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Orange, magenta, a deep, mysterious blue, and finally star-studded black, so died another day.  Kent turned from watching the birth pangs of twilight with a deeply contented sigh and faced his hitherto silent companions, “one more mission and then so too shall it be for me.”  He smiled slightly, part sad, mostly wry, “I never imagined I’d ever get tangled up in this nonsense of yours, nor last as long as I have in the pursuit thereof, it has been fun my friends, but there are greater things Beyond.”

Jace’s enigmatic grin was at its worst, but it did nothing to distract from the moisture glistening in his eyes, “come Kent, you’ve hardly begun!”

Baye chuckled, “spoken like a true greybeard lad, but even if you spend a thousand years in this service, you’ll still be as green as a newly sworn Apprentice!  You’ll understand when your own turn comes.”

“Will it?” said Jace with a thoughtful frown, he looked up and glanced at each of his friends, “Some part of me yearns to see the Day.”

Baye barked a laugh, “only a forced retirement then!”

Kent shook his head at the familiar banter of his companions, thinking perhaps that would be what he would miss most, if one did miss things in the Master’s bright country that is.  He stood, chased away a vagrant tear, and said as jovially as he could, “thank you gentlemen,” his smile became impish, “or perhaps it is gentleman and Jace?”  He grew solemn once more, bowed deeply, and smiled broadly, “it has been a privilege and an honor and I will see you on the Day, if not before.”  With a blinding flash of light, he vanished before his friends could reply.

Baye clapped the dismayed Jace on the back and said cheerfully to the boy’s questioning look, “easy lad, I’ve no intention of leaving anytime soon.”  He chuckled warmly, “perhaps I’ll see the Day myself?”

Jace smiled slightly and said, “I need someone to keep me out of trouble.”

Baye laughed heartily, “that is the primary goal of the Shadow after all.”  They exchanged a joyous smile and then vanished about their own duties once more.

Kent found himself suddenly on the far side of the world alongside a thickly wooded road with the westering sun at his back, but the golden silence of evening was not there to greet him, rather the thunder of pounding hooves and the stertorous breathing of a lathered horse were almost deafening as the rider drew rein nearly atop him.  The terrified woman aback the exhausted animal studied him with wide, anxious eyes that suddenly brightened with hope, said she hastily, “take this and go, sir!  Linger not a moment or all our lives are forfeit.”  Without another word, she thrust a cloak wrapped bundle at him and spurred her horse cruelly away, forcing what speed she could from the faltering animal.  The moment Kent instinctively caught the object, the light stirred again and he was somewhere else entirely.

He stood on the forested edge of a small village, shrouded in the morning mist.  Suddenly the bundle began to move and emit a shrill squalling sound, revealing itself to be a tiny, fair haired little girl no older than two years of age.  She blinked her wide eyes at the stranger, but showed no fear, rather she began again to demand something to sate her growing hunger.  The rather astonished Kent could not help but smile down at the marvelous creature, shake his head in bemusement, and descend the hill in hopes of finding succor for this small and insistent maiden.

Varl smiled cruelly down at the dead Queen, he loved his work, but his mood soured suddenly as he remembered the King had sent him after both wife and daughter, but there was no sign of the bairn.  She had not had time to do anything but perhaps cast the child from the saddle as she flew before him like a hind before the hounds, but he had seen no sign of it if she had, he’d just have to retrace her steps to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, and if he never found the brat, the King need not know.  Satisfied with his plan, he saw to it that none might inadvertently discover her Majesty’s fate and then turned back the way he had come in search of the vanished child.

Anatia lay miserably in bed, not because she was in much physical pain, but rather quite rumpled in spirit; she had been a strong and vital woman all her life, running her father’s farm as well as any man and doing so well beyond the years when most bequeathed it to the next generation that they might spend their failing years in relative ease, for there was no next generation, but that did not keep age from creeping upon her and pouncing at last.  What was she to do?  She hated the very idea of being confined to this wretched bed for the rest of her mortal days and trusting her succor and care to her neighbors, who would soon feel themselves put upon and hardly used, that she had not the decency to die when her usefulness was at an end, especially when she had never had the sense to marry and have children to bear the burden of her old age rather than importuning other folk.

As these unsettling thoughts were percolating through her mind, suddenly there came a knock at the door, probably one of the importuned neighbors come to check on her.  “Come in,” said she with a sigh, not quite ready for such an audience mid-sulk.  She was quite astonished when a complete stranger opened the door rather than someone she’d known her entire life, and by the sound of it he either carried an irate child or a terrified cat.  She could not help but smile wryly at the adventure she saw standing in the doorway.

Kent wasn’t quite sure what to make of the bedridden granddame before him with that Jace-like smile upon her face, but there was no mistaking that sparkle of eager delight in her eyes.  Before he could say aught of himself or his adventure, she began directing him in the imperious but gracious voice of the matron or grand lady that is used to having her own way with servants, husband, and all.  He soon had the child sitting at the table with a bowl of porridge before her, though it appeared that more was adorning her face than finding its way into her mouth, but she was satisfied at least.  Only then did this great lady of a peasant address Kent directly, “and what then is your strange tale sir?”

“That I hardly know madam, I was hoping you could tell me,” said he with a wide smile, “this child was thrust into my arms as her mother sped away from some dire pursuit, ordering me to flee forthwith and next thing I know I am standing upon the edge of your village, little knowing even in what part of the world I now find myself.”

“A strange tale indeed, sir” said the aged lady, “but perhaps we can be of use to one another?”  At his questioning frown, she continued with a smile most impish, “for you see I have the will to rise from this bed but not the ability while you seem to need a place to stay and care for the girl, nor should her care and nurture be the sole responsibility of a man.”

Kent gaped, “you want me to settle down and take up housekeeping?”

She arched an eyebrow, “have you a better idea?”

Kent was about to protest that his retirement was imminent, he only had one last mission to complete and then he would abandon the mortal sphere and its inherent problems, that he was one of the Brethren and not suited for family life, that he was an adventurer and a warrior, not a nursemaid, but all these excuses died aborning as he saw a pert magpie perched atop a dusty cabinet and it caught his eye.  He bowed his head in contrition, knowing that this indeed was his last adventure, but it would be a rather long one.  And as he was determined to hang up his sword soon, why could he not settle down to quiet domesticity?  Besides, what grander adventure could he find than hiding and protecting an orphan princess from those intent on destroying her; it was a proper fairytale after all!  He smiled wryly, wondering about his more interesting nature and his Oath to the Brethren, but this too need not have troubled him, for suddenly he knew he was again a mortal man and that his only allegiance was ever and always to the Master and this was indeed the quest set before him.

His wry smile deepened as the little bird vanished and a strange, eager light filled his eyes as he replied to this charismatic invalid, “that I do not madam.  What would you have of me?”  Her smile was knowing and mysterious indeed, reminding Kent all too much of the Lady of Astoria herself.  He could not help but smile likewise and the lady knew she had indeed met her match, which caused her own grin to deepen all the more.

“Well,” said she, “have you a name, sir?”

“Kent, milady,” said he.

“And your occupation?” continued she, all business.  

Kent paused at this, he could not exactly say he was either of the Brethren or had been a Shadow, at last he said, “I am a farmer’s son milady, though lately I had been an adventurer of sorts.”

“Hence your part in a fairy tale,” mused she, “at least you’ll know the trade but can you settle down contentedly after such a life?”

His smile was wry indeed, “certainluy madam, retirement was just what I had in mind, though setting my hand to a plow again had not been what I initially intended.”

“What matter your intentions?” said she with a laugh, “All that matters is the here and now, not the what ifs and the might have beens.”

“Well said, milady,” said he with a bow, “I am at your service.”

“Of course you are, what nonsense!  We shall call the child Elinor,” said she, “after my lady mother.”

Kent’s eyebrows rose, “you are of noble blood then?”

She laughed heartily, “certainly not, though my sister married quite well for all of that, rather she carried herself as a lady and gentlewoman her entire life, though a peasant born.”

Kent joined in her amusement, “which is where you gained such a mien.”

“Indeed!” said she, “Though folk hereabouts call me proud and arrogant for all of that.”

“Of course,” said Kent, “well do I know the ways of common and sometimes ignorant men.”

“Your own manners will soon enough be called into question,” said she thoughtfully, “you’ve had an education if I do not miss my guess, Astoria?”

He bowed, “you are quite shrewd madam.”

“And don’t you forget it,” smiled she, “but no matter, what else would they expect of a cousin of mine?  And your niece?”

Kent’s smile deepened, “as you wish it, milady.”

“Very good,” said she, clapping her hands together, “now that young Elinor has finished her repast, I think you had best get her cleaned up and put to bed.”  He smiled deeply, bowed, and went to attend to his nodding and rather messy ‘niece.’

The King sat in his favorite informal sitting room, completely dark save the dying fire on the hearth.  The servant on duty without knocked upon the door and announced Varl’s return.  The King did not look up from his study of the flames as his minion bowed himself in while the servant withdrew, said he quietly, “it is finished?”

“Yes, Sire,” said Varl, “quite.”

“Excellent,” said he, continuing his study of the embers and their ever-shifting pattern of flame red and ashen black, “you may go.  Assume your new duties as the Prince’s tutor on the morrow; but tonight don’t forget to whisper a word or two in the ears of the foremost court gossips pertaining to the Queen’s adulterous flight with the kidnapped Princess.”  The minion smiled eagerly, bowed, and vanished swiftly from the room, once he was gone, the King allowed himself a contented sigh and a broad, menacing smile, things were going exactly as he had planned.

Elinor grew, as children will, and though she knew nothing of her true parents or royal heritage, she could not ask for better or more disparate guardians than the ancient lady and her supposed uncle.  Kent was greatly surprised to find that the days passed pleasantly and swiftly and all thought of his impending retirement were forgotten as he lost himself in the quiet joy of a happy and peaceful home.  He had never thought himself a family man, having left home to join the Brethren the minute he was of age, but he was discovering that it was not a life to which he was ill-suited, indeed, thought he wryly, he might have actually survived quite well with a wife and a dozen children; Jace however, would be very ill-at-ease indeed.  He smiled sadly at this, the only cloud on his otherwise pleasant horizon: he missed his comrades fiercely, with none but the aged dame and the half grown girl for company, that and the sturdy, matter-of-fact villagers whose greatest philosophical aspiration was to wonder what color calf would result if you crossed that brindle cow with a certain roan bull.

Such had been his own folk, and the reason he had fled home at the earliest convenient moment: to discover if there was more to life than the weather and the price of potatoes.  It had been an adventure, a wonderful one certainly, but he found something in this new life to satisfy a craving his wanderlust could never content.  So it was he followed the plow, tended sheep, chased pigs, and milked cows, all the while thinking it eerily similar to his journey, yet also something completely different, for here he was not the slave of a vulgar, lazy man but rather a vital and appreciated part of a little clan thrown together almost by accident, but he knew better and rightly called it Providence.  He wondered what the girl’s future might be?  Who were those that wanted her and her poor mother dead?  Was she simply to marry the boy next door and spend her days oblivious to her royal heritage?  She certainly had fire and spunk enough to be a Queen or even the Lady of Astoria one day; she and the aged dame were as well matched as a good team of horses.

He could not help but smile at the thought, he was turning into a regular farmer!  But no, the girl must be educated, which would keep all his vast store of history and lore fresh and vital, she wouldn’t be content to merely know how to run a farmstead!  Perhaps a visit to the ancient lady’s sister or her various descendants would not be a bad thing either, just to expose her to the nobility and the ways of a royal court?

An annoyed snort suddenly intruded upon his introspection, eliciting a sheepish smile, said he to the shaggy brown horse that looked at him askance, “sorry old friend, just lost in thought.  You are correct, we have this entire field to plow today and we’ll get nowhere if I can’t keep my wits about me.  Off we go!”  The creature looked forward with an amused whinny, put his full weight against his traces, and the plow moved off once more, leaving Kent half a mind to continue pondering, as the creature could probably be trusted to plow the entire field himself, save that a steady hand was needed to balance and guide the implement.

He shook his head ruefully, amazed that the unicorn had chosen to go into exile with his master, reduced to nothing but an overly intelligent horse and content to plow fields and pull carts as long as necessary; there could be no more faithful heart in all the world!  But then they both were remarkably reduced in circumstances, both had been something out of myth and now were nothing more interesting than any man on earth.  He frowned thoughtfully, thinking that man himself was something out of myth, wrought by the very Author of Legend Himself.  It mattered naught if one was a King, a Shadow, or the least of all beggars, all were precious to Him and had their part in the grand tale of the world.  He sighed, looking forward to that day when he could hear the whole tale and wonder at it as he never could, seeing nothing but his own small part.  He glanced at the back of the shaggy head and wished they still had the ability to communicate directly, but at least they understood each other well enough by now that it was not vital to their friendship.

“What will you do when my time here is finally at an end, lad?  Why have you not Gone already, instead of dooming yourself to such tedious toil?” asked Kent later that day as they returned to the barn as twilight deepened about them.  The horse made some mysterious sounding comment deep in his throat, prompting the man to laugh, “keep your secrets then, cad!”

“The way you talk to that horse,” groused Elinor from the loft, “one would think he was human!”

Kent could not help but smile up at her, “and the way you run through brush and briar and read in the barn loft would make one doubt you were a proper lady!”

She grinned mischievously at him, “and who said I was a lady, proper or otherwise?”

“Oh, you’re a lady alright, just not the sort that lolls about palace gardens at their leisure and faints at the thought of a spider,” chuckled he.

“I suppose as long as I’m not that sort of lady, I’ll be content,” laughed she, descending from her perch and approaching the disheveled beast, busy with his grain as Kent untacked him and brushed him down.  “And I am rather fond of this dear creature, but I wouldn’t dare insult him by calling him human, he has too much sense for that!”  The former unicorn snorted contentedly as she fondly stroked his neck.  With an impish laugh, she kissed his velvet nose and dashed for the house.

Kent stopped his ministrations and stared at the creature, “so that’s what you are up to is it?  You’ll take up with the girl the moment I’m out of the picture?”  The creature rumbled something that Kent took to mean, ‘you are the one who is insistent upon Going, but I still have my duty to do.’  He began to brush again, smiling wryly, “very well, I’ll try not to get jealous.”  He frowned, “how do you know she’ll even take up with the Brethren?”  That mysterious, knowing sound came again and he knew it was the only answer he was going to get.  Shaking his head ruefully, he picked up a foot and began digging out the mud and rocks packed therein.

That night, once Elinor was asleep, he addressed the ancient matron, “are you still in contact with your nobly married sister or her descendants?”

Said she with a thoughtful frown, “you think the girl needs a bit of experience at court?  I’ve wondered as much myself, she won’t be content to marry that scrawny freckled kid over yonder.”

Kent smiled, “much like you?”

“What?” said the lady askance, “Even a prince couldn’t have tempted me back then!  But I doubt she’ll swoon even for some young lordling if that’s your intention.”

“Hardly,” chuckled Kent, “I just feel it would be good for her to see a bit more of the world than this backwater village.”

“Astoria?” asked the lady.

“Perhaps one day,” said Kent, “but she won’t learn aught of court intrigue or royal manners there.”

“I’ll see what I can contrive with my distant relations,” said she quietly, “but don’t get your hopes up, I doubt they’ll condescend to remember their bucolic aunt or to be much inconvenienced thereby.  Besides, I’m getting soft in my old age and would rather miss the girl.”  Kent raised a questioning eyebrow, continued she, “don’t be silly, you’re nothing but a nuisance and good riddance,” but she said it in such a tone, with a certain sparkle in her eye, that he had no doubt as to her true sentiments.  Well content, he soon sought his own blankets, feeling that his adventures with the Brethren and the Shadow might have been merely a tale heard in younger days, fading with time and distance.

“Visit my cousins?” said Elinor in some surprise, hardly believing the old lady to be serious, for she had not thought she had any living kin, let alone amongst the nobility.

“I am very nearly as surprised as you are,” said the lady gently, “I had expected them to laugh at my impudence but it seems they are quite eager to renew old acquaintances.  You can’t learn all you must of the world without going out into it and I know you have no intention of marrying the first shepherd that asks you and settling down here.  And don’t go making excuses about my health or the farm needing you or what not, for that is all settled.  We’ll all go, I’ve already made arrangements to lease the farm this year and there is no way we’d let you venture forth alone, who knows what scandal you’d cause with your rustic whims!  Besides, I haven’t had an adventure in twelve years and I’m getting a little antsy to have another.”

She sighed in relief, “well, if you are both coming, I’ll have nothing to fear then.”

The lady barked a laugh, “I wasn’t worried about you; it’s your poor cousins I’m concerned for!”  Elinor could not help but smile at this and begin to wonder what such a visit might be like.

So it was that a great and splendid carriage rattled into the village one afternoon, stopping before the neat little cottage on the edge of town.  Kent carried the ancient dame out to the waiting vehicle and saw that she was comfortably interred therein before swinging into the saddle of his rather scandalous looking horse.  Elinor had fought valiantly to be allowed that particular seat, but both of her guardians insisted it was only proper for a girl of her age and station to ride in the carriage with her aging matron.  Not being of a sulky temperament, she agreed to the arrangement without further protest.  As the familiar woods and fields vanished behind them, she suddenly felt a great pang of loneliness and fear, what would this new and strange world hold for her?  But she fought down the panic, knowing she had not left behind those she loved best and it was only a temporary parting, or so she hoped.

––––––––

[image: ]


​2

Aunt Beatrice’s carriage pulled over at a wayside inn late that night that the occupants might rest and be refreshed and ready to meet her Ladyship the following evening.  Anatia’s youngest sister had married a younger son of one of the great lords of the land, and through various mishaps and scandals, he had eventually inherited his father’s title and lands instead of his older brothers, but their only child was a girl called Beatrice, and according to local custom and law at the time, if a daughter were to inherit her father’s property, it would revert to her husband and sons, if any.  Thus was the Lady Beatrice rather reluctant to marry, for she enjoyed her affluence and freedom too much to risk it upon a poor matrimonial choice, and therefore remained the realm’s most eligible maiden into her sixth decade.

She was quite delighted to discover her aunt was not only still living, but had an obscure scion of the family in her custody, especially a maiden nearing marriageable age.  While she had never particularly wanted a husband, she was rather disappointed never to have had a daughter to groom and pet and fuss over her marital prospects or lack thereof with all the other greying society mothers, but here was her big chance.  So it was she dispatched her carriage to convey the ancient aunt and her eighth cousins thrice removed that she might be of benefit to them and they to her; it would be an arrangement of mutual convenience and she could not be more excited in the prospect.

Kent mused upon this strange and providential offer from a veritable stranger as he rode behind the carriage that evening, wondering what the girl’s future held and why she couldn’t simply marry some honest farmer’s son and settle down therewith, rather than exposing her to the dangers and intrigue of the court.  He laughed heartily at himself, causing the horse to glance back over his shoulder with one great eye and an ear half cocked, as if questioning his rider’s sanity.  Kent smiled the more and said quietly to the horse, “I’m turning into a veritable father, my friend!  Worrying over the girl’s future and what it might hold and the unknown dangers therein rather than trusting her to the Master and His keeping as I ought.”  The horse blew out his nostrils emphatically and Kent’s smile grew very fond and a little sad as he patted the sorrel neck, “and I suppose that is why you followed me into such tedious exile?”  The creature’s only response was to sidestep suddenly, forcing Kent to focus on his seat rather than the question lest he end up in the ditch.

After a late supper, Kent saw the ladies tucked into bed that night but did not feel quite ready to turn in himself.  He withdrew to the stables, earning a grimace from the groggy stable lad in the loft, but as it seemed he had no need of the boy at that particular moment, he turned over with a relieved sigh and went back to sleep, leaving the stranger to see to his own horse, whatever it was he intended at such an hour, but who ever understood the gentry?  He didn’t bother even haltering the creature, but rather opened the stall door and let him amble out of his own accord; Kent shut the stall and followed the former unicorn out into the night, his heart trembling in eagerness and a little trepidation as it had not done since first they met.  Once out in the moonlit stableyard, they exchanged an eager grin and the man flung himself on the beloved back; the horse was off like an arrow from the string the moment his rider settled into place, both rejoicing in the sheer speed and freedom of the moment, the first in many years.

At last the creature slowed and drew off the road, almost shy in his movements, as if he were treading sacred ground.  They vanished into the woods, well away from prying eyes; as Kent dismounted, he felt suddenly lightheaded and tipsy, the next moment he collapsed and everything was wonderful, glorious light and then utter darkness.  A persistent nudging at his shoulder wakened him and he quickly swathed his glowing form in obscurity, exchanging an eager smile with the horse, who stood impatiently waiting his own turn.  “Why is this ever so much easier for you?” said Kent, reaching out to touch the creature’s shoulder with a glowing hand.  The light flared forth, for a moment blotting out the shadowy shape of the horse, and when it receded, a unicorn stood there in all his glory, before he too draped himself in darkness.  “Whatever the reason,” smiled Kent for very joy, “it is good to be back!”  The unicorn’s scream of triumph left Kent’s ears ringing for some minutes thereafter, but he hastily mounted that they might return to the inn ere dawn and its incumbent awkward questions if they were discovered abroad at that hour.

He returned the ‘horse’ to his stall, looking none the better for his rather remarkable transformation, but since the whole point was to remain unremarked, their endeavors were a success.  He glanced over himself just to make sure his own appearance was equally bland, smiling slightly at the rampant silver unicorn alight upon one palm, before entering the inn and going to bed like a sensible person, too bad Jace would never hear of it, the example might do him good!

In the morning, after a good breakfast, the company set forth once more.  Elinor’s fears of the previous evening were quickly forgotten as excitement at the looming adventure wakened within her.  Each turn of the road brought new and strange vistas to her eyes, where anything might happen and anything could be, suddenly the green vale of her former home was only something out of a childhood story, something forever cherished and beloved, but a thing of the past, available now only to fond memory, for greater things were at hand and her heart rejoiced to meet them.

Late that afternoon the coach at last rattled to a stop and her heart leapt into her throat as she exchanged an eager look with her adopted great aunt, who seemed as much a maid of six and twenty as ever though trapped in a body more than thrice that age.  The door was opened and a servant handed her down, but there was no need to stand stiffly and awkwardly about wondering what next was to be done, for the moment her feet touched the ground, she was swept off her feet into a great hug by an immense woman of beaming countenance and garrulous speech, welcoming her as a long lost daughter while chatting up dear Aunt Anatia as if they’d known one another all their lives.  Somehow, amidst the swirl of greetings and small talk, the little company was whisked into a snug but stuffy drawing room wherein each found themselves seated with tea in one hand and a sandwich or cake in the other, as if by magic.

“Welcome, welcome, welcome!” continued the Lady Beatrice, “You can’t imagine how wonderful it is to see you all!”  The three exchanged a knowing and amused grin, for it was quite obvious how the dear lady was taking their arrival.  Continued she, oblivious to their mirthful conspiracy, “it was so marvelous to get your letter, dearest Aunt Anatia, truly it was!  To think I could be of use to my dear cousins!  I hope your stay will be long and comfortable, and I’ll certainly do my best to accommodate any and every whim and mad scheme, what fun this will be!”  She glanced adoringly at her ‘niece’ and beamed, “and we’ll certainly see the best of society my dear!  How grand this will be!  You shall see society and the court as few but the grandest ladies have seen it!  Indeed, you’ll be a veritable princess!”

Kent and Anatia exchanged a knowing glance at this while Elinor was rather overwhelmed at the prospect, but feeling all the kindness and warmth in the offer, she happily nodded her assent, triggering another cataract of verbal enthusiasm little to be equaled since Eric had tamed his tongue, or so thought Kent.  

“Now,” continued their hostess, “I know dear Elinor will love nothing more than to go gadding about amongst the elite, but what of you Auntie?  And you cousin?”

Anatia said with a chuckle, “I am afraid my gadding days are quite finished, as you can see I am quite an invalid, but I wouldn’t mind a party or two that I might watch from some secluded place and enjoy all the strutting frippery and hubris of the attenders thereof; it would be quite a treat to my bucolic eyes!  I am just plain tired of commonsense and the salt of the earth, as it were, a little elite ridiculousness is just the thing!”

“Why certainly!” said that great lady, clapping her hands like a joyous little girl, “I must certainly host such an extravaganza to introduce my dear niece properly and it has been so long since I’ve had even a trifling gala, who knows?  Perhaps it will become quite a habit!”  Said she with a mock scold, “just remember you aren’t to laugh at my foibles, it would be quite rude in a guest!”

“Of course not, my dear niece,” said Anatia with a wink, “that is what neighbors and acquaintances are for, I would never dream of deeming all that remains to me of kith and kin ridiculous!”

“Very well,” said that dear lady, addressing her niece once more, “in a fortnight we’ll have such a grand celebration to welcome dear Elinor into society that even the Queen might be jealous.  It will be just time enough to settle her wardrobe and make the preparations.”  She clapped her hands vigorously and loudly and suddenly a servant appeared as if by magic; the lady immediately gave orders pertaining to the affair and all its arrangements.  The man did a heroic job stifling his shock and dashed off the moment his mistress dismissed him, for they had not a moment to lose if all was to be accomplished as she wished.  “Very good,” nodded she happily, “now only your wardrobe remains dearest, ah what fun that will be!”  Suddenly she eyed Kent, “but come cousin, what of you?  Will you remain at home or shall you brave society with we silly girls?”

Kent said thoughtfully, “that will be very much up to Elinor and yourself madam, your wishes shall certainly dictate my behavior.”

“Ah!” said Aunt Beatrice, quite pleased, “A gentleman indeed!  Now I must insist, there are far too many ignorant and loutish young men lolling about at such functions, it will be just the thing to introduce a true gentleman and scholar to them, for so dear Auntie tells me you are; perhaps you’ll even start a fad?”

“And ruin proper society?” said Aunt Anatia in feigned horror, “Am I to shrivel up and die for loss of such amusement?”

“Gracious no!” said poor Beatrice, quite mistaking dear Auntie’s sarcasm, “There’s folly enough that even twenty such good and proper examples would barely blunt the edge of such ridiculousness and frivolity.  You’ll live a good long time yet, I dare say!”  They could not help but laugh at such a statement, and the great hearted but rather silly lady could not help but join in, though she hardly knew what was so funny, it was a joy she could not deny herself nor did she think too deeply thereupon, for introspection or any sort of philosophical exercise were as foreign to her as flying.  After tea, supper immediately followed, at least once they were allowed a respite to clean up and dress for dinner.  Once all the pomp and ceremony of the meal was over, the dear lady said in dismay, “I suppose I had best let you all go to bed, for you are no doubt weary after your journey.”  Brightening, she finished, “but we have many days before us to enjoy one another’s company I dare say, so sweet dreams my dears!  Ah, what fun this will be!”

She withdrew from the sitting room, in which they found themselves at last alone, before dispersing to their respective chambers.  Elinor could not help but sigh, though it sounded more a laugh, “what a dear, silly woman!  I adore her already!”

“Yes,” said Anatia with a warm chuckle, “she is most certainly her mother’s daughter!  All heart and very little brain.”

Kent smiled thoughtfully, “the world might be a far better place if more men were so.  As tiresome as one may find her idle chatter, there is no substitute for so great and kind a heart, for cold intellect unfettered by charity is bitter indeed.”

“Quite,” agreed Elinor wholeheartedly.

“Keep that bit of wisdom close to your heart my dear,” said Anatia quietly, “for your dear Aunt Beatrice is no doubt determined to see you well married, though you are quite free to do as it pleases you as far as we are concerned, our only wish is that should you choose to wed, you do so wisely.”

“But she never married!” said Elinor in some surprise, “Why would she insist I endure something she willingly avoided?”

“She truly means well my dear,” said Anatia thoughtfully, “but it is all the rage among these noble mothers to see their daughters married to the most powerful and wealthy men.  She is so caught up in the romance of the idea that she can’t comprehend that such a significant ‘catch,’ to use their vulgar phraseology, can have any negative connotations.  For surely you’ll be happy with a man who is both influential and rich, for it must signify a man of intelligence and good character or so she thinks, for is she not such herself?  Whereas we certainly know that the former does not guarantee the latter nor does poverty or obscurity signify a lack thereof.”

“The poor dear thing!” said Elinor with a laugh, “Her kindness might well be my undoing if I hadn’t a decent head on my shoulders!  But do you think I will offend her overly much if I turn down a man of sparkling wealth and lackluster character?”

“I think she’ll readily agree to whatever you deem your own proper fate, dear,” said Anatia with a laugh, “but for now she believes there can only be one sort of happy ending for a girl in your circumstances and for the female chaperone thereof, or so all her peers undoubtedly have put into her silly head regardless that it was not her own fate.”

“This is growing rather complicated,” laughed Elinor.

“Of a certainty,” smiled Kent, hoping he wasn’t dooming himself thereby, “whenever the nobility, particularly of the female sort, are involved, things are always complicated!”  He endured their good humored though scandalized gazes for a few minutes, but soon excused himself to bed, smiling like a smug cat as he went.

The next day, Aunt Beatrice leapt on her societal mouse right after breakfast, saying joyously, “we had best go to town and pick out a few things and get you measured and your wardrobe ordered my pet!”  The girl only had time to gape and exchange a frantic glance with Anatia before being swept off by the great lady’s usual entourage in the direction of the front door and waiting carriage.  Kent could not help but smile, happy that this was a trial in which his sword was neither needed nor wanted, he’d rather face down a dragon in its lair than endure the endless fussing and messing about that the creation of the poor girl’s wardrobe would entail.  He exchanged a merry glance with Anatia and went to check on the unicorn’s accommodations.

“This certainly beats the old barn,” said he with a chuckle as he entered the palatial stall wherein the seeming nag was quartered.  The stablemen all thought the beast rather a joke, but they knew they must humor the great lady and her guests, no matter how disreputable their mounts.  The creature greeted him warmly and they set off on a pleasant ride, just enjoying the day and one another’s company, almost like old times.

“Yes, I know,” replied Kent to the comment upon that subject, “we are swiftly coming to the end, my friend.”  He glanced fondly at the mark on his hand but said quietly, “it has been fun, but no, I still haven’t changed my mind.  What of you?”

His eyebrows rose as the creature replied, “how is it you’ll be warding the girl when she is neither of the Brethren nor the Shadow?  Will you go back to being a mortal unicorn once more?”  He blew out his nostrils in dismissal but made no further comment, causing Kent to smile, “fine, keep your secrets!  I suppose it is none of my business anyway as my story is near its end.  At least I know she’ll be in good hands, as it were; just keep her away from Master Jace.”

––––––––
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Everyone settled into their new life as easily as snow falling on a calm day.  Once the initial shock had worn off, Elinor felt herself very much at home with her ladyship and allowed herself to be whisked from venue to venue, shop to shop, adorned and bedecked with various finery and ornaments, to be the subject of much interest and chatter amongst the elite matrons of the realm, and it seemed but a moment since their arrival when the celebration that was to introduce her into proper society was at hand.  Sighed she to Kent the afternoon before the party, “I am not sure I can do this!”

“Better you than me,” chuckled he, “but come, my dear, there is a fierce and courageous heart under all that silk and lace, you’ve just spent so long in your lady aunt’s company that you’ve forgotten there’s far more to you than mere finery.”

“Indeed!” said she with a laugh, “If I can dare the wrath of that awful old sow back home, what are a few fine ladies and their acid tongues?”

“There’s far more danger in that grumpy sow’s bark than in the gossip of those fine old biddies,” said he with a reminiscent smile, “I shall miss you my dear!”

“Miss me?!” said the girl in astonishment, “I did not know that either of us would be going anywhere?”

Kent wiped away a tear, “ah child, you are growing up and setting off upon your own adventure; that is a path I cannot follow, but one we all must tread in our turn.  It is of that I speak.”

“Ah!” said the girl with a lovely smile, “I forget that you adults are sometimes a bit sentimental about these sorts of things!  Perhaps I will be one day, but right now my extreme youth prevents me from understanding such sensibilities, not that I don’t appreciate your sentiments, however.”

“Off with you lass,” chuckled Kent, “before I further confound your youthful sensibilities.”  She gave him one last glorious smile and dashed off to dress.

The evening was a grand success, so much so that Aunt Beatrice nearly swooned for joy, while Elinor found herself suddenly the envy of every young lady either ten years her junior or senior or somewhere in between.  “This is all rather dreadful!” she woefully confided in Anatia the next morning, “I don’t want to be a social diva!”

Anatia could not help but laugh, “it is rather ironic at that, but they see something in you my dear that they don’t see in most of these delicate flowers of good breeding.  There is something in a wildflower that isn’t often seen in our prim and proper garden cultivars.  But be that as it may, just don’t let it go to your head; their curiosity and the novelty will wear off soon enough, perhaps it is only a passing thing.”

“One can only hope,” sighed Elinor wistfully, “well, I’m off for a ride on the most disreputable horse the stable has to offer and I’m not about to ride sidesaddle either!”

“Keep this up,” warned Anatia jovially, “and they’ll never quite get over the enigma that you are and your reputation will be fixed as extremely fascinating for all your born days!”

“If my only other option is to be a properly dull lady,” said Elinor in exasperation, “I’ll just have to live with their perplexity.”  She took her leave and entered the expansive stables, but waved off the groom as he offered her a variety of delicate and gentle, finely bred palfreys, choosing instead a certain shaggy sorrel that no amount of currying could totally tame his outrageous mane and unruly coat.  He snorted in eager greeting, allowing the lady to lead him out and mount as if he were some ancient gelding, but galloping off with all the fire of some southern bred stallion with a belly full of oats, but she was no stranger to this particular horse and clung to his back like the burrs that were hopelessly tangled in his coarse hair.

“She’s a mighty fine horsewoman,” remarked one groom to another as she thundered off, wild as the west wind in winter.

“Aye,” said the other, “but there’s naught of the lady in ‘er.”

Chuckled the first, “maybe not as they define a lady amongst themselves, but she’s a right fine lass in her own right.”

“I’ll give you that,” said the other, “indeed, she may be what a lady ought to be rather than the popular definition thereof.”

What started as a lengthy visit became an indefinite stay, for Anatia’s health soon declined to the point that she no longer even had the strength to sit in a forgotten corner and laugh at the nobles’ self-important foolishness and foppery when Beatrice was hosting some gala or other.  Poor Beatrice was quite distraught with her dear Aunt’s ailing condition, especially when her continued kindness could do nothing to mend matters.  Anatia laughed heartily at the poor woman’s distress, saying, “a woman my age can’t complain, dear, when she’s had health and joy most of her life.  Don’t fret so much about me, rather take care of the child I’ve entrusted to you.”  The dear woman died not long thereafter, much to the grief of Elinor, Beatrice, and Kent, especially the former, for there was not a woman of her current acquaintance to equal her wisdom, humor, and vivacity and she felt the loss keenly.

A few weeks after the funeral, the lady closeted herself with Kent for as serious a discussion as she had ever had in her life.  Said she kindly, “with the loss of dear Auntie, what is to come of that poor girl?  A girl her age needs a woman in her life, to guide and listen and condole with.  Things you men can’t begin to fathom!”

“Certainly,” said Kent with a sad smile, “what is it you propose?”

“Well,” said the lady, warming to her point, “I’ve taken quite a fancy to the girl, as you might know.  I’ve no children of my own and the question of an heir looms large before me at the moment, as such circumstances always make us consider our own mortality.”  Kent suppressed a wry smile at the thought but allowed her to continue, “I’d like to take the girl fully under my wing, as she is already something of my protégé, the transition would be rather simple and easy I think.  You are of course welcome to stay or go at your leisure.  What do you think?”

“I think it just the thing, madam,” said Kent with a wide smile, “though I shall certainly lurk in the background until she no longer has need or use for me, as little as I avail her at present.  You are all kindness and generosity, milady!”

“Excellent!” said she, “I’ll settle it immediately with my attorney and steward, but I don’t think we shall inform the girl of our arrangements at the moment.  No sense in letting it go to her head or making her think she can spurn the attentions of some worthy beau.”  Kent did not add she’d probably resent the lady’s benevolence and declare she’d have nothing to do with it!

“Why am I thus banished?” grumped Prince Venir as he and Master Varl rode through the hinterlands of his father’s realm en route to the next kingdom over.

“Your father wants you to make an alliance with some lady of wealth and renown,” said Varl patiently, “preferably with Andrea’s princess and sole heir to the crown, thus uniting the realms.”

“I am to align myself with some insipid girl solely to gain power?” exclaimed the prince in disgust, “Is that not what my father did with my faithless mother?  Am I too to suffer such miserable treachery?”

“It is the way of the world, sire,” said Varl, “one does what one must to gain power and influence, for that is the sole source of happiness and comfort in this cold world.”

“I wish it were otherwise,” said the prince miserably, “what of love as the poets have it?  Even the meanest peasant hopes as much.”

“A myth, Highness,” spat Varl, “why think you that only the fairy tales and poets speak of it?  It is a thing not to be found in this wretched world.  And it is all such penurious and miserable folk can hope for, for naught else is left to them.  Is your mother not example enough?  She who would abandon son and husband upon a whim, those who should be dearest to her?  Think no more of it and focus on that which truly matters.  A pity you have been thus deceived.”

“More’s the pity the tales aren’t true,” sighed the prince, “for all the wealth and power in the world seem but cold comfort to me, for I have not even my royal father’s regard.”

“Have it you will,” said Varl, “when you have done aught to earn it.  Ally yourself with the princess or one of like rank and wealth, and you will go far in earning his esteem.”

“I suppose you must be right,” said he resignedly, lapsing into the silence of his uneasy thoughts while Varl silently wondered where the boy was getting such dangerous notions, his education and raising had been one specifically designed to avoid all such disquieting ideas that he might follow in his father’s stead with a legacy and reign just as ironfisted and cruel.  The boy would certainly bear watching, his father had particularly instructed his greatest henchman to be wary of just such developments and see that the boy met his mother’s fate if he likewise chose to follow in her pathetic footsteps.  He also idly wondered where the girl was, likely dead these many years, but he ever kept his eyes open and his ears pricked for even the faintest rumor of such a creature.

“A ball at the palace!” said Lady Beatrice all aflutter, “how delicious!  And all for the sake of some foreign prince or other!  Come my dear, I’m sure you can win the fellow, not that the princess doesn’t have her charms, but no man’s heart could quite withstand your allure if only you would apply yourself!  Let this be the day!”

“Not another ball!” sighed Elinor in good humored dismay, “perhaps I should marry simply to end all these tedious festivities!”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” laughed the dear lady, “It would only make it worse, as then you’d make the rounds celebrating your conquest instead of just seeking one.  Then eventually there’d be daughters of your own to see properly settled.”

“How exceedingly dull,” laughed Elinor mirthlessly.

“Quite,” said her aunt, “but it cannot be helped, being the way of the world and all.”

“I should have married the shepherd,” said Elinor dryly.

“It would have saved us all a bit of trouble,” said Kent unhelpfully, “but your poor Aunt Beatrice would be quite without a hobby then, you must consider her feelings as well in this matter.”

“Of course,” said the girl, smiling in spite of herself, “you are everything kind, milady, and I hope you do not find me too headstrong nor ungrateful?”

“Certainly not!” gasped the lady, “My dear child!  It is only proper that you refrained from lesser flirtations in hopes of just such a circumstance as this prince is like to be, you’ve been everything wise and sensible, despite my prior misgivings.”  Kent and Elinor could not help but exchange a merry grin at the dear lady’s complete misunderstanding of the situation, but there was no help for it, to the ball they must go.  With proper ado, both hied themselves from the room to prepare for the impending festivities.

“Things are going to get very interesting, my friend,” said Kent to his mount as they rode off into the dusk en route to the palace, he smiled sadly, “are you sure you can handle this without me?”  The unicorn snorted his assurances, but not without a hint of wistfulness in the sound.  “I’ll miss you too old friend,” sighed the warrior, “but it won’t be forever.  And you’ll have quite the tale to tell thereafter.”

The carriage containing the ladies rolled to a halt before the great doors, allowing its occupants to disembark before rolling off to park out of the way to await their eventual departure.  Kent drew rein in the deeper shadows, dismounted, and the unicorn vanished from casual sight, lest some well meaning groom try and importune the creature as he waited for his part in the strange tale that was brewing.  The Shadow joined the ladies of his entourage as they waited their turn to greet the King and his daughter, before losing themselves in the swirling chaos that was a royal ball.  After the introductions and pleasantries, Lady Beatrice gave Elinor a knowing smile and a conspiratorial wink before joining the other gossiping matrons, while Kent accompanied her a little further into the antechamber.

Said he quietly, “it may be a strange night indeed, milady.  It has been an honor and privilege to be your guardian and friend these past years.  Whatever comes of this night, remember that!”

She cocked her head and frowned, “are you being all sentimental and grown-up again?  It is not as if I am like to marry the foreign prince this very evening, no matter what my dear aunt thinks!”

“Let the night reveal what it will and old men prattle on as they must,” said he with a laugh, “but for now, farewell!”  He stepped aside as a young gallant stepped forth to claim the lady’s hand for the first dance.  She smiled impishly at him for a moment but was soon lost amidst the hustle and bustle of the crowd.  Kent smiled grimly, withdrawing into the deeper shadows, before vanishing entirely from sight, sensing innately that his hour had come at last.

“I can’t stand the girl!” groused the prince to Varl as they stood in the shadows of the garden adjacent to the grand ballroom, “The princess is nothing but a bit of fluff with an unremarkable face.”

“You couldn’t ask for better than that!” snapped Varl irritably, “She’s putty in your hands!”  The Prince had been growing more belligerent and discontent by the day, completely disregarding all the warnings and advice directed at him by his former tutor.  

The Prince glanced sourly at his companion, wondering if there was any way to extricate himself from such a companion short of death, probably not, his father would see to that, continued he, “I don’t want putty, I want...I don’t know what I want, but she isn’t it!”

Said Varl, as calmly as he could muster, “but there are plenty of other fish in the sea.  If you can’t stand the chit, there are certainly others who might please you.”

“I suppose that’s what this night is all about,” sighed the prince resignedly, “has your gossip gathering revealed any particular ladies that you would advise me to become acquainted with?”

“Now that you mention it,” said Varl thoughtfully, “there is just such a lass and she may even satisfy your as yet unspecified tastes, for she is rumored to be something quite fantastic, at least as far as the imagination and taste of these fops is concerned.  She’s quite an enigma and heiress to the greatest fortune in the land, if the rumors be true.”

“Well, let me to this enigma,” said the Prince, finally interested in something besides his own disquiet thoughts.

A few questions asked of certain societal elites soon directed them to the infamous maiden, and while there was a whole host of young gallants and fops awaiting their chance to grace the floor with the girl, all gave way to the foreign prince as he approached with a cup of punch as soon as the current set broke up.  Flushed with the exercise and no little embarrassed by this strange youth’s thoughtfulness, she allowed him to lead her to a quiet corner where they might speak for a few minutes while Varl studied the girl from a distance, no little intrigued by certain details of her appearance and mien; he vanished into the crowd to gather what he could about her history and reputation.
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“You are quite thoughtful, sir,” said Elinor to the foreign Prince, a little abashedly, for her thoughts in regards to this strange youth ere their meeting had not been wholly just, nay, far from it.

“I have heard many strange tales of you, madam,” said he with a curious smile, “and I must say it is quite a refreshing change from the usual insipid folly one must endure amongst such company!”

“Indeed?” said she, half eager, half scandalized to hear what the court was saying of her.

“Nothing improper!” said he, “If that is your concern, but rather things strange and fantastic, at least to certain noble sensibilities.”

“That is no surprise,” laughed she, “for I was not brought up to soothe such ideals but rather am quite a rustic by comparison, but for a great lady’s benevolence, thus would I still be.”

“Quite a scandal indeed!” agreed the prince, liking this spirited girl more and more by the minute, heiress or not.  Perhaps that wretched Varl was wrong or intentionally misleading him regarding true human felicity, which would not be surprising considering both his character and that of his father.

“What does that perplexing smile mean sir?” asked she in wonder, “It is half scowl, half mischief?”

“I am of half a mind to runaway from home, milady!” said he, to his own astonishment.

She laughed wryly, “I have been of the same mind more than once sir, such unending folly is beyond tedious!”

“It is not only that, milady,” said he gravely, “but I fear myself the very dupe of men both cruel and vile and hope to extract myself from their influence.”

Her imagination was caught immediately, “what can I do to aid your flight sir?”

“I merely need to escape the clutches of a certain man,” said he thoughtfully, “my father’s chief henchman and my former tutor and now constant companion.”

“Whither would you go sir?” asked she, “For you could not long remain here and escape your father’s reach.”

The prince smiled grimly, “perhaps the one place they hold in utter scorn: Astoria, though I know little enough of whither it lies or anything of its true nature.”

“Indeed sir,” said she merrily, “you could not choose a better refuge, either to escape your enemies or to learn what you would of the wide world.  I have half a mind to escape thither myself.”

“What of the varlet?” asked he, “I would rather not make a scene yet he will not let me escape his sight, even for a moment.”

“Perhaps my guardian might avail us?” said she eagerly.

“That silly old woman?” said the prince aghast.

“Nay, nay,” said she with a laugh, “him I call uncle, he’ll know what to do with such a cad.”

“Let us make his acquaintance then,” said the boy eagerly, “the sooner begun the sooner we will be free of the villain!”

Varl’s gossip gathering gave little insight into the girl’s true history or ancestry, but there was enough similarity in appearance and mien between the enigmatical girl, the prince, the murdered Queen, and the vile King and her history was mysterious enough that he dared not risk letting her live, just in case she was the lost princess.  That the prince seemed intrigued by the girl was rather unfortunate, as she would have to disappear, but then his majesty was also growing very much in peril of his life with his continued diffidence towards those things his father considered most important, perhaps he had best just be done with both of them.  His cruel smile sent a servant scurrying off in terror as he turned suddenly to return to the ballroom in search of the doomed pair, but he did not get far, for a stony eyed man suddenly stood between him and his quarry, hand firmly on his sword hilt.

Without a word, each nodded in understanding as they withdrew to a forgotten corner of the castle, abandoned at that hour.  Spoke the stranger, “what are you up to, fiend?  There is murder in your eyes and joy therewith.”

“Why importune me, fool!” snarled Varl, “What business of yours is it?”

“Wherever injustice and evil are present,” said Kent quietly, “there is my place.”

“The Brethren!” spat Varl.

“Worse, a Shadow,” said Kent gravely, “am I wrong in assuming you were the death of a gentle Queen some years ago and would have made an end of her little daughter too, had you the chance?”

“How?!” gasped Varl, but his astonishment became a sneer, “And may I assume that you are the reason the wretched girl still draws breath and you think to interpose yourself between me and finishing my appointed task?”

“And the boy?” asked Kent intently, ignoring the fellow’s questions.

Varl smiled villainously, “her brother, and as doomed as she, by her father’s orders too, perfectly delicious!”

“That’s all I need know,” said he in quiet triumph, for a moment his gaze grew distant and vague, and in that moment Varl thought to act, but even as his hand reached for a hidden dagger, a sudden, horrible light was unleashed and reduced them both to so much nothingness.

Jace crouched in the saddle, his head nearly buried in the unicorn’s mane as they fled with all the creature’s native speed, the next thing he knew, he was sprawled on the paving stones of a lavish palace while the sounds of music filtering out into the night assured him that there was some sort of festivity in progress.  He sat up and looked at his old friend in astonishment, but he did not seem at all concerned, rather he gave one of those great horsey yawns that tell you he is bored out of his skull.  The creature had gone from a full out gallop to simply standing there in the blink of an eye, as if it were the most natural thing in the world; he smiled wryly, for to a Shadow, it was.  He picked himself up, glancing about in hopes of finding the person who had summoned them hence.  But he saw no one but a rather shaggy sorrel horse standing patiently beside the unicorn; then his jaw dropped as the creature spoke into his mind.

Kent!  Hadn’t he been Gone a decade or more?  Apparently not, one last mission indeed!  But what was his unicorn doing here, seemingly a rogue operative, which was impossible for both unicorns and the Shadow, how much less a Shadow’s unicorn, something strange was going on here, he smiled eagerly, which was probably why he was involved.  He had never really considered what happened to a Shadow’s unicorn when his master chose to Go.  Kent’s former companion told him that it was up to the unicorn whether he followed his master into eternity, became a mortal unicorn again, or found a new Shadow to serve.  “Tell me the full tale,” said Jace eagerly, and the great creature happily complied.  Jace laughed, “no wonder Kent left, he was starting to get missions as crazy as my own.”  Jace eyed the creature blandly as it commented that that was exactly why he was now part of this mess, expert that he was.  Jace could only shake his head and laugh, “well let’s be about it then, my friend.”  The unicorn tossed his head and snorted eagerly as the boy finally spoke sense.

Ghosting about invisible for a few minutes, Jace easily discovered what the current servant’s livery looked like, reappearing in a hidden corner garbed thus, he then went to find the unicorn’s charge.  The young pair was standing in a far corner, half hidden by a drapery, whispering eagerly together.  The conversation stopped dead as they eyed the servant warily; Jace merely bowed and handed them a sealed letter, before retreating into the swirling mass of dancers and lookers-on.  He watched from a distance as they read the missive, frowned and gaped by turn, and then hastily scanned the crowd, hoping to find the messenger, but to no avail.  They had no choice but to either obey the missive or ignore it entirely.

“I don’t like it,” said Elinor with a frown, “perhaps it is a trap?”

The boy could not help but snort, “who is there that would wish to trap us?  I do not think my vile companion would need anything half so elaborate.  If he wished either of us dead, we would simply disappear with none the wiser.  My father simply wants me out of the way until he has a use for me, though I suppose this powerful alliance I am supposed to make could also be to his benefit, I think it mostly just an excuse to get me out of the Kingdom and I have no doubts Varl is to make an end of me if I start acting in a questionable manner.  Have you seen aught of your uncle?”
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