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Tippin stood before all his gathered folk,
friends and family and neighbors he had known his entire life, with
tears in his eyes, mostly happy but a little wistful, he raised his
cup and led another joyous toast to the newly wedded couple: his
sister and best friend. As the plates and tables were cleared away
and the fiddlers warmed up for the requisite dance on the green,
Tippin’s new brother-in-law, but ever a friend closer than a true
brother, said jovially, “still intent on carrying out our childhood
scheme, even without your co-conspirator? Why can’t you just find a
nice girl and settle down next door to us?”

Tippin smiled wistfully, “trust me, my
friend, if there was another woman to equal my sister, I would do
so in a moment, but if there is such a creature, she isn’t to be
found here. And even if you’ve given up on our mad dream, I have
not.”

“Why must you ever speak sense?” said his
friend, shaking his head in good-natured disgust.

“One of us had better,” grinned Tippin, “but
enough about me, you’ve a dance to open!”

“I do at that!” grimaced Kip, glancing about
anxiously for his bride, who was at that moment coming towards them
with a quizzical smile.

Said she, “have you forgotten our foremost
duty already?”

“That’s what a man needs a wife for,”
chuckled he, “we men are good workers but someone needs to direct
our efforts.”

Tippin laughed, “you sound a regular plow
horse, my friend!”

“He does at that,” agreed his wife, in
feigned dismay, but as her new husband took her arm, she was all
abashed and joyous smiles as they went off to do their duty by
their impatient well-wishers.

Tippin sighed wistfully, feeling as if his
very heart might burst for joy and sorrow, but quietly withdrew
from the festivities, knowing he needed some time alone to think
and remember and plan, for he knew he could not long be easy
remaining at home with such a drastic change to his immediate
social circle. While he wished his sister and friend all the best
and could not be more delighted for them, he felt rather sorry for
himself, feeling as if they had abandoned him for their own happily
ever after, in which he could have no part, save to be relegated to
a distant observer rather than an immediate participant therein. It
was ridiculous of course, they would still be very dear to one
another, but they had embarked upon an adventure he could not
share, save as an outsider, thus was he determined to have an
adventure of his own. He had been happy here, could not imagine a
better life, but somehow he knew things would never be the
same.

He took advantage of the late night and
overindulgence endured by everyone of his acquaintance to make a
clean break, to sneak silently off into the wan, misty light of
dawn. He had said his farewells previously, though none knew it at
the time, and left many a heartfelt note for those dearest to him,
but he could not endure another round of goodbyes, he must flee ere
his resolve utterly failed him. It was no secret he meant to go,
though most thought it would never happen, it was only a ‘what if’
to occupy his imagination and dreams until he finally married a
nice girl as everyone assumed he must, but all he knew was that he
must go, ready or not. So off he dashed, the only witness was an
old roan cow glancing up briefly from her grazing to gaze placidly
after before resuming her endless search for forage.

 


The first three days passed swiftly, eager
and happy as he was to be off having a real adventure, but after
that it rained incessantly for several days so he was always cold
and wet, he began to keenly miss his friend and all his folk, he
was sore and tired, unaccustomed as he was to sleeping rough, and
was tired of eating only the food he had packed. So miserable and
lonely was this once valiant hero, that he actually sat upon a
stone and wept, his tears mingling with the ceaseless rain,
convinced the sun would never shine the more, either upon the
sorrowful earth or in his wretched soul. But suddenly there was a
light, quite alien in that dripping, clouded world, but it drew his
attention as nothing else could, perhaps the evening sun had broken
through the clouds at last, but it was a light far brighter than
any the sun could ever hope to boast, and after, he knew nothing
but.

Tippin blinked awake, shaking his head in
wonder and glancing about dazedly, as if he had never beheld
morning before. At least it had stopped raining, he smiled ruefully
to himself and pulled himself to his feet, brushing the dried mud
and clinging leaves from his person as best he could. What had come
over him? Had he fainted like some overwrought great lady at sight
of a spider? Perhaps he was just so exhausted from his journey and
emotional troubles that he had cried himself to sleep while
foolishly perched atop that silly rock, that must be it. With a wry
smile, he set forth, happy as a lark on the wing, ready once more
for whatever the road might hold for him, wondering anew why he
could feel so utterly wretched but the night before, but able to
laugh heartily at himself the very next morning. He still missed
his friend and family, but it was now a dull ache, like an old
wound long healed, not the agony of a newly broken bone; it was
strange what a difference a night could make! Even his body seemed
to be adapting to the rigors of travel, for he felt as rested as if
he had just risen from his own bed; he no longer physically felt
like a certain ancient village matron ever complained of feeling to
anyone within earshot. He smiled wistfully at the memory and
continued on his way.

Several days later he stood at a crossroads,
glancing again at his map and compass, but to no avail, he really
had no idea where he was, save the vague notion that he must head
north and east to reach his destination. With a shrug, he continued
on, heading north, assuming he must eventually reach his goal if
only he headed in the right direction. It might cost him a few days
of travel if he took the wrong turning, but it was better than
standing there forever hoping someone might happen along to point
him in the right direction. The woods drew close about him, a
twilight ambiance lingered even at the height of the day, he smiled
nervously, wanting to laugh at himself, but even the memory of
mirth seemed forbidden in this place. He watched the shadows
anxiously, feeling that at any moment some monster out of legend
might leap upon him, but it wasn’t anything half so romantic,
merely a pair of bandits, petty footpads that might be found
anywhere, but still deadly.

Tippin felt fire rip through his abdomen, and
as he collapsed in agony, all was suddenly that awful light and
then darkness, complete and utter. “What?!” screamed one agonized
voice, its owner dropping his bloody sword in surprise and
horror.

“I can’t see!” wailed his companion, feeling
vainly at his eyes.

“Nor can I!” growled the first, “What
happened?”

“It was your idea,” snarled the second, “I
wanted to leave the penniless oaf be, but you just had to take
him!”

“My fault!” spat the first, “It was you that
wanted to wait along this otherwise abandoned goat trail! We’ve
seen no one else in a fortnight!” So did they bicker back and
forth, each blaming the other, though no closer to a cure, but
eager to determine exactly whose fault it was, but so angry and
terrified were they, that eventually they parted ways, each
wandering blindly off in a different direction and what came of
either this tale does not tell.

But of Tippin’s fate, even he was unsure what
to make of it. He awoke dazedly, wondering at first that he was
alive, but then he noticed his radiant person and could not help
but shout in surprise and dismay even as he leapt to his feet.
Unsure what he did or how he did it, he was suddenly just a normal
boy again, as unexciting as any in the known world. But he had seen
it, hadn’t he? Or was it just some trick of his addled mind,
perhaps the result of a blow to the head? But he could find no
comfort in this idea, for he knew he had been stabbed in the
stomach before the world went mad. Again he goggled at the fact
that he was alive, but how?

He made a thorough study of his person but
came away with no clues, save something he should have noticed
earlier, an anomaly as bizarre as his missing wound and that
strange light: a small silver unicorn reared on his palm, gleaming
with its own light. How had he not noticed that? What did it mean?
But the brooding trees gave no answer, nor did the wind as it
moaned through their hoary boughs. He continued on, preoccupied
with the riddle, but never did he come closer to an answer. Save
that unicorns were always associated with Astoria in every myth and
legend he had ever heard, and as that was where he was going,
perhaps he must wait for answers until he arrived thereat, but what
if they had no answers either? There must be an explanation, there
must! He trod on.

Not feeling particularly tired that night, he
sat beside his little fire and frowned pensively, as lost in
thought as he had been the entire day as he trudged along but was
no closer to an answer. It must all trace back to that peculiar
light he saw whilst seated miserably upon that lonely stone, but
what had happened? Could he control it? Had he any say in the
matter? What could he do with it? He must have some control over
it, as he had draped himself again in his usual guise after he was
attacked. He smiled eagerly, there was only one way to find
out.

It took him most of the night, but eventually
he mastered the concept, at least he could reveal or hide it at
will, though he wondered what might happen if he were again
attacked or otherwise surprised, could he still control it? His
fire had long since burned to nothing, but strangely the darkness
did not press in upon him as he thought it must, indeed, he scanned
the sky for any sign of sun, moon, or star, but all was utterly
black about him, a thick blanket of clouds shrouding the sky.
Apparently he could see in the dark! If that be the case, perhaps
he should continue his journey, no use sitting here waiting for
dawn when he could be miles away by then.

Again he lost himself in thought as he mulled
over the revelations of the night, what else was he now capable of?
What had happened to him? And for what purpose? He stopped suddenly
upon that thought, knowing there must be a reason for it, but why
and why him? Perhaps it was an accident, some cosmic mistake,
somehow contaminating him and giving him a most intriguing
skillset? He did laugh at this, for he would most certainly be dead
if such power had been unleashed nearby, and it wasn’t something
that had sprung from within the natural sphere, unless the sun
deigned to walk amongst men, but as he was not a smoking cinder,
that was in nowise the case.

So that left one of two choices, either his
power was utterly Wonderful or Vile, there was no middle ground, it
must be one or the other. He studied his glowing hand and smiled
joyously, for this was not the power of the Enemy, he could but
kill and destroy and corrupt, yet his very being pulsed with an
energy in time to a rhythm he could not hear, a melody he could not
sing, but it was woven into the very fabric of creation, somehow
that fabulous radiance could be used to manipulate matter! No, this
was the very power of his Master, the One who had called Everything
into being upon that first day, though only a shadow of His
creative power, it was still His power, but why, how?

He glanced about, only then noticing that the
sun was westering and would soon vanish behind the distant hills.
He had walked all day without any sleep, food, or water! He smiled
eagerly, what was the point in camping if he could go on
indefinitely without rest or refreshment? Of course it was only a
theory, but he felt as fresh as he had the morning he awoke after
falling off that fatal stone. So on he pressed, wondering if he
could walk the whole way without tiring, but why just walk? He
would soon prove to himself whether he could still tire, so off he
ran, into the deepening shadows of night, and on he ran, until
morning came boldly over the eastern hills to declare her daily
triumph over the night. He stopped, not even breathing hard or
sweaty, this condition, whatever it was, certainly had its
advantages! But as he took in the quickening morning, gazing out
over those lonely hills, he began to wonder if he was doomed to
walk the world alone for all the ages yet to come. Was he a freak,
doomed to isolation or to pretending he was just like everyone
else, or was there someone who might understand?

“Oh, that it might be so!” said he aloud to
the dawning; he felt the light stirring within him unbidden, he
grinned in eager wonder, and as it flared forth brighter than the
new risen sun, he knew nothing more.

 


“Are you awake?” came the persistent voice in
his head once more, the same question that had roused him from the
blissful dark. He blinked in astonishment, trying to remember where
he was, if not who.

“You’re in the loft of the King’s stables,”
said the voice in his head, “as to the who, we have not yet been
introduced.” Tippin sat up and rubbed his temples as if they ached,
was it possible for him to go mad if death was no longer a true
foe?

He felt a laugh in that peculiar voice as it
replied, “oh, you’re not mad, my friend, but I suppose it must seem
rather strange to you if you’ve never done this before?”

“Done what?” thought he at the voice.

“Either, or likely both: talking to a unicorn
or enduring the strange comings and goings of your kind,” replied
the voice.

“A unicorn! My kind!?” thought he, “What am
I?”

“A man,” came the smiling reply, “as you
shall ever be, just with a few interesting habits not common to the
bulk of your race.”

He could not help but smile at the creature’s
persnicketiness, but was delighted to hear that perhaps his was not
an isolated case and here might be someone who knew exactly what
was going on. “You don’t know?!” came the astonished voice, he
paused for a moment as a sudden thought occurred to him, saying
regretfully, “and I fear I shall not be the one to tell you more,
for it is not my place or the proper time. Suffice it to know that
you are not unique or alone, though perhaps you feel so at the
moment, but have patience and neither doubt nor fear, but rather
trust that all things shall be revealed in due course and your
Master has neither forgotten nor forsaken you.”

“Thank you,” thought the boy, “that is more
than I knew previously, it does much to quiet my disquiet heart.”
He smiled impishly and added, “though nothing to sate my rampant
curiosity.”

“Certainly a fatal flaw of your kind,” agreed
the unicorn in all solemnity. The boy could not help but grin
ruefully at the creature’s willful misunderstanding, but he was
content to remain in doubt as to his exact future for the moment,
now that he knew a little, a very little, of what he had
inexplicably found himself entangled in, it would be intriguing
indeed!

Thought he at the voice, by way of
introduction, “I am called Tippin, a youth from an obscure village.
I was en route to Astoria only to fall into this strange
adventure.”

“I am called Jael,” said the voice, “and
serve the Lady’s Advisor to the King. Glad I am to meet you Tippin,
it is a great honor to meet such a man!”

“Such a man?” thought Tippin, rather
confused, thinking himself very much an ignorant boy.

“One beyond Time and Death, sin and
rebellion,” said the unicorn, “devoted utterly and fully to our
Master’s service.”

“Oh dear!” gasped the boy aloud, adding as an
afterthought, “You cannot be thinking of me? How could I possibly
fulfill any of that?”

“You can’t,” chuckled the voice merrily, “it
is all our Master’s doing, indeed, it is not a thing that must be
done but rather your present state of being. You need do nothing
but trust.”

“Trust?” mused the boy.

“That all will be revealed when and as it
must,” said the unicorn.

“Are you saying I can ‘trust my gut,’ to
quote a rather vulgar phraseology common amongst men?” queried he,
“I do not know that it was a very sound principle in my former
life, but in this one I begin to think I will know what I must,
when I must and should have no fear in acting upon it?”

“What an odd phrase,” agreed the unicorn,
with a derisive snort, “but yes, in your case, your hunches and
whims are far more than random ideas generated by who knows what
means, but are rather guidings sent by the Master Himself that you
might accomplish what you must.”

“Very well,” said the boy, “then I had best
descend from this loft and infiltrate the castle.”

As he clambered down the rather rickety
ladder, the voice came again, “not like that you won’t, lad, save
perhaps the dungeons!”

The boy had identified the source of the
voice in his mind, a rather bland looking sorrel in the third stall
on the right, his eyes narrowed as he addressed the creature, for
all the world looking no more exciting than a mortal horse ought,
“you are saying I have no place in the castle and they’ll likely
toss me out into the street or imprison me the moment they see me?
You can disguise yourself as a mortal horse, and I suppose that I
must be able to do something similar, but what guise would you
recommend?”

The seeming horse cocked his head and
projected an image into the lad’s mind portraying the current
servants’ livery of that particular time and place. The lad
grinned, concentrated and his clothes immediately shifted into a
perfect replica of the picture in his mind. “Excellent!” said the
boy, grinning like mischief itself.

But the horse snorted and shook his head,
saying, “not so fast, there is one other thing, and you are
probably unaware of the phenomenon, so new to this as you are and
never having served with the Brethren.” He then went on to explain
how one member of the order could identify another by sight. The
boy nodded ruefully, but quickly hid the telltale sign that the
unicorn’s rider not see it and wonder the more. “Thank you for all
your help,” said the boy cheerily.

“My pleasure,” said the unicorn, tossing his
head in eagerness, “I look forward to hearing the full tale one
day, as your kind is never dispatched upon an idle or easy
quest.”

The boy’s eyes narrowed as he asked, “yet you
would keep this from your rider?”

“Certainly,” chuckled the unicorn, “he has no
reason to know and it is the Master’s secret to reveal as He will.
None save He are omniscient, we can never know everything, and if
there is no reason for someone to know something, it is not wrong
not to tell him, indeed, it would be quite wrong of me to betray
your confidence, or rather His.” The boy nodded his understanding,
his brow creased pensively, waved his farewells, and walked slowly
out of the stable as the unicorn whinnied his own eager adieu.

 


He wasn’t alone, this was the thought that
kept circling joyously through his mind, even if he had no idea
what he was doing. Smiling ruefully, he drew his attention back to
the present moment, knowing he must blend in with the other
servants and do nothing to attract attention but how did he do that
when he had never even seen a castle before? His smile deepened as
an idea formed in his mind, when in doubt, ‘smile and nod,’ it
would work! Had he not done the exact same thing at his sister’s
wedding when confronted with any number of distant relations whom
he had met only once as a small boy yet they assumed he’d know
exactly who they were, years later, without an introduction, thus
had he blithely chatted with them, never betraying his ignorance
until they or another betrayed their identity to his stymied mind.
He must do the same here: do as the other servants did and none
would be the wiser.

But before he could assume his role as the
least remarkable servant in history, the sound of quiet weeping
filled his ears, and following it to its source, he was truly
astonished. He quickly thought better of his servant’s attire, his
dusty country clothes would be better by far in such a strange
circumstance, as he approached the distraught damsel crying behind
the stacks of hay and straw waiting to be carried into the barn and
stored in his recently vacated loft. Her clothes betrayed her to be
a noble if not royal young lady, about his own age, but to him, she
was merely a wretched and miserable girl with no one to succor her
in this moment of great distress. He smiled wryly, but hid it ere
she might look up and feel herself mocked, for here he was, a mere
peasant lad with no reason to be where he was, but ready to offer
that great panacea of human misery: human warmth and kindness, a
shoulder to cry on or a sympathetic ear to listen.

Said he quietly, “can I do aught to help you,
milady?”

She looked up in horror, pawing anxiously at
her tear-streaked face and disheveled, straw covered dress and
hair, but seeing nothing more terrifying than a simple country boy,
she could not help but blush and abashedly gaze at the straw upon
which she sat, “I apologize sir, if this scene has discomfited you,
but I assure you it is nothing.”

He did not need any supernatural skill to
know she was dissembling, said he gently, “I beg your pardon,
milady, but something dreadful indeed besets you, else you would
not be alone and so utterly wretched. May I do aught to aid you, be
it only to listen or talk of what you would?” He grinned wryly as
he said the next, “I am no great lord or even a cunning servant,
but I am no ignorant lout either, and offer you what comfort is in
my power to dispense.”

“Can you save me from the wrath of two
kings?” asked she, “And spare my country from imminent war? All the
comfort in the world means nothing to that, indeed I weep a little
for myself but more so for the disaster I will singlehandedly bring
upon two realms!”

“Perhaps I can even help you with that,” said
the boy eagerly, “but you must tell me all the tale.”

“Very well,” said she, brushing hair from her
face and straw from her dress as she composed herself, “I am the
King’s only child, a veritable Princess and heir to the throne. My
father has arranged a marriage for me with the only child of the
King of the neighboring realm, in hopes of preventing a war in his
lifetime and uniting the realms thereafter, but I cannot marry my
intended, for though we have met but once, I know him to be as
coldhearted and power hungry as his father, who has promised to
make war upon our Kingdom if my father did not give me as wife to
his son. But I cannot do it, no matter that it might prevent utter
ruin for both realms.”

Tippin frowned thoughtfully, “would it,
milady? Would not such a man, or his son, take what they want
regardless of whether your father or you meets his demands?”

Her brow furrowed pensively, “I believe you
are correct.” She smiled wryly, “and to think I blamed myself for
this disaster when I was merely caught in the middle!” Her
countenance fell, “but what is to be done?”

“Ah!” said the boy, as if he were an
experienced Knight with a host of men at his call, “That is why you
have me.” She shook her head in wonder, but could not help smiling
with his apparently contagious eagerness, no matter how ill-founded
it might be, hope suddenly flared forth in her heart as it had not
in living memory.

 


Said Tippin, as they secreted themselves in a
more congenial and private setting in which to plot and plan, “we
had best deal with your problem at the source, namely your
betrothed’s Kingdom.” Tippin didn’t know what he was talking about,
he’d never planned or executed such a thing in his life and reading
stories about such feats was a very different thing than doing it
oneself, but somehow he knew this was what needed to be done and he
was the one who would have to do it.

“I will help as I can,” said the unicorn’s
voice in his head, eliciting an even more eager grin from the boy,
“we’ve managed a few similar situations over the years.” The voice
seemed to smile in amusement, “though not with your peculiar
skillset.”

Asked the boy of the lady, “have plans been
set for your wedding or what is to come after?”

“Yes,” sighed she, “my betrothed is even now
riding hither, he may arrive at any time. And after, he is slated
to stay in residence to ‘advise’ my father, but I believe their
scheme is either to overthrow him or make a puppet of him that my
intended might rule in his stead. Instead of conquering our
country, they will steal the throne instead, inflicting the tyranny
that so besets their benighted land. Even if we avoid war,
devastation for my people will still be the result.”

“I propose,” began Tippin, not knowing from
whence the words came, “that your betrothed seemingly sends a
messenger a day or two before his actual arrival, and that said
messenger demands that you accompany him back to his lord’s
Kingdom, there to be wed and remain for some time.”

Frowned she, “is that possible?”

The unicorn had happily glimpsed the terrible
Prince’s entourage upon his one visit to the Kingdom and projected
a picture of the requisite attire and trappings into Tippin’s mind,
grinned the boy, “of a certainty milady, don’t ask how it is done,
for this is a fairy tale after all, but I will present myself as
this so-called messenger and rescue you from your dismal fate.”

“But won’t you meet his party upon the road
hither?” said she in perplexity.

“What better excuse to challenge this
grasping princeling’s claim upon your father’s throne?” grinned the
boy.

“And once the vile prince is dealt with,”
mused she, “you can return to his father and deal with him as well!
A most excellent idea, sir,” but here she paused in concern,
“assuming you have the skill to best him?”

Tippin’s skill with a blade was rudimentary
at best, the village smith had once been a merchant’s guard and
sometimes amused the village lads by giving a lesson or two upon
the art of the sword, but if the boy could fend off his younger
brother’s stick for half a dozen blows, it was considered a good
practice session. He smiled ruefully, knowing it would not be the
sword that won the day, but then the unicorn’s comment about his
uncanny skillset came to mind and he replied confidently, “fear not
milady, the fiend must be bested and therefore he shall.” But
adding in caution, “do not weep or panic, even if it appears things
have gone ill indeed, for in this venture, appearance means
nothing. Remember that, even if it makes no sense at the moment.
Are we agreed?”

“Certainly,” said she, hope gleaming in her
eyes but a slight frown of confusion marring her beautiful
brow.

“Then we had best get started,” said he, “if
your betrothed is expected at any time. Pack what you need for a
journey, bring a single maid with you, and I’ll organize the rest,
but be ready and waiting just out of sight of the courtyard so we
may escape before anyone decides to dither, dispute, or otherwise
delay. Understood?”

“Yes,” said she, all eager smile to not only
escape her fate but to have her part in rescuing her imperiled
Kingdom, not to mention it seemed a veritable fairy tale! Off she
dashed to prepare, as Tippin smiled eagerly in his own turn and
went back to the stable.

The unicorn heartily agreed to his plan, and
after tacking up the creature, the boy garbed as one of the King’s
personal servants that no one dare interfere in the business,
together they trotted out of the castle proper with none bothering
to ask who he was or what his business must be, for obviously the
lad was leaving on an important errand for the King and none dared
meddle therewith. They vanished down a vacant alley, grateful for
the early hour that they might do so unseen, and emerged just as
quickly, arrayed as a very important servant in the service of the
dread King might be clad. They then clattered boldly into the
courtyard, shouting demands and making such a racket that they
could not be ignored and so terrifying that none dared question
their intentions.

And there was the Princess and her maid,
seemingly prepared for a morning ride in the country, but with this
sudden change of plans, she meekly bowed her head and said to all
and sundry, “I fear it must be so! We dare not importune my
betrothed lord, with all haste, we shall accompany thee, sir.”

Tippin did an excellent job of looking
impatient and haughty even with this immediate acquiescence to his
plan; he was hard pressed not to smile wryly at the pity for their
imperiled princess that he saw filling the eyes of the servants and
guards that clogged the courtyard, but before he could laugh aloud
at the impropriety of the situation, he a mere village youth!, he
sharply turned his horse and galloped out of the courtyard, for he
had glimpsed several important looking fellows hastening out to see
what was happening at such an unseemly hour, but by the time they
could voice their concerns, the messenger was long fled with his
prize.

They maintained a stony silence and grim
facade until they were well away from the city and there were no
early morning travelers within sight or sound before smiling in
relief and excitement. “That was a narrow escape, milady,” grinned
Tippin, “had you not already been horsed we might still be arguing
with those come to see what the ruckus was all about.”

“Indeed,” smiled she, but her face fell as
she added, “what of our meeting with my betrothed?”

Said the boy in anticipation, “whatever
happens in our confrontation, you must do as you are told, no
matter how strange the source of your orders, are we agreed?”

“Yes,” sighed she, “though I had hoped this
would be a much more straightforward affair.”

Grinned the boy dryly, “I don’t believe
anything is ever easy or straightforward in such business, milady.
Else it would hardly be a story worth reading!”

“Quite,” agreed she, brightening at the
prospect, “it is merely that I am impatient to read the final page,
being stuck somewhere in the middle of the book is quite a strain
upon my patience!”

“Agreed,” chuckled he, “a conundrum any lover
of stories and adventures must understand, but still endure, no
matter how interminable it may seem at the time.” But his smile
died aborning, for a large, grim party was swiftly approaching, the
very Prince they had hoped to upstage! Said he quietly, “it seems
you have your wish milady, now mind your promise!” She nodded
grimly as they sat their horses awaiting the company’s
approach.

The guards had their weapons at the ready and
rode ahead to interrogate those that blocked their path, rather
than throwing themselves into the ditch lest they be trampled
underfoot by such a large and fell party, moving with much haste.
Upon recognizing their own lord’s livery, they sharply drew rein,
exchanged a puzzled look, and sent a man to inquire immediately of
the Prince, who in his impatience did not even await the man’s
coming but hastened forward to see what this impediment to his
travel might be, hating even a moment’s delay that kept him from
being King.

He frowned at the livery of the man,
recognized his betrothed lady, and frowned the more, demanding,
“what is this?”

Said Tippin quite truthfully, “I am trying to
abscond with your betrothed sir,” eliciting a shocked flinch from
the Princess and a shake of the utterly perplexed little maid’s
head.

“We’ll see about that,” hissed the Prince,
unsheathing his sword, eager to settle this impertinent fellow
himself rather than leaving the gory details to his guards.

“A duel?” urged the false messenger.

The Prince was thoughtful for a moment, but
smiled cruelly, “even better. One who is cunning enough to make off
with my property must be a worthy foe, though I had thought to
simply destroy you like the worthless cur you are, this will be a
far more satisfactory means to accomplish the same end.”

The boy did not need to feign his unease,
saying, “perhaps we can make it a private affair?”

Laughed that Prince in grim amusement, “bold
enough to steal my wench but lacking the courage to die like the
dog you are before my minions?”

Tippin shrugged ruefully, “my plans may be
bold indeed, sir, but I know full well my skills are nothing to
yours. I would spare the lady further pain if I might and don’t
wish to die so pathetically before so many unfriendly eyes. My fate
has already been decided, may I not exercise my boldness once more
in so small a favor?”

“You amuse me, wretch,” laughed the Prince,
“by all means, let it be as you have spoken, but come, it is time
to die!”

Tippin nodded grimly as he slid from his
saddle, he gave the aghast lady a rakish grin, and followed the
Prince off into the scrubby trees that choked both sides of the
road. They heard the clash of swords, a pained cry followed by one
of utmost despair, and then an unearthly silence. A moment later,
that wretched Prince emerged from the brush, smiling in hideous
triumph, though a strange amusement glinted in his eyes. Said he,
“escort the ladies home, along with that fool’s horse. Return with
her father’s Advisor from Astoria. We shall settle this matter once
and for all; we will have justice! The company shall await the
Advisor here and then return from whence it came.”

“But Sire!” protested one bespectacled and
berobed person that must be some sort of advisor himself, “The
King’s orders!”

“Leave the King to me,” growled the Prince,
“this is an outrage and I will not tolerate it, not in the least!
Now go!” He eyed the Princess sternly, she nodded grimly through
her tears and turned her horse, two of the Prince’s guardsmen
following to see that his orders were fulfilled. He smiled in
anticipation as he watched the little party ride off into the
burgeoning day, his own company astonished but in nowise bold
enough to cross him.

 


They withdrew into the veiling shrubs, the
Prince eagerly throwing down his cloak and taking his sword in hand
once well away from any witnesses, anticipating the first real
pleasure he had yet to experience upon this interminable journey.
Tippin nodded grimly, drew forth his sword, and they began the
deadly dance, but one of the partners was quite inferior to the
other, but instead of treading upon toes, Tippin failed to block an
incoming stroke and felt it cleave deep into his abdomen, crying
aloud in pain, but even as his companion smiled in triumph, he
loosed that deadly light. The Prince cried in dismay, finding
himself blind and helpless before this uncanny foe, even as the
light healed Tippin’s otherwise mortal wound. He sighed deeply,
knowing what he must do, knowing his was the hand of justice, but
feeling utterly wretched in killing so helpless a foe, but the deed
was done, and as Tippin withdrew his bloody blade, the light
stirred of its own accord, utterly consuming the mortal remains of
that vile Prince.

Tippin donned the dead man’s visage and
returned to the party, asking Jael to notify his rider of what was
to come. The unicorn readily consented, adding this comfort in
feeling the disquiet of the distraught boy’s mind, “easy lad,
sometimes justice demands such acts, remember it is not your
justice but our Master who is meting out His through you. It is no
different than the man who justly executes a condemned criminal for
his King, though in this case there can be no injustice,
partiality, or mistrial, for His justice is perfect.” The boy bowed
his head in contrition, accepting this hard truth as he must the
more exciting aspects of his new occupation, but he quickly donned
a countenance befitting the late Prince as he emerged from the
concealing vegetation.

 


“This is quite a bold summons on your part,
sir,” said the perplexed Brother to the ersatz prince, upon his
arrival.

“It is as it must be,” shrugged the false
villain indifferently, “you will see that all is accomplished as it
must be when we return to the King.”

“I do not understand?” said the thoroughly
flummoxed Advisor.

“You will,” said the boy, wishing to grin in
impish delight, but knowing the fiend he portrayed would never do
such a thing and thus forcibly restraining himself. With that, he
sharply drew rein and ordered the party home, leaving the
confounded Brother with no choice but to follow or be left swiftly
behind. The Prince did not mingle with any of the others for the
entirety of the journey, but as that was his usual habit, none
thought it strange in the least. Tippin was glad he could converse
with Jael with none the wiser, else it would have been a wretched
journey indeed, but the unicorn was an unflagging source of wisdom,
encouragement, and humor, much sparing the boy’s already
overwrought sensibilities at all else that had happened in the
course of but a few days.

Grinned the voice in his head knowingly,
“this is but the beginning lad, indeed, it shall be but the first
of your adventures!” Tippin could not help but grin in
anticipation, careful that no one was there to notice of course,
but this only deepened his smile.
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At last they clattered into the infamous
courtyard, no one but Tippin and Jael eager to do so, for they
alone did not fear the King’s wrath at such an infraction of his
orders. “What is this?” demanded a very distraught Steward, running
to meet them, “Has some tragedy befallen you or the lady’s
realm?”

“Nothing half so interesting,” said the
Prince, riding forward and glancing about in search of he knew not
what, “there was some minor mix-up on the damsel’s part and I rode
hence immediately to set matters aright.”

“Your father will be far from pleased,” said
the Steward stiffly.

“Leave him to me,” said the boy, for all the
world as if he wanted to grin but was harshly suppressing the
impulse.

“So you think you can handle me, do you, you
insolent wretch?” howled a furious voice as it hastened into the
courtyard.

“Certainly,” grinned said insolent wretch, at
last losing all control of his countenance, “but let this be
settled quietly betwixt us.”

“This is but the beginning,” promised the
King in hideous glee, “the whole Kingdom will stand witness as you
pay the price of your treachery, but certainly, let us discuss the
details in private, before you die quite publically.”

Before dismounting, the Prince said sternly
to the confounded Advisor, “do what you must!”

Spat the King, “what is that fool doing here?
His temerity has earned him a death alongside you, boy!” The
Brother shuddered in horror but otherwise sat his saddle as stonily
as any statue.

The boy smiled in anticipation, eliciting a
strange, curiously hopeful grin from the just condemned Brother,
who could not help himself, before Tippin slid from his saddle and
followed the wicked King into a private sitting room, from whence
neither was ever to emerge. After an hour of waiting, at last the
Steward knocked upon the door, but there came no answer, they
waited another hour, and then threw it wide, revealing no one. The
pair had vanished utterly, for there were no doors or windows and
the servant without said none had come or gone since they entered.
All scratched their heads in astonishment, but a hopeful relief
also began to grow in their hearts, wondering if this was but the
first glimmer of the hopeful dawn that was soon to wash away the
uneasy and tyrannical night that had for so long engulfed their
land.

And after several days when no King or Prince
was either seen or heard from, the people truly began to wonder
what was to be done, for there was no obvious heir to the throne,
for the King would suffer no rival or threat, be it close family or
powerful lords. So it was they turned to the borrowed man from
Astoria to settle the matter. Proposed he, “as your former lord was
set to marry the Princess from the adjacent Kingdom, would she not
have some claim to the vacant throne? Could she not rule your land
until her father’s decease, and then combine the realms as had been
planned?”

Thus did the entire Kingdom agree, for many
had already fled to the neighboring realm seeking safety or a
better life, and much did those who remained in the tyrannical land
hear of the exiles’ far better lot in that Kingdom, and here was
their chance to establish the same in their own realm! The Advisor
was swiftly dispatched with the proposal, which was as swiftly
accepted, and great was the joy and relief of all.

 


Tippin followed the dreadful King into the
little room, and as soon as the door was shut behind him, he felt
that awful light stirring of its own accord. He had but a moment to
smile in anticipation before it obliterated them both. When he
could again think and see, his grin grew wry indeed, for he knew it
to be the very morning he had left his village, and watching in
wonder, he saw a spry form vanish into the distant woods as an old
cow looked curiously on. He stepped around the corner of the house
behind which he found himself concealed, and no sooner had he done
so than all was darkness and pain.

He awoke, shaking his head and blinking in
confusion, trying to clear his head and wondering what could have
happened to him in such a quiet and unassuming corner of the world.
“Awake at last, are you?” spat an uncongenial voice, “You certainly
don’t look like much, but orders are orders.”

The boy frowned in perplexity at the man,
cloaked all in black and feeling like he routinely bathed in evil,
said he in confusion, “orders?”

The fell man barked a laugh, cruel though it
be, “I don’t know why, runt, but you’ve been declared a veritable
menace by the Dark One himself, and therefore you must cease to
exist by whatever means necessary. Though how a mere village youth
can rank so highly amongst the Enemy’s fell minions, is beyond me,
but what are such powers and principalities to the likes of us,
mere foot soldiers in this great war? Orders are orders!” He drew
his sword and moved towards the boy, but before he could smite off
Tippin’s head, that terrible light again stirred, leaving the boy
utterly alone in the clearing, or so he thought, but a dreadful
voice and presence informed him that he was wrong, wretchedly
so.

Tippin fell to his knees, cringing in terror,
as a hideous raven, that could be no mortal creature, hissed
harshly, “too late again! But there are ways to deal with your
meddling kind, boy, let this be a lesson for you, this is what will
happen when you interfere in my affairs, fool!” This time a
darkness deeper than utter night washed over the boy, crushing him
into nothingness.

 


A few hours later, a man astride a plain
horse rode through the clearing, both stopping suddenly to stare in
wonder at the seeming corpse in the road before them. The man
dismounted and hastened to the lad’s side, relieved to find a
pulse, if thready and erratic, but at least life lingered still.
But nary a wound nor a reason for the lad’s comatose state could he
find. Suddenly the man frowned at the seeming horse, shaking his
head in wonder, as if he felt he had misheard the creature. Said
he, “you cannot be serious?!”

The unicorn tossed his head in emphasis and
restated his proposition. Said the man in protest, “I cannot strike
a moribund boy!” He smiled grimly at the reply, saying wryly, “but
you will if I do not? If I am forbidden from striking the innocent,
how much more so you my friend, yet you say this thing must be
done? Very well, let it be my hand rather than your horn that does
the deed, strange as it seems.” The unicorn whickered his
approbation as the man drew his sword and struck the boy through
the heart. The lad groaned pathetically then lay as still as he had
since their advent in the little glade. The man exchanged a curious
smile with his companion, and in that moment spared his sight, for
as he looked away, the light stirred anew and roused the boy from
the whelming dark that had consumed him utterly.

The man felt it again safe to look, and
smiled in joy and wonder, saying, “well met lad, well met indeed!
This is a miracle indeed, but I knew there must be more to the tale
if a unicorn insisted that seeming murder was warranted in such a
case!”

“Indeed sir!” said Tippin, all smile, “You
could not have done me a greater turn, I am much indebted to
you.”

The man could not help but chuckle, “I am
sure such sentiments are rarely expressed in most cases of this
sort.”

The boy shrugged, smiling the more, “perhaps
not, but mine is a peculiar case from one end to the other. Whither
are you bound?”

The man nodded towards the far side of the
glade and the road that continued on into the veiling woods, “to
the village yonder, do you know it?”

“Indeed,” said Tippin, “I have lived there
all my life, but was intent on going to Astoria this very morning,
only to have been waylaid by disaster.”

“A noble quest indeed,” chuckled the Brother,
“and a proper adventure too it seems. I fear you’ll find Astoria
rather quiet and dull by comparison.”

“But I’m in desperate need of a hero’s
education,” said the boy, “I’ve the heart for it but not the
skills.”

“Then we’ll accompany you,” said the man,
“that is if you can stand the company of two such wanderers?”

“Do I not owe you my life, sir?” grinned the
boy, “How better to repay you than my utter devotion and service
until the end of days?”

The man laughed heartily, “such devotion
belongs to the Master alone lad, but feel free to shine my saddle
and boots as often as you like en route and we shall call it even,
agreed?”

“Even if I dislike the very thought and shine
them not at all?” queried the boy in quite feigned solemnity.

“Even so,” smiled the man despite his best
efforts to the contrary.

“Then we are agreed,” said the boy, “but what
of my folk? I have already left letters and farewells to them all
and it would be rather awkward to return thus only a few hours
after I am fled?”

“Awkward indeed,” agreed the man with a dry
grin, “I suppose our visit can wait until our next circuit, for
there is no reason to discomfit my lackey so sorely his first hour
in my service.” He motioned for the lad to mount up, which he did
with the alacrity of a seasoned horseman, and the man soon
followed; the unicorn turned back the way they had come and left
the little dell once more to its own silent musings.

 


The man told stories or discussed any number
of topics with the lad as they traveled. Of an evening or noonday
they’d practice with the sword or any number of the more physical
disciplines required of an aspiring Brother. Tippin and the unicorn
found great amusement in their shared secret as to his more
interesting nature, which was almost as much a mystery to the boy
as it was to his unwitting companion. So it was their journey
passed swiftly and pleasantly for all involved, until it ceased
altogether one dreary, drippy afternoon as they passed through a
close and uninviting stretch of woods. The Brother fell with a
pained grunt, an arrow buried in his chest even as the unicorn
screamed in grief and fury, but he was checked suddenly in his
determination to sell his life for his rider’s by Tippin’s sharp
jerk upon the reins.

The unicorn almost bucked the insolent youth
from the saddle in his fury, but rather turned one furious eye upon
the boy and queried in ill-contained wrath, “why do you interfere
with my duty?”

The boy grinned at the creature’s fury and
inquired, “is it your duty to die needlessly when there is a means
of sparing both your lives?”

The unicorn would have grinned sheepishly, if
it were not beneath his dignity to impersonate a ruminant, said he,
“forgive my impetuosity, I had quite forgotten your curious nature,
nay, I have only heard stories of such!”

The boy eagerly slid from the saddle, and as
he knelt beside the prone figure, a light flared between them, but
before he could grin in triumph, a grim voice said beside him,
“hand over your valuables and the horse lad and you need not suffer
your friend’s fate.”

Tippin looked up to see a rather desperate
looking man clutching a bow in one hand and a sword in the other,
said he quietly, “I fear sir, you have quite mistaken the
situation. But I offer you the chance to repent of your deeds and
come along quietly, that you might face the Lady’s justice?”

“One of them are you?!” laughed the man at
the boy’s impetuosity, “Think again lad! Now I’ll have to put you
down like the annoying pup you are, just like that interfering old
dog I’ve already slain, and good riddance!”

The boy said sadly, “so be it, may the Master
have mercy on your soul!”

Even as he spoke, the unicorn reared and
drove his horn through the man’s back, thought the creature sadly,
as he shook his horn loose from the dead man, “more’s the pity!
Alas for the wretched creature!”

“I know,” said the boy quietly, cleaning the
creature’s bloody horn with a rag torn from the robber’s tattered
cloak, “but such was his choice and our duty.”

By now Garrett had regained both his feet and
his senses, and glancing from one to the other to the dead man and
back again, he shook his head and smiled ruefully, “you are
certainly full of surprises lad! At least now we can say the debt
between us is settled, but I am puzzled the more. You talk to the
unicorn as if you truly can communicate with him, which he assures
me is quite the case, and have his power to heal likewise, save it
is not death to you as it would be to him?” The boy only grinned
enigmatically at him as the unicorn indulged in a mental display of
smugness. “Fine,” said Garrett with a vastly amused grin, “keep
your secrets, cads! Come, the day wastes!” They were soon in the
saddle and off again upon this most uncanny adventure, at least in
Garrett’s opinion.

 


A few days later, they stood on a ridge
overlooking the city spread out in the vale below, but the unicorn
would not take another step thither, no matter how his master urged
him. Said he in wonder, “what do you mean I’ll have to walk?” The
unicorn snorted his incomprehension at the man’s seeming
incomprehension, eliciting a smile from Garrett, “of course I
understand, my friend, I just don’t understand why?” Sighed he,
“fine, more secrets, I shall see you soon, dear friend, even if I
find your behavior of late unfathomable!” He grinned at the lad,
“it has been fun, lad, I wish you well of this obstinate creature,
whatever it is you two have contrived between you!”

Tippin laughed, “I have as little idea or
choice in the matter as you, he alone knows what the adventure
shall be.”

Chuckled Garrett as he dismounted, “at least
I am not alone in my ignorance, may the Master ride with you!” He
bade them a cheery farewell and returned to Astoria afoot, much to
the astonishment of his comrades, but happily everyone else escaped
the uncanny situation unscathed.

The moment his more usual rider was out of
sight, the unicorn dashed headlong into the pathless wood and
vanished into its trackless heart, the boy clinging like a burr to
his saddle, grinning in delight at the speed of their passing into
the very middle of what could only be an intriguing adventure. Some
hours later, when they were thoroughly lost, at least humanly
speaking, the unicorn stopped suddenly, unseated the lad, and
dashed off into the surrounding trees, but the boy was too
preoccupied to notice anything but the feeling that he would soon
burst asunder, no longer able to contain the light that composed
his very being, and the moment the unicorn was safely fled, that’s
exactly what happened.

He blinked slowly back to awareness of the
world about him, but it was not as he remembered it. He snorted in
dismay, wondering why things suddenly seemed so very strange to his
sensibilities. Tippin frowned, since when had he ever snorted at
anything? He lunged to his feet and goggled at this too, having
seen recumbent quadrupeds do the same times beyond count, but never
having a need to do it himself, at least previously. He swished his
tail in amused agitation and whickered a wry laugh, turning one
great eye to gaze upon this strange new disguise. He set to bucking
and frisking, tossing his head and rearing as if he were an excited
colt, but then that’s exactly what he was. He sensed another
presence and immediately stood stock-still, gazing intently towards
the intruder.

Garrett’s unicorn stood there, vastly amused.
He whinnied a greeting, shared a mental chuckle with his former
companion, and immediately vanished into the night, Tippin close
upon his heels. Thus did they gallop, ever deeper into the
uncharted and ancient forests north of Astoria, but at last the
mortal unicorn had to stay his headlong flight lest he collapse in
exhaustion. While the other creature rested, Tippin warded the
night, curious as to what their adventure would entail and why it
required him to don such a guise. While he enjoyed his ability to
run like no other creature equipped with legs, there were many
things his human heart dearly missed about his more usual visage,
but he knew he must abide the dearth whilst this mission lasted,
and then all would be restored to its proper place and form.

Suddenly his companion started awake,
whinnying in fear and disquiet, even as a wave of confusion and
abhorrence washed through Tippin’s own mind. He whickered
quizzically at his companion, but the poor creature was so
unsettled he could make no reply, save a whinny of utter
wretchedness. Tippin blew out his nostrils in disgust but began to
understand why he bore this guise. To mortal men, evil and sin
amongst their own kind was as natural as breathing, but to a
unicorn, such an aberration was nearly unfathomable, save in theory
or ancient story, but it seemed that was exactly what had happened,
and as no unicorn was allowed to kill or even violently attack
another, Tippin had been called to deal with the renegade, however
he must. He sent this reassuring thought to his companion, and it
seemed to the entire population of the creatures then extant in the
world, for a wave of relief and gratitude washed over him, far
outweighing the earlier wave of unease and horror. He bade his
companion to rest and vanished into the night, knowing innately
whither his quarry lay, curious to see what a fallen unicorn was
like.

He was stunning and awesome, as a
thunderstorm might be to a distant observer, but he was also
thoroughly dreadful, as the same storm is to those in the midst of
it. Tippin was both wretched and disgusted at the sight, for the
most glorious and wonderful of all the Master’s creatures had
willingly chosen to sunder itself from Him. He whinnied his rage
and pity; the creature screamed its scorn. It was a stallion, black
as starless night, far larger than the wont of his race; fire,
rage, and cunning sparkled in his eyes, but the innate wisdom and
charity of his kind had been extinguished therein. Tippin lowered
his head and pawed with one great foot, then tossed his head and
screamed his challenge. The black unicorn snorted in derision but
lowered his head warningly, as if he found the intruder amusing but
no true threat. Tippin could not communicate with the monster, save
physically, so again he whinnied a warning, at which the other
snorted in utter contempt, before screaming his own challenge.

The brewing altercation would not be a minor
shoving match to resolve some dispute between otherwise sensible
unicorns, this would be a fight to the death, each striking with
teeth, hooves, and even their horns, if they found the chance.
Tippin blew out his nostrils as he studied his foe with his larger
size, greater strength, and longer horn. He’d have to stay close
else that terrible horn would be buried in his heart before he ever
had a chance to fight back, but he also knew somehow that he was
possessed of a speed and agility his foe had lost in his hideous
transformation. With this encouraging thought, he dodged in before
his foe could impale him on that lance-like horn, tearing at the
monster’s vulnerable neck with his teeth.

He had barely touched the fiend when he felt
something ripping away at his own throat, startling him so much
that he immediately dodged away from his foe even as the creature
screamed his derision and amusement. What had happened? The monster
had not attacked him yet he stood there dripping silver blood at an
alarming rate, but that was easily enough countered. The light
flared within him and the wound healed immediately. A thought
occurred to him, crazy as it might be, it was the only explanation!
He had inflicted the wound upon himself, or rather his foe had
somehow managed to transfer the damage from himself to Tippin. Two
could play at that game. He let the light flare forth, not enough
to blind, but enough that any damage the creature inflicted upon
himself would be immediately healed. He dodged in again, ready to
kill, and this time his foe did not just stand there waiting to see
what his foolish foe might do to himself, for he saw the strange
light and what it did to that gushing wound. He’d have to finish
the creature himself. With a scream of hatred and fury, he lashed
out at his equally vehement foe.

It was a strange fight, for neither combatant
took any serious harm, at least for very long, for the black
unicorn transferred his own wounds to Tippin and the light healed
any the other inflicted upon him, either via transfer or with teeth
or hooves. So it was they fought and fought, neither backing down
nor giving in, yet neither succumbing to what should have been
countless mortal wounds. It was exhaustion that finally finished
the fight, the black unicorn collapsing in gasping agony, lathered
in sweat, his eyes flashing in hatred and despair. Tippin did not
press his advantage but stepped back from his stricken foe,
whickering in concern and pity.

The other tried to scream his scorn, but only
managed a rasping gasp, blood frothing his muzzle. Tippin screamed
his despair but the other snorted in utter contempt as more bloody
foam frothed his nostrils and mouth, then came the death rattles
and a gush of blood from his nostrils, and a final, contemptuous
squeal, before the wretched creature dissolved into an oily slick
on the trampled and muddy ground. Tippin hung his head wretchedly,
but knew there was nothing else he could have done. The light
flared and he knew nothing more.

 


Tears stung his eyes as he roused once more,
again in human form, he glanced about wretchedly, and immediately
there was something soft and warm and comforting beside him. He
wrapped his arms around the great head and wept into the mournful
creature’s neck, Garrett’s unicorn as wretched as Tippin himself.
“You did all you could,” whispered the voice in his head, “You did
what you must. Each must choose his own doom, and he chose it
willingly.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier,” sighed the
boy heavily.

“No,” said his companion, “but what must the
Master’s grief be to our own?”

“Wretched thought indeed!” said the boy,
aghast.

“Which is why each of us must do what we can
to ensure as few suffer that fate as possible,” replied the
unicorn.

The boy smiled wanly, “which is why each of
us has agreed to this peculiar adventure.”

“And we had best be about,” agreed the
unicorn, “shall we?” The boy nodded sadly, stood, and mounted the
ever-faithful creature. They vanished like wind through the
underbrush into the thickening dark.

They trotted into the heart of the castle the
next day, after only a brief pause at the gate that the guards
might ascertain the boy’s intentions, but they easily passed when
they discovered he had come to study. Garrett was there to meet
them, smiling hugely and welcoming one as heartily as the other.
Said he, “I hope it was a successful adventure, whatever it
be?”

The boy sighed heavily, “in one aspect yes,
but in another, alas for the villain!”

“Ah,” said the man quietly, “you’ll have many
such over the years lad, but you must trust their fate to the
Master as ever you have trusted your own, He alone can deal with
such grief which would surely burst our hearts asunder if it
doesn’t derange our minds!”

The boy nodded his understanding, suddenly
changing the subject he asked, “now what?”

“I suppose you could do with some lunch?”
grinned the very practical Brother.

“That will suffice,” agreed the boy most
handsomely, as if he were the aggrieved master and Garrett the
erring servant, “lead on.”

“Yes, sire,” chuckled the Brother, doing just
that, smiling hugely at the unicorn and saying, “now I shall
attempt an adventure in which you shall have no part.” The unicorn
rolled his eyes, snorted his amusement, and ambled off upon his own
business.

As they walked, the boy glanced again at his
right palm in puzzlement, ever since he awakened from his
transformation, the mark thereupon was missing, though for what
reason he could not fathom. Perhaps his identity as more than the
mere mortal he appeared must remain secret for some odd reason? He
grinned wryly, what was one more perplexity in this business? He
allowed his attention and conversation to focus fully upon his
companion and let this enigma pass unsolved as he had all the
others, lest he drive himself mad in trying to guess yet another
unfathomable riddle.

After lunch he was given into the keeping of
one of the servants to be properly settled into Astoria. He was
given a room, a uniform, and a schedule of chores and classes, the
first of which was an hour forking manure in the stables. As he
busied himself therein, he felt the touch of a velvety muzzle upon
his back as he bent over cleaning a stall. He straightened slowly
to see the horse in the adjacent stall gazing at him keenly. The
thought echoed in his mind, “now you are a puzzle, lad!”

The boy grinned and thought in reply, “why
would you say that?”

The unicorn paused thoughtfully, as if trying
to carefully word his reply, “you are Shadow but yet the others
know nothing of you.”

The boy shook his head but smiled eagerly,
“Shadow?! Can you tell me more?”

The great head shook sadly, “sorry lad, that
is all I am allowed to tell at the moment, yet another part of the
puzzle I am afraid.”
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