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Chapter 1




There came a horrendous thud and an aggrieved
squeal, which brought the stable lad at a run, knowing that only
disaster awaited him, or rather his comrade in forking manure, for
there in the stall lay the unmoving form of another stable boy. The
horse merely snorted indignantly but otherwise paid the scene, or
his apparent mischief, no further heed. Bayard was at least alive,
but completely insensible. The boy pulled his stricken friend from
the stall, shut the door behind them, and laid him gently in the
aisle, before dashing off to fetch the head groom, wondering what,
if anything, could be done for the poor lad.

The man shook his head grimly upon studying
the unmoving and unresponsive form, “only time will tell lad,” said
he with a long pull on his pipe, “let’s make him comfortable and
see if he ever comes around.” They laid him on a pallet in the tack
room and returned to their duties, their minds not on the task at
hand. Their distress was only increased when a certain noble lady
entered the stables looking for the unfortunate boy.

“I’m sorry, milady,” said the head groom,
repeatedly crumpling his hat in his hands, “but the lad is
indisposed, for I know not how long, and I can’t spare another to
accompany you on your daily ride. Have you not a servant or a
companion from amongst your own peers that might not do in his
stead?”

“Certainly not!” said she in horror, both at
the boy’s seeming injury and at the man’s ignorant suggestion that
she would enjoy such an outing in the least with such a companion!
Softening her tone, she asked, “what has befallen my usual
companion?”

The man shook his head gravely, “he’s
unconscious after an accident with one of the horses. It makes no
sense to me, the offending beast and boy neither of them being
flighty, incautious, or of a mean temperament, but so it was we
heard a grievous thump and squeal and found the boy senseless in
the bottom of the stall.”

“Let me know if there is anything you require
for his sustenance or recovery,” said she sadly, “I’ll forgo my
rides until I know his recovery is assured, for I could find no
pleasure in them else.”

Said the man grimly, “that may be forever
then, milady, we know not if he will ever awaken.”

“Gracious!” said she, “Shall I send you the
royal physician?”

“There’s naught to do but wait, milady,” said
he with a bow of parting.

“Keep me apprised then,” said she with a sad
sigh and a wry smile, shared by the stableman, for what noble lady
would care the least that a servant, worse a groom!, should be
injured or even killed?

“That I will milady,” said he gently, happy
to see so much compassion in a woman of her rank and station for
one so far below her own, no matter how improper the sensibilities
of the day might deem it. She made her farewells and left the
stable, her maid following after with a sour, thoughtful look on
her pinched and querulous face, though quickly schooled to bland
indifference, it was not lost on the observant stableman.

Three days later, the man had the delight of
sending one of his boys off to tell the lady that the lad was
awake, and though rather muddled in his thinking and overly
somnolent, he was at least conscious and taking nourishment of his
own accord, and two days after that, he was sitting up and talking
of trivial topics. And the day after that, he was out of bed and
had resumed his usual activities, one of which, was daily
accompanying that particular great lord’s daughter upon her riding
forays.

They rode out of the palace courtyard as they
had of old, before the strange accident had interrupted her only
escape from court ennui, insipidity, and intrigue, but it was more
than the happy return of her favorite pastime that made her eager,
nay desperate, for this particular ride. Her maid was left at home,
for she would not get on a horse even to literally save her life,
leaving the lady alone in the company of the unassuming Bayard, who
hung back or drew nigh upon her whim to be alone or talk,
respectively, though he never said much in reply save that required
by politeness and formality, she was happy to have a compassionate
and sensible ear, especially today.

Sighed she, once they were lost amongst the
ambling cart paths and goat trails that crisscrossed the pleasant
countryside about the great city with none to hear them but a
passing bird or a sheep in a distant meadow, “I am in dire straits,
sir, what am I to do?”

“Were I but a knight to vanquish your enemies
or a great lord of wealth and renown to solve your least problem,
milady,” sighed the boy just as wistfully, “but what is in my power
to do, know that I would even give my life to spare yours!”

“That is exactly what might be required,
sir,” said she wretchedly, “for my father has said I must marry a
certain ancient and powerful man, whose character is the worst I
have ever known save my own father’s!, within a fortnight or he
will find an even worse use for me. He will be quite literally
murderous should I defy him. What shall I do?”

“Escape this moment, milady!” cried the boy
in distress, “Do not return to the castle, even for your maid or to
prepare for such a journey, fly at once!”

The girl smiled grimly, “nay sir, the
creature belongs to my father and betrothed lord, I would not take
her as a companion were she the last person on earth! Will you not
accompany me?”

“And be hanged for a kidnapper when you are
captured?” said he with a grim shake of his head, “Rather I will do
what I can to delay their pursuit of you, even to the forfeit of my
life.”

“Whither shall I go?” wept she, half agony,
half hope.

“Take my horse to Astoria,” said the boy
bluntly, “he’s the best in the palace stables and will outrun
anything sent in pursuit of you.”

Her eyes narrowed, “is this not the same
beast that injured you?”

The boy shook his head in wonder, “that
accident I can little explain, milady, but it is not in his nature
to harm any innocent, most especially yourself.”

“Very well,” said she reluctantly
dismounting, “but to have you buy my life with your own?”

“It will be happily spent, milady,” said he
most nobly.

She kissed him graciously upon the forehead
in farewell, like a great queen sending her most faithful and
valiant knight upon a suicidal but necessary quest, before she
flung herself wretchedly into his vacant saddle and galloped off,
tears in her eyes, but joy in her heart. He wistfully watched her
go then slowly turned his steps in the opposite direction, tarrying
about idly, to prolong the moment until her flight might be
discovered, his heart and mind musing upon the probable progress of
her journey rather than upon his own current dilemma or
circumstances. He could not marry her betrothed lord, but perhaps
he could bear the brunt of her father’s wrath and avail in her
stead for said worser end.

 


Finally, twilight draping itself about him,
he could linger no longer and returned to the palace, where the
first to notice his return was that smirking villain of a lady’s
maid, who immediately hied herself off to her true master to report
what it was she suspected. His lordship’s own servant was not long
in fetching the long delayed stable boy to his master to give an
account of himself and the vanished lady.

“What have you done?” scorned the dreadful
man, pacing the room like a brewing tempest.

“She will not marry such a man,” said the boy
boldly, little knowing from whence sprang his words or courage.

“I assumed as much,” snarled his lordship in
reply, “thus I had arranged for another dreadful use to which to
put her, but all is now ruined…” He eyed the unperturbed boy
curiously, “or perhaps not. Are you a believing man, lad?” At the
boy’s answering shudder, his smile was malicious indeed.

 


Bayard awoke on a cold slab of stone amidst a
standing circle of such, as if these unseeing watchers had gathered
for just such a vigil, and never tiring of the sport, had decided
to remain for all such until the end of days. He heaved himself off
the uncomfortable bier and glanced about curiously, save for
drifting veils of wan mist in the quickening morn, he was alone in
the clearing. Shrugging in puzzlement, he began the long walk back
to the castle, where that smirking maid met him anew, again
carrying tales to her master. He merely followed her, rather than
troubling the fellow with sending another to fetch him. His
lordship was so astonished he openly gaped at the wretched boy,
before recovering himself enough to send everyone else from the
room and barring the door behind them.

Bayard allowed him not a moment to say
anything, rather he demanded, “will you even now repent or your
evil and villainy and seek the Master’s mercy?” He merely laughed
the boy to scorn until, with a grimace of astonishment, an awful
light washed him into eternity.

Bayard awoke again, shaking his head in
wonder and glancing about in absolute confusion, what was going on?
But the sensation came again, that which had awakened him for the
second time in what seemed as many hours. He stared in wonder at
his former mount, who was nudging him urgently or anxiously in
hopes of rousing the lazy fellow, if a horse could be accused of
such a deed or thought. His heart fell as he considered what this
must mean for the fled lady. Seeming to sense his thoughts, the
great beast whinnied proudly and pranced in place, as if it was all
his honor was worth to see the lady safely arrived at her
destination and he would not have abandoned her otherwise.

The boy shook his head in wonder but seemed
to accept this eldritch display as the very truth of the matter,
said he dazedly, rising to his feet and glancing about morosely,
“it makes about as much sense as anything else at the moment.”

“And what has sense to do with anything in my
presence?” asked a grinning voice that emerged from what could only
be the dictionary definition, the very incarnation, of the word
Rascal, but it was not a malevolent sort of mischief the boy sensed
about this impish seeming person, rather it was a joy and merriment
as old as the world yet young as morning.

“I would never be so unwise to accuse you of
such a grievous offense, sir, not in the least,” said Bayard,
grinning in spite of himself.

“Dispense with the sir,” said Jace, smiling
the more, “and I’ll be very well satisfied, but come, we have a
journey to be about.”

“A journey?!” said the boy, “Whither?”

“Astoria of course,” said the rapscallion,
“why are you not yet in your saddle?”

“But my duties…” began Bayard lamely, knowing
innately that his recent dealings with the lady and her father
meant his life as a stable lad was now over and he really had no
other choice save to return home and be hanged in truth. He sighed
wistfully and mounted the insistent horse, Jace nodding his
approbation and doing the same.

As they trotted off, Bayard was delighted to
find the scamp not disinclined to conversation and a most amusing
and intelligent companion, if a touch mad, but that only added to
his bizarre charms. Said he at last, “what know you of any of
this?”

“Absolutely nothing,” said Jace thoughtfully,
“I merely happened upon you, much at your leisure I am sure, and
knew you must accompany me.”

“I think I should be dead or worse,” said the
boy thoughtfully, but there was no dread in the mix as he turned a
questioning gaze upon his companion.

“Sorry lad,” said Jace most regretfully, “I’d
love nothing more than to discover the secret, but alas it is
forbidden.”

“Forbidden?!” said the boy, “By whom?
Why?”

Jace shook his head, “the reason I know not,
but who am I to question Him?”

“Oh?!” said the boy in wonder, “I’ve fallen
into an adventure of that sort? I’ve only ever read tales of such!”
Here he grinned broadly, “how lovely, then who am I to turn to the
last page and demand to know the ending before the tale is told in
full?”

Jace actually goggled, “you’ve far more
control in your ignorant youth than I’ve amassed in…a life
time.”

Bayard caught the other’s near slip but was
too polite to press matters, rather saying perplexedly, “but you
cannot be that much older than myself?”

Jace snorted, “I’m far older than I appear
lad, what is time to…” again he paused thoughtfully before
finishing, “one of the Brethren?”

Bayard frowned slightly at this second slip,
wondering what the fellow was hiding, but again left the mystery
unsolved, rather resolving to pick the brain of this astonishing
fellow who claimed allegiance to a Brotherhood renowned for its
wisdom and integrity, could such a scamp truly be the least scion
of such an exalted order? Happily, he discovered that was indeed
the case, and swiftly did their journey pass in conversation of
mutual enjoyment and edification in all matters save Bayard’s own
history.

 


Save for a minor incident on their journey,
nothing appreciable happened from one end of the journey to the
other, quite a phenomenon in and of itself, at least wherein Jace
was concerned. He knew he couldn’t pester the boy about his
history, nor would the unicorns reveal anything to his queries,
save that the boy was in complete ignorance to such matters
himself, that from the boy’s own mount, whom the boy thought was
only an overly intelligent horse rather than a member of the
noblest and wisest species inhabiting that particular reality. Jace
had quickly seen through the thin disguise, but the creature would
say no more upon such matters, nor would Jace’s own mount enlighten
him further, thus was he forced to drop the subject, save there was
one other test he thought to try.

One night, as the boy slept, Jace approached
him with a slightly glowing hand, eager to test his theory. Both
unicorns warned him it was folly, but he ignored them and made to
touch the boy, only to squawk in wonder as his own forearm, up to
the very elbow, simply vanished. He bade the light lay quiet once
more and the offending limb was restored to form and function that
very moment. He smiled wryly at himself and ruefully at the
unicorns, saying with a sheepish chuckle, “ever you are correct my
friends, even in this I find myself foiled.”

“And for very good reason,” quipped a pert
magpie perched above their little camp, “patience child, all will
be revealed when and only as I intend it to be. Accompany your
charge to Astoria and then be about whatever of duty or disaster
next besets you!” With a flick of white wings, He was gone, Jace
and the unicorns sharing a wondering gaze at the least taste of
that beloved Presence. Bayard slept unwittingly on.

Some weeks later, Jace dismounted and said
proudly, “here we are lad…” But his happy smile turned into a
grimace of horror, for his audience had thrown himself from his
saddle and was racing across the courtyard, evidently eager to
assault the very Lady of Astoria, a faux pas so atrocious he might
well kill half the Brethren in Astoria with the apoplexy at his
temerity, let alone his schemes for the Lady.

But he merely fell at her feet, tears of joy
in his eyes, as she studied him keenly, at last saying in shock,
“Bayard?! Have you not been dead these twenty years, yet you have
not aged a day!?”

“Twenty years?!” stuttered the astonished
boy, looking up in pure perplexity.

“We had best withdraw to somewhere private
for this conference,” said she wanly, glancing about as if
uncertain what to do herself.

Jace dashed up and actually made a right and
proper bow, in nowise florid, saying brightly, “I would be happy to
attend you milady, and it was I that accompanied your confounded
companion hither.”

“Very well,” said she in relief at finding
such an escort that her other servants’ sensibilities not be
mortified beyond recovery, “this way.”

“What are you up to?” demanded the Captain of
Jace in passing.

“I haven’t the foggiest, sir,” grinned the
pestiferous boy brightly, “but can we keep him?” Garrett could only
sigh in wonder and return to his post.

 


“Milady?!” said the boy in wonder and
greatest joy, once they were ensconced in a little parlor, tea
waiting and ready but forgotten in their eagerness to resolve the
mystery, “I see you have settled in quite well, but has it truly
been twenty years?!”

“Quite,” said she, seating herself that the
others might do likewise, save the nearly dancing Jace, who tried
to resign himself to standing stonily against the wall nearest the
door but merely looked ridiculous, “I tried to discover what had
come of you, my betrothed lord, and my father, but all had vanished
quite suddenly and inexplicably. Now what then is your own
tale?”

“What matters my own?” said he happily,
“Though I shall certainly tell you, what little there is, but
first, what has come of yourself in the intervening years?”

“You do not know?” said she with a slight,
amused quirk of her lips, “I am the very Lady of Astoria.”

“Gracious!” said he, “Forgive my intrepidity
at the first, milady!”

“Calm yourself, my friend,” said she, “no
harm was done, save perhaps to some overly cultured sensibilities
and hopefully it might be a cure thereto. Now what is your own
curious tale? Mine is quite simple, I escaped hither and never
looked back, save to make what enquiries I could into your own
fate.”

The boy shook his head in wonder, “to me it
has only been a few weeks, most of that spent in journeying hither
with yon scamp.”

“Quite,” said she with an amused twinkle in
her eye, urging him to continue.

“I was immediately confronted by your father
upon my return and after I knew nothing, until I awoke on a cold
slab of stone amongst a standing circle of similar stones, some
distance from the city. I then closeted myself with the man again,
only to lose all sense or awareness of anything, until I awoke in a
clearing somewhere with a certain horse nudging me awake, yon scamp
waiting to accompany me on this very journey, and here we are.”

“How very strange,” mused she, “but not
unheard of. What now?”

He knelt before her, all joy, “would you have
my service, milady?”

“Only if you can refrain from further
assaulting my person in future with untimely outbursts of joy!”
laughed she merrily, at which they all joined her, but a sudden,
thoughtful frown crossed her face, her eyes narrowing pensively,
she amended, “Then again, I might have a worser fate for you, sir.
I can’t order you to do it of course, but you might be just the
man.” Here she pulled out a letter, the seal broken, and handed it
to Bayard to read, his eyebrows nearly burying themselves in his
hairline in surprise.

Said he at last, shock plain in his voice,
“you want me to get married?”

Jace couldn’t contain himself, he gaped like
a newly sworn apprentice. He had been sure, absolutely positive,
the boy was Shadow, or at least destined to be. But this?! He
smiled ruefully at his own antics and tried to veil his surprise as
naturally as he did the power that composed his being, happily the
others were too distracted to notice aught but their own
affairs.

“Obviously I can’t command you to do it,”
said the Lady, “but I can’t think of a better candidate, would you
at least meet the girl and consider it?”

He bowed slightly, his face alight with a
rueful grin, “certainly milady, but what of the father’s request
that a ‘learned man’ be selected? I’m an ignorant stable hand!”

“Even if I took your Oath this minute,” said
she, “you would still require an education, and as the girl herself
is still rather young, you will both have time to get acquainted
even as you are fulfilling the educational expectations of all
concerned parties. Two years as a Student will elapse before either
of you can aspire to anything else, be it marriage or the
Oath.”

“Very well,” said Bayard with a wry grin and
a formal bow, “I am at your service, milady, even if unofficially.”
They made their parting courtesies and Jace escorted him out.

“You’re lucky to escape with your life lad,”
grinned the incorrigible Brother as they walked off, adding with
his trademark grin that usually ended in the forfeit of his own,
“then again, she did just condemn you to matrimony instead.”

“It all comes of the company one keeps,”
mused Bayard with his own broad grin, they exchanged a smile that
boded ill for all sense and order in and about the keep, at least
while they remained inmates thereof. Jace saw the lad settled and
then went off to speak to the Captain.

“What of your latest foundling?” queried
Garrett when they were alone.

Jace shrugged uneasily, “he’s getting
married, sir.”

“So much for your wild hunches,” grinned the
Captain, “and his assault upon so esteemed a personage?”

“Nothing more than your typical fairytale
rescue,” began Jace, telling all the tale.

“And his fiancé?” insisted the Captain.

“Some nobleman’s daughter,” replied Jace,
“she’s coming here to study and her father asks that the Lady
assist him in finding her a suitable husband. Since the boy saved
her life at the peril of his own, she thinks that speaks well for
his character.”

“But?” asked the Captain archly, knowing the
rogue wasn’t finished.

“I want to keep him sir,” protested Jace,
“the Lady could find dull men of a noble character by the score,
but she’s throwing away his intriguing personality on a minor
romance that will last what, fifty years?”

Garrett snorted in amusement, “I thought as
much! For your temerity I should apprentice fifty such dull men to
you one after the other.”

“There’s no need to force my retirement sir,”
retorted Jace, only slightly anxious that he might be serious, “but
I was so sure!”

“Nothing’s ever sure in this business lad,”
grinned the much younger man, “that should have been your first
clue. And how is it a waste of one’s life to do what is asked? Is a
life less worth the living if it is merely shorter or less exciting
than we expect it to be? What of the child that lives but a day or
the cripple who can never leave his bed, are their lives less
worthwhile than our own?”

Jace sighed ruefully but his grin was quite
his own, “there’s a reason you’re Captain sir, and even as much as
I tire of such lectures, I do hope one day they will actually do me
some good!”

“We are in the miracle business,” smiled
Garrett, and raising his hand to reveal the silver unicorn alight
thereupon, he added, “though if you’d prefer, I could just use
this?”

“Don’t be hasty sir,” laughed Jace nervously,
raising his hands and taking a step back, “I’ll try and be a far
more proficient student henceforth, if I must.”

“Easy lad,” chuckled the Captain, “there’s no
need for a remedial education at the moment, or even extra kitchen
duty, that will have to wait, for you’ve a mission.” Jace
brightened significantly, all attention, his disappointment over
his wild hunch suddenly forgotten in his eagerness for his next
quest.

 


Bayard eagerly joined the other Students and
soon lost himself in the timeless rhythm of learning, fellowship,
and chores that was the heartbeat of Astoria. He almost forgot the
Lady’s proposal that he make one of his own. Her father wanted a
man of courage, noble heart, and upstanding character, not to
mention one well educated, sensible, and wise; he certainly had big
expectations to live up to, him, a stable boy! But stranger things
had happened to him, so he put these disquieting thoughts out of
his head and focused on what was immediately before him, at least
until the day she finally arrived and thrust it immediately to the
fore once more.

He wasn’t sure when she had come, for it was
so quiet and unobtrusive, she might have been any merchant’s
daughter or shepherdess for all the fanfare that attended her
arrival. The Lady allowed her a month to get settled before sending
a message to Bayard that his prospective bride was now in residence
and that he might proceed, with discretion, in making her
acquaintance. For that reason alone, it was a blessing Jace was out
of the keep!

That evening, after supper, he introduced
himself, saying nothing of the Lady’s or her father’s ulterior
motives, rather letting them be two newer Students of an age
getting to know one another. She smiled brightly at him, asked him
to join her friends in the little discussion that was in progress,
and thus began their friendship. He was not in love, as all the
tales and poets insisted he must be, but save the Lady and a
certain rapscallionous Brother, there was not a person in the world
more dear to him, and gladly would he spend his life protecting and
enriching her own.

Jace stopped him one day as the lad was
scrambling across the courtyard, late for his shift in the stables,
but as being importuned by an actual Brother was the one excuse
that might get him out of his chores, happily did he follow the
rascal out onto the wide lawn where they sat at ease under a
spreading tree. “How goes it lad?” asked the infamous Shadow of his
favorite foundling, at least in that age of the world.

“It all seems a fairytale!” said the boy in
astonishment, “First my adventures with the Lady and now this
budding relationship with a noble lady!”

“It does at that,” agreed Jace thoughtfully,
“but you seem a little too sensible to be smitten with the
girl?”

Bayard frowned slightly, “true, I’m not head
over heels in love, as many would require for such a relationship,
but there are few I esteem more!”

“Friendship and respect are certainly a
prudent foundation for a marriage,” mused Jace, “far more than
infatuation or economic aspirations or political schemes,
certainly. You’ll do well lad!”

“You’re disappointed?” said the boy, hearing
an odd twinge in his friend’s voice.

Jace smiled ruefully, “let’s just say that I
had other aspirations for you than apparently the Master and the
Lady, not to mention yourself, do. Who am I to gainsay any of
them?”

“Quite,” grinned the boy, “we mere foot
soldiers can only march whither we are told, it is up to greater
minds to determine the where, when, and why!”

“They’ve made a proper Brother out of you
already!” said Jace cheekily, adding with his terrible grin,
“Though all of time won’t be enough to do the same to me.”

“At least I shall escape that particular
doom,” sighed the boy wistfully, “I understand why the Lady would
ask this of me, I even know it is my current duty, but…”

“You feel as I do?!” asked Jace eagerly, his
wild hunch resurrected and all the more mad, “That there must be
more to it than that?”

The boy shrugged uneasily, “who am I to say
aught of it? So young and inexperienced as I am. Time will reveal
what it must, until then, I’ll do my duty and be content
therein.”

“Another habit I have yet to learn,” snorted
the irrepressible Shadow, “but wisdom indeed!” They talked of other
things until the hour was spent and the boy hastened off to his
next class, the Captain succeeding him to see what the ancient boy
had gleaned from his interview. “He’s determined to be lost to us
sir,” said Jace thoughtfully, “but…”

“Don’t even think about it!” protested
Garrett, “A ‘but’ from you is the most dangerous force to be
unleashed upon the mortal earth, save perhaps a fiend from the
Pit!”

“At least in the latter case, the Master will
provide rescue,” grinned Jace menacingly, “whereas the world is
completely at the mercy of the former!” Garrett groaned morosely,
suddenly repenting his friendly intentions, but they shared a mad
smile before returning to their respective duties.

 


So it was the prescribed time of their
Student days was accomplished and the young couple stood before the
Lady to take their vows, one to the other, before the lady must fly
home to her ailing father while her new husband followed at a far
more reasonable pace, after settling their affairs in Astoria. Jace
would accompany the lady as escort and protection, she aback a
borrowed unicorn, none other than the disguised ‘horse’ that the
Lady herself once fled her father aback.

As the little ceremony was accomplished, a
familiar shudder of absolute dread ran up Jace’s spine as a highly
unusual guest arrived, such terror announcing the advent of the
Fiend himself, in guise like a fell raven, perched in the window by
which Jace stood watching the affair. “So he is going through with
it?” scoffed the Fiend in disbelief, as if he was just another
witness to the union rather than a creature of evil far beyond
human understanding or comprehension.

“Yes,” frowned Jace curiously, “what is that
to you?”

“I’ve had my eye on the creature,” hissed the
sable bird, “his antics in his homeland caught my eye, I almost
thought him of your wretched ilk for a time, but this proves
otherwise! He is mine by right and I have the perfect use for him!”
With a horrifying laugh, like the burbling of some grotesque mire,
he winged off to set his own affairs in motion.

The wedding soon finished, farewells were
said, and Jace escorted the bride immediately to her saddle, tears
of anguish in her eyes but joy on her face. Bayard wished her well,
sent his greetings to her father, and promised to hasten after.
With an eager squeal, the unicorns vanished with all the speed of
their kind. Bayard sighed at the parting, but not with the keen
ache that must accompany sundered lovers, but rather with the
wistfulness of dear friends taking temporary leave, one of the
other. He returned to the keep and his duties therein, hoping to
follow in a day or two when everything was finally settled, but
aback a normal horse, rather than a fleetfooted unicorn. Two days
later, he mounted a horse and rode out of the keep, a great raven
cawing its triumph and eagerness from the battlements, winging off
ahead to announce his coming, a dread herald of which he had no
notion.

Three days later, he lay in the dust of the
road, his arrow riddled horse groaning in agony beside him, dazed
from the fall. He saw a mob of black draped figures gather
triumphantly around him and knew nothing more. He awoke to find
himself again bound to a great stone amid a manmade circle of such,
with nary a star to comfort or lighten that boundless night, whose
pressing evil nearly stifled him. The raven perched triumphant upon
one of the vigilant stones, mocking the boy, “at last you shall
perish as you ought to have done long ago, but even in your escape,
I shall use your blood to achieve an even greater evil than that to
which so minor a villain once aspired!”

He saw twelve shadowy figures each take their
places, one before each silent stone, while another approached with
a dark knife, poised over his own chest. He wanted to scream or
flail or escape, anything, but the cloying evil thickened about him
like treacle, smothering any attempt at protest. The world erupted
in pain and all was darkness, the raven’s triumphant boast suddenly
ended in an aggrieved and pained squawk.

The morning light filled that accursed glade,
as again Bayard awoke in the mortal world, but no thoughts of his
personal situation assaulted his mind, for there perched that grim
raven still, but he cared nothing for the remnants of the night’s
attempted mischief, rather he was disputing with a little magpie
perched atop the stone exactly opposite the obsidian fowl. “He’s
mine!” protested the raven.

“None of them are yours,” replied the magpie,
as if speaking to a child determined to cling to his ignorance
despite experience to the contrary, “you all belong to Me, though
some of you choose to unwisely flee forever from My side, but you
have no ownership even of your own soul, how could you claim
another?”

“Twice now he has been sacrificed to me!”
hissed the raven, “I will have my due!”

Said the magpie wryly, “has burning yourself
twice not been ample reward?”

“I saw him wed to another,” triumphed the
Fiend, “something your precious Shadows can’t legally do! You have
broken your own laws, hereafter all creation shall be forfeited to
me!”

“Let the boy speak for himself,” said He with
a smile of anticipation twinkling in those unfathomable eyes,
queried He of the stymied lad, sitting up upon his stony bier to
better comprehend the eldritch conversation, wondering if he was
mad or the world was, “was there any prohibition, to your
knowledge, in wedding as you did?”

The boy vaguely shook his head, “no sir, we
were both willing, as was the lady’s father, and the Lady of
Astoria.”

“What of the strictures preventing such an
act for a Shadow?” demanded the Fiend, going for the throat.

“Shadow?” asked the boy dazedly.

“Come boy, speak truly! You had to have
known, everything you’ve been through?!” demanded the sable
fowl.

Bayard shook his head in consternation, “I
can’t rightly explain any of it, but I don’t see how one might
prevent the other?”

“It’s an unnatural union!” protested the
raven peevishly.

“You’re one to talk,” retorted the magpie,
“but matters were strictly arranged to see that no such unnatural
liaison took place. In his ignorance, the boy committed no wrong,
but rather fulfilled his duty as it was set before him. His lady
was rushed from his side the moment the wedding was accomplished
and they have not seen each other since.”

“You’ll both regret this,” promised the wroth
Villain.

“You need not state the obvious,” yawned the
magpie, before the Fiend winged off with a violent squawk of rage.
Turning His bright eyes upon the boy, He said, “how about some
answers?”

“Certainly!” said Bayard eagerly, but when he
raised his gaze seeking the magpie’s own, He was gone, but there
stood a widely smiling Jace with two unveiled unicorns beside him,
one of which squealed his joy and trotted up to the stymied boy, a
strange voice suddenly exclaiming his eagerness for this official
introduction.

“I’m not mad or dead or dreaming?” said
Bayard in wan wonder.

Jace smiled and said, “let’s be off lad, this
is no place to linger when not required.” They gained their saddles
and Jace continued, “I was right!”

“About what?” frowned the boy, his brow
furrowing further as he studied the rampant unicorn now alight upon
his palm.

“That you were Shadow,” replied Jace
triumphantly, “though no one was allowed to know it at the time,
save your equine companion there, lest it be revealed to the Fiend
and the Master’s plans come to naught.” At the boy’s dazed look,
Jace laughed the more and explained everything, still perplexed but
eager, Bayard happily followed the madman to the Kingdom where he
had just deposited his former bride.

“As to that,” said Jace in wonder, “a Shadow
isn’t allowed to marry, but at least that explains why you weren’t
in love with the girl: we can’t be romantic, in the mushy sense of
the word at least, though in the poetic sense, we are quite free in
the matter.”

“What am I to do?” asked Bayard anxiously, “I
was already in this state when I made my vows, the undoing of my
mortal frame can in nowise annul the marriage as it might in other
cases!”

“No,” grinned Jace most maliciously, “but we
can still widow the poor girl nonetheless, at least to the world’s
perception.” He glanced at the slightly moving shrubs on either
side of the road, betraying the presence of likely nefarious
persons, “and I believe these gentlemen are here to do just that.”
A volley of arrows rained upon them as the villains broke cover,
Jace was a little disappointed that Bayard already lay in the road
with glazing eyes and would miss the fun, but the unicorns and his
sword slaughtered most of the bandits ere they were likewise struck
down, the survivor limping off in horror to die of his wounds at
some distant place and time. When the lady’s husband failed to
arrive in a timely manner, she sent her servants in search of him,
and discovering the slain men lying in the road, they hastened home
with their sad burden and grim news, thus proving her a widow when
she had thought herself a bride.

 


After the bodies were safely buried, those
disquiet ghosts rose from their tomb, not deigning to linger there
for all eternity, just as Jace refused to linger needlessly long in
certain accursed circles of standing stones, for some people just
had no notion of propriety! Said Bayard uneasily as they rode off
once more, this time free of all mortal obligations, “the Fiend
himself said it was an unnatural union?”

“Yes,” said Jace thoughtfully, “we are men
beyond the mortal sphere, beyond time and sin and death, we have no
official place amongst those that are wrought of flesh and blood.
Marriage and family are a concept that only makes sense within the
constraints of time and mortality, as death frees a man of its
bonds, so has it freed us. It is no bad thing, sanctioned and
designed by the Master Himself for the comfort and continuance of
the race, but we are beyond our need for it, much as you no longer
need to consult the alphabet in trying to comprehend the written
word, you have stepped beyond such a basic principle of the world
you once knew, but as we have not yet stepped fully into eternity,
we do not know aught of those Greater Things He intends to replace
all the good things we have moved beyond. It is a small loss, but a
loss still, but only be patient, and your Great Father will reveal
something better!”

“That sounds strangely like sense!” protested
the boy.

“Nay lad,” grinned Jace, “it is merely wild
philosophical musings, not even my imagination can comprehend what
He has prepared for us, though if anyone’s could, it would be mine,
but alas He has stated that that is far from the case and I must
bide a wee with everyone else before all is revealed in His own
good time.”

“But I committed a forbidden act!” protested
the boy.

Jace snorted, quite ungrieved, “what of
murder and betrayal, pretending to be someone else?” The boy just
stared at him as he continued, “welcome to the Shadow lad,”
chuckled he, “where the forbidden and impossible are asked of us
each and every day! Though matters are far from what they appear
superficially, even if He asks you to murder your mentor before
half of Astoria, you can do naught but His will.”

“What?” asked the boy wanly, at which Jace
more than happily told him all that strange and beloved tale,
prompting a wry, thoughtful smile from Bayard, who at last
answered, “an intriguing profession indeed, though I seem to be
saddled indefinitely with the most rascally man in history!”

“Perhaps the Captain and the Master will have
mercy upon you?” grinned Jace all the more.

“For you will not,” sighed Bayard in feigned
resignation, but unable to hide his own mad grin, none could, at
least until a familiar voice and face intruded suddenly upon their
merry retreat.

“Bayard, Master Jace?!” said the boy in
astonishment.

“Tyrin?” said Bayard in surprise, though Jace
wore a momentary look of horror, quickly replaced with his usual,
disaster anticipating, if not worsening, grin.

“You are both dead! I saw you buried with my
own eyes!” stuttered the boy, pale as a ghost himself.

Bayard frowned slightly, for the lad had been
a dear friend before he left Astoria a year prior, but what was his
part in all of this, how could he know? Jace answered his unspoken
question, saying slowly, “your widow’s brother.”

“And riding to Astoria with all haste to tell
the Lady what has happened and to see what may be done to rectify
the situation before my father’s illness proves fatal,” he
continued to stare at them in shock and disbelief, “but here you
are?!”

“Quite,” said Jace, his unicorn setting off
once more, forcing his confounded companions to follow or be left
behind, their questions forever unanswered.

“You were the lady’s brother all this time
and never told me?” burst out Bayard at last.

“You’re one to complain about keeping
secrets!” retorted Tyrin, his sense of irony at least having
recovered, if not the rest of his sensibilities.

“We’ll accompany you back to Astoria,” said
Jace, as if he weren’t a dead man walking.

“As you don’t seem to be undead ghouls,” said
Tyrin grimly, “I suppose I’ll allow it, not that there’s aught I
could do to stop you, me thinks.”

“Our secrets are dangerous,” said Jace
bluntly.

“I know,” said Tyrin breathlessly, “but I
can’t seem to help myself.”

“Few can,” smiled Jace enigmatically, nearly
earning himself another untimely demise at the hands of his
confounded companion, but Tyrin was desperate enough for answers
that he didn’t dare lay a hand upon the exasperating fellow, no
matter how much he deserved it.

Tyrin spitted the highly uncomfortable Bayard
with his keen, suspicious eyes, “can you truly abandon my sister
like this?”

Jace came to the rescue of the flustered
apprentice, his standard grin in place, “get used to it lad,
awkward is the new normal! And as that is my personality, thus my
natural habitat, it is of no matter to me, but I won’t always be
around to rescue you like this, so watch and learn.” He bowed
floridly in his saddle to the astonished Tyrin, at the seeming
ghost’s antics or at the confounding situation, Jace knew not, as
the boys exchanged a baffled smile, but he ignored them and
continued, “we are quite sorry to have so disappointed the lady
like this, but it was not our…” He trailed off as the unicorns
screamed their terror and reared like startled horses, before
bolting with the actual horse, leaving their riders sitting in
utter darkness upon what they hoped was still a winding country
road, but even the strange eyes of the Shadows could not discern
any detail in that unnatural gloom.

“Did I not promise to make you pay, little
wretches?” scoffed the darkness itself, “And you’ve even brought a
friend to join you in your well-deserved misery, his shall be keen
indeed!”

“No!” said Jace stonily, “We are your
rightful prey, this boy is…” He squawked in pain and vanished, as
if the Fiend had snuffed a spent candle, plunging the boys into an
even deeper horror, if that was possible.

Laughed the Terror cruelly, “much better,
that nuisance will blather ceaselessly if given the chance, but
you, vulnerable and inexperienced, are blissfully silent, at least
until…” With his own pained squawk, the darkness suddenly vanished,
to be replaced by a light too wondrous to think of aught else,
Bayard sighed in extasy, suddenly remembering his own experience
therewith.

“Some secrets are extremely dangerous,” said
a wondrous Voice.

Shuddered Tyrin in relief and joy, “more
dangerous than that living darkness?”

“He can only kill the body,” cautioned the
Voice, “I can annihilate your very soul with a thought.”

“I would rather die in Your keeping than live
in his!” sighed Tyrin anxiously, as if afraid he’d never hear that
Voice the more.

“Well spoken!” triumphed the Voice, as the
light increased to such an intensity that both boys immediately
evaporated therein, and when it receded, the two Shadows found
themselves aback their unicorns, still upon that unassuming bit of
road.

Jace grinned broadly at the silent Bayard,
dazed by wonder, said he archly, “I did warn him!”

“What will come of him?” asked Bayard at
length, his attention at last returning to his current reality
rather than pondering the wonders that lay beyond it.

“No doubt we’ll be encumbered with his
senseless form in a few days, thus forcing us to delay our journey
until he is again fit to sit his saddle,” grinned Jace.

Bayard frowned as his unicorn answered his
unspoken question, he smiled ruefully and said aloud, “and they
thought it was a concussion in my own case!”

“Indeed,” grinned that incurable rascal, “the
former Captain has a similar tale, save he was left to molder alone
in an abandoned stable loft rather than waited upon hand and foot
by some worried acquaintance.”

“Yes,” laughed Bayard outright, “a pallet in
the tack room with a crusty old groom to check that I was still
breathing once or twice a day was quite a luxury by
comparison.”

“Just be happy we didn’t lock you in the
dungeons,” smiled Jace as oldest memory stirred.

“I’m only surprised they ever let you out,”
corrected Bayard, solemn as death.

“There’s no keeping a full Shadow in or out
of anything,” replied Jace in his best lecturing mentor voice,
“though with the weirdness I usually attract, they did everyone a
favor by getting me out of the keep as quickly as possible.”

“I suppose it was a necessity at that,”
agreed Bayard, unable to contain his smile any longer, “and such
has been your fate ever since.”

“World without end,” said Jace in
benediction.

 


 


Chapter 2




They trotted on through two more days and
nights, stopping the third at a picturesque little inn located
conveniently between the ever popular destinations of here and
there. “A room?” said the rather confused keeper thereof, as if he
had never heard of such an outlandish concept, “Next you’ll be
wanting food and drink and stabling for your poor beasts!”

Jace had encountered many astonishing things
in his life, in fact many considered him the foremost example of
just that, but even he could not help but gape openly at such an
utterance, but he quickly conquered his wonder and asked, “what
then is the business of your establishment if not hospitality for
travelers?”

“I run an inn,” said the man bluntly,
frowning at the fellow’s incomprehension, “same as my father and
his fathers ten generations back, but not a one has ever let a room
or served a single meal.” At their continued confusion, he further
enlightened them, “customers are too demanding, never satisfied,
greedy, and often don’t pay. To save himself the trouble, our
esteemed ancestor vowed never to be thus encumbered or swindled. He
founded this inn and never has a single customer ever benefitted
from its services. We meticulously attend to its upkeep and
preservation, do a little farming on the side to support our own,
and never have we been disappointed. Now if you’ll clear off I’d be
most obliged.”

“What a strange establishment!” laughed Jace,
once well outside mine host’s hearing, “Keeping inn for the sake of
keeping an inn!”

“Sounds like your sort of place,” quipped
Bayard, “but what of our once and future friend?”

“He’ll just have to molder in a stable loft
somewhere,” retorted Jace, “back in your saddle lad!”

“Ugh,” sighed the boy, “can’t we at least
molder a night under the trees? I’m so tired of my saddle I am
almost tempted to Go.”

“Fine,” declared Jace, “but instead of
sitting on an ever comfortable stone or luxurious log, rather we’ll
dance the night away in ill-defined splendor.”

Bayard could only gape at him as ever Jace
had gaped at the innkeeper, but knowing the best means of managing
the astonishing man was to remain silent and immediately cooperate,
as any good apprentice or servant knows full well, they traipsed
off to the nearest ball, for the most efficient way past this
particular debacle was straight through it. With a thought, their
attire was all their unwitting hosts could desire and with a flash,
Jace acquired the requisite invitations. They resumed their
saddles, the next moment they were somewhere else entirely, and
dismounting, they sauntered up to the entrance as if they owned the
place.

“Of all the people to take to a ball!” said
Bayard in horror.

“At least I’m not a frivolous young lady,”
protested Jace, “and I’m really, really interesting besides!”

“Then why bother with a ball?” queried the
boy, “A ball’s main function is to distract from tedium, if you are
that interesting, then you are utterly defeating whatever the
purpose of our presence here is.”

“You’re right?!” agreed Jace, “Our mission
has failed utterly ere it’s even begun, we’ve totally destroyed all
the joys of those herein, and I am the worst possible villain you
could ever bring to such a function or even out in public.”

“It’s too late now,” said Bayard with a
laugh, “we’re already in the door, it would be even more unseemly
to leave at so early an hour, they might think the color of the
carpet or the flavor of the punch offends us!”

“Indeed,” sighed Jace in relief, “I am much
obliged to you sir! Now let’s see why we are really here, besides
to observe the chandeliers of course, lovely but in need of
dusting…” So did he mutter to himself as he vanished down an
unlighted corridor in the opposite direction of the music and light
and noise that announced their right and proper destination, at
least if they weren’t housebreakers intent on mischief rather than
guests invited to the social event of the week, if not the
decade.

“Much better,” smiled Bayard in relief, “I
was beginning to think I had made a dreadful mistake agreeing to
this Shadow thing, what with all the parties and weddings and
funerals and such, I was beginning to feel like a regular
socialite.”

Jace paused in his skulkings to answer
blithely, “we usually only attend such functions to get fabulously
murdered.”

“And you still go?!” said the stymied
apprentice in wonder.

“Certainly,” grinned Jace, all cheek, “if I
wanted a nice quiet career, I’d be a Philosopher lost in a library
somewhere.”

“Though no doubt you’d be studying just such
a morbid topic,” countered Bayard.

“Someone needs to make a thorough and in
depth study of the Legends,” parried Jace, but at the boy’s puzzled
look, he added, “I suppose you never got the chance to peruse them?
We’ll rectify that later, right now we must discover the scandal
that has been waiting our pleasure this half hour at least.” He
began his stealthy approach down the hall, walking boldly as if he
owned the place, as any lost important person might, until at last
he fumbled his way into the library, lit only by a bright fire, and
there, sprawled in a chair, as if overcome by exhaustion or
excitement or drink, snored Tyrin.

Asked Bayard wryly, “how are we going to
explain to the master of this place that we must needs borrow that
particular chair for the next several days? He’ll be even less
cordial to our demands than that curious innkeeper.”

“Isn’t that what an innkeeper ought to do?”
countered Jace, “Keep the inn for himself and no others?”

Bayard could only sigh and settle into the
adjacent chair, as Jace summoned a pair of great books with a burst
of light and handed them to the archly smiling boy. As Jace turned
towards the door, Bayard called out anxiously, “and what are you
about?”

“One of us should attend,” smiled he like a
rather manic but well intentioned villain, “it would be quite rude
not to!”

“Without a chaperone?!” said Bayard
anxiously.

Jace shrugged, “maybe it’ll usher in the Day,
but is that a bad thing?” He winked impishly and vanished, leaving
Bayard to sigh and begin reading.

 


Jace ventured back down the hall towards the
cacophony of social intercourse, quite envying either of his young
charges ensconced in the comfy little library, but also eager to
see what sort of adventure he might have in a ballroom this time.
He entered and soon lost himself amid the mingling throng, intent
on his prey, and there she stood, bored and alone and completely
defenseless to his roguish charm. “Where is your chaperone?”
inquired he in as villainous a tone as he could muster.

Replied she just as menacingly, “and where is
yours?”

“A most excellent question indeed,” said he
with a smart bow, “shall we dance?”

“Certainly,” said she, dropping both a bright
smile and a curtsey, continuing as he swept her off into the
rhythmically eddying mass of humanity, “now what makes you so bold
as to make off with your hostess?”

“Gracious!” said he in feigned horror, “No
wonder you lack a chaperone and sensibly asked after my own! A
rogue of my caliber cannot make off with so dull a creature as a
hostess is like to be; so much for my villainous career. I must be
tied back to someone’s apron strings until I learn never again to
commit such a fatal social error.”

“I shall forgive you,” said she graciously,
barely stifling a laugh, “if only for the joy of dancing once more,
you cannot know the thrill it gives me to be just another feckless
young thing again!”

“I suppose you were suddenly bereft of both
parents, likely taken off in a sudden and violent fit of the gout?”
queried he, “And this ball marks the end of the socially prescribed
mourning period?”

“I see you’ve read that particular novel,”
said she dryly, “but close enough, though it was my uncle who thus
died and left me a rich and aspiring noble woman.”

“Even better,” smiled Jace at his worst, “but
what of all the lackluster but expensive men that will soon be
courting your hand?”

“That’s why I host my own balls,” countered
she, “then they can’t pester me.”

“Interesting theory,” grinned Jace, “now is
there aught I can do to help you?”

“Find me a suitable husband?” suggested she
with an arch smile.

“I’ll see what I can do,” said he without the
least bit of joking in his face or voice, “I’ve already got another
client in similar straits but I am sure I can find a pair of
identical twins vastly suited to the situation once we return to
Astoria.”

Her eyes narrowed, “must we repeat that
plotline as well?”

Jace shrugged, “with only eight original
plotlines available in this particular reality, what do you
expect?”

“How silly of me!” laughed she outright, “And
here I chasten you for dancing with the hostess, and my sin is
infinitely worse, you only were ignorant of a rather obscure
societal requirement, I violated a very law of reality.”

“Then I must sentence you to at least an hour
of remedial education in your quaint little library,” said he as
grimly as he might in such a circumstance.

“Only if you will be my guest for a few days
after all and sundry abandon me to my post-mourning state,” agreed
she, “and it would be even better if you could find a few rakish
young men to hang about the place with you.”

“There,” said he, “you have redeemed yourself
in this very matter and thus will I rescind your punishment, though
not my intent to fulfill your very sensible offer.” She could only
frown at him and wonder in what strange world or philosophy such an
offer would ever be considered sensible, prompting them both to
laugh as they danced on.

As the set finished, he led her back to the
perimeter and said, “now if you’ll write several invitations, I
believe I can fulfill both the quest you have set me and that I owe
to another.”

“Invitations?” said she, “To What?”

“Why this very dance,” said he with his rogue
grin deepening to the point she feared for his sanity, little
noticing the same growing upon her own countenance.

 


The two boys stood anxiously upon the great
lawn within the very heart of Astoria, dressed in their formal
best, wondering what they could possibly be about. It must be a
joke, it must! But there they were, standing nervously in the tree
shadows, hoping no one saw them abroad at that forbidden hour when
they were supposed to be long abed, but suddenly they were not
alone, for there stood a fabulous horse, pawing and tossing his
head in anticipation of being off. They exchanged a nervous but
wondering smile and dashed to the great beast’s side, mounted, and
no sooner had they settled in the saddle, than they found
themselves somewhere else entirely. Music and light filtered out
into the night, drawing them within like moths to a flame.

 


The widow sat forlornly in her little study,
staring morosely at the flames, wondering if Tyrin would succeed,
though she mourned more as a sister bereft of her brother rather
than a wife bereaved of her husband. While she had readily agreed
to the marriage, neither had felt anything the least bit romantic
or lovelorn in the affair, rather they were dear friends who found
their duty to coincide with their mutual regard one for the other
and had consented thereto. But now she sat alone in a dark room,
mourning a friend whom she’d never see more and pitying a father
who was likely upon his deathbed.

Then a servant came bearing a tray with a
simple invitation upon it. She stared at the piece of paper, who
would invite a newly minted widow to anything so soon after the
funeral? The poor man had only been in his grave a few hours and
here someone was proposing merriment? She ripped it open, much
aggrieved and no little annoyed, but her heart giving a strange
thump as she read and what might be hope stirred in her breast,
like quickening spring beneath the blanketing snow.

She went immediately to her room, changed
into something not black, and proceeded to the back garden, where
she found the wondrous horse, and throwing herself into a veritable
fairy story, vanished from those sad surroundings. She entered the
house and tried to lose herself and her attendant miseries amidst
the swirling dancers but to no avail, for an old ghost wasn’t about
to let her find momentary refuge when he could give her permanent
relief, but first a little more shock, confusion, and sorrow. “Come
milady!” grinned he, quite impish for one of the undead, “I would
have the first dance.” Quite unable to refuse him, he gaily swept
her off into the swirling throng.

“You’re dead, sir,” said she at last.

“Yes and no,” agreed he cordially, “have I
not been so for years beyond reckoning? It’s an irksome habit to
some, I quite agree, but nothing to take a fright at, for is my
Master not master of life and death, as well as all else? So let
your heart be merry and young once more, for truly, you have lost
nothing and your mourning shall soon turn to joy.”

“Bayard?!” asked she anxiously, “He is
alive?”

“As alive as me,” grinned Jace, “and as dead,
as the occasion requires.”

“We are still married?” asked she
skeptically.

“Certainly not,” replied he, “the boy was
ignorant of the strictures surrounding our occupation when he made
his vows, but as death has so happily broken the bonds between you,
there is nothing more to be done thereupon.”

“Our marriage was a sham?!” said she in
wonder.

“Indeed madam!” said he, smiling at his own
former astonishment thereat, “There was certainly a greater reason
for it than you may ever know, but even the tragic consequences to
yourself are at this moment being verily reversed.”

“You are saying we can yet be friends,” mused
she, “and as that is all the affection or regard each ever felt for
the other, my tragedy isn’t as pathetic as I was wont to think
it?”

“Even more so,” grinned Jace, like morning
over a disquiet and endless night, “I believe this very evening you
might chance upon a man far more worthy, certainly more capable, of
receiving your hand and accompanying you through life.”
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