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“Enough!” squawked the infernal raven to the chill night air.

“Have you come to your senses at last?” came the amused query, but the Voice left no doubt that the question was merely rhetorical.

“No!” hissed the stygian fowl, “But I have had enough of your precious Shadow.  Let us come to an understanding.”

“I’m listening,” said the Voice.

“Very well,” grated the bird, “what must I do that you disband the noisome rabble?”

“The better question is,” said the Voice, “what will you do to make their continued presence unnecessary?”

“That is not what I asked!” hissed the raven.

“It is what I offer,” retorted the Voice, firm as the cornerstones of the earth.

“So be it,” snarled the avian villain, “I will give up my wraiths if you dissolve the Shadow.”

“What of the Brotherhood?” mused the Voice.

“You have your filthy Brethren to oppose them,” groused the bird.

“But they know not the face of their foe,” continued the Voice, patient and insistent as the tides.

“The Time of Revelation is at hand!” triumphed the fiend.

“Ah, yes,” chuckled the Voice, as if a young child had announced with especial vim some foray, grandiose in his own mind, but rather trivial and vain in the grand scheme of things.

“Laugh now,” scowled the offended raven, “for it will not last long.  For the time of my final triumph is coming, and soon!”

“Very well,” continued the amused Voice, “if you will recruit no more Wraiths, neither will I create more Shadows in this last age of the world.”

“Excellent,” said the bird, fluffing his feathers in excitement, not realizing that the Master of all Time and Space was not constrained by those annoying temporal realities that so limited himself and all mortal men, “most excellent,” and then he vanished, leaving the Voice to say in great eagerness, though none but the stars heard Him, “and then it will be time for greater things,” and after, nothing was heard but the sighing of the wind in the lonely pines.

The Captain of the Shadow blinked, and then blinked again, but it was no dream, he walked alone in utter darkness, in a formless void without sky or walls, with neither sight nor sound nor smell.  Suddenly there came a light and he hastened towards it, eager to escape the Nothingness all about him, but it was only a little candle, burning low and already flickering on the verge of going out, but he picked it up and tried to search the inky depths about him, but to no avail.  Suddenly a terrible wind gusted out of the Void, but the candle didn’t go out, though it sputtered dangerously.  As the tempest’s fury at last was spent, he raised his meager light and again sought meaning or form in the gloom about him, but there was naught to be seen, until a shadowy being loomed out of the blackness and blew out that struggling flame.  He wanted to panic in terror or lash out in fury at this outrageous seeming act, but an overwhelming Peace washed over him, driving him quaking, to his knees, for he knew this Presence, and once He knew Himself known, all exploded in awful, wonderful Light.

He sat up in bed, shaking and covered in a cold sweat, something that had not happened since his joining the Shadow countless years before.  Immediately his hand began to glow and he summoned each and every Shadow under his command to break the dreadful news.

“Disbanded!” squawked Jace in dismay, millennia having failed to teach the boy much of either discretion or restraint.

Baye smiled slightly, as much as he could muster with such astounding news so fresh, but whatever else might change in the world, Jace never would.  Even the Captain attempted a weak grin at the impetuous outburst, for he was as startled and dismayed as any of his minions, but continuing as if the interruption had never happened, he said, “not exactly disbanded, but we won’t be recruiting anyone else into the Shadow.  You are each free to serve as long as you please, but once you retire, you won’t be replaced.  The world is changing; greater things are at hand.  Our traditional foes will either dwindle as we ourselves must or will be given to others to deal with.”

“Greater things?” queried Baye, unable to hide the eagerness in his voice and the peculiar light in his eyes.

“The very end of the world,” confirmed the Captain, “something some of you have waited countless years to see.  It may still be a few centuries, perhaps a millennium or more, but it is coming, and soon, at least to our reckoning, and after...”  He sighed longingly after that promised world none of them could even begin to imagine.  He sobered suddenly and continued far more grimly, “but first night must come ere the rising of that glorious Dawn that will never see corruption.  Our Enemy has agreed to recruit no more Wraiths if our Master likewise will Call no one else into the Shadow.  The Brotherhood will soon have their long talked of ‘Time of Revelation,’ that the Brethren as a whole might now confront and oppose them openly, rather than by seeming happenstance.”

“But we cannot trust the Fiend to hold to his word,” protested Jace, “what happens when we have all Gone and he meddles again in things forbidden?  Will the mortal world be left an easy prey to his machinations?”

The Captain shook his head in seeming exasperation, but patiently explained to the determined Shadow, “do you think the Master would suddenly abandon the world for which He died to the Fiend’s predations?  He will raise up a shield or a sword unlooked for when needed, even though the Shadow be only a foggy legend.”  Said he, almost too quiet to hear, “He Himself will snuff the candle of this world before bringing forth things too wondrous to imagine, even to us, who have glimpsed that far and shining shore.  The Enemy will think himself triumphant as the darkness deepens, but his victory and kingdom will die aborning, for that battle is already fought and won!”

“The final lap,” mused Jace, “I’ve served this long in hopes of seeing that Day; what is another thousand years?”

The Captain shook his head grimly, “you are allowed to serve as long as you wish lad, but as I said, the world is changing and I fear it will not be in a way to our liking and most, if not all of us, will choose to Go, and sooner rather than later.  Are you willing to go it alone?”

Jace looked hopefully at Baye, but his countenance soon bore a desperate, almost heartbreaking, plea instead, for the most senior Shadow was overly grave and silent upon hearing the Captain’s words.  He smiled sadly in reply to Jace’s grieved look, “sorry lad, I’m not sure I can manage it, but we’ll take each decade as it comes.  I can’t promise I’ll stay, but neither will I say for certain that I’m apt to Go, either.”

Jace nodded grimly, “I suppose that is the wisest way to look at it,” but that uncanny grin suddenly appeared, despite his disappointment, “but I’ve never been counted among the wise, so why start now?”  This of course elicited a collective groan from the gathered Shadow, but it also helped to lighten the oppressive mood that threatened to overwhelm the usually resilient members of the Shadow, for which they were all grateful, though no one would ever admit as much to themselves, let alone acknowledging it to Jace himself, for then there’d be no living with him and they’d all be forced to Go, thus was the Shadow spared from an untimely mass retirement, a miracle indeed!

The Captain glanced around at the gathered Shadow and asked, “any further questions or comments?”  A grim silence reigned for a moment and then his hand began to glow, with a brilliant flash an aged pair of books appeared in his hands and he said sadly, “these shall be our first casualty then.”  There was a little surprised murmuring, for the Legends suddenly seemed as vital a part of the Shadow as any of its human members, but with no need for future initiates to peruse them, and as none of the current Shadows had referenced them in years beyond remembering, what was the point of leaving them lie about, abandoned?  Feeling as if they were witnessing the death of a dear friend, each averted their eyes as the Captain dutifully destroyed the beloved tomes.

Jace’s eyes narrowed once the painful deed was done, “but what about the Lady, sir?”

The Captain shook his head sadly, “the next Lady of Astoria will know nothing of us, Jace.  Like our books, we too will pass into myth and then be utterly forgotten in our turn.  I am afraid Baye’s concerns will be all too real and painful to each of us, and sooner or later, we too will vanish from this reality into whatever awaits Beyond.”

Jace stubbornly gritted his teeth and said, “not me sir, not even if I must go through many a long age utterly alone.”

The Captain smiled weakly, “you’ll do what ever is right lad, at least in that you’ve never erred or failed us, whatever comes of your typically bold indiscretion and your peculiar sort of wisdom.  If it comes to it, I’m glad you’ll be the Last Shadow.”  He gave them a few hours to socialize and contemplate this unsettling revelation before dismissing them back to their interrupted duties and then went to ruminate upon this most perplexing matter himself. 

The Last Shadow, now there was a grand thought indeed, mused Jace as he sat alone under the night dark trees.  Somehow it sounded so poetical and heroic, but what would it truly be like?  Stories were grand fun to hear but sometimes the making of a beloved tale was grueling work indeed and little to be enjoyed by those trapped in the midst of it.  Could he truly watch the tale of the world unfold as he had once intended, alone and forgotten, as he seemed likely to be before the story was fully told?  If only he could put a few questions to the Master, perhaps he could settle his reeling mind.

Suddenly there came the whistle of wings in the dark and a flash of white in the starlight, “you called?” came the pert, avian voice of the Magpie.

Jace grinned in spite of himself, “you mean all I have to do is summon You and You’ll come?”

The Bird chuckled, “child, do you think I don’t hear the least of your thoughts and quietest prayers?  I am always with you, though you cannot always hope for a physical appearance.”

“What am I to do?” asked the boy, all his humor turning suddenly to dread.

“What do you want to do?” asked He.

“I want to stay,” said Jace firmly.

“Then what is the problem?” queried He.

Said the boy worriedly, “I fear I will miss my friends, that I’ll be all alone,” he paused, took a deep breath, and continued, “that I won’t be able to bear it.”

“Have we not already decided that you are never alone?” asked the Bird gently.

“Yes,” said Jace, dropping his eyes and studying his knees, before piercing Him with a plaintive gaze, “but it isn’t the same.”

Then came a sound the boy least expected to hear in the midst of such a painful and perhaps offensive conversation, as the little bird chuckled as merrily as a stream in flood, “I made you to be social creatures, so I suppose one of the most dreadful things, to your mind at least, that can befall you is the loss of all community and fellowship with your fellow creatures.  Fear not child, you will not be alone, even if you are the Last Shadow.”  Jace flinched and reddened, hearing those foolishly romantic words spoken aloud from such a Source, but he could not help smiling likewise at the Master’s amusement as He continued, “you see, the least of your thoughts!  I know all your little troubles, fears, and conundrums, be at peace, for I have also seen the end thereof.  Serve or Go, child, either way, I am ever with you.”  And He was gone.

Jace sighed in relief and smiled ruefully at his own previous disquiet, he already knew all that and had the countless centuries not proved it time and again?  He sat back against a tree with a thoughtful frown, why was he so insistent on staying?  He had a vague notion that everyone would get to watch the final act, but for some reason that wasn’t enough, he wanted to witness the whole play, or at least as much of it as he could.  He’d survived his dearest friends and companions retiring one by one, saving Baye, he was the oldest and longest serving of the Shadow by a wide margin.  This thought prompted his roguish grin, reminding him of the days long ago when he had been counted as the youngest and least experienced of the Shadow.

Why didn’t he want to Go?  Everyone else had, save Baye and the newer recruits that composed the balance of the Shadow.  Most it seemed had had enough after a millennium or two, some were content after just a few centuries, why did he insist on more and so much more?  “I’m stubborn,” sighed he at last, his smile deepened as he heard his unicorn’s mental affirmation of that very fact and a sharp reprimand to remember that he was far from alone, ever, the Master not withstanding.  He stood, stretched lazily, and thought at his longtime friend, “right you are my friend, and would you still be content to walk through these twilight years together, alone if we must?”  A resounding whinny nearly deafened him and the resulting smile nearly split his face asunder.

Just as the echoes were dying away, a brilliant light nearly blinded the boy and there stood a figure he had not seen in a very long time, but to her perception perhaps it was not that long at all.  “Ah!” said Molly, straightening her skirts and smiling hugely in greeting, “I wondered when it would be your turn.  I think I’ve very nearly finished my book, but I suppose it wouldn’t be complete without a few tales of your own.”

“Saving the best for last?” grinned he.

“Certainly not!” replied she with a laugh, “But it wouldn’t be quite fair to omit you completely.”

“You are most gracious, milady,” said he with a florid bow, part in fun but also to cover his sudden nostalgia, for her mention of her seminal work brought poignantly back to him the decided finality of the Captain’s recent action, and here was the very authoress proclaiming it not yet complete!  The irony was too delicious to be ignored by a humorous palate so discriminating as his, thus driving the whelming tears away, leaving him free to laugh heartily at himself and greet his visitor with honest good cheer.

She seated herself on his abandoned log and began organizing her writing materials, saying as she did so, “I know better than to ask the year or anything of happenings in the wide world, and I know I need not ask if you’ve had an adventure or three worth recording, that grin alone betrays the fact, now tell me of your best adventures and I’ll record them as they ought to be remembered.”

Said he with a pensive look, “I suppose I shouldn’t hearken back to my perusals of your book and try to discern which might have been my own tales either?”

“Certainly not!” said she in disgust, “For that would be nigh unto plagiarism!”

He shook his head in wonder, “this is a far more complicated project than I had ever thought it might be.”

“Yes,” mused she, “which is why you aren’t writing the book, but a highly satisfying one for all of that.”

He chuckled, “I thought it was simply my poor penmanship that held me back.  Did I ever tell you of my adventures as a secretary to a great lord?”

“I’m going to be here for the rest of my life, aren’t I?” said she with such a sober mien that Jace could not help but give her a pathetic look, his thoughts jumping suddenly back to the day he had both sent her forth on this odd pilgrimage and seen her vanish utterly from the mortal sphere.  She took pity on him and laughed eagerly, “come now Master Jace, what has come of your infamous sense of humor?”  This roused him into action like nothing else could and he began to spin yarns of his countless adventures down through the ages.

Perhaps a year or three later, he wound down and looked at her hopefully.  She gave him that amused smile that said she was vastly pleased but wouldn’t think of telling him so by any verbal affirmation, “yes, yes, that will do nicely I think.  It should flesh out a few of the awkward corners and finish up the books quite nicely.  Although,” here she paused and gave him a very wry look, “you could have a third volume all to yourself.”

“That I could,” mused he, “but then none would ever join the Shadow, my adventures would frighten them all away!”

“At least we are agreed on something,” smiled she, and standing she looked at him expectantly, “would you mind?  I need to now put my notes in order, copy out the final version, and then get the thing bound.”

He bowed deeply and smiled broadly, “my pleasure, milady.”  She gave him a glorious smile before vanishing in a brilliant flash of light and he could not help but musing that just when he was so worried about being utterly alone and forgotten there was something quite unexpected and refreshingly wonderful right around the corner.  Even after all these years, the Master still had His surprises ready and waiting for exactly the perfect moment to spring unlooked for upon His distracted and harried children.  He was certainly in good hands, if he could only remember it and rejoice thereat!  He felt the unicorn’s emphatic snort seconding this very reasonable thought and he could not help but grin all the more.  Maybe he should hang up his sword and join the Philosophers if he was going to be so sensible from here on out.  But then there was hardly a chance of that happening, at least to him, everyone had a weak moment occasionally.  The unicorn’s eye rolling response can easily be imagined.
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“Up, up, you sluggard!” came the awful shriek.  Zarn rolled out of bed, his hand going immediately for the hidden dagger that was always secreted about his person somewhere, but it was of little use against such a foe.  With a sigh, his hand fell away from the weapon and he groggily gained his feet as the bird continued to chastise him, “what do you mean by sleeping at such an hour?”

The exhausted man wanted to mention it was the middle of the night and what else should he be doing but he knew that would be suicide, and likely a miserable death at that, so he restrained his tongue and let the Fiend rage on, continued that dark fowl, “we must be ready!  Rouse the Brotherhood!  Prepare for the Day!  Up, up I say!”

Zarn blinked in astonishment, the Day, the Day of Revelation?!  Was it not a myth?  But no, it must be so, the time was at hand for greater things, indeed, it was enough to infect Zarn with a bit of the agitated Villain’s eagerness.  Indeed, how could anyone sleep at such an hour?

Whether the machinations of the Fiend had much to do with matters or not, it was a perilous time for the world and it seemed all of History was determined to unravel then and there and there was naught of hope for a Future, for all the horizon was shrouded in a pall of smoke and storm and death.  Wars raged, Kingdoms fell, Plague and Famine stalked the survivors and it did seem the very end of the world.  Even Astoria itself seemed like to plunge beneath the waves of darkness and despair from which it would never again rise the more, the last victim of the doom then stalking the world.

The Lady held one final interview with the Captain of the Shadow, knowing her time was nearly at an end, and that she must do the unthinkable before her life was utterly spent.  “Disperse the Brethren!” said he in astonishment, “Has it come to that then?”

She smiled at him sadly, too weak and ill to do aught else, “I am afraid so, but it is not my idea or wish, but rather His.”

He bowed his head gravely, “then it must be so.”

“What of your Shadow then?” asked she.

His countenance became wry, “we too have come to a fork in the road.  It seems all things must change.  Henceforth, there shall be no new recruits and if another Lady should one day arise, she will know nothing of us.”

She held out her hand and he took it, she squeezed it weakly and smiled sadly, “it is but for a time my friend, just a little while, and then we shall look back and laugh at all the fear and fuss and fret we made over what will then seem but a small and trifling matter.”

He gazed at her fondly and smiled in spite of himself, “how is it you speak with all the wisdom of eternity, milady, when you are the token mortal in this conversation?”

She returned his smile, “but you forget, sir, I am closer to that eternal shore at this moment than you, for both your feet are firmly planted on this perishable shore while I am crouched to spring forth into that glorious and infinite sea!”

He bowed deeply in parting and said, “I do not think we shall be long parted, milady, it has been an honor to serve and I can’t wait to meet you there in the morning.”

“I’ll be waiting,” said she faintly as the servant entered to summon her to the final Oath-taking of her tenure, and perhaps for all time.  The Captain silently withdrew from Astoria and in the days that followed, so too did almost everyone else.  And somewhere far away, a vile bird watched and laughed the more, for it seemed all of his dreams were indeed coming true.  The Time of Revelation was at hand, and then, utter night!

“It has begun then,” said Baye grimly as the Captain reported how matters stood to the gathered Shadow.

“What?” asked Jace with a quizzical frown, “It isn’t as if the world hasn’t gone through countless such cycles before: civilization rising to glorious heights only to crash into the murky depths of barbarism.  It’s a phenomenon as constant and cyclical as the tides.”

“But it has never affected the Brethren so!” countered Baye, “At least they have managed to weather such storms in the past.  It must be the end of the world, or at least the beginning of such.”

The Captain shook his head, “I do not think we should jump to conclusions, my friends.  Just because something has never happened before does not mean that it couldn’t happen eventually.  We are all just as much in the Master’s keeping as ever we were, despite the prevailing circumstances in the world in general or in the Shadow in particular.  The End is near, we have been told that already, but I do not think it is quite upon us yet.  The bigger question is: what is to come of the Shadow with the dispersal of the Brethren?  We have always based ourselves out of Astoria and have found ourselves intertwined and interconnected with the Brethren, though in secret, but now we must become wanderers as much as our Brothers, and even if the order is reestablished, none are to know we even exist.  We will no longer be even a Shadow, we will be utterly invisible.”

Baye sighed heavily and Jace eyed him worriedly, said he, “perhaps it is not the end of the world, sir, but it seems I have finally come to the end of my chapter in it.”

The Captain could not help but smile in wonder, “you’ve been at this from very nearly the Beginning, if your tenure is but a chapter, the book will be long indeed!”

As heavy as his heart was, Baye could not help but smile at Jace’s pathetic look, “easy lad,” chuckled he, “you’ve known as well as I that this day was coming.”

“Yes,” protested Jace, “but I liked to pretend it wasn’t.  It is quite unfair to leave me to reign as oldest man in the world!”

Baye laughed heartily indeed, “well I’ve worn that crown for ages now and it will be good to doff it permanently, but I doubt you’ll be the one picking it up, for as old as you might be, you have yet to officially mature to the point of being able to honestly call yourself a man.”

Jace’s impish grin managed to make a weak appearance in reply, “you have me there.  And I suppose a few of the Akoni, and perhaps a dragon or three, are actually older than me.”

Baye nodded, “see, there is some sense after all, perhaps I did manage to teach you a little during your apprenticeship, though I’m not sure dragons are quite blessed with the lifespan you imply, but I don’t know anyone who’s been foolish enough to ask.”

“I might have,” quipped Jace, “if the idea had ever occurred to me.”

“At least some things never change,” smiled Baye quite fondly, “I’ll miss you lad.”  He ruffled the boy’s hair, embraced him heartily, and then he was Gone.

“That’s it then,” said Jace heavily, “he’s Gone!”

“Aye,” said the Captain wistfully, “and I have a feeling he won’t be the last of us in the coming days, though first I hope we can root out most of the wraiths left haunting the various corners of creation.”

“We’re going to work ourselves out of a job, sir,” smiled Jace through his tears.

“Nay lad,” smiled the Captain in return, “we’ll just leave things a little easier for whoever comes after us.”

“Speak for yourself sir,” said Jace stoutly, “I plan to see it through to the End, every chapter and verse.”

The Captain blinked back his own tears and offered the lad his hand, “well lad, whatever the future might hold, it’s in good hands.”  Jace shook the proffered hand warmly and wondered just what he was getting himself into.

After the requisite socializing and camaraderie, the Captain called the Shadow together for the final time, “you have each of you served well and I have been honored to be your Captain and your friend.  We’ll have some stories to tell when we meet again beyond all things.  But for now, we must disperse upon the errands that remain to us and after, meet the adventure the Master sets you.  Farewell my friends, may the Master ride with you all.”  With a final flourish of his hand, the entire complement of the Shadow was sent forth upon perhaps its last mission.  Smiling wistfully, the Captain vanished in his own turn.

The scattered Shadow, like the scattered Brethren, wandered the world, doing what they could in those dark and desperate days, driving away the shadows of evil that fell in their way or setting upright some toppled stone of goodness or civilization.  They drove the wraiths from their ancient haunts amid tumbled ruins and evil thickets, destroying the fell creatures that they might no longer haunt the legends and nightmares of mortal men, and one by one, each member of the Shadow, save one, passed into myth and forgetfulness themselves.

But while these ancient powers were fighting their last battles in their waning hours, mankind was emerging from the rubble of civilization and reestablishing himself in various corners of the world, and even amid the ruins of forgotten Astoria there were signs of imminent Spring.

“I don’t like it!” scowled the fiendish raven, amid the gloom and murk of a stormy dusk.

“You don’t like anything,” countered the Unicorn patiently, “what else is new?”

“It is nothing new of which I am speaking,” seethed the avian creature with all venom, “it is quite an antique.  How am I to remake the world in my own image with that bit of leftover mythology rotting all possibility of reason and sense among the resurging nations ere it ever has a chance to root, let alone grow and bear fruit?”

The Master chuckled softly, “fear not, your Age of Reason will come soon enough.  Is it not a little insipid to blame your failures upon the least of My servants?”

“The least?!” squawked the bird in vehemence, “With all his power and giftings?  I have nothing in my arsenal to equal the creature!”

“Not at the moment, no,” said He dryly, “but with your continued scheming, I do not think that will be long the truth.”

“Perhaps not,” scorned the raven, “but it is quite unfair.”

The Great Unicorn’s brow rose in incredulity, “and when has a concern for fairness ever stayed your hand?”

“Never,” said the Villain, ruffling his feathers in disgust, “but that has never been one of my shortcomings, but I am not afraid to take advantage of it in others.”

“Very well, Villain,” said He gravely, “the Last Shadow,” He grinned slightly in amusement at the grandiose ludicrousness of the name, causing the Fiend to hiss in irritation, thinking the smile was making light of himself, continued He, indifferent to the Villain’s discomfiture, “My Shadow will not interfere in your vile projects, though they violate Laws which are the very bedrock and cornerstones of creation.”

“It is not enough!” howled the aggrieved fowl, “you must promise not to interfere likewise.”

“Why ever would I do something that ridiculous?” mused He, “Be content, for it is all you shall receive and far more than you deserve.  Be gone!”  The enraged carrion fowl vanished with an angry squawk before his venomous protests could sully the air and the highly amused Unicorn did likewise, leaving the storm to fret itself out in peace.

“They’re all gone, aren’t they,” asked the rather dismayed Jace of the Great Unicorn that had suddenly loomed out of the misty wood beside him.

“You knew this day would come,” said He quietly.

“Yes,” replied the boy, suddenly fascinated by his feet as he commenced scuffing his boot toes in the dirt, “but it was so much easier to be bold and firm when it was merely an idea, and a distant one at that, and not reality.”

“There’s more,” said He, gently as a mother with her newborn.  Jace looked up rather pathetically in growing dread as He continued, “the Fiend insists I withdraw from interfering in mortal affairs and leave the world to its deplorable fate in his grim claws, of course I refused him, but neither was he pleased that even one Shadow remained to meddle in his much feted plans and his inglorious Day of Revelation.  I told him you wouldn’t interfere, though I plan to meddle as much as I please, just through a different channel.”

Jace’s eyes widened in horror, “now I’m alone and unemployed?”

The Master’s vastly amused chuckle set him immediately at ease, “do not be ridiculous child, I cannot have so great a hero as the Last Shadow is like to be skulking about in forgotten corners idly kicking his heels, nay lad, there’s enough to do in the wide world for all My servants, even those without your interesting skillset; there’s adventure enough left in these fading days if you’re willing, even without meddling in the theoretically greater affairs of history that will soon enough come to pass.”

The boy could not help but catch the eager joy in His voice and wonder what grand adventures might yet lie before him, old campaigner that he was, but all sense of despair or gloom had fled beyond remembering when Hope itself spoke so boldly before him.  He bowed his head briefly but soon raised his now joyous eyes to those of his Maker, which were alight with vastly more amusement and joy than his own.  “Very good,” said He, I see you are not yet ready to retire.  Off with you child, and remember, you go not alone, neither are you forgotten, no matter how long or lonely or dark seems the road before you.”  He faded into the mist as suddenly as He had come and Jace could do naught but sigh deeply and contentedly and wonder if he should not Go then and there, never tiring of that wondrous Presence as he did, but no, he had a path set before him and he would tread it ere giving in to the greatest desire of his heart.  Besides, had he not all eternity to bask in the glorious Presence?  What were a few more centuries?  Thus smiling, he too faded into the mist, seeking his next adventure. 

“We’re peculiar at last, old friend,” said Jace with a wistful grin to the unicorn, who snorted in reply, ‘that perhaps they were now physically unique amongst the current denizens of the mortal sphere, but what did that matter, it in no way made them either peculiar or odd but speaking of which, had not Jace himself always been a little odd?’  This reply prompted Jace to laugh heartily and agree fully with his companion’s assertions.  

He grew a little misty eyed as he asked, “even so, you do not mind walking the world a little longer with a peculiarity such as me?”  The dear creature retorted that he would not miss it for the world, adding in a lighter tone that he was unlikely to see such a spectacle elsewhere.  Jace nodded succinctly, “it is good you have an objective reason behind your endeavors, I am glad to know you are not in the least sentimental.”  Neither could contain their mirth thereafter, an unfortunately human habit the unicorn had inherited from so long an association with such a rascal, whether said rascal had picked up any worthwhile traits likewise was yet to be seen.

Suddenly their mirth ceased as both felt curious eyes upon them.  Jace’s hand reached for his sword and the unicorn lowered his head warningly, though guised as a mortal horse, but upon ascertaining that the villain in question was nothing more terrible than a vastly amused young lady, the roguish pair exchanged a wry look before Jace turned and gave the stranger a formal greeting while the unicorn pretended to be nothing more interesting than an aging sorrel gelding is wont to be.

The girl could not long contain her mirth under the guise of required formality or she would certainly burst asunder, giggled she, “I beg your pardon sir, but I have never seen such a spectacle in all my born days.  How ever did you train your horse to laugh so?  If you have no other livelihood, may I suggest you travel from town to town with your astonishing performance and you’ll never lack for bread!”

“Certainly an interesting idea,” said Jace noncommittally, “but happily not necessary at this juncture.  He is a rather remarkable beast and I am sure well suited to such spectacles as you no doubt would find amusing, but currently that is not our career of choice.”

“I suppose you are merely an adventurer who wanders aimlessly in hopes of fame, riches, and glory?” said she, dramatically rolling her eyes, and finishing rather coldly, “Who can’t bother himself with an honest day’s work but laments his poverty and ill-fortune every chance he gets.”

“I beg your pardon, madam!” said Jace in astonishment, “Did I say something to offend you?”

“No, no!” said she, red as a beet, “forgive me, my irritation is not with you but rather at my brother: the lazy, no good reprobate.”

Jace could not help but grin at his most irksome, which did nothing to sooth the lady’s disapprobation, said he, “I see, and unfortunately we are in the same line of work, but I hope a bit more effective in our efforts and less dramatic in our trials.”

“Our, we?” said she with narrowed eyes, “You cannot mean your fabulous performing horse?”

“I do at that,” grinned Jace all the more, “and from what I hear, he is a harder worker and thus deserving of more respect than a certain infamous brother.”

She could not help it, few could, Jace’s rascally side overthrew all commonsense and former disquiet, thus was she ensorcelled by his roguish spell, mused she, “I suppose he is at that, though it was also quite uncharitable of me to speak thus of my brother to a stranger.”

Jace chuckled warmly, “it would be far kinder indeed to let me see his appalling character in action and thus ruin his reputation with my own hasty and likely overcritical judgment.”

She shook her head in astonishment, “I am unsure which is the greater social wrong: me besmirching my brother’s reputation or a stranger judging him on short acquaintance?”

Jace nodded sagely, “we are both of us villains then, milady, fit for nothing but social ostracism, to be outcasts, pariahs, and bywords for all that remains to us of life and longevity.”

“At least we’ll be infamous,” agreed she, “the next best thing to being famous.”

“ Precisely!” said he in his gravest mien, “I am glad you agree, madam.”

“Now what?” asked she, barely stifling a vastly amused grin.

“I was going to ask you the very same question,” retorted he, “for you are the one who interrupted my humorous revelry with my most esteemed equine companion, gave me hints as to furthering my career, and then atrociously murdered your brother’s character, which prompted me to judge sternly upon too short an acquaintance resulting in both of us being banned henceforth from all polite and decent society.  I’m not sure there’s much else we can do together, at least not anything interesting after such a wonderful debacle.”

“Quite,” agreed she, “I had best be off then.”

“Truly?!” said he, strangely disappointed in the suggestion.

She smiled warmly at him and laughed like a tree full of birds, “well, I suppose I can stay, if I am better company than your equine friend there.”

“Perhaps not better,” grinned Jace, as if he knew something she never would, “but different and certainly most agreeable.”

Irked and intrigued by that strange smile, she said boldly, determined to delve deeper into the mystery behind it, “I suppose that is the best I can hope for from such a source?”

He bowed again, “certainly milady, if you want decent company, you’d be better asking our equine companion to join you rather than a scruffy adventurer like me.”

She couldn’t help it, she curtseyed very properly to the indifferent seeming but vastly amused unicorn and said, “I beg your pardon sir, all else being equal I would be delighted to further our acquaintance but I fear you would hardly fit in my father’s cottage and I would hate to so discomfit you.”

“Very nicely done,” agreed Jace, “lead on milady and let us see these rather discomfiting quarters of which you boast.”  She smiled vastly at him and merrily led the way home, wondering what her family would think; she was always bringing home wandering dogs or homeless cats, though she had never before brought home a man, but what was one more stray?

“A real live hero?” said Teven to his sister as she ambled into the farmyard with a stranger in tow.  He glanced over the scruffy beast and its scruffier rider and decided a sword did not a hero make; he puffed himself up and determined then and there to impress this hero-wannabe with the real thing, or at least warn him away from his little sister, she was too young to even begin thinking about romance, at least personally.

Jace likewise studied the young man in question, easily seeing the indolence and vanity his sister had earlier bemoaned and wondering what the lad would think to be face to face with what he claimed to be, or at least aspired to be, it might be an interesting evening after all, and not only because he found the girl intriguing.  He wasn’t fascinated in a romantic sense, no Shadow could be, and he doubted her inclinations had yet led her down that slippery path, if he suspected such on her part, he’d either vanish from the scene altogether or do all in his power to ruin his suit in her eyes, for it would never do to tease her with a love and future that could never be requited.  Rather she reminded him of his sister in certain ways, and her intelligent, witty banter minded him much of his interactions with the Shadow, perhaps what he missed most about his sudden isolation.
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Teven offered the barest of courtesies but did not wait to receive the stranger’s in return, for he dashed immediately into the house to inform their father of his sister’s latest foundling.  “In love!” came an irate voice from within, “We’ll see about that!”  

The impugned pair actually exchanged a wry look of surprise and amusement at this outburst, said she, “my father is more than a little deaf, he probably only heard my brother mention a man accompanying me and assumed the rest.”

There was no time for further explanation or reply as an ancient man, leaning heavily on a stout and twisted cane, hobbled out into the farmyard, obviously ready to bash any would-be lover in the head with his walking stick, should the need arise.  Jace could see from whence the lady’s quick temper sprang and did not envy the future son-in-law a jot.  He bowed politely to the aged gentleman, which seemed to completely take the man aback, for he froze in mid-stride and squinted at the lad, as if he’d never seen politeness or respect in one so young before.  “He’s polite at least,” murmured he to himself, though loud enough for everyone to hear, “no wonder the girl’s smitten with him.”

“Don’t be ridiculous papa!” snorted the girl, “I hardly know the man and I’ve more sense than to fall in love at first sight.”  Her indifferent good humor was just the thing to burst his dreadful fancy and he actually smiled and returned the stranger’s greetings in proper form.  Had she exclaimed or fainted or otherwise proved herself to be put out, irked, or an overly sensitive and flighty and thus lovelorn female, he didn’t know what would have come of it, for the lad had a sword and seemed to wear it as naturally as if he knew the full use thereof.
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