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Author’s Note: while every attempt has been made to make these stories accessible to all audiences, for fullest enjoyment, it is highly recommended that the reader first familiarize oneself with the other books in this series, for as Jace was once heard to say, “but come, we had best tell your friend all the tale, it is quite unfair to leave him in ignorance, especially concerning inside jokes, that is heartless indeed!”

Herein are recorded a few of the adventures related to me during the compilation of a certain book of Legends peculiar to a rather obscure sect of the Brethren.  Whether any or all of them will make the final manuscript has yet to be seen, neither have I had a chance to disguise the names of persons and places herein; the reader is strongly cautioned against continuing with this work if there is any chance he may read a story in which he might have an active part but which has not yet happened, an experience that can have grave consequences to a mortal mind.

Molly,

The Recorder

While the final and official copy of this manuscript has forever been lost to history, this rough draft was discovered, after it had lain for how many countless years, forgotten and dusty, in some overlooked corner of the library of Astoria, much to the delight of many a scholar, who will undoubtedly look into this curious writing as soon as they have depleted the voluminous stacks of equally intriguing material upon which they are currently employed, meanwhile, the enquiring layperson may feel free to peruse the volume at their leisure, but is cautioned from drawing any hasty conclusions of a professional nature, for we do not yet know whether the following is a work of history or fiction, and we may not for many years to come, until a trained professional has time to look more deeply into the matter, being thus cautioned, feel free to proceed upon the most interesting journey that undoubtedly awaits between the pages that follow.

Sincerely,

Arvid,

The Head Librarian of Astoria
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“I don’t like this project, not in the least,” groused the disgruntled boy to no one in particular as they vacated the classroom after the last class of the day.

“No one asked your opinion on the matter,” grinned the obstreperous girl behind him, smiled she all the wider, “you’ll either have to do it like everything else or leave.”

“That or end up with remedial kitchen duty for the rest of your life,” added another boy, just ahead of the complainer.

“Maybe I should leave,” smiled the lad grimly, “if only to escape the likes of you two unhelpful myrmidons.”

“We’re not myrmidons!” protested the girl, “they at least get paid something for their efforts.”

“At least in that we are agreed,” harrumphed the boy as they directed their steps towards the evening meal, after acquiring the requisite necessities pertaining thereto, they all sat together to continue the discussion.

“Come now,” said the perky lad of chore-filled prognostications, “it isn’t that bad.  It doesn’t even require any time in the library or enduring an interview with an expert on a given topic.”

“I’d much prefer either of those to this,” sighed the overwrought lad, having no interest whatsoever in the food before him.

“What is so hard about coming up with an answer?” retorted the persistent lass, “even if it weren’t an assignment, you’d still have to answer the question eventually.”

“Why can’t we just content ourselves with learning philosophical postulations and perfecting the physical aspects of our education?” persisted the boy, “why must we get all mushy and impractical?”

The other lad could not help but chortle in delight at such a postulation, “what is so impractical and mushy about knowing what you want to do with your life?  I would think it would be the most practical thing imaginable, much more so than some theoretical exercise in philosophy!”

“He doesn’t want to wrestle with mankind’s most difficult adversary: his own heart and soul and mind,” said the quite practical lady of the moment.

“Well what are you going to be when you grow up?” said the disquiet Baye to his irksome companies.

“Lady of Astoria!” countered the girl without hesitation or shame.

“A Philosopher,” added the other boy just as brightly.

“Lovely,” said Baye with a grimace, “absolutely lovely, am I the only heretic in all of Astoria?”

“Probably,” grinned the girl unabashedly, “and also the most nonsensical.  Quit sulking and figure out what you believe and what that means for your life.”

He could not help but smile at her audacity, she would be Lady yet, said he, “I can’t argue when you finally speak sense.”

“I do nothing but,” retorted she.

“Or so you think,” scowled he, suddenly troubled by her unflinching confidence in things that could be naught but myth and wishful thinking!  But if so, what then did he truly believe?  It was one thing to counter another’s fallacious worldview, but it was quite another to discern what one’s own must be, the very reason he loathed this assignment above all others: it threatened to churn up things he’d rather leave hidden in the murky depths of his heart; it forced him to take a good long look in the mirror and decide who and what he was and what he wanted to be.  Cold hard facts or airy philosophical postulations were much more comfortable.

He stood then, abandoning his companions and their unflappable certainty along with his untouched food.  He strode boldly out into the night to pace upon the great lawn, wherein only shadowy trees and starlight currently dwelt.  He glanced at the skeletal silhouettes of the autumnal trees and the cold, clear beauty of those fearless stars, so sure and certain in their courses through the heavens, twinkling in unassailable beauty in the frigid air.  He wanted that, he needed it, it unsettled his disquiet soul something awful and he’d rather not dwell upon it, but the deeps had been stirred and he could no longer lay it blissfully to rest in willful ignorance.  He must deal with the matter or he’d never be easy or content for the rest of his born days.

He looked again upon the stark beauty of the stars and the elegant tracery of the naked trees, exhaling in sudden dread as reality asserted the horrifying truth to his quivering mind and stymied soul.  His only decision now was what to do with that awful truth: embrace it or fight it.  He could dwell no longer in ignorance, for this Enemy was implacable and sleepless, demanding his very soul; he must either yield utterly to its demands or fight desperately against it.  But how could he fight That?  This Thing that had created Beauty and Order, out of which man himself had sprung?

Was it such an outrageous demand that the Artist made of His work?  Certainly a human artist had every right to do what he wanted with the work of his own hands, but never did a pot or painting have a mind of its own, to say that it would like to be other than it was or to have its own agenda or ideas.  But neither could such works ponder the very dangerous idea of Love.  For Beauty and Order were not the only works of that Mighty Hand, ideas like Joy, Music, Poetry, Faith, Hope, Courage, and Love also found their source in that Mysterious Spring.  Neither was it a cold, impersonal force, rather it was a fierce and jealous Love, unwilling to let the Beloved molder in anything but the fullness of each Concept, driving away misperception, ignorance, doubt, and fear; willing to endure anything, even Death itself, that the Beloved might be free to Love in return or flee therefrom with all their might.

Suddenly the stories made sense, more real than revealed fact, more lovely than all the starry expanse of the heavens above.  He couldn’t fight That.  For Love was truly strong as Death, nay stronger, for had it not triumphed over that greatest enemy of mankind and all creation?  He smiled ruefully, wondering what his dinner companions would make of his sudden change of heart and wondering what it all meant for him personally, his future particularly.  At least he wouldn’t have to fight the overly zealous girl for leadership of the Brethren.  But could he stomach three centuries of working for such an exuberant creature?  His smile became all the more wry at this philosophical conundrum as he turned towards the door and bed, as all sensible men must at such an hour and after such a metaphysical wrestling match.

The moment the boy was safely out of the walled-in lawn, said a little bird to an invisible listener, “that’s the fox you must catch.”

“Thy will be done,” said a voice from nowhere, “but it has been so long since we’ve had a new recruit, I hardly know what is to be done!”

“Leave that to Me,” chuckled the Magpie in eager glee; His invisible companion could not help but share His anticipation in whatever was to come.  For what He spoke, Was.

“Well,” said Baye to his two eager companions of the previous evening the following morning at breakfast, “you’ve won.”

“Not really,” spoke the natal Philosopher, “you have!”

“But I’ve lost,” said the persistent boy, “I’ve surrendered my will, my very soul, my future, everything, to Him!”

“You’ve lost nothing but your fears, doubts, presuppositions, and pride,” grinned the girl, “that and an eternity of despair and darkness.”

Baye could not help but grin in return, “I had not thought of that!”

“Welcome to life as it should be,” chuckled the other lad, “rather than as you assume it must be.”

“So things will be easy from here on out?” asked the skeptical Baye.

“Certainly not,” giggled the girl, “but certainly far easier than trying to walk through this trackless wilderness called life without a guide or even a map.”

“Will I ever speak sense like the pair of you?” groused Baye in good-natured dismay.

“Eventually,” smiled the girl.

“Miracles are quite possible in this business,” agreed the lad of a more philosophical turn.

“They must be,” grinned Baye, “if I have finally met a Philosopher with a sense of humor.”  He turned his smile upon her ladyship, “and even more so, a Lady of Astoria.”

Both mock-scowled at him, said the Future Lady, “we have yet to undergo that most dreadful transformation sir, we are yet merely human and Students at that!”

“You are forgiven,” said Baye most graciously, suppressing a vastly amused smile most assiduously but none of them could long contain their composure thereafter.

“He really is quite the most handsome lad in all of Astoria,” said the would-be Lady one afternoon a few weeks later to one of her dearest friends.

“He’s a remorseless tease!” protested the other, “besides, I thought you were going to be Lady of Astoria and that is quite incompatible with a husband.”

“Perhaps I’ve changed my mind,” mused the seemingly repentant Eve, “the twain are in nowise incompatible, rare or even unheard of certainly, but not impossible!”

“Whatever you say,” sighed her friend, certainly unconvinced but knowing this was an argument she wasn’t likely to win, brightening significantly, the girl added, “but when you’re Lady, he’ll just have to do as you tell him.”

“Precisely,” grinned Eve in fiendish delight, “I like a man with a little spunk, else he could never keep up with me.”  Suddenly the other lass was not sure quite whom to pity: her friend or her unwitting quarry.

“That’s my future apprentice?!” gaped Alistar in some dismay, not sure the Captain wasn’t attempting a most unfunny joke at his expense.

“So he’s a little rough around the edges,” smirked Jared, “we’ve certainly had recruits with a far more colorful history.”

“He’s the most notorious flirt in all Astoria,” persisted the unimpressed Shadow.

“Orders are orders,” sighed the Captain, “perhaps he’ll say no?  He is also the most skilled Student in living memory.”

“So let him become the most famed Messenger of his generation,” said Alistar hopefully.

“As a Shadow, he just might live to do just that!” retorted the Captain.

“I can but hear and obey, sir,” said Alistar with neither life nor lilt adding any hope to his mechanical answer.

“Much better,” grinned Jared, all satisfaction, causing Alistar’s eyebrows to mysteriously arch but otherwise eliciting no response in his apparently cowed minion.

“You’re seriously considering joining the Messengers?” said Baye’s philosophical friend in astonishment.

“Why not?” asked the crestfallen lad, who had hoped his announcement would be met with the excitement it certainly deserved.

“I never thought you were suicidal,” said his friend, all seriousness.

“I’m not,” growled Baye, “I have the requisite skills to survive a mission or three.”

“My point exactly,” countered his skeptical friend.

Baye could not help but retorting, “at least I’ll have a few more missions under my belt than the average Philosopher, who has what, maybe two missions during his entire career?”

“Something like that,” grinned the Philosopher-wanna-be, “but our missions are measured in decades, not days; as are our lifespans.”

“Hence mine is the much more necessary service,” persisted the unflappable Baye.

“I suppose the Lady might just be that desperate,” smiled his friend, knowing they would get nowhere with this argument, some people just had no respect for statistics.

“At least I’ve come around to your way of thinking,” said Baye quite seriously.

“A good decision when one despairs of life,” said his friend with a grim shake of his head.

“I’ve a mind just to survive my first dozen missions just to prove you wrong,” said Baye.

“I would be happy to be so,” said the lad gloomily, “but sadly I won’t.”

“Some encouragement you are,” sighed Baye pathetically.

“Certainly not,” said his friend in astonishment, “I’m trying to convince you to make a wise decision, for once in your life, that we may both be encouraged thereby.”

Baye could only shake his head and smile in wonder, knowing this was the best he could expect as far as support in his future endeavors from his current companion; he’d just have to get used to it, for he certainly wouldn’t be the last to prognosticate a swift end to the eager lad’s budding career.

Baye had always been a bright and talented Student with a wit few could successfully parry; he was also well aware that the various ladies of his acquaintance also found him quite comely in appearance, nor did he discourage their interest therein, at least until he came to his rather astonishing decision a few nights prior.  Suddenly strange things started to happen to his once prized social standing, especially amongst the girls who had previously seemed the most attached to the once dashing rogue.  Where they once would giggle and smile at his most banal attempt at humor, now they looked at him askance and whispered amongst themselves at his most witty retort, all except Eve that is.  Whereas every other female of his acquaintance now treated him like some sort of leper, she was quite overt in her interest in himself as more than just a friend of the most platonic sort and he was quite sure he didn’t like it, not in the least.

“I don’t understand it,” said he one day to his personal pessimistic philosopher in dismay, “what has happened to all my relationships, especially of the female persuasion?”

Grinned his companion in vast amusement, “you’ve just been associating with all the wrong people, at least for a man determined to join the Messengers, that and Eve is something of a tyrant amongst the ladies of Astoria, they won’t dare go anywhere near the man she’s claimed as her own.”

He stared at his companion, aghast at this unanticipated fate, “you mean they are as wary as you about my future longevity?”

His friend’s grin became sympathetic, “partially, but mostly they think you mad for so decidedly and suddenly turning against your former beliefs, if any.”

“So I’ve committed social suicide as surely as you think I’m like to commit it physically on my first mission?” sighed Baye heavily.

“That about sums it up,” agreed his companion quite grimly.

“But what about Eve?” said Baye desperately, “Of all the girls in Astoria, she’s the last I want attracted to me like that.”

“There’s always your career,” smiled his friend even more morbidly, “that should rectify the situation quite nicely.”

“You’re no help at all,” said Baye in quiet despair.

“You are most welcome,” grinned his friend all the more.

Things became so desperate for the poor lad that he even resorted to speaking with one of the Brethren about his predicament, social suicide to be sure, but as his reputation was already mortally wounded, he didn’t think things could get any worse.  “What am I to do?” queried he of the first Messenger he could corner that particular Free Day.

“It’s all part of growing up, lad,” mused Alistar in commiseration, “no matter what your decisions or circumstances, we all eventually outgrow or grow away from most of our childhood companions, but don’t lose heart, we also eventually find others of a like mind to take their place and walk with us through the hard places of life.”

“So it isn’t just me?” said the boy hopefully.

“Nay lad,” said the Messenger gently, “but your particular choices have proven a bit too dramatic and repulsive to those of your previous acquaintance, perhaps more a comment on their character rather than your choices.”

“You’re saying my taste in friends was rather insipid?” sighed Baye in dismay.

Alistar could not help but smile, “if you want to put it bluntly, yes, but now you are aware of that little failing and can now go forth and choose more wisely in future.”

“What of my lady trouble?” asked the boy, hoping to change the subject.

“Take your Oath immediately and ask the Lady to send you forth in all haste,” chuckled the rather amused Shadow.

“Flee forthwith,” smiled Baye grimly, “that’s exactly what I thought you’d say.”  Changing the subject yet again, he added, “am I like to die on my first mission as my would-be Philosopher friend insists?”

The man barked a laugh of pure delight at this, comforting his young friend, “ah lad, the Philosophers have been prognosticating that about the Messengers since the sect was founded.  But we have our revenge by pointing out that we need not worry about succumbing to either old age or boredom.  Yes, it is a dangerous career, but certainly a necessary one and many of us live quite a few years in this most intriguing service.”

“Thank you,” said Baye in obvious relief, his heart easy for the first time in weeks.

“You’ll do well lad,” grinned Alistar, “even your worst foe in future will not try your heart as has the disapprobation of your former friends and peers; if you can survive that, you can survive anything.  Any other questions?”

“How soon can I get out of Astoria?” grinned Baye, his eyes narrowed as he said thoughtfully, “that wouldn’t be considered cowardice, would it?”

“Discretion is said to be the greatest part of valor,” retorted the man, “and therefore a trait quite desirous in a Messenger.”

“I’m glad you see things my way, sir,” grinned the boy with sparkling eyes.

“Well?” asked Jared of Alistar after the lad had walked off to contemplate all that had been said during the conversation.

“Can this be the same lad?” grinned the astonished Messenger at the Captain.

“I doubt this is one of those ridiculous stories about identical twins separated at birth,” chuckled Jared, “so therefore it must be the same lad, save with a drastic change of heart.”

“Such were we all,” mused Alistar, “how soon we forget that we have not always been as we are now.”

“The more so the longer we serve,” agreed Jared solemnly, returning the subject to the lad in question he added, “any other questions or concerns?”

Alistar could not help but grin, “well, there is one rather interesting complication, sir.”  He then proceeded to tell of the lad’s lady problems.

“It never bodes well for me when a man smiles like that,” said Jared resignedly, “and this case is no different.  We can’t exactly smuggle him out of Astoria quite yet, even if that would be the ideal solution to your little conundrum.”

“What are we going to do with him then?” asked the puzzled Alistar, for as far as he knew, there was no other option; such a thing had never happened within the confines of the keep.  It was too dangerous and there were too many people who might see something untoward.

Jared’s smile grew strangely dangerous, bordering on the maniacal, but as it was impossible for a Shadow to go mad, that certainly could not be the case, could it?  “Bring the swordmaster to my chambers, we have much to discuss.”  Alistar could do nothing but salute and dash off as fast as he could hie himself elsewhere. 

Baye strayed outside after the evening meal, eager for some time alone to contemplate the conundrums of the present and the oh so exciting future.  He slipped out onto that wide lawn, once more to tryst alone with tree and star, or so he thought, but Eve was waiting for him, like some feline predator pouncing upon an unwary rodent.  He very nearly put Alistar’s valorous advice into practice then and there but she was standing in front of the only exit out of that enclosed lawn; he was well and truly trapped.  He had no choice but to face his doom, at least he had eternity to look forward to.

She frowned at him thoughtfully as he drew nigh, hoping vainly that he might escape with a few pleasantries about the weather, but she was not in a mood to speak of meaningless nothings and he wasn’t leaving until she had had her say.  But he was not the most renowned swordsman amongst his peers for nothing, he wasn’t about to be chased hither and yon like some timid sheep that had lost its flock.  He drew himself up and she took an unwitting step back in dismay, much better!  “Pray excuse me milady,” said he, all politeness, “but I fear I must be going.”

“You aren’t going anywhere, sir,” hissed she, “not until we’ve come to an understanding.” 

“There’s nothing to understand, milady,” said he quietly, “whatever you hope cannot ever be.”

“Am I not good enough for you?” said she, dangerous as an unsheathed knife.

He smiled ruefully, “nay lady, you are too good for the likes of me.  Henceforth, I shall pursue no woman’s affections.  It would be most unjust of me to try.”

“But your behavior towards half the girls of your acquaintance!” said she in astonishment, “no one can change that fast, that much!”

“A miracle indeed, milady,” his smile was dry indeed, “my behavior towards my female peers was quite abominable, if quite innocently done.  I beg your pardon and wish you all the best, but I pray you understand things cannot be as I have hinted, teased, or otherwise implied.”

“The cad at last becomes a gentleman, but when he is finally worth catching he declares himself uncatchable!” declared she in astonishment.

“So it seems, milady,” said he with a formal bow before using her momentary surprise to escape the snare as he dashed out into the courtyard, in his haste he failed to notice the swordmaster standing just outside the door and dashed headlong into the man.  

“Easy lad,” grinned the usually dour man, or at least he tried, for half his face was frozen in a perpetual frown thanks to a fabulous scar that ran from temple to lip, “what’s the hurry?”

“Nothing sir,” said the boy, anxiously glancing back the way he had come, where Eve was momentarily visible peeking through the half open door, but upon observation that her former companion was not alone, she squeaked in alarm and shut it swiftly.

“I can see that,” grinned the man as wholeheartedly as physiology would allow, “let’s be about it then.”

“Yes, sir,” said the flummoxed lad, having no idea what was going on but happy for any excuse to get as far away from his problem as possible; Alistar easily fell into step with the Swordmaster as they angled towards the practice yard.

Baye could not help but gasp as the man handed him a real sword and then drew his own, “easy lad,” said he with that impossible grin, “I’ve been itching to get you alone for a little sparring for some time, just to see how good you truly are.”

“Are you sure about this?” asked the anxious lad, “I’ve never sparred with a real weapon before!”

The man could not help but laugh, “what’s the worst that could happen, lad?  Where’s your sense of adventure?  Here we go!”

The boy had no choice but to defend himself, for the swordmaster was not in jest and would have run him through without a qualm, or so it seemed to Baye, but he fell easily into the familiar rhythm of the deadly dance and there was no time for further thought, nothing but parry and thrust, forever and anon.  At least until the swordmaster fell dead at his feet, at which moment there was ample time for panic, at least there would have been had the lad not fainted dead away beside the unmoving swordmaster.

He awoke to find himself in the dungeons, certainly not surprising considering his crime, but certainly all this would be straightened out quite easily in the morning, when the Lady would hear his case and know it was all a giant mistake.  With a sigh, he glanced around the cell, hoping for something, anything to distract him from his plight; he was quite surprised to find someone had thoughtfully provided just the thing, as he took up the first volume of what appeared to be a collection of adventure stories.  There would be no sleeping so he might as well read.

“My most promising Student did what to the Swordmaster?!” gasped the Lady in wonder as Jared and Alistar brought the astonishing report to her at a most unseemly hour of the night.

“The swordmaster will make a full recovery, milady,” assured the Captain, “it was quite an accident.”

“So why is the guilty party currently residing in the dungeon?” asked she in confusion.

“Things are as they must be,” said Jared as evasively as any of the Brethren dodging a question.

“I don’t think I want to know,” mused she grimly aloud to no one in particular, “do what you think you must and leave me out of it!”

“Thank you, my Lady,” said Jared with a broad grin as he bowed himself out.

Alistar eyed him askance, “she was far from thrilled.”

“Yes,” said Jared with relish, “but notice we both of us escaped with our heads and if not her blessing, at least her permission.  This will be much more convenient, rather than allowing our new recruits to molder in some disreputable, collapsing structure far from civilized men, we can do it right here in the keep.”

“With a couple hundred curious witnesses lurking around every corner,” added Alistar grimly, “how do you plan to keep this quiet?”

“Let them speculate all they wish,” grinned the Captain in anticipation, “the more fabulous the tales that are spawned, the better to distract them from the full truth of the matter.”

“I don’t understand your strategy in the least, sir,” sighed Alistar in resignation.

“That’s why you aren’t Captain,” grinned Jared like some naughty cat that knew it could get away with murder.

“Thank the Master for that!” replied his friend in great relief.

“It’s the strangest thing,” mused Eve the next day to her closest friends as she recounted the adventures of the previous night, “I just don’t understand it.  It’s like he’s a whole different person.  And this morning he’s just gone!”

“It’s definitely a case of identical twins,” said her dearest companion, “they were separated at birth and only now have discovered one another and now they’ve run off together to discover what life holds for them.”

“Assuming there isn’t a vengeful stepmother in the mix,” added the other young lady, who was inordinately fond of fairytales, “otherwise your friend is in grave danger.”

Eve could not help but roll her eyes at such inanity, but she couldn’t exactly demand that they take this matter seriously, for they truly were; perhaps she should surround herself with people of a more thoughtful nature from here on out, not a bad idea if one wished to one day be Lady of Astoria.  She’d never make the cut if she absorbed the banality of her friends!  If only she had a sensible identical twin to swap places with her as well...oh, dear what was she to do!

A group of eager Students had gathered together at lunch to discuss the very exciting probability that there was a mass murderer or an evil wizard in the Lady’s own dungeon.  Usually the legal and judicial side of the Lady’s doings were something so soporific that no Student in his right mind would bother noticing the daily happenings of that particular circus, and usually such matters were handled so efficiently and quietly that if one was not involved in any particular case one would be hard pressed to realize anything of the sort was happening at all.  But this was not such an instance.

A Student, a very popular and well-known Student, had vanished and there was a guard posted outside the door leading down, down, down into the much grimmer and far too mysterious depths of the keep.  So it was they sat together and postulated on what these strange happenings meant.  Was Baye the victim or the perpetrator?  A few whispered of his sudden and drastic change of heart and the Twin Theory again found fertile soil in which to flourish, and flourish it did as each permutation was stranger and more outlandish than the last until there was such a storm of speculation that no one could even remember what was truly known about the case, if anything.

Thus did the Students and servants entertain themselves for nearly a week, but at last the boy emerged or reappeared from wherever he had languished during his vanishment, and all nodded knowingly to themselves and smiled incredulously when the boy stated quite truthfully that he had taken quite ill and had been bedridden for much of that time.  He was quite at a loss as to everyone’s reaction, not understanding their disappointment in discovering their peculiar theories were quite wrong.  They knew there was a scandal in the mix but none could quite ferret it out and this annoyed them far more than the truth ever could, so they took it out on the unfortunate instigator of their disquiet, much to his own confusion and dismay.

Eve even had the audacity to approach him a few days after his emergence and scold him on the proper way to first have a scandal and then to reveal it to the waiting masses in the most dramatic way possible.  He approached Alistar on the matter and the man could only smile reminiscently, “easy lad, it’s all part of the process of both growing up and becoming a Shadow: we must lay aside those things that are unfit for our future lives to make way for the greater things soon to come.  Even so, we’d best get you out of Astoria and find you something more interesting than Student gossip to occupy your thoughts.  So it was Baye vanished from recorded history, or at least Student knowledge which must be the same thing, for several years, leaving Eve to solace her theoretically broken heart by finding herself companions of a far more sensible nature, befitting a future Lady of Astoria.

Indeed, everyone had pretty much written off the lad as not having survived his Apprenticeship, certainly a tragedy but as a certain dolorous Philosopher of his former acquaintance had once insisted, not at all uncommon for the Messengers.  So life went on as ever it must and long after everyone had given up even hoping he might have taken up with a roving band of gypsies instead, a far more sensible option, at least as far as said Philosopher was concerned, he rode into the courtyard one bright morning as if he had only been off on a merry jaunt through the vibrant Spring woods.

He grinned widely at the servant on duty beside the gates and most sensibly asked after an audience with the Lady, who was quite astonished to see him but equally as curious about his vanishment so saw him immediately, as if after twenty years she could not possibly wait another moment.  After the proper courtesies were observed by all and sundry, she eyed him stonily and said bluntly, “where have you been, sir?”

“There and back again, milady,” grinned he.

“You aren’t going to tell me, are you?” sighed she in acute misery, “What is going on with you and your strange companions?”

He shook his head grimly, “I am sorry, Lady, but I cannot tell you more than you already know.”

“Very well,” said she, equally as grim, “I have an assignment for you.”  Her smile became feral indeed, “let us see if you can survive it as well as you have rumor and whatever else it is you have embroiled yourself in.”

He bowed deeply and said eagerly, “gladly madam, I am but your humble servant.”

She smiled weakly, “in all but that which I desire most to know.”  Mentally shaking herself, she continued with far more warmth and self-control, “may the Master ride with you!”  He bowed himself out and went to make ready for his first mission. 

Jared joined him briefly to see how his first interview with the Lady had gone, from the quizzical look on Baye’s face it was easy for him to imagine how it went, that and he had had many similar audiences himself over the years.  “Will I ever get the hang of this?” asked Baye as the Captain approached.

“A man of your talents?” smiled Jared, “certainly, but it is all a little overwhelming at the first.  Remember your own first days in Astoria?”

“That was in another age of the world, sir,” smiled Baye in wonder.

“Tell me that when you’ve actually lived through an actual age of the world, lad,” chuckled the Captain in reminiscence.

“Yes, milord,” said Baye as dispassionately as he could muster.

“Now there’s a right and proper myrmidon,” said Jared with a wide smile, “has the Lady already found some means of getting rid of you?”

“I’ve a mission sir,” said he, just a tad nervously but certainly eager to be off.

“You’re ready as you’ll ever be lad,” nodded the Captain.

“But there’s so much I don’t know yet, sir,” sighed the boy in dismay.

“And experience is the best teacher, off with you!” said the Captain warmly.

Baye could not help but smile in return, “if everyone is so eager to be rid of me, why did I even bother coming back?”

“You couldn’t help yourself lad,” grinned the Captain, “it is good to have you back, now be gone!”  As the boy scampered off, adventure bent, Jared sighed contentedly to himself and sauntered back to his post, he loved his job!

“So much for heroism and happily ever after,” chuckled one bandit to another as he pulled his arrows from the corpse of the would-be hero; leaving the slain Brother where he fell, they ambled back to camp, laughing heartily over the incompetence of the so-called hero.

Some hours later, Baye roused and glanced about hopefully, but there was no sign of anyone, let alone a horde of marauding bandits.  With a sigh, he gained his feet and mounted the vastly amused unicorn that had been waiting who knew how many hours for him to regain motility.  “That was an ending not worthy of record in either song or story,” said he with a rueful grin to his friend, “now what?”

His eyebrows rose, “why did you not suggest that from the first?”  He nodded and smiled in spite of himself, “because I did not ask.  From here on out, if you have a brilliant idea, please tell me!”  The unicorn laughed as uproariously as the bandits at his expense but Baye was not long in catching his friend’s mood as they vanished into the night, to try once more at foiling the bandits’ schemes.  Apparently it wasn’t like in every story he’d ever heard wherein the hero rode in in a blaze of glory, sword bared and all melted before him in terror; in real life they just filled you full of arrows and left you to rot where you fell.

Well, this was one corpse that wouldn’t molder without protest and that might be just the thing.  The unicorn whickered his approbation as they made ready to assault the banditti once more, and this time he’d use his head, not just his sword and a misguided sense of grandeur.  The spectacle was anything but grand on this occasion, but then death rarely is a pretty sight and this appeared to be death with a vengeance.  The specter moved into the camp at the most wretched hour of the night, especially for a camp full of rascals that had been drinking heavily and sleeping but little, but they weren’t about to go down without a fight, even if you couldn’t kill the undead, at least they could make a grand finale fit for the stories, or so thought their leader, who ordered them to attack the ghastly thing.

But as Baye had just learned, sometimes the stories didn’t exactly fit with reality and instead of a glorious last stand, the poor bandit king instead found himself crossing swords with half his cowardly followers and trampled by the rest in their haste to be elsewhere.  So it was the bandit problem pretty much resolved itself, the panicked fellows setting on one another in their terror or falling into disaster as they fled blindly into the night dark swamp.  Baye knelt beside the moribund bandit king to ascertain if he had truly cleaned up the mess he was sent to resolve, but the dying scoundrel only laughed at him.

Coughed the grievously wounded but vastly amused scalawag, “impressive boy, most impressive, especially considering you should be dead, but you’ve not finished yet, not by a long shot!  What did your precious Lady send you here to do, rout a measly band of thieves?”

“Yes,” said the boy hesitantly, not liking the mocking familiarity with which the man addressed him.

“Well you are both of you wrong,” grated he through the pain, “we are but a symptom, a tool, one plot among dozens...” he trailed off, gasping for breath, but hurriedly added as the darkness made to seize him utterly, “you must unearth the true mastermind behind the schemes and that you’ll never do!”  He chortled in triumph at the sudden look of confused dismay in the lad’s eyes even as the life passed forever from his own.

Suddenly the unicorn was at his shoulder, assuring him that obviously a Shadow’s assignments were never so straightforward or simple, certainly there must be deeper evils at work and it was his duty to root them out.  The boy grinned eagerly at his companion as he rose and hugged the great head to his breast, thankful for the support and sense spoken by his dearest companion, especially during these early days of their quest when everything was new and perplexing.  He was about to mount up and ride off in quest of the true menace of which he had been warned, but the unicorn reminded him of the mess he had yet to clean up.  He looked at the unicorn askance, as if he somehow expected the creature’s help in burying near a dozen bandits.  He shook his head and whinnied in amusement, reminding his friend for the twentieth time that day of what he should already know.

“Ah!” said the boy in relief, laying a tentative hand on the nearest dead villain and flinching back in astonishment and pleased surprise when it actually vanished in a brilliant flash of light.  “I can do it,” said he in wonder, the unicorn again shaking his head in wonder at the boy’s own, he had seen Alistar do it often enough upon his apprenticeship after all.  Soon enough the bandits were all of them accounted for and they could at last ride off in search of the primary menace, of which the bandit king had taunted.

“So how do we find this root of all evil?” mused the boy as they cantered along.  He grinned widely in anticipation as the unicorn’s idea flitted into his head like a hummingbird after nectar.  Taking on the visage of the most notorious fiend he could imagine, they trotted off to find someone equally worthy of such a henchman.

It was a strange and intriguing parade of scoundrels and ne’er-do-wells that passed him from hand to hand, man to man, until at last he was in the presence of what must be the true genius behind all the schemes, what he knew of them.  He had found the spider at the center of the web and at last he could strike the beast dead then and there rather than vainly lopping off its innumerable limbs one at a time.  “You did what to my gang of bandits?!” snarled the voice in vehemence, “do you know I had great plans for those scoundrels?”

“But now you have me!” declared Baye eagerly, “why do you need those mere amateurs?”

“I was going to use the gang to pressure a weak lord in the vicinity into capitulating to my demands, you ignoramus!” snarled the fiend, “what is one villain to that?  Now I must-needs assemble a whole new band of rogues and for what?  An overzealous nonentity?  You’ve trifled with the wrong man, fool!”  He nodded curtly and the minion standing behind Baye silently drew a knife and drove it into the seeming fiend’s back, plunging him into darkness.  “Take out the trash, Zilph,” hissed the head cheese, “and then round up a dozen of your best lads and replace those this fool disposed of.”  Zilph nodded once and vanished about his business while the main villain bemoaned the fact that good help was impossible to find, but idiocy was certainly the most abundant resource in the known universe, too bad there was no practical use for it.

Baye awoke with a start in a dank place rife with the stench of rottenness and filth.  He clambered out of the garbage heap and summoned his mount, musing that he was certainly getting a first rate education in how not to infiltrate an evil overlord’s fell schemes and in ignomious deaths to boot; it was shaping up to be quite a day.  But perhaps the third try truly was the charm, grinned he as they dashed off to finally save the day, and if not, he’d just have to keep on trying until he got it right.
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Keir awoke with a start as a sudden jolt to his chest nearly drove the breath from his lungs.  He instinctively reached for his sword, only to realize with a shock that it was not there.  He dropped into a defensive crouch, ready to defend himself with nothing but his hands, only to realize his actions were futile, mostly because there was no enemy here worth accosting, merely a bed full of rambunctious boys flailing drowsily about as they roused at the first glimmers of dawn creeping through the cracks in the wall.  Just another day to scrounge what they could in hopes of seeing another dawn.  With a heavy sigh, he flopped limply to the side as the movements of his brothers drove him from the bed entirely, not that the dirt floor wasn’t about as comfortable as the pitiful object they dared to call a mattress, upon which the lot of them were forced to sleep.

He stood stiffly and glanced about morosely, for nothing had changed in his absence, unless the place was more rundown and dingy than he remembered.  He had set off for Astoria in hopes of not ever being hungry again but had discovered something quite different, hadn’t he?  So what was he doing here, back where he had begun?  Just another mouth to feed in a family that could ill afford it.  He hadn’t even learned anything that might contribute to the future wellbeing of his family, the least he could have done was acquire a trade or a craft whilst he was there, instead he had squandered his time in selfish ambition and for what?  He could not help but smile wryly at this last part, for things might not have changed much at home but he certainly had, perhaps he had no way to honestly earn his bread but his entire outlook on life had changed utterly.

Whereas his father and brothers had no interest in even trying to scratch a living by some means or another, but rather spent most of their waking moments complaining about the harshness of life and its inherent unfairness, Keir at last realized that no matter how inglorious his life might presently be, it was up to him to do his best to provide as best he could for those who depended upon him.  While his brothers scrambled out of bed to go scampering about the streets of the prosperous market town like so many feral dogs, scavenging what they could, and his father slouched out to amble about with several laggards as disinclined to take any responsibility for their own well being as he was, Keir kept to the background until all the menfolk were well and truly out of the house.  His mother and sisters were likewise gone, off doing what they could to see that the family didn’t starve entirely, working as laundresses, scullions, and seamstresses wherever they found the chance.

Now what was he to do?  He glanced hopefully at his right hand for some reason, but it was just as grimy and callused as the left.  He sighed from the very depths of his soul but couldn’t understand why.  What had happened in Astoria, how had he come to be home again?  He vaguely remembered mischief of some stripe, perhaps he had been sent home because his uncouth behavior had grossly offended the Lady, but he couldn’t remember much of anything else that had happened there.  What was he to do?  He knew he could use a sword, but he was not in possession of such a weapon.  Perhaps he could earn a living by either trying to teach others or as a hired guard for some merchant or minor lord.  But where was he to come by a sword honestly and how was he to pay for it?  Perhaps he should just hire himself out as a manual laborer as seemed to be his only option if he didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps, which he most certainly did not.

Resigned to his ignomious fate, Keir hied himself out into the busy streets in hopes of finding someone who would pay him a pittance for a day’s hard labor, but no one trusted the look of him or would have aught to do with him after they learned of which particular family he was descended.  It seemed he was doomed to follow in his father’s wake despite his intentions to the contrary.  With a heavy heart, he turned his steps towards home only to be stopped in his tracks by a surprised and eager voice proclaiming his name.  Someone knew him and was anxious for the meeting?!  He turned to find himself face to face with a lad about his own age in the livery of the Brethren, his eyes glinting with joy and recognition.  Somewhere a foggy memory stirred and Keir too was all excitement to see his friend once more, “Bren!”

Bren looked at his old friend askance and said rather incredulously, “what are you doing here and dressed like that?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” said Keir in obvious shame, scuffing his much mended boots in the dust, “I’ve returned home as if I’ve never been gone and for the life of me I can’t remember why.  What happened in Astoria?”

“You don’t know?” said his friend, his eyes full of confusion and concern.

“I remember only some vague mischief and fear the result was banishment,” sighed he.  “I’m resigned to my inglorious fate and am even willing to work for my bread, however I must, but no one will have me, scamp that I seem.”

Bren said carefully, not knowing why his friend was again suffering from an apparent lapse in memory but knowing it could not be happenstance, “what can I do to aid your plight?”

Keir beamed, “just knowing I have at least one friend in the wide world is enough.  Could you tell me a little of what happened and how I ended up here?”

Bren shook his head, “it is best to leave all that in the past, but we each of us got up to quite a bit of mischief.”

Keir frowned, “yet you end a Brother and I a nobody?”

Bren grinned wryly, “I wouldn’t say that, my friend.  You might also say I have a life sentence and you your freedom.”

Keir heaved a sigh, “you Brethren and your love of twisting words, but you speak truly indeed.  What am I to do?”

“Have you prayed about it?” asked Bren.

“The Master?!” said Keir in some astonishment, but smiling ruefully he added, “I suppose you Brethren just can’t help yourselves.”  

Bren hid his surprise with all the proficiency of the Lady of Astoria, saying with a smile, “Who else?”

Changing the subject, Keir asked hopefully, “are you just passing through or are you going to be in the area for a time?”

“I’m here on official business of the Lady,” said Bren, “and will be here until it is satisfactorily resolved.”

“And I supposed you can’t tell just anybody,” sighed Keir in dismay.

“Not even my dearest friend,” said Bren carefully, gauging the boy’s reaction.

Keir perked up immediately at this not so subtle hint, he still had a friend in the wide world, whatever betide, someone still cared!  Said he, “let me know if there is aught I can do to help.”  His grin was his own once more, “just like old times!”  He frowned, “where did that come from?”

Bren smiled knowingly, “just like old times indeed, just trust yourself, my friend, I’m sure you’ll remember more in time.”

“I hope you’re right,” sighed the boy, “as the past must certainly be far more interesting than anything the present has to offer.”

“I don’t know about that,” grinned Bren with all his heart as a sudden thought occurred to him, “you never know what might happen.”  But no matter how much Keir pestered him, he would not give the least hint of what he intended.  Keir couldn’t exactly ask his friend home to dinner so Bren did the next best thing and treated the boy to lunch at the inn where he was staying.

“I wish I could pay you back somehow,” said Keir eagerly, “and not just for the meal, for everything.”

“Seeing you again is thanks enough,” said Bren jovially, “but there might be something you could do for not just me, but for yourself, your family, and the entire town.”  Keir was all ears but Bren shook his head and smiled, “sorry, you’ll just have to wait and see.”  

After lunch, Bren withdrew saying he had an important meeting he must attend, leaving Keir very much at a loose end.  He certainly didn’t want to go skulking or slouching around town, neither had he any other acquaintance with whom to burden with his presence.  He thought about spying on his friend, but Bren merely walked across the street and entered an official looking building occupied by some very official looking people, certainly a boring afternoon if ever he could anticipate one and certainly far less interesting than even sitting in the empty common room staring at the table top.

Keir must have dozed off, for the next thing he knew one of those official looking people was shaking him rather vigorously and saying things like, “up, up sir, we have been waiting on you this half hour at least!  It is not done to keep the Council waiting!  What think you to nap at such a momentous moment...”

Keir blinked dazedly at the fellow but allowed himself to be herded across the road and into the same building into which Bren had disappeared.  There were eyes everywhere, studying and weighing him, murmuring to one another and wondering what was to come of the matter.  He tried not to feel self conscious but was quite relieved when they vanished into a little meeting room wherein there were only four other people, including a widely smiling Bren, intoned he once the door was firmly shut behind the tardy guest of honor, “gentlemen, your Mayor!”

The next thing Keir knew was the same persistent gentleman poking and prodding him and telling him, in so many thousands of words, that such a thing was just not done at such a place and time.  Keir slowly gained his feet and glanced about to make sure he was truly awake and that he was neither delusional nor the subject of some prank, but all the official looking individuals did not seem to be laughing while Bren smiled in that way he had when he was vastly amused but trying not to show it.  Said the rather astonished boy, “just what is going on here?”

“You’re the new Mayor,” said Bren boldly.

“You cannot be serious,” groused Keir, “do you know who I am?”

“Yes, I do,” countered his friend gently, “even if you do not.  You’ll make a splendid Mayor.”

“But my father, my brothers...” protested Keir lamely.

“Are not you nor are you accountable for their actions, indeed you have risen far above them,” encouraged Bren.

“Mayor!” exclaimed the boy, “me?!”  His eyes narrowed, “is this your official business?”

Bren nodded, “exactly, the mayoralty was in dispute and the town council sent word to the Lady.”

“And you convinced them to choose me?” said Keir, all astonishment.

“You’ve got the necessary character and an education to match, even if you don’t seem to recall as much at the moment,” grinned Bren.

Keir could not help but shake his head in wonder, “and here I couldn’t even get a job as a heavy laborer!”

“You’ll still have some heavy lifting to do,” cautioned the same stodgy man who had roused him from both his nap and his faint, “though not of a physical nature I fear.”

“Would you care to stick around as my Secretary?” bantered Keir, knowing what the answer must be and suddenly missing his friend very much.

Bren shook his head, “I’m sorry, I’ll have to return to Astoria now that my duty here is finished.”

Keir nodded in understanding, “may the Master ride with you my friend!”

“And with you,” said Bren softly.

Keir couldn’t help but grin, “I’ll take all the help I can get!”

After spending the balance of the afternoon discussing anything and everything with the Council, Keir gladly withdrew through the evening crowds to his own wretched home, not looking forward to explaining matters to his family, but happily he didn’t need to.  His mother and sisters went to bed almost the moment they got home while his father was out carousing with his companions and his brothers had not yet returned.  Keir crawled quietly into bed and wondered at the strange turn his life had suddenly taken.

The next morning he paid a visit to the local seamstress to get measured for the wardrobe the Council insisted he have as Mayor.  He sighed, but patiently let her measure and discuss buttons and fabrics and colors until he was nearly asleep on his feet.  An accidental pin prick suddenly woke him and he murmured, “whatever you think is best madam, I am sure will be superb.”  She grinned widely at his comment and promised to have the first of his items ready in a day or three.  He sighed again and headed back towards the Council Chambers wherein there were still a million or so items of business yet to attend to.  No wonder Bren had flown the moment he had the chance!

That night he accosted his mother the moment she returned, weary and worn from a day’s grueling work, said he, secretly pressing something into her thin, calloused hands, “here’s something for you and the girls, hopefully life is a little easier for you from now on.  Don’t let father or the boys know.”

She gasped in astonishment at the coins and smiled secretively, nodding in approbation at both his generosity and his caution.  He winked at her and smiled as she vanished into the backroom she shared with her daughters, placing the coins somewhere safe and dreaming of what this might mean for their future.  So it went for several months, Keir handed over his earnings to his mother and never let anyone in the family know from whence it came.  He even kept his good clothes at the office that he might not alert his family to his sudden change in circumstances.  As far as the Council was concerned, he was also proving to be the best Mayor the town had ever had: fair, wise, just, and patient.  Happily the Brother had been right!

Finally Keir decided to take a day off.  He was as content as he could be in his new role, he knew he was doing great and important things for the little town and helping his mother and sisters in their plight, but he wanted more, so much more.  He wasn’t sure what he wanted, but he knew there must be more to life than this.  He was also lonely, so dreadfully lonely.  His family offered no society or support, and while the Councilors were respectful, they were hardly friends.  He missed Bren keenly and still wondered at what had happened in Astoria, for his memory still had not returned.  He ambled off into the woods, his heart heavy, lost in troubled thought.

“I don’t like this,” snarled the vicious voice out of the shadows to the minion, cowering and nameless.

“What would you have done, sir?” whimpered the pathetic henchman.

One could hear the cruel smile in that deadly voice, “can he be bought?”

“He ain’t one of the Brethren,” simpered the lesser fiend, “if that’s what you mean.”

“Not what I asked,” sighed the malevolent voice in long suffering exasperation, “but most men outside their order do have their price.  Otherwise you know what to do.”
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