambling of sleep. 
The remainder of room was darkness, except the dwindling flame at the side of the bed encased within the iron-cased lamp. The cold winds manipulated the fire like a dancer as the warrior slept. 
The door to the chambers opened slightly.
Shadows of the hall merged with that of the room. The figure that accompanied the shadow slithered, as if without form. 
Xeno remained undisturbed. 
His mind was still trapped in whatever nightmarish world gripped it. As the shadow neared, the gaunt, featureless face of an imp moved close to the bed. Its wicked fingers gripped a ragged, curved blade. 
Xeno mumbled in his sleep as the creature crept close. Its pale, sickly features curved into a grin of malevolence as it hovered above Xeno. Drawing the thin edge above its head, the imp prepared to plunge the blade into the slumbering warrior’s chest. 
The moon shone behind the listless clouds that drifted by lazily. As the imp brought the blade above its head, the metal glinted in the moonlight and flashed across Xeno’s face, waking him in an instant. The imp screeched and slammed the blade down. It was too late. Xeno rolled and drew his blade from the table at the bedside.  
“What in the name of Exodus?” roared Xeno as he brandished the blade. The imp thrashed about the bed linens, spitting and growling like the feral creature of the night that it was. The creature stopped upon hearing Xeno’s voice and cocked its head to the side. Its eyes glazed as it watched the warrior standing there.
“Kill––the––warrior Xeno,” gargled the beast as it leapt from the bed. Approaching Xeno, it slashed at the air with its savage edge. It moved like a beast upon four legs as it rushed toward the warrior. 
Xeno swung his blade from the ground into the air with a deep arc, tearing the creature in two as it leapt. It squealed as it crashed back into the bed and convulsed momentarily, until it moved no more. 
The blood pooled on the sheets. 
Xeno sighed and moved toward the bed. 
The half-light of the moon provided the only visibility; the torch had long since burned down to embers. Moments passed and Xeno felt the pressure of the solitude and silence of the massive castle and the halls that lined it. 
The door burst open, revealing light from deeper within the recesses of the edifice. Hooded, shadowed figures emerged, their motions hurried and confused. 
Xeno strapped his sheath along his back once again and pulled the straps tight, the leather groaning as it gripped against his back and along his chest. He pulled his cloak and wool shirt from the side table as Verifal approached, flanked by Gaition and three faceless guardians of Me’lein. 
“Master Xeno, what happened?” queried the sleepy king as he surveyed the room. 
The imp lay in blood. 
Xeno sat in light of the moon. 
He smirked and placed the blades into their hidden sheaths around his waist. He sighed at king. “That is a question I hoped you would answer,” replied Xeno as he pushed past Verifal and into the hallway just outside his room. 
The corridor stretched far into the darkness. People had gathered because of the commotion. They ambled about like cattle in a pasture, waiting for a command, a reason. 
“What are you saying?” began the king. 
“I’m not saying anything,” interrupted Xeno as he leaned back into the room and glared at Gaition as he passed. The attendant lowered his head as he met the hateful gaze of the traveling warrior. 
Xeno made his way across the room to the opposite end, his head peering out the stone window, looking to the darkened forest below. Shaking his head, he watched as the guards crossed paths and circled around the corner once again. “How many guards are posted along the outer wall?”
“Seven. Two at the gates and five roaming along the wall,” replied Uthen.
“And inside the castle?”
“At least ten or twelve more depending on the hour of the night,” replied Uthen once again as he leaned against the wall. 
“What are you driving at, Master Warrior?” queried Verifal suspiciously. His regal robes were pulled tight around his frame, combating the biting cold of the night. 
“Unless you are in the practice of keeping forest imps within the castle walls,” began Xeno. Turning with an accusing finger, he continued. “If that is not the case, then an imp with about as much intelligence as a stone wall managed to sneak past almost twenty guards and into my room without even the slightest bit of notice.”
“Are you saying that someone let it in?” queried Uthen trying to follow Xeno’s train of logic. 
Xeno shrugged and looked from the king to Uthen, to the cowering Gaition. “It knew my name. It spoke it before I put an end to its life,” finished Xeno with a sigh. 
“It spoke your name? You must be mistaken,” burst out Gaition. It was the first time he had spoken since coming upon the scene. 
“You doubt my word,” returned Xeno, his anger seething. It seemed to rise from his person. 
“No, it is not that. It is merely….” stammered Gaition, backing away from the angst and venom in Xeno’s words. Uthen glowered at Gaition, and then looked to the astonishment on Verifal’s face. 
Verifal could feel the mounting tension and stepped forward quickly. “This cannot be decided here tonight. We will convene in the morning and discuss this further. Let us leave it until then.”
“Will that be alright, Master Xeno?” queried Uthen, turning toward the hunter. 
“Fine, in the morning I leave for the north. I leave these matters to your court.” Xeno turned away from the congregation and looked out the stone window, out into the darkness that held both secrets and truths. 
Verifal motioned for the guards to leave and he followed them, flanked by Uthen and Gaition’s shrouded figure. Leaving Xeno to the solitude and soiled sheets, he would see no more sleep that night.
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he halls of the Tower of Darkness were bathed in shadow. The narrow corridors were draped with murals and texts older than time. A minuscule window that lined these pathways was stained in black glass. 
The tower rose high into the skies, higher than the greatest reaches of the frozen clouds that circled it. As the citadel neared the stars above, it became progressively smaller and smaller until only one room remained: the Widow’s chamber. 
The room was situated with only a throne of obsidian and a cold steel table on which an iridescent orb resided. Beside the throne lay the slumbering were-beast and the pearl whelp that resided atop her throne of death. 
She moved about the room like a dancer amidst a song, her head tilted back and golden hair spilling over her shoulders like a waterfall. Her arms reached out into nothingness and a hum echoed in the dim chambers as she made her way. 
The spinning stopped as she neared the orb and in one movement, she brought her head over it. Her hair spilled over the sides of it. She muttered to herself incoherently. As she pulled back, the orb had gone from a swirling mass of indistinguishable colors to pitch black, the change extraordinary. 
“Mighty orb of darkness, what do you see?” she called into the darkness. The orb imploded upon itself, the darkness reverberating within the shadow until it stilled. 
A voice emanated from it, a dark voice that boomed from wall to wall. “A force approaches. A man bound to the Light, a servant of the enemy of the Towers of Darkness.”
“Enemy of the Towers of Darkness, how enjoyable,” she cooed. 
Her voice was elegant. 
The voice came again, as monotone as it had previously been. “The servant brings a second, and soon a third. These forces align against your reign, against the reign of the Towers of Darkness.”
“Karian, the Widow, fears no mortal, especially enemies of the darkness,” she laughed at the orb manically. She danced about the room again, the were-beast lifting its head as its master gallivanted like a child to a tune that had ensnared her soul. 
She danced and danced until she came to a stop abruptly, her hair tossed across the face. Her brow was furrowed, lost in thought, her finger raised in question. “Who is this servant of the Light? Has he, she, a name?”
“The name that slices through the darkness is Xeno Lobo. He has defeated the Nighen, your carrier of death to the south, in Me’lein,” returned the voice. 
“Xeno Lobo,” she whispered to herself, her eyes closed. Her left hand began to glow, the darkness swirling about her and then in a blink of an eye, a sword materialized. 
The blade was etched in shadow and death, the hilt carved from human bone. The guard was a gnarled, twisted form of a shadow woman. She spun the sword with the practiced hand of a swordswoman and slammed it into the stone of her fortress. Splintering the rock, she turned back to the orb, chest heaving. 
“Xeno Lobo.”
“Yes, they speak of Xeno Lobo. The caretaker of the crest of Devon,” replied the voice without inflection, without care. 
She looked across her room and saw the twinkling jewel crest that rested upon her throne, the golden chain sparkling in the moonlight. The sight of it drove her mad, swinging and striking the walls with her blade. The whelp rose from its perch, searching back into the darkness. 
It screamed the whole way.
“But I took that damnable thing from him once. Why does he wish for more pain, more regret?” she queried madly. 
“I do not know, Mistress Karian, but I do know that he comes here for that crest. You are the bearer of his pain and regret.” 
She calmed, the sword vanishing from her grasp. The darkness embraced her once again. Her body fell to the cold floor, hair spilled about her face. She remained there, cackling madly as the shadows encircled her.
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eno sat upon his brown steed, the white mane whipping in the cold breeze that had sprung up a few miles outside of the castle. Uthen followed closely behind him, his posture relaxed. His dark eyes were fixed on the distance. 
“How much farther until we reach Sel’verene?” called Xeno back to Uthen, who looked out upon the road distantly. 
Uthen shifted his glance to Xeno, the glaze disappearing for a moment. Realizing that he was being addressed, he pushed his steed forward alongside Xeno.
“At least another night’s ride. It lays along the farthest border of Me’lein, abreast the mountains where the Tower of Darkness is hidden,” replied Uthen. Xeno nodded and continued to look ahead without response. “Why do you seek out the Widow?”
“She has taken something from me, something very dear to me,” replied Xeno without looking back. 
“A trinket does not warrant such a journey, especially one that brings you against the will of one of the Towers of Darkness, and the wrath of the Widow.”
“What she has taken was valuable to me, valuable in a way that nothing else will suffice except to end what began a long time ago in a place far from this land.” Xeno could feel a coldness grip his heart, a somber feeling that claimed his emotions. 
“I am sorry for your loss, but…”
“But nothing, Uthen, I do not wish to speak of such things. I appreciate your companionship, but I will not be candid about my past, or the events surrounding Karian,” spoke Xeno irritably. 
Uthen nodded, not wanting to push him any farther. “Do we hope to purchase supplies in Sel’verene?”
“That would be the plan, but I imagine that Sel’verene would be a very dark place being so close to the Tower. I doubt we will find much guidance there.”
“Yes, I imagine so,” replied Uthen with a sigh and then gazed back into the distance again. The clouds there were aggravated and grey. 
“A storm approaches.”
“I see that,” replied Xeno.
“Do we ride through?”
“You said it is a night’s ride, correct?”
“At the very most an entire night,” spoke Uthen, looking off into the distance.
“Then we ride through until we reach Sel’verene.”
“Then what?”
“Then we rest another night and leave at dawn for the Tower. Pray that the gods are with us,” replied Xeno. 
Uthen nodded again, a habit that was beginning to form as he did not know what to say to a man who could best him in combat. Something he had never been faced with until now. 
  
*
            
Dawn was breaking as Xeno and Uthen rode into Sel’verene. A sheet of freshly-fallen snow covered the majority of the street. The sparse buildings seemed more the part of tombs than businesses. They spied the sign that had INN sprawled across it in faded black paint and tied their horse out front, taking a moment to look up and down the deserted street. 
Xeno grasped the rusted iron handle and turned it. Emitting a thin, squealing creak as the door swung inward, it revealed the darkened interior. With the exception of the dwindling embers in the fireplace and the dancing light of the lantern at the counter, there was little luminance of which to speak. They approached the counter, their snow-drenched boots leaving puddles of water and slush as they made their way. 
Xeno peered over the empty counter, his eyes adjusting to the sudden darkness. “Hello?” he called, his voice echoing in the chamber. 
The rustle of footsteps and then the muttering of several small voices came from the staircase to their right. Xeno moved to inspect when a young woman emerged from around the corner, her white dress covered in a dark brown shawl. “Can I help you?” she whispered, her voice more youthful than her appearance. 
Xeno stared at the young girl for a moment. 
Producing a small satchel of coins, he laid them upon the counter. “My companion and I weathered the snowstorm and need a room for the day and part of the night. Can that be arranged?”
“We have many rooms,” she began, but was interrupted by a craven, bent man who emerged from the same corner as the girl. 
His thinning gray hair was almost non-existent, and his glasses slid to his nose. The freckles and dried skin made him appear the part of a troll. His back was crooked and his clothes hung from him as if he were a walking skeleton that had just risen from his grave. 
“From where have you come?” asked the man with a harsh tone, his voice raspy. 
“Far away from these parts, we are merely passing through,” replied Xeno quickly, knowing full well that the man was wary of strangers; especially those who had come looking for spirits in the darkness. 
“Far away, eh? Your companion looks the part of a soldier,” crooned the old man. 
“No, sir,” began Uthen and then trying to think quickly, he continued, “I’m a––uh…”
“We are entertainers, from the west. We have merely lost our way,” finished Xeno, flashing Uthen a disgusted glance. The man regarded them suspiciously and then scoffed, disappearing around the corner. 
“Entertainers?” queried the girl with as much enthusiasm as she could muster.
“Storytellers mostly,” replied Xeno as he opened the satchel of coins. “How much for that room?”
“Seven gold is what we charge, but if you are entertainers….”
“Seven it is,” replied Xeno as he placed the seven golden coins marked with the emblem of the Nine Kings near the girl. She made them disappear beneath the table into an iron box. 
“Would you tell me a story sometime? We don’t have many strangers who pass through, and none who can weave a wonderful tale.”
Xeno hesitated for a moment. “Of course, we shall tell a grand story of good and evil here tonight, after some rest. How does that sound?”
“Thank you, I will be waiting.” The girl skipped off. This was a change from the somber zombie who had stalked out to wait upon them. 
“Was that wise?”
“Uthen, sometimes the Fates choose to play strange tricks upon us mortals, and it is best to just take them as they come.”
Uthen could not fault Xeno’s words, knowing that he would be reluctant to deny a few moments of peace to a town steeped in its own despair and misery. As they made their way up the stairs, they saw that snow had begun to fall once again. 
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arian wandered about her chamber, her thoughts disturbing. She spun like a deranged youth, her head moving independent from her body. Her mind was incoherent as the she mumbled. 
“Ariana of Devonshire, you have committed a tremendous sin. Sin against your family and sin against your code,” called the ethereal voice from the shadows of the room. 
The were-beast did not move at the sound of the voice nor did the whelp stir from its slumbering perch. Karian stopped mid-spin and looked around, bewildered.
“You cannot escape your past, your choices that have led you here.”
“I have no fault. I am Karian, mistress of the lords of darkness,” replied Karian. Her eyes searched the darkness that she occupied. 
The shadows parted and a glowing visage emerged: a white-cast figure that at first did not seem to be form at all, but instead comprised of air and light. As it came closer to Karian, it took form. 
It was a mirror image of Karian herself. 
“No creature of the shadow can ever truly be complete. You yearn to make things right, to rectify the things that drove you here,” called the voice again, this time challenging Karian.
“You are a ghost. An apparition conjured by the Light to confuse me, to break me from the bond that I have with the lords of darkness. But you cannot, I will remain strong,” screamed Karian, her voice quickly becoming hoarse and strained. 
Her hand plunged into the shadow. The weapon of darkness materialized once again, the craven disfigured steel was meant to be menacing to the brilliance of the apparition. 
“You have chosen to fight. That is wise. For it is the only way you can ever free yourself from the bondage that confines you.” 
The image shimmered and a blade emerged from her hand as well, a contrast to the shadow steel. Instead, the hilt was carved of pearl strands and the guard the wings of an angel. 
“I will show you the power of darkness,” roared Karian as she charged forward, the blade spinning and wheeling with decisiveness. The image backpedaled to the right, the translucent blade parrying the strikes easily.
“You cannot defeat what you wish to become, what you once were: a servant of the Light,” spoke the angelic mirror image.
“I was never a servant of the Light,” screamed Karian again as her eyes faded to black irises and her blade exploded in shadow fire. 
Her strikes returned, this time with renewed force. The apparition materialized around the room, her teleportation making Karian’s attacks seem like the fleeting actions of a child. The Widow screamed in frustration, anger blinding her attacks. 
“Your powers have dwindled during your service to the darkness. There was a time when your brother could not best you half of the time.”
“Never speak of my brother. He is poison. He abandoned me.”
“You are wrong, Karian. You abandoned your brother when you began to serve the lords of darkness. Your choice separated you from the only family you had.”
“Lies. All you have are lies.”
“You should be used to it then. The darkness is founded on lies and deceit.”
“No, I….” 
Karian dropped the blade, the shadow weapon materializing back into the darkness from whence it came. She fell to her knees, her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed in the darkness, alone. The apparition dissipated back into the shadow. Only the lingering words that it had said remained for Karian to carry, until a choice would be made for her. 
  
*
  
Night had returned and with it a blizzard of tremendous proportions. The whipping winds and torrential snowdrifts assaulted the minuscule town of Sel’verene. Its people could feel the grip of the storm’s power. 
The inn had no occupants other than Xeno and Uthen. Their progression down the stairs drew strange glances from all of the townspeople gathered about the common room. The girl who had tended the counter sat closest to the fire, her youthful face intent upon the flickering flames. She turned as Xeno and Uthen entered the room, her face bright in wonderment. 
“Master Entertainers,” she called as she rose from her seated position. 
“My lady,” returned Xeno with a slight bow and then nodded his head to the other surly members of the room. Uthen followed behind Xeno and sat across from him as they took their seats closest to the fire. “Whenever you are ready, young miss.”
“Please begin.” 
The others turned their miserable glances and furrowed brows to Xeno. He cleared his throat and rested his arms along the arms of the chair. “As you wish, my lady. Do you know of the kingdom of Devonshire far to the west?” 
There were mixed murmurs and acknowledgments. Some of the older townspeople were perturbed by the mention of Devonshire, their hands covering their mouths at its utterance. 
“The kingdom of Devonshire,” whispered Uthen.
“Devonshire was a grand place, a bustling metropolis of men and women who had stood the test of time against the failings and trappings of the Towers of Darkness. The warriors were called the Masters of the Spirits and the Song Maidens of the goddess Devonshire. The most powerful king to ever rule Devonshire, Giorden, Son of Gallion, had two children. They were his warrior son and the most beautiful Song Maiden in existence, Ariana.” 
Xeno paused for a moment. As he cleared his throat, he began again. “The dark armies of the Towers of Darkness rode upon Devonshire, their legions extending far off into the horizon. Their mission was to eradicate the stronghold of Devonshire, taking away the only pillar left of man. Giorden had battled the legions of shadow as a youth under the command of his father, Gallion. He knew that they were not invincible. He rallied his armies, led by his warrior son, and together they met the legions of darkness on the battlefield. A grand battle ensued. Many lives were taken; some became servants of the Towers. But at light’s dawn, the armies of Devonshire had beaten back the legions. They saw victory, but a false victory it was.
“When they re-entered the city, they saw the damage the legions of the Towers had inflicted upon the citizens of Devonshire. Women and children were taken by the darkness to be turned for their purposes. But of all the gems taken that night, the one that hurt Giorden the greatest was his daughter, the Song Maiden Ariana. The legions dare not descend upon Devonshire again, for they had felt the might of the armies of the Light. But the desperation of the king soon grew so great and evil found its way into the heart of Devonshire. Turning the people from the path of peace to the misery of pestilence, they accepted and worshiped the Towers of Darkness.” 
Xeno had gone from a pastoral tone to an aggrieved, somber tone that affected those listening to his tale. “Needless to say, Devonshire was no longer the grand city it had once been. The son pleaded to his father to restore the peace, to beat back the depravity of the Towers. But, his father was far beyond words––the turning of his only daughter had rendered him no more a man than a shadow. The skies grew gray and the seasons changed. During one of the coldest nights Devonshire had ever felt, Ariana returned to her father; no longer the beautiful Song Maiden she had once been, but instead a cruel, twisted creature of the Towers. She took the most prized possession of Devonshire, the crest worn by the queen of the Song Maidens. This was something that had been passed down for generations, something that might have been Ariana’s someday, if she had not been taken by darkness.” 
Xeno paused and rose from his seat, his hand at his chin and his head lowered in contemplation. The entire audience was his. They were enraptured by the sad tale and as the moments passed in silence, the young girl soon found that she wished to hear more. 
“What happened? What happened to the warrior?” queried the young girl. 
“The warrior left the kingdom he had pledged an oath. He set out to find a way to stop the darkness,” replied Xeno, his face rising and melding into the shadows. A great sadness was hidden within the lines. 
“He just left?” queried Uthen, his curiosity piqued. 
“I am afraid so. He found that he could no longer bear the condition of his father, and the memory of the tragedy that destroyed his birthplace.” 
Xeno moved away from the fireplace, making his way back toward the far door. The sheath to his weapon was already strapped across his back and his pack strewn across his shoulder. He drew his hood close to his face, his gloved hands shaking. 
Uthen rose at the sight of this. 
“Xeno, what is the matter?”
“We must go now. We have spent far more time here than I would have wished. This storm will hamper our progress greatly. I wish to end this soon,” returned Xeno gruffly, his face hidden. 
The young girl rose and approached Xeno, her hands wringing one another. “Master Entertainer…”
“Xeno. My name is Xeno Lobo,” he replied. 
“Why must you leave, Xeno?”
“Young lady, there are some things that are best left unsaid,” replied Xeno. 
“Does this have to do with the Widow?” she queried. 
“Maian, you are never to utter that name here,” cautioned the elderly caretaker of the inn. 
“But this man could help us. That woman took my brother and we did nothing to help. You all just stood and watched as she took him. You are monsters.” 
“Your brother was a fool to go to the Tower, and he paid for his foolishness with his life,” spat the caretaker, his hand raised to strike the girl. 
Uthen interceded and grabbed the elderly man. Shaking his head, the soldier’s meaning was not mistaken. His dark eyes and muscular face were far more menacing than the caretaker would have liked. 
“What happened to your brother?” queried Xeno, moving from the shadows back into the light of the fireplace. The girl looked at the scowl on the old man’s face and then moved closer to Xeno. 
“My brother, Melnon, approached the Widow in order to try and stop her. He bartered with her, bet his life against a contest of sorts. The Trials of Pain she calls them. And if he survived, then she would leave this place. Melnon accepted. He escaped back to the village, but was pursued by the Widow and her pet. They killed him not too far from here. He begged for help and he found none,” replied Maian sadly. 
Xeno looked down, and then to Uthen. The soldier’s face was a canvas of emotions. “Can you use a weapon?” queried Xeno without looking up. 
“I can use a bow,” returned the girl.
“Can you pack your belongings and walk away from this place forever?”
The girl’s eyes twinkled with tears and she nodded her head. Xeno gestured to go upstairs and the girl did so without hesitation, her footfalls echoing in the silence that had fallen between the caretaker, Xeno, and the others. 
“We cannot allow you to take her,” spoke the caretaker. 
“We will do so anyway,” returned Xeno. 
Drawing his blade, he planted himself in their path. His head was lowered, hidden in the darkness that harbored his emotions. The caretaker backed away from Uthen, his eyes never leaving Xeno. He whispered among the other townspeople, their accusing eyes immediately focusing on Xeno and Uthen. 
Uthen leaned in close to Xeno. 
“We have to take the girl.”
“I know.”
“They aren’t going to let us walk out of here with her.”
“I know this as well.”
“She will die here if we don’t help.”
“Then we will help,” replied Xeno, twisting his wrist and flicking the blade from the floor to a ready position. 
He looked at the blade, the firelight intermittently casting a glare upon the polished steel. The girl rambled back down the stairs, her bow in her hands. A quiver and pack were strapped across her back. She wore a brown cloak that seemed far too long for her. A hood was pulled over her features. 
“What now?” queried Uthen as the townspeople rose from their seats and approached them. 
Xeno stepped in front of Maian, keeping his eyes on the roving eye of the mob. “Maian, follow Uthen and don’t look back, don’t you dare. You understand that, Uthen?” 
Uthen nodded grimly and backpedaled out the door. He raised his mammoth blade and used his free hand to guide the girl out the back door. They disappeared into the darkness outside as the mob descended upon Xeno, their voices rising slowly. 
“You will not make it to the Tower.”
“I would have to disagree.” 
The mob charged him now, their faded blades swinging clumsily at Xeno. He parried and dodged without effort, burying his blade deep into the flesh of those close enough. From the others, he simply took the ability to wield a sword away from them. Xeno’s leg flashed out with practiced speed, utilizing not only his steel weapon, but his physical ones as well. 
“That should be quite long enough.”
Xeno spun around. 
Dragging his blade with him, he used the momentum to gash whatever stood in his path and then leapt. His body twisted and catapulted like an acrobat, sending him sailing through the frozen window pane at the front of the inn. 
He curled into a ball as he fell and somersaulted through the drifts of snow. On his feet in an instant, his feet churned beneath him, following the fresh tracks that Uthen and Maian had made only moments before.  
The caretaker emerged from the building, his worn face covered in blood. He turned to a grim man behind him who had lines older than the earth carved into his face. Speaking in dark, growling tones, he pointed with a crooked finger. 
“Release the beasts.”
The man nodded and disappeared around the building. Moments later, the sounds of vicious snarling and howling filled the night and raced into the darkness after the fleeing heroes who had left Sel’verene that night.  
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then breathed heavily as he charged through the shrubbery; his face assaulted by branches and tangled bundles of frozen limbs. Maian barely made a sound beside him as she kept pace with the much larger man. She moved effortlessly, and the pack upon her back looked far too large for such a child. 
The woods bounced across his vision. 
As he watched the girl, the slope suddenly deepened and he was caught unaware. Falling to the ground with a thud, he rolled to a stop against the stump of a tree. Maian immediately sensed Uthen’s fall and stopped beside him. Her eyes were wide and glazed as she peered close to try and look at his face. “Are you alright?” she queried, her breaths calculated.
Uthen dusted the snow off his pant leg and used the tree to level himself once again. “Yeah, wasn’t watching where I was going.”
“We have to keep going,” she replied without a moment’s hesitation, pulling on his arm urgently. Uthen looked down at her small hands and allowed himself to be led a little bit before stopping the both of them. 
“Why the urgency? We are surely far enough away from town now. They wouldn’t travel this far into the forest with the Tower being so close.”
“They are not what I am worried about. The beasts are coming, I can smell them.”
“The beasts?”
“The caretaker will release them. I have been tainted by the Widow and they mean to keep me until she comes for me, just like my brother. That was the compromise. He bet the lives of our bloodline in her dark galleries.”
The howling came again. This time the beasts were close enough for Uthen and Maian to hear them. They both turned at the sound. Uthen’s face was cold and ready, Maian’s masked with fear and apprehension. 
“Was that them?”
“Yes,” she whispered, her body cowering as she backed away. 
Their cries came again. 
This time, one of them whimpered. Uthen and Maian dashed deeper into the forest, their eyes turning away from whatever pursued them. They closed their minds as well to the sounds that came in the night. 
  
*
  
Xeno turned in the snow, his boots digging deep as the creature lunged. He brought his blade around to meet the leaping form. The weight of the creature slammed against his body and he fell into the frigid snow, his face feeling the cold touch of the ground. The creature was perched upon his chest, its vicious claws digging through his chainmail. 
Xeno struggled to free himself beneath the shadow beast. The creature craned its neck down and the warrior could see its long gaping snout with rows upon rows of jagged teeth. A strong, thick neck cascaded back into the bulk of its frame. The eyes were pure white and the ears almost non-existent upon the beige-colored head. Its claws were curled like talons, with legs that were long and elegant like a wildcat.
Xeno swung his blade at the flank of the creature, and it screamed like it was dying. He was on his feet again, the glint of his blade bright in the moonlight. Two more sets of white pupils reflected in the distance as the wounded one melted back into the darkness. They were backing up, trying to draw the warrior into the darkness.
The attack came from the side as another of the creatures leapt. Claws lodged into the unprotected portion of the chainmail underneath the arm. Xeno yelled in pain as the force of the blow drove him to the ground again. He rolled through the drifts of snow, trails of blood following him as he fell. 
He laid there for a moment, feeling a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach. Turning on his side, he vomited. He wiped it away from his mouth as he rose to his feet. The creatures circled him, licking their jaws and watching with their crystal eyes. 
“Come on, attack me,” roared Xeno as he charged forward. The wind against his face woke him from the wave of nausea that gripped him as he stood still. He rooted himself in the snow and then leapt into the air as high as his body could muster. 
Coming down hard on the creature’s skull, the resounding crack drew a strangled whimper from the creature as it fell on its side. Shaking violently for a moment, it moved no more. 
The other beasts backed off and growled. 
The warrior watched their retreat and looked over his shoulder, the hurried steps of Uthen and Maian obvious in the snow. He didn’t consider it a moment longer. His feet were moving under him, sending him crashing into the woods with the three remaining beasts at his heels. 
  
*
            
Maian darted out ahead of Uthen. 
Her smaller, fleet-footed frame carried her much faster than Uthen managed, his lumbering steps falling behind her with each step taken. He dodged past a tree and felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise as the woods behind him echoed with the crashing footfalls of a nightmarish noise. 
The blur of Maian seemed more and more distant. He could see only flashes of her in the distance. Breathing out, he knew the crashing was gaining on him.
“Maian,” he yelled. 
His voice shook the trees, making the snow shiver and fall to the ground, joining their brothers and sisters. She stopped in the distance and glanced all around, her face a mosaic of panic when she could not see Uthen.
“Uthen, where are you?” she called back. 
A tremor in her voice revealed her fright. 
“Behind you. Can you see anything ahead?”
“No, the woods open farther ahead, but beyond that it is all gray and white.” she responded, her footfalls coming back toward Uthen. 
“Keep going, something pursues us still.” 
The howling came again, this time in threes. 
Uthen crashed through the foliage, prompting Maian to do the same. They ran hard. The ragged breathing of something was only steps behind them. Soon, they found that they could go no farther. They emerged from the forest and slid to a halt in the slippery snow at the foot of a drop-off. The winds beneath them howled in the desolate canyon. 
“What do we do now?” queried Maian desperately as her cloak whipped in the wind. The dirty tendrils were plastered against her youthful frame. Uthen looked from the darkened canyons that were to their back to the crashing sounds that charged toward them in a horrific haste. 
“Draw your weapon.”
“Draw my weapon?” whispered Maian to herself, and then did so. The bow looked monstrous in her nimble fingers, and the quiver upon her back exposed the tail ends of a score of arrows. 
Uthen held his monumental blade tightly in his hands as the crashing grew louder and louder, drawing a chill down his spine. 
The howling in the distance intensified. 
A dark form crested the line of the woods and Maian let loose an arrow, the singing path of the tip silenced quickly by a slice of a sword. The glint of the blade was a flash as it splintered the shaft. 
Uthen uttered a massive cry as he charged forward upon seeing the parry of the girl’s arrow. His blade was raised high above his head, poised to strike the figure in the darkness. The shrouded figure parried away Uthen’s lunge and turned his sword upon the tripped soldier, holding it at his throat. 
“Uthen, there is no need to attack me. Why have you stopped moving?” spoke the voice from the shadow. 
As it leaned forward, the blood-spattered features of Xeno were clear. Uthen was upon his feet quickly and Maian ran forward, her eyes filled with tears. Her hands shook terribly beneath the grip of the bow. 
“We thought you were something else, the beasts we heard in the distance,” replied Uthen as he dusted the snow from his pants and replaced his blade in its sheath. 
“They still pursue us, three, perhaps more. They are strong and feral. We must find shelter, an advantage.”
“There is a cliff. We are trapped,” shrieked Maian in complete horror. 
The panting of the beasts was deafening now. Their claws slammed into trees that blocked their path. Fierce grunts hung eerily on the cold winds, haunting the trio as they stood before the cliff. They broke free of the tree line and charged forward, their bodies covered in burrs and packed snow. As they licked their lips, they made their way toward the fearful faces of their prey. Xeno turned his back to the charging beasts and peered over the cliff. 
His body felt the pressure of the winds drawing him into the gaping mouth of the canyon. He reached along his waistline and pulled at the exposed piece of rope there, pulling the length through his clenched fist until he had a heavy coil. He wrapped an end around the base of one of the winter-worn trees, tying it off with the efficiency of a ranger. 
He motioned for Maian to come to him.
“Wrap this around your waist,” he called over the roar of the canyon winds. She did so, her eyes squinting against the gales. As she tied it off, Xeno drew his sword and turned his back to her. “Jump now.”
“Jump? I’ll be killed.”
“Scale down the face of the canyon, there is an end to it. We have to get away from these creatures as quickly as possible.”
“But…”
“There is no time for argument. You must do as I say, now go.” Xeno charged forward and Maian looked once more before scaling down the frozen cliff, the coil of rope dangling above her as she lowered herself into the abyss below. 
Uthen looked back and saw Maian disappear from view. He turned away from the charge of the creatures, not seeing as one leapt high into the air and slammed its outstretched claw into his side. Making him slide across the snow-packed ground, he ended up in a sitting position against the trunk of a tree. Xeno was at his side immediately, his sword hanging in his left hand as he placed the other upon Uthen’s shoulder. 
“Are you alright?” called Xeno as he kept one eye on the pacing creatures. Their faces were hidden in the shadow of the moonlight. Emitting low, guttural sounds, they recognized Xeno’s scent. 
“Why did you let the girl go?” replied Uthen weakly. 
“She would not have survived this fight I am afraid.”
“I….”
“Can you get up?”
“Yes.” 
Uthen rose to his feet slowly, his massive arm holding his weight as he found his balance. Reaching down to retrieve his blade from the ice-packed ground, he brandished it at the snarling beasts. Xeno nodded at him, and then returned his attention to the roving beasts. His feet edged forward in concentric movements, sword extended away from his body. 
Uthen mirrored Xeno’s posture, emulating it as he moved alongside his traveling companion. The beasts leapt, retracting theirs claws that dripped with snow and specks of flesh from previous kills. 
Xeno’s blade flashed out with the skill of a practiced hand and removed the mangled claw from the creature’s body. It reeled back, howling in frustration and pain. 
The creature fell to one side as it tried to even out its balance and Xeno capitalized, his legs churning in the cold as he used the fallen creature as a springboard. Leaping at the second creature, he tore a gash across its demonic skull. The fissure spit blood and tissue, staining the white ground of their battle site. 
Uthen watched, mesmerized by Xeno’s skill and fearlessness. But as the third creature barreled down upon him, he awoke from his admiration. Thrusting his sword forward, he caught the creature as it came up on its hind legs. The point of his blade tore through the fur of its underbelly. Glancing off of the creature’s spine, it caused the creature to twist and convulse as it lost control of its body. 
Uthen stepped back in revulsion. 
The sickening display of the dying creature made him bring his hand to his mouth to hide his grimace. Xeno came toward the stricken Uthen, pulling the captain’s blade free of the dying creature as he did so. He handed the blade to Uthen, the blood of the creature pasted along the steel. 
“Take it, you fool,” yelled Xeno. 
The last remaining creature sniffed at the injured one, and then to the dying form of its brethren. It roared––a painful howl that sent shivers down Xeno’s back. Turning its lifeless eyes upon Xeno, its cold, hateful breath exhaled from its nostrils in forceful puffs. Xeno allowed the blade to fall and sink into the earth as he turned to the last remaining creature. 
Uthen was on his knees, staring aimlessly into the distance. The creature slid to a stop and swung its claw forward, sharpened claws extended. Catching Xeno across the face, it made three identical lines over the right side of his cheek, just below his eye. 
The force of the blow flipped Xeno through the air and onto his side, his sword flailing from his hands as he fell. The creature snarled again as it descended upon Xeno––haunches tense, head tilted in anticipation of the kill. 
It yelped in pain, turning its head back toward the cliff. An arrow sung through the air and slammed through the creature’s front leg, causing it to howl in pain once again. Maian’s pale figure stepped forward through the gales, the bow held tight in her hands as she notched an arrow once more and let it loose. 
This time it sailed wide as the creature dodged to the side. The creature ambled toward Maian. But the girl held strong, burying an arrow in the creature’s face. 
The sockets of its eyes ran with blood. 
Another arrow lodged in its opposite leg, forcing the creature to slide into the snow just seconds before impact. It growled deeply in pain. Uthen awoke from his startled state. Upon seeing Maian in trouble, he searched frantically through the snow for his blade––his hands red and frozen from the frigid touch of the snow-covered earth. The creature crawled on its side toward Maian, and she backed away. Unable to notch another arrow as one of its claws wrapped around her leg, it pulled her to the ground. 
“Maian,” cried Uthen as he urgently tried to locate his blade. The depth of the snow hid it from him in his panicked state. The creature loomed over Maian as it used her leg to pull itself forward. 
Tearing her flesh, the snow ran red with the wound. The creature opened its jaws, the rows upon rows of teeth glistening with saliva as it prepared to take a piece of Maian. It was quickly shut as Xeno drove his blade through its head and then deep into the earth with a splintering crunch. 
Flattened and swollen, the creature’s head looked strange trapped against the snow. Maian looked at the disfigured head, watching as Xeno pulled his blade free and marched away from her into the field. 
The other creature cried out in pain as Xeno drove the point of his blade into the base of its skull repeatedly, until it whimpered no more. Cleaning his blade along the coat he wore outside his chainmail, the streak of the creature’s blood shone an eerie iridescent color in the moonlight. Uthen looked at the menacing figure of Xeno from underneath a lowered, even shameful, glance. He toyed with the snow-covered length of his blade. 
“I am sorry for what happened.”
“No need for apologies, the child is alright. We made it out alive. I might have expected more from a Captain of the Guards, but the beasts were something that you might not have ever faced before,” returned Xeno as he sheathed his weapon and leaned against a tree. He crossed his arms, staring far off in the distance.   
“It was not the beasts that scared me,” began Uthen.
“Master Xeno,” spoke Maian as she moved forward, her bow already across her body once more. The quiver of arrows was quickly replaced beneath her pack. 
“What is it, child?”
“You….”
“It was you, Xeno. The way you carry yourself, and the way you attacked those beasts, it was unnatural,” replied Uthen, his eyes straying to Maian. 
Xeno nodded slowly, not bringing his eyes up from the ground. “You were very brave to come back, Maian. It would be best if next time you listened to my instructions. They were made with your safety in mind.”
“I know that, Master Xeno. I just was scared to go all the way down the cliff alone,” replied Maian as she moved closer to Uthen and looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes. 
Xeno nodded and moved forward, peering over the cliff. The length of rope was buried in the snow. He grasped it in his gloved hands and turned it over and over, his eyes shut tight. 
His grip emitted a strangled sound. 
“We must make it to the Tower before we encounter anything else that might threaten to overtake us. The mountain pass to the east carves a course directly to the dark gates. That is where we must go. This cliff is only the beginning.”
“Xeno, what if we cannot defeat the Widow?” queried Uthen as he approached the edge, Maian at his side. She hugged herself, not because of the cold that surrounded them, but from the chill that attacked her from within. 
“We must make it to the gates. I will go first and then Maian. Uthen you will bring up the rear, do not swing too far away from the face of the cliff.” Xeno gripped the end of the rope and ran toward the edge of the cliff, eliciting gasps from both Uthen and Maian. 
He leapt. 
His body drifted far out into the canyon as the arc of his jump carried him back toward the face of the rocky cliff. Uthen and Maian watched Xeno lower himself quickly, his body already hidden by the shadow of the mist and drifts of snow that covered the rocky face. They made their way slowly, knowing that Xeno would reach the bottom far before them. It was a thought that comforted them in a strange way.
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eno walked ahead of Uthen and Maian. His head was tucked deep beneath the hood and cowl of his cloak as the bitter gales attacked his mortal frame. The winds pushed them toward the edge of the ravine that wound its way up from the canyon bottom toward the Tower to the east. 
Uthen held the child close, her much smaller frame feeling the effects of the torrents that threatened to push them from their course. Xeno moved through the storm like water sluicing through dirt, carving a jagged, rugged path. Maian lowered her head against the white wall that had erected itself just ahead of their progression. It seemed as if it would never move. 
“Xeno,” called Uthen over the storm. He didn’t stop or even acknowledge the soldier. “Xeno,” he called again, this time cupping his hands to amplify his voice. 
Xeno paused for a moment. 
His head cocked slightly, though his face was not visible. Moving forward again, his body disappeared just beyond the curve of the path as it slithered around the face of the mountain pass. Uthen’s face darkened and he looked down at the fear on Maian’s face. Moving faster through the drifts of the snow, she pulled her cloak tighter around her body, unable to see the bluish hue her face had taken on.         
He kicked the snow away frantically. 
Pulling Maian along, Uthen wanted so desperately to catch up to the fleeting image of Xeno. As he rounded the corner, the soldier almost ran into the warrior, his hooded figure an obstruction in their path. Xeno remained there, his face hidden and his body rigid against the storm. 
“Xeno, I was calling to you,” spoke Uthen.
“I heard you.” 
“Then why didn’t you acknowledge me?” 
Maian shivered beside Uthen and looked around worriedly. The sudden appearance of Xeno was a warning in her mind. Xeno raised his gloved hand to his mouth and turned his haggard features to Uthen, a single finger pressed against his lips. 
“We are being hunted.”
“Hunted?” queried Uthen. 
Dumbfounded, he looked around inquisitively. 
“What?” was Maian’s shrieking response, to which Xeno wrapped his gloved hand around her mouth, stifling whatever might have come next. 
“Quiet, you must not allow whatever follows to realize that we have noticed its presence,” reasoned Xeno. He lifted his hand from her face when she nodded her head shakily in agreement. 
“What in the name of Exodus is it?” asked Uthen. 
Pulling beneath the overhang of the ridge, they momentarily escaped the torrential gales that continued to threaten their journey. Xeno shrugged his shoulders and rolled his eyes to the ledge just immediately above them. The three remained in silence in anticipation of anything. Over the howling of the wind they could barely make out the crunching footfalls of something.
It was something large. 
“We have to move,” spoke Maian.
Panic filled her voice.
“No. If we go out right now, it will most assuredly be upon us in moments.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” queried Uthen, his eyes still fixated on the labored movements above them. Xeno looked down for a moment and then reached back to the sheath upon his back. He drew his blade, the edge cold and frozen.             
“I go out and draw its attention by running back the way we came. You two make your way to the gates of the Tower. I will meet the two of you there,” replied Xeno with confidence as he moved to step out into the wintry pass once again. 
Uthen laid a hand on his shoulder, stopping him for a moment. “This is suicide, Xeno.”
“I agree, I don’t like this plan,” spoke Maian. 
Her thin body shivered. 
Xeno looked at both of them, and then brushed Uthen’s hand away. “It is the only way. I will meet you there. Do not attempt the halls of the Tower without me. Without a guide, you will labor for all of eternity.” 
He moved out into the snow drifts once again. Waving his sword wildly, he ran back the way they had just come. The howl that accompanied the thunderous pursuit made both Uthen and Maian shudder. As they crept away toward the Tower, they contemplated the terror that awaited them there.  
  
*
            
The pillar of flame erupted within the Widow’s chamber, her pale features brought to life at the sudden spark of passionate light. Upon seeing it, she ran from it like a child fleeing from monsters in the night. The flame remained, and she peered at it from around her arm. 
Her eyes were wide and innocent for a moment despite the horror she had caused for pleasure. She became fascinated with it and stood, her pets peering at her. Their interest was lost as she neared the flame and reached a hand out to touch it, to feel its warmth. She drew her hand back quickly as the flame reverberated and jumped, sending tendrils out from its center. 
“Karian, what has become of the providence of Me’lein?” boomed a voice within.
“I did not know you were watching over Me’lein.” Her confused and fear-ridden response belied her power. The flame took on form for a moment, the face contorted into a grimace. A wide brow emerged into smooth, flame horns that crested the fiery skull. 
“I watch everything, my child, especially my most prized jewel. I gave you Me’lein because I wished to see such pain inflicted upon it that I knew only you could deliver,” replied the voice. 
“He comes for my crest. He wishes to finish what was started some years ago.”
“Xeno, he wishes to end what I have created,” spoke the voice flatly.
“He comes here as we speak. He brought others.”
“Then kill him for me, in my name. He must be dealt with, and how fitting that it would be by your hand.”
Karian hesitated for a moment, staring back upon her slumbering were-beast––the sleeping whelp perched upon the top of her shadow throne. “As you wish.”
The flame vibrated and then disappeared. 
Karian was left in the darkness once again. The turmoil that gripped her soul, and the images and feelings of ages past, swept across her being. She fell upon her knees in the darkness, letting the shadow embrace her and nurture the confusion that lingered. 
  
*
  
Xeno ran hard against the snow. 
The force of the gales doubled as he ran into the assault of the cold winds, which felt like being slapped in the face by an ice giant. He could hear the even breathing of his pursuer. The deafening roar of the mountain winds shrouded the true size of his opponent. 
Xeno planted his feet and pivoted, his blade brandished in front of him. His eyes squinted into the assaulting gales as he searched for whatever tracked him. The wall of white clouded the progression of the creature.
He felt the wind of the strike only moments before it came, the blow knocking him from his feet and sending him sprawling into the drifts of snow at the edge of the path. He spun in the snow. Leaping back to his feet, he felt only the oppressive force of another blow, lifting him off his feet this time. 
He slammed into the rocky face of the mountain. The force held him there for a moment before letting him fall to the ground. The hazy drifts of snow assaulted his vision, blurring the image of his attacker.  
“Xeno Lobo,” spoke the low, guttural voice. 
It did not lack intelligence. 
Xeno lifted his bruised face and tried to focus on the voice. “What…”
The fist came again. This time Xeno could make out the tan human hands as they assaulted his face. Each blow dulled the edges of his vision. “The Widow does not like uninvited visitors, turn back now.”
“Then perhaps…”
The fist came again. 
Xeno moved away from the blow, rolling into the snow. Getting to his feet amidst the torrents of frigid air, he drew his blade. The dark shadow that assaulted him came into focus. It was at least a foot taller than Xeno, its body shrouded in a cloak of white. 
Yet only darkness radiated from it. “Karian, mistress of the Tower of Darkness, bids you farewell. I am here to send you to the next plane.”
“That might be premature at this point,” quipped Xeno as he rooted himself in the frozen earth and brandished his sword as the figure approached. 
The features of the creature were hidden from view, buried deep within the cloak that protected it. It flashed forward, teleporting from its position to another just behind Xeno. Its strike came moments before Xeno could bring his blade up to parry. 
The fist was consumed by darkness.
The blow lifted Xeno from his feet again and carved a canyon through the snow, the wall halting his slide. The denizen stood apart from Xeno, hands held at its sides and hood tilted slightly. The movement was eerie in the wall of snow that distorted the battlefield. The figure shimmered for a moment and Xeno leapt up, swinging his blade thrice. The third blow caught the teleporting visage and tore the cloak down its center, revealing more shadow beneath the robes. 
The creature looked at Xeno, pretense abandoned. Swirling masses of shattered shadow swayed in the wintry gales. Its eyes could be seen for the first time, flames billowing back away from its shape. They were trails that seemed to disappear into the distance. Its body was no longer form––the cloak had held it together. A black cowl floated down the cliff face. 
Xeno moved forward, his sword tainted with a vile streak of shadow. The squirming, crawling darkness slithered like a serpent. Flicking his blade toward the snow, the slithering shadow leapt from his steel and scurried across the ice-packed ground, rejoining the disjointed mass of darkness that stood before the warrior. 
“You cannot fight the inevitable,” spoke the transient being, its form controlled and mastered by the frigid gales. 
Uthen and Maian seemed so far from Xeno now. The tumble back down the slopes of the mountain had taken a toll on him. He could feel the breath being taken from him. 
“This ends now.” 
Xeno dove forward. 
His hands began to feel the effects of the cold. Mustering the remaining energy his body could summon, he charged the creature. His body was a flurry of strikes. Screams echoed in the cold canyons. 
  
*
  
Maian walked out ahead of Uthen. 
Her lithe body could almost hide within the white wall of the mountain storm. As she approached the gates, Uthen could feel the weight of their endeavor on his shoulders. With each passing moment without Xeno the possibility of his death grew. 
Maian moved toward the gate. 
Stopping, she craned her neck skyward. The levels and rooms of the Tower of Darkness extended far above the wintry peaks and into the pillows of clouds above them. The gray-white matter hid its true height. 
“Do we wait for Xeno?’ asked Maian. 
As Uthen came up beside her, he rested his hands on the hilt of his sword. Closing his eyes, the flurries of the snowstorm brushed over his tan face. 
“He told us not to enter without him. But the longer we wait here, the greater the risk of dying in this cold mess. The possibility and reality of his death becomes more apparent to me as we stand here,” reasoned Uthen. 
“The Tower seems so daunting. Can we truly navigate it without Xeno?”
“He says we cannot, but what insight he has I do not know. There is far too much about him that we are not aware of, too many questions unanswered.”
Maian looked away from the soldier and back into the white through which they had just journeyed. She closed her eyes against the blowing gales. “His story of Devonshire was so sad.” 
“Yes, it was.”
“He seemed sad himself when he told it.”
“It did seem rather personal.” 
The gates before them were obsidian, and wide open. The path that led deeper was shrouded in darkness despite the bright reflection of the snow-covered mountain. The points of the gate were like pikes: polished points of death. The veneer was strange, as if someone tended their reflection. 
Maian notched an arrow as they both looked at the tower. Letting it loose before Uthen could tell her better, it sailed wobbly in the wind and struck the side of the structure, its metallic point buried in a stone crevice. 
They both turned when they heard the screaming echo down the mountain. Their faces dropped when they recognized the unnatural howl, and a human scream that had to be Xeno. 
The mountain rumbled. 
Thunder echoed.  
The footfalls of the something approached them. They were hurried, almost panicked, impressions on the earth. Maian notched an arrow. She was still trapped in the irrational fear of the silence. 
Uthen drew his sword. 
A shadow emerged. 
The fumbling steps grew thunderous now. 
Xeno rounded the pass and ran toward the two of them. The fear on their faces melted into relief. Xeno ran at full speed, his arms waving wildly and his lips moving. 
The thunderous cliffs stole his words. 
“Run,” he screamed. 
Neither Uthen nor Maian could hear them. 
Their fear returned to them. 
The shadow creature crested the corner of the trail. It pursued Xeno like a formless apparition, floating across the earth, driving the warrior forward. 
Uthen backpedaled and fell, bringing Maian to the ground with him. Watching as the tattered pants of Xeno approached them, he stared fearfully at the ghastly image of the creature chasing their traveling companion. 
A piercing howl filled the air as it neared. 
Uthen kicked his feet in the snow. His hands scraped the ground, drawing brown earth from the frozen land. He was on his feet again, pulling Maian with him. As he pushed her ahead, the howling at their backs drove them forward. 
Xeno came up alongside them, his face covered with ice and blood. His eye was nearly swollen shut from the attack. They stumbled through the gate and entered the shadow, pushing desperately on the monstrous door there. As they pried it open, they navigated the narrow gap and started to close the door behind them. 
The sliver of opening showed the apparition as they slammed it closed. Xeno paced the narrow corridor they had placed themselves in. He slammed his clenched fist against the wall, repeatedly. Bending at the waist, his chest heaved and his words were mumbled. 
“What was that?” queried Maian exasperatedly. 
She was visibly shaken. 
“One of Karian’s creations,” replied Xeno as he slammed his fists against the walls once again. The room they stood in was a waiting room, which led farther out into a colossal, open chamber that narrowed back into a dank stairwell. 
The open chamber was empty with the exception of a pedestal in each corner with seamless orbs of various shades placed upon them. They walked forward into the center chamber and looked toward the ceiling. The seemingly endless darkness added depth to the grandiose room. 
“What are these orbs?” asked Uthen. 
“The eyes of Karian.”
“She watches us through them––clever,” replied Uthen as he walked forward. The stairwell on the opposite side was their only path. “Up then?” 
Xeno nodded and moved forward, followed by Maian. Uthen was close behind. Casting glances about the darkness, he lowered his head as they prepared to ascend the Tower of Darkness.
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arian sat upon her throne, eyes closed. Her hands gripped the rests. The room was silent except for the low, throaty mutterings of her were-beast. The far corner of the room shimmered for a moment and then materialized, the space there flexing like it had been stretched thin. The nether creature that had battled Xeno upon the mountain moved out of the darkness. Its robes had returned, arms crossed like a monk. 
“Yreth, I see you have returned,” spoke Karian as her eyes snapped open. She pushed herself from the throne, turning her hateful stare upon the shadow. 
“Yes, my mistress.”
“And the warrior Xeno?”
“He and his companions have entered your Tower. They navigate the maze as we speak,” the shadow replied, features hidden as they once were. 
“You could not kill him?”
“He was more resilient than most mortals. He fought with strength unbecoming of a human,” returned the shadow. 
Karian paced. 
Her arms were behind her back, hands clasped. “There are three,” whispered Karian as she searched with her eyes closed––her arms extended, feeling the air about her. 
“Yes, a child and a soldier accompany him. I sense only sadness in the other warrior.”
“He means to kill me this time,” replied Karian as she opened her eyes. She looked out the stone window at the wintry caps of the mountains.
“Shall I release the trials?”
“No, I will play no games this time. I must confront him for my master, and for myself. There will be no illusions as to who is the victor this time.”
“As you wish, my mistress.” 
“Leave the Tower. Join our master to the east. He has plans for you.”
“Understood. Farewell, Mistress Karian.” And with that the apparition disappeared once again, leaving Karian to her thoughts and the solitary confinement of her cage. 
  
*
  
The stairwell spiraled far above them. 
The depth of the darkness seemed to redouble with each step. And when they thought they had climbed as far as was possible, there were more stairs and stone before them. Xeno seemed sadder the closer they came to the distant light at the top of the stairwell. Needless to say, Uthen and Maian worried about their traveling companion.
“Master Xeno?” queried Maian with a weak voice.
“What is it, Maian?”
“Why does the story of Devonshire sadden you so?”
“Why do you think it saddens me, child?” 
“When you told us of the Song Maiden and the king, you spoke of them with remorse and regret. It was as if they had affected your life in some way.”
Uthen looked on, recognizing that Xeno had a way of avoiding such questions––the things that haunted his past. “Is it not a sad story?”
“It is.”
“Then that is why it saddens me. Is that what you wished to know?”
“No, it was as if you had a connection to them.”
“What you suspect is true. I was born in Devonshire––their history is my history. My people were templates of what could become of man, and it was all torn down by the darkness. It saddens me greatly.”
Maian nodded. 
They continued up the stairs in silence, until Xeno stopped them with a wave of his hand. Moving ahead of them, he disappeared around a corner. He reappeared again, his finger on his lips as he motioned them closer. 
“We are here,” he whispered. 
They crept through the darkened hallway. 
Emerging into the half light of the room, they viewed the solitary throne and the slumbering beast at its side. The were-beast turned its head and growled deeply, rising on its haunches for a moment. It laid back down as Karian emerged from the darkness and waved her hand for him to sit. 
“Xeno Lobo,” she called. 
“Karian. Widow,” he replied. The moment between them was far stranger then either Uthen or Maian had imagined.
“Father would be displeased with you, coming here to kill your own sister,” replied Karian, drawing her blade from the darkness and tracing circles in the air with it like a child. The shadow fire danced lazily at her command.
“Sister?” replied Uthen incredulously. 
“Oh, he didn’t tell you of our checkered past together, of the kingdom of Devonshire and the fall of its people. And don’t forget the son of the king, Xeno Lobo.” 
Maian’s face twisted into anger, the Widow’s words creating a spark in her eyes. She stepped forward, her arms straight at her sides. “Then you are the beautiful Song Maiden Ariana, corrupted by the forces of darkness.”
Karian turned at the child’s words and her hands erupted in darkness, a beam of convoluted shadow leaping toward her frail frame. Uthen leapt in front of the girl, taking the force of the blow. It sent him crashing against the cruel stone of the walls. 
Maian notched an arrow and let it loose. 
Notching another as the first sang through the air, she let it go in succession. Karian turned her blade and deflected each, sending the splintered shafts into the darkness. Picking up the child from across the room, her outstretched arm shook with power. 
“Let her go, Ariana,” spoke Xeno, his blade still not drawn. 
Karian flung the child atop Uthen, and then turned back to Xeno. “You use my former name, brother. There is no need for such formalities among bitter enemies.”
“The only enemy I have is the darkness and the hold it has over you. You are my sister and I will not allow the darkness to have claim over you any longer. By your death, or by your redemption, I will see my sister freed.”
A thin, childlike laugh erupted from Karian. She pointed a mocking finger at Xeno. “Wonderful speech, brother, but it means nothing. The darkness has given me so much. What can you possibly show me that would make me turn my back on such a giving benefactor?”
“At one time, I would have thought showing compassion would have been enough. But you are far beyond mere words now, so another road must be taken.”
Karian brandished her blade, the shadow steel glowing like fire. When she moved it through the air, it seemed to grow and recede like a true flame. She swung her blade at Xeno’s head and he dodged easily. His blade remained in its sheath, but this mattered not to Karian as she struck again. This time at his chest and as he parried with movement, she swung vertically. Xeno flailed for a moment, losing his balance. 
“Why do you not draw your sword, brother? Do you still harbor some misguided belief that I will turn from my path?” mocked Karian as she swung the blade again, this time glancing the stone. 
Sparks lit up the dismal chamber. 
“I wait only for the opportune time, and it has come.” Xeno rolled to his feet and drew a bluish orb from his side satchel. Brandishing it in his gloved hand, the swirling masses of colors washed over one another like waves upon the shoreline. Karian stepped away from her brother’s outstretched hand. 
Her eyes became wide, mouth curling into a sneer. “What manner of trickery is this?” she roared. Her face was flushed, blade falling from her hand and diminishing into the stone that surrounded her. She fell to her knees, a brilliant glow emerging around her and engulfing the room in its surreal light. 
Xeno moved closer, the orb beginning to bleed its colors. The orb destroyed itself, becoming vapor and fog. A figure built itself from the magicks. The form vibrated and convulsed, and soon became solid. The features were identical to Karian, except born of a brilliant sheen of light and innocence––the blonde hair was white and the sour features were soft and pleasant. 
“This is who you once were, your former self,” yelled Xeno as the orb disappeared from his hand. Only the figure remained, standing over Karian, smiling. 
“No,” Karian whispered hoarsely as she looked upon her reflection cast in ethereal form. 
“It is time for you to disperse. I reclaim my body, my soul,” spoke Ariana, her words like song.  
Karian rose, her chest heaving and shoulders sagging. Tears streamed down her face. She moved her lips as if to speak, but no words came. As the apparition placed her clear hands through Karian’s body, the vile eyes of the servant of the darkness disappeared and the gentle glow of the Song Maiden Ariana returned. She faltered for a moment and then regained her balance, her eyes filled with emotion. 
“Brother,” she called as she placed her slender hand on Xeno’s cheek. 
Xeno closed his eyes and placed his hand over his sister’s. “Sister.”
Uthen regained consciousness with a start, and with him came Maian. Both of them looked on in shock at the moment between brother and sister, Xeno and Ariana. The dark robes of Karian had disappeared and been replaced with a stark white dress and cloak. A thin, crafted blade was hidden within a sheath along her back. 
“Xeno?” queried Uthen as he rubbed his head and rose from the cold stone beneath him.
Maian stood as well. 
She was suspicious of the Song Maiden. “Is this your sister?” queried Maian, looking on in disbelief. 
“This is the Song Maiden Ariana, princess of Devonshire, and my sister,” replied Xeno.
“How?” came the simultaneous question from both Uthen and Maian. 
Xeno looked at Ariana. 
“Love.”
“What becomes of us now? What of the lands burdened by this evil plague?” asked Maian as she looked out upon the cold cliffs and mountaintops beneath them. 
Ariana stepped forward beside the young girl. “There is a darkness that has spread across Prima Terra. The winds speak the name of the Dark One. I was taken by this darkness, and now I shall battle that darkness. My brother and I will return to our home, reclaim it from the shadow,” spoke Ariana. 
Maian did not turn as Uthen placed a hand on her shoulder. “And what of us?” asked the soldier. 
Xeno looked to his sister, his eyes softer than they had been upon their journey. “You may return to you homes,” he replied. 
The young girl shrugged her shoulders, hands digging against the cold stone of the window. “And what if we have no home, what then?”        
Uthen looked down at the girl sadly. “What if we no longer think service to a king is enough? What if we wish to fight the darkness that threatens to consume us?” spoke Uthen. 
Xeno smiled. 
Ariana looked back at her brother, her angelic features glowing. “Then we forge ahead together, stronger in numbers and friendship,” spoke Ariana, her voice like a song. 
“Do not forget that the road we travel will be dangerous. People will die, lives taken before their time. We do not mean to quietly fade into the night. We wish to seek out those who battle the Light and teach them fear,” spoke Xeno, touching the hilt of his blade. 
Maian nodded––Uthen as well, though his somber face knew the dangers. Together, they looked out upon the world as the cold brought it to its knees. 
Their journey had just begun.
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