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Book I





Chapter 1

 


To all things there is a beginning and an
end, save the Master. Before all things He was and long after all
things cease He will continue. Nothing exists save by His will. So
it was before the world was and even before time itself, the Master
was. The Master had many servants of form and type no mortal mind
can imagine; the greatest of these rebelled against Him and thus
declared war on everything the Master made, willed, or held dear.
The Master could create but His Enemy could only destroy. His
greatest creation reared up against its creator in hopes of
replacing Him. The Enemy was defeated but not destroyed, and ever
did he despise that which the Master loved. Eventually time and the
world were brought into being and the stage was set for the Enemy’s
greatest triumph.

The world and all within it were perfect and
wonderful, as the Master intended, and He rejoiced to walk among
His creations. To the dearest of these He gave the gift of thought
and the gift of choice, but with this gift came also a great
danger. These thinking creatures could choose to follow the Master
or choose to go their own way. If they chose to follow their own
path and rebel against their Maker, all fellowship with Him would
thus be ended, as He could not mingle with evil. He could have made
man and his fellow sapient creatures as the beasts: without
conscious choice and thus no such evil could befall them, but such
was their value to the Master that He gifted them with the very
thing that might spell their own doom. For willing servants were of
more value to Him than many mindless slaves. For true love and
devotion cannot exist where there is not conscious choice. If He
did not give the gift of choice or reneged on that gift because of
bad decisions, then men would be no different than the beasts, but
the breath of the Master was in them and He loved them dearly.

Men wandered about a perfect and unspoiled
world free of fear, greed, and evil, and ever in the hopeful and
glorious presence of their Maker. But for some this was not enough.
Tempting thoughts entered a certain mind, that perhaps there was
more, far more, than what the Master had yet revealed. What was he
trying to hide and why? Could man do far better without the
restraints under which he currently lived? Why did the Master have
the final say in everything? Should not man have some choice in his
own fate? Thus it was that these uneasy thoughts tormented the mind
of a king of men. He came to want more than was rightly his due and
became dissatisfied with the abundance about him. Nothing could
sate him, save his dreams of glory beyond the wont of men, and for
the right price there was one who would offer him all he desired.
It was a terrifying thought to consider, but he feared he might go
mad if he did not give in to these terrible dreams. From afar, the
Master watched and grief filled His fathomless eyes. The man could
turn to the Master for comfort amidst his torment but he dared not,
for something deep inside wanted to move forward no matter the
cost.

So it was that on a night without star or
moon, the man found himself on a lonely hilltop with his greatest
advisors standing about him. The time had come for his torment to
end and his dreams to be realized. Once the price was paid, the
power would be his. The only task that remained was to commit the
vile act, such evil the world had never even imagined. His
daughter, his only child, was brought forward with a hood over her
face. She did not weep, for she could not conceive of the horror
that awaited her. She knew only the innocence of men in better
days. Her father and his advisors, alone of all men, knew the
wickedness to which they aspired. An cruel knife was drawn forth
and the hood removed from the girl’s eyes. She stared with widened
eyes from the fell blade to her father’s cold eyes.

“You cannot,” she whispered.

“I must,” said he, desperation tingeing his
voice. She looked at him in horror, a single tear trailing down her
cheek. He was unmoved. It must be so. He raised the blade and made
to strike, but he and all about him were driven to the ground by a
great and terrible light.

The man regained his footing and sneered,
“you have no authority here. Be gone before I become violent.” The
light receded slightly and a vaguely equine shape was beheld. The
creature pawed the air and a terrible awe fell upon all there
gathered.

Thus did the creature speak, “you must not do
this terrible thing. You will forever tear apart the laws that bind
the world together.”

“I will do as I please,” scowled the king,
“and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”

“If you are set upon this course I cannot
stop you by force, but perhaps I can offer you an exchange,” said
the creature.

“What can you possibly offer me?” growled the
king with greed in his eyes. Here perhaps was power even greater
than he had first considered.

“The foul demon with whom you are dealing
demands innocent blood for your vile contract, so be it! Take mine
instead of the girl’s,” said the creature.

“Yours!” gasped the king, “but of what
advantage is that to you?”

“To ransom the life of this dear child shall
be gain enough,” said the creature.

“Very well,” said the king. “I have a feeling
my master will be quite pleased with the exchange. What is one
small child when the blood of his enemy is laid at his feet? What
are your terms?”

“Give me one hour to bear this child to
safety, then I will return hither and you may do as we have
agreed,” said the creature.

“How do I know you will not steal the child
and disappear?” asked the king.

“You know very well I do not lie,” thundered
the creature and all creation seemed to echo his wrath. The girl
found herself on the creature’s back and he said as he galloped
into the night, “in one hour I shall return.” The girl was silent
with shock but slowly grief and horror crept upon her and she wept
in uncontrollable sobs. “Do not weep little one,” said her rescuer,
“you are safe and all will be well.”

“How can you say that?” sobbed the girl,
“Evil is about to be unleashed upon the earth and no one will be
able to stop it.”

“I can,” said he, softly.

Unshakeable peace settled upon her and her
weeping ceased. They approached a small cottage with one fitful
candle flickering upon the windowsill. Somewhere a stream chattered
in the night. A woman emerged from the cottage and wrapped the
child in a blanket. The woman bowed deeply to the creature before
he turned and retreated into the darkness. The child fell into bed
and found the forgetfulness of sleep. The woman stared into the
darkness and wept.

Back upon that fateful hill, the King and his
men waited for the return of the creature. Within the promised hour
he came, his light dimmed to that of a guttering candle but a holy
fire blazed in his eyes. He stood firm but his head drooped as the
King approached with the cruel knife; scornful laughter filled the
night. Cold light glimmered on the blade as it struck home, then
all was darkness. A terrible cry rent the night, as if all creation
mourned the fall of its Maker. A storm raged out of the west with
winds like a hurricane and clouds as dark as death itself. There
was no light save the lightning that shattered the sky; the fury of
the world resounded in the very thunder. The hill raged like a wave
on a storm driven sea and split asunder. The terrified horses broke
loose and vanished into the night. The men were tossed from their
feet and a desperate general roared above the fury of all creation,
“what have you done?”

“I have loosed the wrath of the heavens,”
screamed the king. Panic engulfed the men as it had done their
horses and they too fled into the night.

 


The girl awoke in the darkness and heard the
wailing cry that seemed to come from the very heart of the world. A
great chasm had opened within her heart and echoed that cry of
utter despair. But such was the grief and terror of the night that
she fell again into unknowing sleep. In the morning, she felt as if
her very heart had been ripped from her chest. The woman looked no
better. “I must know,” said the girl. The woman nodded dully and
pointed to the little barn that held a horse and a few cows. As she
saddled the stallion, the girl envied his inability to comprehend
the horror that had just befallen the world. The woman watched with
vacant eyes as the child rode off into the growing day, whose
brightness mocked the darkness that now dwelt in her heart. The
girl rode to the top of that accursed hill but found no trace of
the previous night’s horrors save the vile blade broken in two,
lying upon the grass, and a great chasm in the heart of the
hill.

She peered over the edge of the great rent in
the earth but jumped as a voice behind her said, “what is it you
seek?”

She shrieked in pure joy, flinging her arms
around the Master, who stood beside her on the hillside, glowing to
shame the sun. “You are alive!” said she.

“Yes,” said He.

“But what of last night?” asked she, “I was
sure You had been slain. What of that horrible shriek and the
dreadful darkness?”

Said He, “My life cannot be taken against My
will. Before anything ever was and after all has passed into
nothing, I was and ever will be. I laid down My life not only for
you, but for all things that would have been utterly destroyed by
the attempted acts of last night. Your blood would have
strengthened that foul demon of war beyond anything he has yet
achieved. My blood, offered willingly in exchange for another’s
broke his power. What began in selfishness and evil, ended in
selflessness and love, which alone has power to conquer the
darkness. He has been vanquished but not destroyed. He still lurks
in the world, full of malice and hate and ready to assist any who
give themselves over to a lust for power and destruction.

Until last night, mankind had lived in peace
and harmony with one another and with all creation, but that peace
has been shattered. Man has shown himself vulnerable to evil,
willing to place himself above all else, including his own
children. It is no longer safe to assume that all men are good in
and of themselves. Each individual must hereafter make a decision
to follow what is right and good, or to follow his own selfish path
into evil and darkness. From the dawn of mankind, it was given into
your hands to decide whether to pursue goodness or darkness. A
member of your race has chosen the ultimate darkness and with his
fall, all are now required to make a decision that once came
naturally to all.”

She felt the very longing and emptiness of
which He spoke: the great empty chasm that had been her heart. She
looked into His eyes beyond depth and said, “I have lost something
within myself. I am no longer whole. I have a longing, a desire for
something. Something, though I know not what. Something greater
than myself.”

“Yes,” said He, “your whole race now shares
that same longing. And with what you fill that hole will determine
the course of your life, and the lives of all those around you,
from now and ever onwards. Choose carefully.”

“Can I choose You?” asked she, almost
shyly.

He smiled and the hill echoed His joy, “of
course. After last night, the world is hurting and needs to be told
these things which you have just heard. I need someone to go forth
and tell them. Bring your horse forward.” She ran after the horse,
which had strayed upon the hill and had to drag him towards the
Master, whom the foolish beast seemed determined to avoid at all
costs. “Do not be afraid My simple beast,” said the Master, “from
now and ever onwards, you and your descendants will no longer be
considered simple.” The Master turned His side to the girl and she
gasped in horror at the great wound that marred His side. Silver
blood occasionally dripped from the wound. She drew away in terror.
“Do not be afraid,” He said, “this is the price of last night’s
adventures. Though much was lost, much good also came of it. Take a
drop of My blood on your finger and place it on the horse’s
tongue.” She hesitantly complied and cautiously took a drop of the
precious fluid and placed it on the horse’s tongue. He snorted in
indignation as a flash of blinding light consumed him.

She now held a unicorn by the reins. The once
dull eyes now held wisdom and fire and his sorrel coat had become
as the snow. Cloven hooves of silver replaced his simple hooves of
grey; a silver horn protruded proudly from his head. He looked at
the Master in dismay and shook his head in disgust. The Master
laughed gently and said, “remove his bit.” She complied and the
creature seemed much more at ease. “Now, it is your turn,” said the
Master. The girl looked with pleading eyes to the Master. She
glanced at the gaping wound in horror. “If you really wish to serve
Me, you must taste of My blood,” He said, “by doing so you are
binding yourself to Me and My purposes. You will gain much in
wisdom and abilities but in so doing, you are also swearing to
serve Me, even with the forfeit of your life be it necessary. Do
you wish to proceed?” She nodded grimly and did as she was bidden.
She seemed to grow taller and a thirst for knowledge grew within
her; a deeper understanding of things once hidden to mortal minds
blossomed in her heart. She found herself as changed as the
horse.

“Now,” said the Master,” I will tell you of
things long hidden to the race of men, things vital to your quest.
The demon of war, to whom your father nearly sacrificed you, was
once My greatest servant. But he desired things beyond his grasp
and made an attempt to supplant Me as the Master of All. He was
banished from My presence and ever since has made war upon all that
is good and wonderful. He has claimed lordship over all creation
and still yearns for the power he cannot have. Until last night, he
had made no progress in his war against Me, but last night there
came a breaking. Men, who had once lived in peace, have heeded his
call and some have broken away from Me, seeking the power promised
by their new master. Now all must decide whether to follow him or
Me. None can sit this out. By stepping aside, they are simply
declaring themselves for him, if only by doing nothing. This is
war! There are no civilians. He will devour everything if all stand
aside and let him. I will only do so much. I am Master of All
Things, but I have also given all sapient creatures a choice, and
upon that freedom of choice I will not trespass. They must choose
what is right or what is evil. I will not infringe upon their
decisions for good or ill. If they choose the right, I can assist
them, but if they choose evil, I can only stand aside and weep for
their ill choices and dire fate. That is why I could not interfere
directly in the affairs of last night.

It is up to you, and those like you: My
servants, to pursue evil in whatever form or guise it takes and do
what you must to defeat it and to defend the innocent. You must
spread word of this through all lands and to all peoples. It will
not be easy and there will be much heartache along the way but you
will never be alone; it must be done or evil will certainly consume
the world and all within it. Last night a deadly blow was dealt to
My enemy, but he is still lurking about and still very powerful. In
the end, he will be completely vanquished but until that final Day,
you are all that stands between him and devastation. A rent has
been created in the hearts of men. They will yearn for Me and try
to fill that gap with all sorts of lesser things. You must tell
them the truth of these things. Last night, the innocence of man
was lost, but by My blood it can be healed.”

As the Master finished speaking the light
dimmed just enough to reveal the form of a second unicorn but with
a horn and hooves of gold, Who stood as tall and proud as a
warhorse towers over a pony. He said, “your faithful steed will be
the father of the race of mortal unicorns and you shall be the
first among a great and future throng of My servants. I will
hereafter withdraw from wandering abroad in the world, but I will
be found by those who seek Me. Go forth and teach what you have
been taught, fight evil, and protect the innocent.” He glowed
brighter and was lost in the sun just topping the hill. The girl
now stood alone atop the hill yet holding a unicorn by the
reins.

She faced the creature and said, “this is all
very awkward. Not least of all for you, I suppose. I at least have
always been a girl. You are a creature that has never before walked
the earth. What shall I call you? I am called Astoria.” The
creature nodded as if he had always known that. Only then did she
realize the strange new sensation in the back of her mind. It was
as if she could vaguely sense the creature’s thoughts and wishes.
She wondered if he could feel her own. The creature nodded again.
She smiled in amusement and joy. “But what is your name?” asked
she. The creature thought for a moment and then the thought came to
the girl. “Kahlyr?” asked the girl, “A strange name, but you are
also a strange creature. Did you name yourself?” The creature made
a sound that the girl was never quite sure whether it was a shrug
or a laugh.

 


The girl looked at the creature and said, “we
have a mission.” The creature nodded and looked at her expectantly,
as if the decision to leave or stay was fully in her control. She
continued to stand there and he continued to gaze placidly at her.
Finally, she asked, “well?” He yawned and flicked his tail lazily.
“I see,” said she, “I thought this was some sort of partnership but
I suppose one of us must lead. You really do not mind?” He blew air
out of his nostrils in a sigh, as if this is what he had been
waiting for all this time. She laughed and climbed back into the
saddle. She had been afraid so noble a creature might object to
bearing such a burden but it seemed that that was his purpose and
his reason for being. He sighed again. When would she fully
understand this strange relationship she now shared with the
peculiar creature? The unicorn moved more quickly than any horse
could even dream and soon enough they returned to the small cottage
where the girl had found refuge the previous night. She slipped off
the great creature’s back and ran into the house. The disconsolate
woman sat where the girl had left her, her eyes were red with
weeping and despair hung about her like a cloak.

She gazed blankly into space but looked at
the girl as she entered the cottage. “You have returned,” said the
woman with no life or interest in her voice, “what has happened?
The sun has risen and the birds yet sing though there is no life or
joy in my heart. Is the Master truly dead?”

The girl flung her arms around the morose
woman and in a voice of gentleness and joy, said, “weep not fair
lady. The Master died but lives again; even death cannot hold
Him.”

The woman stared at the girl in disbelief,
“if only I could believe you! But my heart seems rent in two and
such thoughts are now in my mind that yesterday I could not
imagine. The memories of all my yesterdays fade and it seems this
strange muddle that is now my mind is all my future. What has
happened?”

The girl looked sadly at the woman and said,
“the Master was indeed slain and by human hands. Evil has come and
all creation must pay the price. We are now sundered from our Maker
as was never the case before, which is the great gaping hole you
now feel in your heart. Our innocence is lost and now we must
choose daily whom we shall serve. The evil thoughts now come as
easily as the good, perhaps more so. Creation itself is forever
marred by death, disease, terrible weather, and other things that
were once unimaginable.”

The woman looked lost, “death, disease, war,
hate, greed: such concepts and words I did not know yesterday. Are
we completely lost and forsaken? Why does the Master not just
destroy our fallen race and start anew?”

The girl smiled, “He loves us too much! It
would be far easier and much less painful but such would not be
love. He gave us a choice. We exercised it foolishly and out of
love for His foolish creatures, He will not renege on that choice.
But He has given us a way out of our folly. His blood was shed last
night for vile intention but instead became the key to redeeming
mankind. Any who seek the Master can find Him still. But it is now
up to us to seek Him, for we no longer have the joy of Him walking
among us.”

The woman smiled weakly, “you bring me great
hope in my grief though I do not yet truly realize what our race
has lost. Perhaps I never shall. The past grows dim and I begin to
forget what our former life was like. Perhaps it is one small mercy
not to know what it is we have lost. But what shall come of human
civilization? I fear we shall no longer live peaceably together as
was our wont.”

The girl looked grim, “men may now choose to
embrace their baser desires, at great cost to others and their own
souls. That is why the Master is sending His message abroad, that
they may again have hope and will not forsake His ways.”

The woman looked concerned, “how will you
reach the entire world before all falls into war and chaos?”

The girl said, “I cannot do it alone and I
hardly know what to say, but the Master has promised to go with me.
I can only hope that He will raise up others to help in my quest
but if I must do it alone, I shall.”

The woman smiled eagerly, “you shall not go
alone. I will go with you.”

The girl smiled, “I would appreciate the help
but perhaps we should go separately. It would be good to take a
faithful friend but separately we can reach twice as many. It is a
desperate hour and a vital message we carry. I fear all men are now
facing the very thoughts that have haunted you these many hours. We
must bring them an answer lest they seek one for themselves and all
civilization descend into chaos.”

The woman nodded, “you speak wisely though I
know not what to say.”

Astoria smiled, “neither do I but the words
shall come when we need them.”

The woman asked, “how do you know that?”

The girl thought a moment and then said, “I
am not sure but they are true nonetheless.”

The woman ransacked her small house, found
what supplies she could for a long journey, and split them evenly
between the two of them. She said, “I only have one horse. One of
us must go on foot.”

Astoria looked a bit sheepish and said, “I am
afraid you no longer have a horse. He is now something else
entirely.”

They both looked out the window and the woman
gasped, “a unicorn? What has happened?” Astoria quickly told her
tale. The woman laughed, “then I suppose it is I that must go
afoot. What do you think the Master meant by him being the father
of his race? There are no females of his kind to perpetuate the
species.”

Astoria shook her head, “I do not know but I
think he will. He seems continually surprised by my own ignorance.
For being only a few hours old he has much wisdom.” They shared
amused smiles and gazed on the creature for a few moments before
returning to their packing.

“Where shall we go?” asked the woman.

Astoria said, “you go west and I shall go
south. Speak to anyone who will listen.” The plan seemed good to
both of them and they set out immediately to reach the world.

“What if others wish to aid us?” asked the
woman.

Astoria smiled, “the world must be reached.
If others aid us it will go the swifter. Only pray that their
message is the same and they do not use the current crisis for
their own purposes. May the Master go with you!” The woman smiled
and bid her young friend farewell. The woman took up her staff and
made her way west while the girl climbed into the saddle and began
the ride east and south. Both wondered what the future held for
themselves and all humanity.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Astoria was
reluctant to ride home but everyone must know, even her own
murderous family. As she rode, she happened to glance down at her
mount and started in surprise. The unicorn had vanished and she
found herself riding upon a dapple gelding. The creature shook his
head in amusement. She laughed, “what other strange talents do you
possess?” He snorted noncommittally. She laughed, “I will have to
learn these things on my own it seems.” He nodded. The girl sighed.
He was still a unicorn but it seemed he could look the part of a
mortal horse if he so chose. That at least might prove a useful
skill. She looked forward with eagerness and trepidation to
discovering what other secrets he had yet to reveal. Her home was
not far from that forsaken hill and it did not take long to reach
the small city where her family lived and reigned. She was not
prepared for the sight that met her. The city seemed abandoned and
half of the buildings bore some sign of fire damage. Her family’s
home had burned to the ground. What had happened?

As she sat her saddle pondering these things,
she heard a familiar voice say, “Astoria?” She turned her head and
saw a boy her own age peeking around the side of a partially burned
house.

She smiled, “Garren! What has happened?”

Garren was her dearest friend and it cheered
her heart to know he was well. He smiled with relief and said,
“what has happened to you? We all feared you dead at the hand of
your father. What strange things have happened in the world? Things
are very different this morning. But come, we should not be found
in the open. The world is not as it was. Evil and death have
come.”

She dismounted and led Kahlyr aside, though
he knew well enough to remain out of sight. She followed her old
friend into the woods until they came to a farm some way from the
city. They made for the barn and there she found a small gathering
of frightened townsfolk. Many were relieved and surprised to see
the girl alive. “Where have you been?” gasped her mother, running
to embrace the errant girl. Astoria quickly told her story and all
gasped in horror. Astoria’s mother wept, “so it was he that broke
the world and now we all must pay the price.”

Astoria looked grim, “what happened
here?”

Garren said, “in the middle of the night your
father and his advisors returned in great fright. They would not
say where they had been or what had happened but it was obvious
something terrible had befallen them. They vanished into your
house, apparently for a private conversation. Your mother fled in
fear and raised voices could be heard on the opposite side of the
city. Many went in, only a few came out; your father was not among
them. The house was consumed by flames and terror spread through
the city. Most of the populous fled in confusion and terror. Those
that came out of your house alive fled.” Even after all of his evil
deeds, Astoria still mourned the loss of her father.

“What are we to do?” asked her mother.

Astoria pushed her grief aside and said, “we
are not completely forsaken unless we choose to be; the Master can
be found by those who will seek Him. His blood has healed the
breach created by the deeds of last night but the world will never
again be the same. Cling to His grace and mercy and He will see us
through. Return to your homes and continue on with your lives,
living in love and peace with your neighbors as the Master would
have you.”

Her family and friends looked at her very
strangely. Garren asked, “what has come over you? You have never
spoken so! I never met such a shy and quiet girl. Where did this
sudden burst of confidence come from, especially in such dangerous
times?”

Astoria smiled, “who can remain silent when
the Master Himself bids you speak? I must tell the world what I
have seen for there is still hope.”

Garren shook his head, “how could the world
have changed so overnight?”

Astoria looked at him sadly, “the world is no
longer the way the Master intended it and we must all live with the
consequences. Men will no longer live peaceably as they once did.
Society must now determine how to rule itself or civilization and
perhaps the whole race will soon come to naught.”

Garren smiled, though her tidings held no
joy, “you also know more about politics than you were ever wont to
show. What has come over you?”

She shrugged, “I will do what I must.”

Garren asked, “and what is it you must
do?”

She said, “the Master sends me to all
peoples, to speak that which I have spoken to you. All must hear
the hope that remains.”

Garren looked skeptical, “you hope to reach
the world alone?”

She smiled, “if I must, but I hope to find
help along the way. There are two of us abroad at the moment and it
is but the first day.”

Garren went to one knee before her; her
family and the townsfolk gasped in amazement. He said, “let it be
three, if you will have me?”

She took his hands, raised him to his feet,
and embraced her friend, “so shall it be.”

Her mother looked skeptical, “yesterday I
hardly knew what danger meant but now it is a firm concept in my
mind. Will this not be dangerous?”

Astoria nodded, “last night I was spared from
death. My life is no longer my own nor would I have it so. I will
do as I must.” The woman hid her face in her hands and wept
bitterly, for fear of losing her daughter so soon after losing her
husband. Astoria placed a gentle hand on her mother’s shoulder,
“weep not, for live or die I am in the Master’s keeping.”

The woman looked upon her daughter, though
grief still lingered in her eyes, hope and a grudging peace now
dwelt therein. She smiled weakly and said, “I am proud of you child
and I pray you shake the very foundations of the world but in a
very different way than your father. Forgive my selfishness.” The
girl smiled and embraced her mother.

The townsfolk made their way back to the
empty city and their waiting homes. Others who had been hiding in
the woods saw their fellows return and did the same. They prepared
the evening meal and Astoria shared all she knew of the new order
of the world. She brought hope to them all and peace to many minds.
“Will you not stay and lead us?” asked one aged woman.

She smiled sadly and said, “my duty lies
elsewhere but my mother shall lead you, if you are willing?” The
suggestion seemed sound to the townsfolk and all nodded in support
of the idea. Her mother humbly assumed the leadership of the city.
Before she left the following morning, Astoria said, “men are no
longer completely trustworthy as they once were. Put such defenses
in place as will discourage those who would take advantage of
you.”

Her mother looked confused, “defenses?”

Astoria smiled grimly, “you will have to make
them up as you go along. Never have we even considered the need for
such things. May the Master guide you.” Kahlyr trotted out of the
surrounding woods and she put on his tack and loaded her
saddlebags. She then turned to Garren, “go south and speak to all
that will hear you. Thank you my friend!” They shared a friendly
hug and each rode off on their respective journeys. Kahlyr seemed
very pleased with himself for some reason.

 


Astoria rode all day until she came to a
small village south and east of her home. She rode into the midst
of the village but no living thing was to be seen, save a tethered
cow and half a dozen geese milling about on the green. She
dismounted and left Kahlyr to his own devices. She approached the
nearest house and rapped upon the door, a frightened voice said,
“be gone. The end of the world has come. Let us die in peace.”

Astoria frowned, “the end of the world?” She
then thought on recent events and wondered how she might react to
such tidings had she not had the Master’s assurance and peace. She
said with great confidence, “fear not, it is not the end of all
things. Gather your folk and I shall tell you many great and
terrible things.”

There was some slight discussion from within
and then the door opened and a man, his wife, and four children
peeped out. The man said, “we shall do as you ask, if only to hear
these strange tidings.” The family quickly dispersed to gather the
other villagers and they assembled upon the green. They looked upon
the young woman with great curiosity. She did not seem afraid,
though the world was suddenly changed without explanation, perhaps
she knew the right of matters.

She began, “you all probably wonder what has
happened to the world? Know that men have chosen evil and the world
has been rent asunder. The world shall never be as it once was but
hope remains. The Master is there for all who seek Him, but not all
men will do so and many will seek only their own ends. You can no
longer trust all men as once you did. Such things as death,
disease, and violence now inhabit the world but hope, joy, and
peace are still to be found by those who seek the Master. You must
now choose whom you will serve.”

She then went on to tell her story and all
she had seen. The people listened intently but were confused as to
why they all must suffer the consequences when only one man had
been at fault and why the Master had seemingly abandoned them.
Astoria said, “creation and mankind were once perfect and therefore
the Master could dwell among us. But no longer are we innocent or
free of blame and so must He withdraw from walking among us. Our
whole race has fallen and we must individually exercise our freedom
of choice to remain in fellowship with the Master or not. One man
and his closest advisors chose poorly, but we and all creation bear
the consequences. It may not seem fair or just, but the Master is
both and wise beyond our knowing. He would be justified in
destroying our whole race and starting anew but such is His love
that He has spared us that fate and died in our stead. By His blood
this evil can be overcome and we can again find fellowship with
Him.” The villagers were not thrilled with the new order of things
but it seemed they had no choice. The light faded and the chill of
night began to creep through the village. They welcomed the girl
into their homes and listened long into the night. The world was
changed but there was still hope. She left them in the morning in
far better spirits than she had found them.

She continued east and south, traveling from
village to village and speaking to travelers met upon the road. In
many places, people were so moved by the words of Astoria and those
like her that they chose to join her in spreading hope across the
whole face of the earth. While many accepted their words with great
joy, others began to see opportunity in the new way the world
worked. Some gave great thought as to how to take advantage of
their fellow men and thus banditry, war, murder, and other evils
arose. Man had long known the crafting of weapons such as spears,
axes, knives, and arrows, which were used for hunting and other
common tasks. But for the first time the sword came into being: a
weapon meant for nothing but inflicting hurt upon one’s fellow
men.

Men had once had complete trust in one
another but now all were wary of strangers, for now the strong
often preyed upon the weak. Those that feared the Master kept to
His laws, but those that abandoned Him faced no consequences this
side of death. Thus the need for laws and strong central government
became apparent; the first countries and city states began to
emerge where once scattered farms and villages had been the rule.
These cities and nations began to learn that violence could occur
between themselves as well as between individual men. Thus
diplomacy and the art of war were born. Castles and walls were
built in anticipation of future defense. The world had truly
changed from the paradise it once had been.

Word quickly spread from village to village
and the number of those carrying the message quickly grew. Astoria
soon found herself one among a small army of messengers carrying
the Master’s hope to all His scattered people. At first all were
receptive to their message but as time passed, many slipped into
selfish thoughts and sometimes violent pursuits. The world grew
very dangerous and people were forced to seek protection from
various lords, who often oppressed their people in return for
protection. These lords then sought alliances among themselves for
protection from yet other lords, thus kings and kingdoms were
born.

With the rise of government and more complex
forms of society, a need was found for a Common Law. As men
multiplied and drew further from memories of the Master and how
things once had been, a need for a common Truth was also apparent.
The simple proclamation that the Master was there for all who
sought Him was no longer enough. People had once lived in the very
presence of the Master Himself and His truth was written within
their very souls. But with the fall of man and the withdrawal of
the Master from human habitations such things were soon forgotten.
A written record was needed of all the legends, laws, and wisdom
the Master had passed on to men. It was also vital that all those
claiming to follow Astoria and proclaim the Truth had a common
Truth to pass on. It would not do for those claiming to speak the
Truth to speak in error.

 


So it was that almost a year after the
terrible happenings that shook the world, Astoria and many of her
followers assembled upon that same forsaken hill. She stood before
the gathered throng, surprised at the number that chose to answer
the Master’s call. The Master certainly was faithful to His
promises, for within a year word had reached every village and
scattered farm in the wide world through their efforts. She smiled
proudly upon the valiant individuals who had risked so much to
spread the Truth that all might hear it. The world had changed much
in the last year and greater changes were yet to come. They must
adapt to better serve the Master’s will in a swiftly changing
world. Many were much older than she, but all looked upon her with
the greatest respect and much anticipation.

She faced them and said, “you have all risked
much and traveled far to answer the calling you have felt upon your
lives. If you wish to dedicate your lives to this service, I call
you this day to make your allegiance known. If you have other hopes
or desires that you wish to seek after, I thank you for your aid
and ask only that you continue seeking the Master in the course of
whatever life you choose.” No one moved. It seemed anyone willing
to make the journey to this gathering was serious about continuing
in their quest though the cost might eventually be their lives.

She continued, “the time has come for us to
organize that we may better serve the will of the Master and the
needs of the world. Things are changing quickly and we must be
ready to face such challenges and be of service to our fellow men.
I ask that each of you dedicated to this cause today swear yourself
in service to the Master and by doing so gain much in skill and
wisdom that you may better serve others. We must also begin
recording the wisdom and laws passed from the Master to men. The
Common Law can serve as the basis upon which the emerging nations
base their own laws and the foundation upon which the behavior of
all men towards their fellows is judged. The Truth will serve as
our common reference as we spread the Master’s words to His people.
You must be fluent in both before you are loosed upon the world.
But first, we must write them down. You will be needed in the
coming days to advise kings, generals, and nations in justly ruling
their people and interacting honorably with their fellow leaders.
You will also protect the weak from the strong and see that justice
is done. And to all people we will continue to speak the Truth. Any
who wish to withdraw from our company may do so now.” Again,
everyone remained where they stood. “Very well,” said she, “if you
wish to join me in serving the Master with all your heart and soul,
I ask that you listen carefully to what I shall say.”

She continued, “by taking this Oath you are
swearing yourselves to the service of the Master heart and soul,
perhaps with the forfeit of your lives. By doing so you will also
gain certain skills and abilities not granted to other men. Your
lives will no longer be your own but you will have constant purpose
and meaning. You can forsake the Oath at any time or the Oath can
be violated by inappropriate behavior. This is not something to be
taken lightly or to be entered into without deep thought. You may
yet withdraw.” No one moved. She smiled at them proudly and said,
“then let the Oath-taking begin.

You have come today to swear an Oath before
all here assembled. To serve none but the Master, His laws and
truth, and those appointed by Him to oversee said Truth. You swear
to forsake all personal possessions, dreams, and aspirations. You
swear to dedicate your lives to His service alone; to uphold
justice, peace, and love for others. You swear to lay down your
life, if need be, in defense of the helpless and the Truth. You
swear to abide by the Common Law, the Truth, and the laws of the
Brethren. You swear not to enter into marriage with any save one
who has also sworn this Oath. You do not swear to be perfect, but
to try your best and overcome your weaknesses. You may forsake this
Oath at any time of your own choosing or you will be forsaken by
the Brethren and the Master if you grievously and intentionally
violate the tenets you have sworn herein and upon such occasion you
shall lose all rights, responsibilities, and privileges acquired by
the taking of this Oath.”

She then said, “if you wish to continue step
across the narrowest part of the crevice and so swear. Then take a
drop of this precious fluid on your tongue and you will be sworn to
us.”

One by one, they stepped across the narrowest
part of the great rent in the earth, and as they did so each said,
“I so swear.” They then took a small drop of the precious blood,
recently collected from Kahlyr’s great neck vein, upon their
tongue. As each did so they felt the same changes come over
themselves as Astoria had encountered upon doing the same before
the Master. The newly sworn Brethren found themselves able to tell
one another by sight, as well as to know when someone was lying,
they found their learning abilities greatly enhanced, and had
gained a certain resistance to evil. The Master also intended each
to one day have the companionship of a unicorn but in the Beginning
such things would take time.

Astoria again stood before her newly sworn
comrades and said, “welcome to the Brethren, my friends. May this
be the beginning of many years of faithful service to the Master
and our fellow men. Now let us begin the work that is set before
us.”

 


The first order of business was to determine
who had what skills and to put those skills to use. Those skilled
at writing were set to work recording the Law and the Truth, while
those skilled in poetry, song, or story set about putting the Truth
into such forms that it might be more easily passed on to others.
Those knowledgeable in the Law and Truth began to teach those who
lacked such wisdom. Others began to discuss how to organize the
Brethren and how best so few could be used to reach the world. For
the moment, Astoria’s hometown served to house the Brethren until
more permanent headquarters could be prepared.

Astoria’s mother was pleased to have her
daughter and Garren home and honored to house their friends, though
she did not quite understand their fervent dedication to their
cause. After the evening meal that night, she drew her daughter and
Garren aside. She said quietly, “there is something I think the two
of you must see. I do not understand it, but perhaps your young
minds know more than mine ever will.” They followed her from the
great house and across the yard into the stable. In a box stall far
to the back stood an ancient mare well beyond the years when she
should be able to bear a foal, but at her feet slept just that.
Besides the fact that such an aged creature had brought forth new
life was the strangeness of the filly herself. The little creature
was a month old but already was the size of a foal thrice her age.
She also bore cloven hooves and a small spike protruded from her
forehead. Astoria laughed for joy when she saw the cause of her
mother’s concern.

The woman wondered at the girl’s amusement
and said, “what do you make of this whole puzzling situation? This
is not the only such occurrence, there are at least five more such
creatures that I am aware of and all were born to similarly aged
mothers. They are no doubt descended from the same lineage though
no one has a stallion that could possibly throw such strange
offspring. Have you encountered anything like it in your
travels?”

Astoria laughed aloud, “this is a miracle
indeed. I certainly know who the father is. The Master’s promise
has come to fruition.”

Her mother looked at her as if she had gone
mad, “I understand none of this. The creatures will let no man
touch them. They seem to know what your intentions are and go wild
if you try to tie them or handle them. They are quite content to
follow their dams and tame enough if you leave them alone, but I
know not what we shall do with them. If they are this intractable
now, what will they be like in a few years? I do not understand how
the creatures grow so quickly when the mares have no teeth to speak
of and can hardly support themselves, let alone provide sustenance
for such ravenous youngsters?”

Astoria said, “let us see if we can get near
the little one.” Her mother looked ready to faint but watched in
fascination as the girl opened the stall door and roused the
sleeping foal. The creature glanced at the young woman and then at
Garren. She whickered a welcome to the young man. Astoria laughed
and her mother gaped. Garren was mortified.

Astoria said, “come Garren, I think she has
some claim on you and I do not think she will be gainsaid.” Garren
understood as little as Astoria’s mother but he went into the stall
as Astoria departed from it. Both of the women watched in
fascination as the little filly nuzzled and sniffed the towering
boy.

A look of wondrous joy passed across the
young man’s face as he came to understand. He laughed, “she claims
me as her own, yet she is also mine. What is going on?”

Astoria laughed, “it is as the Master has
promised. One day each of us will have such a mount, though it will
take time for the first generation to come of age. Did you not
listen when I told my tale?’

Garren said sheepishly, “perhaps I was not
listening as closely as I thought. But how did this miracle come
about?”

Astoria smiled knowingly, “it was a year ago
that we were last here and Kahlyr was alone that night. It seems he
went courting the most unlikely ladies imaginable. He was after
all, to be the father of the race.”

Her mother said, “how does your stallion have
anything to do with this? He looks as much a normal horse as any I
ever saw.”

Astoria laughed once more, “appearances are
deceiving, do you not remember my tale?”

Her mother smiled ruefully, “I thought
perhaps that the day had overwhelmed your sensibilities, at least
in the case of this supposed unicorn.” Astoria took the woman’s
hands and led her out into the night. She summoned Kahlyr to her
and the great stallion came trotting up.

She caressed the arching neck and said, “well
my friend, I see at least you know what you are about. How many
offspring have you fathered in our many journeys?” He snorted
proudly and tossed his head. Astoria then said, “and will you show
yourself to this lady, my mother?” He nodded and let his disguise
fall away.

Astoria’s mother gasped and laughed all at
the same time and said, “it seems you speak truly, but why do these
strange creatures bind themselves to you and your friends but will
have nothing to do with the rest of us?”

Astoria shook her head, “they will serve
those sworn to the Master with their whole hearts, but no one else
can touch them.”

The woman said, “I shall make it known to all
in possession of such creatures these things you have revealed to
me. I still do not understand but I hope that one day I will. There
is another thing I wish to discuss with the two of you.” She led
them to a private bench where they could speak of the delicate
matter she wished to discuss. She said, “as you know, I am not
young and have only one child. By rights, Astoria the rule of this
city should fall to you; before that happens I would be heartened
to know that a fine man would be there to rule beside you. You have
been friends since childhood and it would be the joy of many to
know that you would one day be more than mere friends.” Astoria
smiled sadly at her mother as Garren studied his feet.

“Mother,” said the girl gently, “I already
have a people to lead and cannot forsake the vow I swore to the
Master Himself. Garren shall serve me faithfully but not as you
hope. He is as a brother to me but cannot be more. I shall take no
husband nor can I rule a city or a country. I shall lead the
Brethren and that is honor enough. You must seek elsewhere for an
heir.”

Her mother looked scandalized, “but it is
your right and your duty! You must!”

Astoria shook her head, “it cannot be. I
forsook all such things in choosing to serve the Master as I do.
Look among the townsfolk and you shall find a suitable heir.”

The woman looked to Garren, “you are her
friend and yet you let her speak thus?”

Garren looked grim, “I am her friend but I am
also her servant and will do as I am bidden. She knows very well
her duty and will not stray from her course.”

The woman shook her head, “you never cease to
puzzle me. I pray one day to know what on earth is behind this
madness that seems to have taken you both. I also pray that one day
I will have my daughter back. You are very nearly a stranger to
me.”

Astoria looked at her mother and said sadly,
“things cannot be as they were. I am not who I was though I
continue to love you dearly, I was given a task and I must see it
through. I hope one day you understand but I love you
nonetheless.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


The days passed swiftly as the Brethren
worked feverishly to lay the foundations of who and what they were.
Those skillful in one area taught others and learned in areas that
they themselves were lacking. The newly written Truth and Common
Law were hungrily anticipated by the newly sworn Brethren, and
almost before the ink had dried upon the paper they gathered
eagerly to hear it read aloud. All listened in rapt attention and
with great joy, finally hearing that for which they had been
secretly yearning. Then the process of making copies of the
original manuscripts and committing much of both to memory began.
The organizational structure of the Brethren also began to take
shape. Astoria realized that everyone had varying interests and
skills and thus not everyone's role could be the same. Within the
stated mission of the Brethren there was room for flexibility and
specialization, though everyone was expected to have a minimum
competence in all areas ere they would be allowed to go about and
teach others. Special divisions were made within the Brethren where
those so called could specialize in teaching others through
stories, music, and lore, another for those who would study and
interpret the Law and Truth and thus serve as advisors to Kings and
Rulers, and finally a group dedicated to defending others in an
often dangerous world.

There was some debate over this last function
of the Brethren. Did not the Master call them to be agents of peace
and justice, not perpetrators of violence? But then He had also
directed them to defend the innocent and protect the weak, which
would be difficult if one was not able even to defend oneself. They
must not use violence save at the last end of need, but in these
new and uncertain days there were certain situations that could not
be resolved otherwise, no matter how much the Brethren wished for
peace.

In those first years after the loss of man’s
innocence, the art of war quickly began to take shape. Men
developed methods of fighting and defense, both for the individual
and for an entire nation. The sword quickly became the preferred
weapon for dealing with one’s enemies (or victims) and it evolved
rapidly from a rough prototype to a dignified weapon, as those who
could improve upon the concept soon became rich men. Men who were
skilled with the blade developed their own methods and techniques
for handling the thing and quickly drew a following of eager
students. It was brought painfully home to the Brethren that they
would also have to master this art if they were to survive in a now
violent world, especially when there were those who opposed their
message and would happily silence the speaker by such a means. But
the Master provided for this inevitability as He had thus far
provided for all other things. There were those skilled in either
the making of the weapons or in their use that heard the tale of
the Brethren and were eager to join their ranks. No one was allowed
to travel abroad until they were competent not only in the Law and
the Truth, but also in the use of a sword, as their life and the
lives of those they served would often depend upon it.

The newly sworn Brethren quickly learned that
which they must to go out into the world and spread their message,
seek justice, defend others, and advise the various rulers. Astoria
sent her servants to every corner of the earth to serve the
scattered and often confused people. She sent advisors to each
fledgling nation, city-state, and major city or lord. Others
traveled about speaking the Truth. Still others pursued criminals
and did what they could to promote peace in an often lawless world.
Thus were the Teaching, Philosopher, and Warrior sects established,
but Astoria found herself sometimes in need of individuals who
could take on more dangerous, complicated, or delicate assignments.
She needed people who were masters of lore, Law, Truth, and the
sword, rather than specialized in just one area. So it was that the
Messenger sect was born. The Messengers were established to take on
those missions that proved too difficult, dangerous, or complicated
for the other sects. The Messengers were among the most highly
skilled and competent of the newly sworn Brethren, and it was into
this sect that Garren happily entered. They might have differing
skills but they all had a common purpose. Astoria was the leader of
the Brethren but she also took advice from the most skilled amongst
the three main sects and from each of the Messengers. They acted as
an advisory council but the final decisions were hers alone.

As the Brethren went abroad and spread their
message and influence, an influx of interested individuals soon
found their way to the small city still ruled by Astoria’s mother.
It was obvious that the Brethren could not long remain where they
were without becoming a burden and a nuisance to their hosts. They
must find a place of their own before very long, and they were
drawn once again to that forsaken hill. It was here that they chose
to establish their own city that could support and house their
ever-growing numbers without encumbering other folk. The world was
growing ever more dangerous, and various of the emerging nations
seemed intent on ruthlessly exploiting their people in exchange for
protection. The rumor of an emerging country ruled in accordance
with the Master’s laws drew many eager pilgrims seeking freedom and
a better life. The woods were driven back, ground was tilled and
planted, the first houses and shops were built, and soon a little
city and farming community were established. Astoria’s mother was
both relieved and saddened when her daughter and her strange
followers left, but they were not so far away as to make visiting
impossible. The Brethren were soon firmly established in their new
home and people continued to make their way to Astoria, either to
join the Brethren or in hopes of a better life in the quickening
country.

Kahlyr had been busy during that first year
after the loss of man’s innocence, for the strange foals were found
in all localities where Astoria had stopped even briefly. The
little creatures were always born to aged mares and grew at thrice
the rate of a normal horse. Thus it was that at a year of age they
were big enough and strong enough to carry a man. Rumor soon spread
of the source of the strange creatures and many were sent to the
Brethren with those intent on joining them. Others hoped to tame
the creatures, but in each instance they were able to escape and
make their way to the Brethren. It was in this way that each of the
Brethren eventually found themselves in possession of (or possessed
by) such a creature. After this first miraculous generation matured
and retired from service, the species propagated itself in a much
more natural fashion and the resulting offspring grew at a much
more normal rate, but in those first few years each of the Brethren
found themselves horsed in a rather miraculous manner.

 


As the Brethren were becoming established and
learning who and what they were, the Enemy was not idle in the
world. He had suffered an agonizing defeat with the Master’s
treachery but he was not yet beyond causing problems. If the Master
could have such a force in the world, so could his greatest
nemesis. The hearts of men had also changed and were much more
malleable to the suggestion of evil. After that fateful night on
the hilltop, the survivors of the encounter fled from the city
where they had thought to hide and sought out whatever refuge they
could find in those tumultuous times.

Malion had been running for weeks now, not
sure from what he was fleeing. He had seen and done the
unimaginable and now had nowhere else to go, thus he ran to keep
from standing still. Ever moving but never finding a destination.
He finally collapsed in a heap alongside a stream as the day
failed. Exhaustion demanded sleep, but he felt he must surely die
of thirst if he did not first drink from the stream. Hunger had
long since become a companion and he hardly even noticed its
clawing pangs. He almost yearned for death to end his misery but
something about that particular end terrified him more than he
could say. He leaned over the stream to quench his thirst and
stared in horror into its murky depths. On either side of the
shadowy water before him he could see clear water flowing over a
bed of colorful stones but beneath him was a shadow that took in
all light and hope and gave back only despair.

Suddenly there were two fiery spots like eyes
in the shapeless mass of darkness and utter terror seized him. Then
the darkness spoke, though no voice could be heard nor mouth seen
to move; the voice, if it could be called that, did the last thing
Malion imagined: it laughed. It was not a joyful sound and there
was no humor or pleasure in it, for it was cold as death and
carried an abhorrence of all that lived and hoped. After an
eternity of the evil mirth, the darkness said, “where are you
running you pathetic fool? Your wretched race has defiled the world
and you now have nowhere to flee. Especially you, who witnessed and
were complicit in this catastrophic event. You cannot believe the
Master will be merciful to such as you, even if he does live
again.”

Malion heard in the words of the shadow the
utter despair that for so long had raged in his heart and mind. He
also stared at the wraith in stunned disbelief and croaked, “the
Master lives? How can that be! I saw him die!”

The darkness laughed, “idiot! Think you that
mortals or even death can hold back him before whom even I must
cower? But the day will come when I will be strong enough to
utterly destroy him and bring all he has made to naught. On that
day, it would be wise for you to be found in my keeping. The Master
has cast you and all your wretched race aside. I offer to take his
place if you shall serve me with all your being.”

The man was stunned, “serve you? It was you
that helped institute this utter disaster and now you want me to
help you promulgate further chaos?”

The darkness sneered, “it was your kind that
wrought this evil, I merely suggested. Fool! You must turn to
someone in this, your desperate hour, and if the Master has
forsaken you, you have nowhere else to go. Join me and I may spare
your pathetic life.” The man felt the lie in the shadow’s words but
also felt some vulgar stirring of a desperate need for power and
security in his own heart. He did not wish to face the Master again
and this monster seemed his only alternative.

He asked, “what does it mean to ‘join’ you?
What benefit is it to either of us?”

The thing seemed to smile, though it had no
facial features with which to accomplish this phenomenon. It said,
“even as I speak, the Master is sending that wretched girl across
the whole face of the world with a farcical story of his sacrifice
on man’s behalf. If he has his way, soon the whole world will be
infested with such a tale and such people. I need intelligent
people to act on my behalf in halting or distorting these rumors.
Mankind has outgrown superstition and looks to its own future
without this so-called Master. The halfwits who serve the Master
will be met by my own servants who will fight for the future of
mankind, a future without enslavement to such a wretched creature
as this Master. I offer you terrible power beyond mortal dreaming
and I guarantee that you will not have to endure the Master ever
after. I get your soul and servants to remake the world as I would
have it.”

The man stared in disbelief, “you want my
soul?”

The thing laughed, “after what you have done
you know that facing the Master again shall be a horrific
experience. I can protect you from him. You need not worry about
things after death. I know how this torments your mind. Give
yourself to me and you will do well.”

The man did not quite trust the monstrosity
in the water but he yearned for the power of which the creature
spoke. The thing might not be trustworthy but perhaps it was a
better fate than dying alone and facing the Master in his wrath.
“Let it be as you have spoken,” said Malion at last. The bitter
pact was made and thus began the Brotherhood of the Serpent, the
nameless enemy that would oppose the Brethren until the very end of
time. As the Brethren multiplied and spread their influence, so did
the Brotherhood, save in anonymity and secret. The unicorns aided
the spread of the Brethren’s message and in response, the
Brotherhood mastered through witchery the vile Lurkers of the North
to serve as their cruel and witless steeds.

 


Garren rode along a narrow path in the second
spring after the Beginning, as it was called when the world fell
into darkness. Tyria, his unicorn mare, was his dearest companion
though she had only been big enough to bear him for a few weeks
now. About half the Brethren were now mounted on such amazing
creatures and the rest patiently awaited their own mounts to reach
maturity before they could follow suit. The Brethren were growing
rapidly and their message was reaching the ends of the earth, for
the Master knew such counsel was needed during these tumultuous
times. Civilization was still very much in its birth pangs and no
one knew yet what form it would finally take when all was finished.
At the moment, it seemed every capable Brother was out advising
kings, chasing bandits, speaking the Truth, or trying to stop or
prevent wars. The world was in chaos and only the Brethren kept
chaos from descending into utter disaster.

He was riding home after another adventure in
the service of the Lady. He smiled to himself, thinking how strange
it was to once have known her simply as Astoria and that once he
thought to marry her. He still held her in high regard but not as a
man loves a woman but rather as a man to his beloved leader. Such
was the devotion of all the Brethren to their appointed leader. Her
name was not spoken out of formality, but they aspired to name
their ever-growing city after her so that it might be remembered in
centuries to come. She was aghast at such a suggestion but such was
the fervency and joy of her followers that she could do nothing to
gainsay them in the matter. Garren was suddenly drawn from his
musings as Tyria stopped in her tracks and snorted in fear and
confusion.

What could scare a unicorn? Standing on the
path not twenty feet in front of them was the strangest and most
tragic thing that Garren had ever seen. It looked to be a unicorn
but he stood half again as tall at the shoulder as Tyria while
malice raged in his eyes. His coat looked like soiled snow and he
emanated malevolence like a stove radiates heat. He lowered his
horn menacingly and roared like an enraged bull. Cowed, Tyria began
to back away from the foul creature; he lunged forward as if to
attack. The mare reared and fled from the creature, he gave chase,
but he could not catch her. He screamed his frustration and the
mare whinnied in terror. They had much to tell the Lady but Garren
knew not what it meant. They galloped all the way to Astoria,
hoping someone might have an answer to the enigma met upon the
road.

The Lady saw them immediately, anxious to
learn what could rattle such a steadfast man and a creature as
unflappable as a unicorn. She was as puzzled by Garren’s
description as the man himself. Tyria was of little help in the
matter; she was too flustered to concentrate enough to send any
coherent meaning to her rider. All they could understand was that
they had witnessed something almost unthinkable. What effect the
fall of man had had on his fellow sapient creatures was still to be
seen. It was obvious that mankind and all the rest of creation had
suffered drastic changes in the ensuing years but what of the other
thinking races?

Dragons had little to do with men in previous
days and even less since their fall from glory, but it was rumored
even the dragons had not been spared from the events that shook the
world. In former days all dragons had been blue, now some were
saying that there was no longer any such thing as a blue dragon and
that they were either green, red, or black depending on how they
chose to live their lives after recent events. The black dragons
were said to take delight in evil, which was enough to chill
anyone’s blood. If men and dragons could fall into evil, why could
the same not happen to unicorns?

Of course, the thought was more terrible than
even the thought of a black dragon. The unicorn was the mortal
image of the eternal Master and the most noble, faithful, and wise
of thinking creatures. That such a creature could choose to pursue
a life without the Master was almost impossible to imagine but such
a creature had certainly been seen. No wonder Tyria was upset! This
Black Unicorn as it were, was almost the antithesis of what it was
to be a unicorn. Only time would reveal what strange abilities
attended this dark metamorphosis. Neither the Lady nor Garren
looked forward to discovering what strange powers the creature
might possess. The other unicorns were very unhappy with this
revelation and anticipated meeting their fallen kin as little as
the Brethren.

The creature itself was still learning what
it was to be an abomination. He was rather pleased with his
encounter with his cousin upon the road. He had no idea his mere
presence could inspire such terror in so steadfast a creature as a
unicorn. He was born to an aged mother, a mere horse, as had all
this current generation of unicorns. The foolish beast knew nothing
and was incapable of thought, but he and all his kind were wiser
perhaps even than men. He knew that the purpose of his race, the
very reason they had been brought into being, was to aid these
so-called Brethren as they worked to fulfill the Master’s will. The
rest of his kind took this task to heart and served willingly their
human companions, even at the cost of their own lives.

Wraith (as the creature had come to think of
himself) had felt the yearning deep inside to be about the Master’s
business and put his life to such noble use, but there was an even
stronger desire within his dark heart to resist and see what might
happen if he refused his calling. At first, resisting was like
trying to swim upstream against a mighty current but the longer he
resisted the easier it became until finally he had broken free of
the yoke that restrained all his fellows. He found himself a
completely different creature. He was large, much larger than any
of his more pious kin. He was also strong, stronger even than a
dragon perhaps. But he had lost the miraculous speed for which his
kin were renowned and had thus been unable to give chase when the
mare had fled. He also found himself hating mankind and their
apparent abuse and enslavement of his own people. Arrogance and
malice festered in his heart where faithfulness and love should
have abounded.

Unicorns had the ability to heal others by
taking the wound upon themselves, but he knew he no longer
possessed that skill but in its place he felt sure that he could
heal himself by passing his wounds along to those with whom he
shared either a physical or mental bond. His natural glory had been
lost and he was terrible to look upon, not only because of his
ugliness but because one could still see a shadow of what he was
meant to be, making the tragedy all the worse; he was become a
mockery of all that made a unicorn glorious. Unicorns also
possessed the ability to convey meaning via thought both to their
own kind and to the men they served. He felt this ability also
mutated into something truly terrible; he knew he could now
mentally dominate any creature not firmly bound to the will of
something stronger than himself, this being either the Master or
the Nameless One. With a cold amusement he set off to see just how
powerful and terrible he had truly become.

He would one day rule or destroy humanity but
first he must pit himself against the most powerful creatures that
currently walked the earth. He went to find a dragon. As the
Brethren had heard in vaguest rumor, the dragons had not escaped
the ruin of creation unscathed. Where once all had been a deep
blue, their scales had changed to resemble the state of their
souls. Those of a more peaceful and genial nature found themselves
turning green, though this still did not guarantee their
friendliness towards men or other creatures, it simply meant they
were more amiable than others of their race. Those whose hearts
lusted after power and selfishness became black and the most feared
of all mortal creatures. The red dragons tended to be
short-tempered, irrational, and often angry. Offspring of this
first generation had scales of a color with their parents and while
this often indicated their nature, it was not always a guarantee of
such.

Dragons had always been solitary creatures,
even in the days of perfection, but after the loss of innocence
they became even more isolated. Men and dragons interacted little
in those days, for the world was large and there was room enough
for all, but as men increased in number this brought them more
often into conflict with the dragons and occasional incidents
arose. But during these early years there was relative peace
between men and dragons and both were content to live in relative
ignorance of one another. The dragons heard rumors of the advent of
unicorns and eventually time and experience bred a mutual respect
between the races, save perhaps with the Black Dragons. But in
those early days, most dragons had yet to encounter such a
creature. Thus it was that Wraith stood outside a great cavern
where a large black dragon was known to lair.

The air was thick with the stench of the
monster and many bones lay strewn about the entrance to the
creature’s lair like so much macabre landscaping. Wraith roared a
challenge to the beast and a thunderous grumbling resounded from
within the cavern. Black dragons were not happy creatures at the
best of times and were especially in a foul mood after being woken
unexpectedly and very rudely from a nap, especially a much needed
nap after consuming a rather large meal of a sour stomached moose.
The only creature more frightening than a black dragon was a cranky
black dragon with a bellyache. The monster stuck his head out of
the cave and wrath burned deep in his eyes. He had heard rumors of
unicorns but had never seen or heard of anything quite like his
visitor.

For a moment his wrath was dimmed by
curiosity and he gazed upon the apparition with wonder and even a
little apprehension. He knew evil when he saw it and here was evil
to cause even his vile heart to pause in wonder. The rest of his
great bulk lumbered from the cavern, and though he towered over the
dark unicorn, something made him hesitate rather than try
destroying the beast outright. Wraith snorted in what could only be
the equine variant of a derisive laugh. Here was a monster out of
legend and even he was afraid! The dragon could not stand to be
mocked and his rage overwhelmed both his curiosity and his caution.
His jaws opened wide and smoke eddied out of his nose. An evil grin
played across his face and something like mirth danced in his eyes.
Dragonfire utterly destroys all flesh it touches save that of
another dragon, though the offended creature is still cruelly
burned by the encounter.

Wraith stood there unmoved by an imminent
death that would have caused even the staunchest heart to quail in
terror. But then, had the dragon truly known what it was he was
facing, his own heart might have stopped with fright. Eager for
vengeance, the dragon spewed forth a terrible stream of flame only
to suddenly cease the onslaught and roar in agony. His own scales
felt as if they had endured the inferno. The vile unicorn simply
stood there with something like a smirk on his face and seemed
completely unscathed by the encounter. In an agony of humiliation
and pain, the monster tried to slash at his nemesis with his great
forearm, only to have the rents appear in his own hide rather than
tearing the unicorn to shreds. Confused and hurting, the monster
withdrew into his cave and was long in recovering his pride and
health. Ever after was it whispered among the dragons of the
terrors of the Black Unicorn.

Content in his abilities, Wraith turned from
the cave and journied into the lands of men. He was pleased with
his powers and looked forward to further exploring his strength.
The dragon’s personality was such that he could not overcome the
beast and control his thoughts, but he could use the bond to pass
along any injury the creature thought to inflict upon the unicorn.
It was quite a useful skill. He could not wait to see what he could
do to mortal men. Perhaps he could not mentally conquer a dragon
but a man might be another case entirely. He increased his pace and
soon reached more civilized territory.

Night was falling and the first human
habitation he came upon was a little farm on the outskirts of a
prosperous village. He found the farmer in the yard finishing a few
minor tasks in the failing light. The man looked in horror upon the
monster and then knew nothing more but what Wraith put into his
mind. He could easily destroy the pathetic creature, but he found
it far more amusing and certainly useful to hold the wretch against
his will. The terror he felt from the woman and small children
watching from the windows of the house also gave the vile unicorn
great pleasure. The helpless man did as the creature bade him and
went to the barn and retrieved the carthorse, mounted the beast,
and disappeared into the night with his new master, leaving his
terrified wife and children behind without a second thought or
glance.

Wraith had also discovered that he could not
communicate directly with other thinking creatures thus he would
need a spokesman, so he drafted the unfortunate farmer. They walked
into the village, which was silent in the deepening night. If this
pathetic man was going to speak for the mighty Wraith, he must look
much more intimidating than was currently his habit. The creature
found a shop that seemed to specialize in human apparel and he
easily broke down the heavily barred door. The angry shopkeeper
heard the noise and charged into his shop to face the intruders,
only to find himself also in the sway of the monster. Unable to
resist, the man did as he was bidden and found his most menacing
garb in which to outfit the farmer.

Now cloaked utterly in black, the farmer
looked far more terrible and was a much more appropriate mouthpiece
for his sinister master. Wraith decided to bring the tailor along
as well, there was no point leaving behind a perfectly good slave.
The man was soon dressed in black, stole a horse, and rode off with
his new master. This continued for several days, the dark unicorn
collected various individuals as he came upon them and felt the
need or whim. He had assembled a dozen such slaves when they came
upon a gang of bandits blocking the road. The leader of the band
looked upon the sinister party with a mix of dread and
anticipation. There was something in his dark heart that longed for
the power he felt about the strange creature and its attendant
minions.

The cloaked farmer rode forward and addressed
the gathered rogues, “why do you block our path you pathetic
wretch? Know you not that my master can utterly destroy you? Move
aside or you shall feel his wrath.”

The bandit laughed, “and who are you to
threaten me? Let us see if your precious master can survive a
volley of arrows!” He motioned for his men to fire upon the monster
but nothing happened; the rest of the bandits stood there as if
dazed and even when their leader threatened to run the nearest man
through with his sword, he did not even blink.

He scowled at the farmer, “and what have you
done to my men?”

The farmer laughed coldly, “such is the fate
of all who hinder us. Your mind could be as easily overthrown but
my master wants you to know the fate that has befallen you.” With
this, the other bandits did draw their bows and fired upon their
own leader. They then drew respectfully aside and allowed the vile
unicorn and his henchmen to pass. The creature released his grip on
their minds and they glanced around in utter confusion and wondered
what had come to pass. They looked upon their slain leader in
horror and scattered into the darkened woods, never to terrorize
that part of the world again. The dark unicorn laughed to himself
and continued his press towards the place where the Brethren were
rumored to hide.

Morning was quickening when the vile creature
emerged from the woods about Astoria with his darkly clad minions
in tow. He roared a challenge to all and sundry and pressed hard
towards the unfinished city. The commonfolk were busy in the fields
and looked up as the terrible noise rang through the valley. They
took one look at the monster and fled from his presence. The
creature triumphantly made his approach to the city, which was
little more than a village with a half finished wall of stone
ringing it about. It seemed no one would hinder him in his
conquest. Once he had destroyed the Brethren, his kin would be free
to live their lives as they chose. What he did not understand was
that they were living their lives as they wished. It was the
purpose and the glory of a unicorn that he live in faithful service
to the Master and His servants. Wraith suddenly stopped his
approach and faced the only man fool enough to challenge him. It
was the same pathetic man he had encountered upon the road not long
ago. It seemed his mare had found her courage. She screamed a
challenge and the man charged with sword bared. The dark creature
laughed and the farmer rode ahead to taunt the man.

Garren pulled up his charge and looked on the
farmer in utter dread, not knowing what dark spell hung about the
man. The farmer said, “fool! Your beast cannot harm my master
without becoming as he. Do you not know that it is proscribed for a
unicorn to use violence upon another unicorn?”

Tyria screamed her frustration and Garren
said, “she will not inflict hurt upon your vile master but she is
not afraid to carry me into battle. Stand aside and let this be
settled.”

The farmer laughed but stepped aside as he
said, “you go to your death but my master shall relish every
moment.” The rest of the minions drew back from Wraith as he and
the mare circled one another. Garren stared the monster in the eye
and the creature screamed a challenge. It frustrated the Black
Unicorn that he could not conquer the mind of the pathetic wretch
before him, but it would make killing the fool all the more
enjoyable. He would have to kill all the Brethren but then his kin
would be free. The mare screamed in frustration at such a thought
and the monster laughed her to scorn. It was as if a boy on a pony
was circling a great horse of war, looking for some weakness and
hoping to conquer the brute with nothing but a stick. The monster
laughed again, reared up on his hind legs, thrust his great horn
through the chest of the man, and then flung him aside like a man
pitching hay from a fork. Tyria screamed in anguish and ran to the
side of her stricken master.

How he clung to life she did not know, but as
long as there was even the barest flicker of life she could spare
him. She knelt beside him and nuzzled him gently. The blackness had
already seized him and he knew nothing as she fell limply to one
side and faded away like mist in the sun. Garren shuddered once, as
if doused with cold water and awoke to find his chest whole but his
heart felt as if it might burst with grief. Tyria was nowhere to be
seen. He looked into the loathsome eyes of the great monster that
towered over him and knew that he might not be long in following
the mare into eternity. The monster could sense the grief about the
man and had watched in stunned horror as the mare had given her
life for his. No slave would give their life for their master and
no slave master would be so overcome with grief at such a gift.
With such disconcerting thoughts running through his head, the
monster screamed in frustration and disappeared into the woods,
leaving the confused Garren and the former minions in a swirl of
dust. Garren stood shakily but took a step back as the creature’s
strange entourage dismounted and approached.

The farmer, in a much more natural voice,
said, “where am I?” It seemed whatever vile spell had bound the men
to the creature’s will had been broken or abandoned.

Garren smiled weakly, put a firm arm about
the man’s shoulders, and turned him towards the city, as he said,
“welcome to Astoria.”



The confused Wraith ran into the depths of
the forest with many uneasy thoughts buzzing in his mind. He had
meant to free his seemingly oppressed people but they were willing
to die for their cause! The wretched humans even seemed to care
deeply for their companions. He had thought to take joy in the
death of the man, but found only horror in having been the cause of
the death of one of his kindred. Evil was not as much fun as he had
hoped it would be. Dread, despair, and grief hung about him like
lowering black clouds and would allow nothing like pleasure or joy
to again enter his life. As he lay in a secluded glade mulling over
his newfound wretchedness, he felt an evil presence approaching his
haven. He was on his feet in a moment and found the source of his
disquiet.

A man approached him openly and without fear,
a greasy and eager smile upon his face. “My master has been
watching you,” said the man. A cloying sense of wickedness hung
about the man like a cloak. It made even the Black Unicorn want to
bathe. He unconsciously took a step back in fear. The man’s smile
deepened as he saw the abomination back away in terror. He
continued, “my master has high hopes that perhaps we can have a
glorious future together. I must say I am rather disappointed with
your performance in Astoria. You must not let one pathetic act of
pity ruin all your potential.” The creature stared at the man in
shock, how could he know?

The man laughed as if sensing the creature’s
thoughts, “yes I know of your rebellion against the Master and your
purpose for being. I also know that you are in very great danger of
slipping back into the Master’s clutches. Would you lose all your
newfound abilities and freedom for something as pathetic as love?
My master has much he could offer you. There are others you could
serve if you have no wish to serve the Brethren. Would it not be a
delightful blow to the Master and his minions to find a unicorn
serving the darkness?”

This was too much for the creature. It was
one thing for him to rebel against his Maker and his purpose and
pursue his own ends. It was quite another for this evil man to
suggest that he enslave himself to the Enemy! One thing about evil
was that it never cooperates with anything unless it is a means to
an end. In the end, evil is only out for its own gain and does not
wish to share power with anything. He would not end a slave of the
Enemy. This was the final straw and the poor creature finally
realized what it was he had become. He screamed in fury and backed
away from the man. His muddy coat faded to a dingy grey and he was
once more a normal unicorn, if a wretched and pathetic member of
that noble lineage. The man saw the sudden changes in the beast,
and knowing that his life might be forfeit if he continued to taunt
the creature, he wisely fled from his presence. The pathetic and
broken unicorn withdrew into the heart of the forest to mourn and
seek the Master’s mercy.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Garren
escorted the motley band of farmers and villagers into Astoria. The
Lady was astounded at their tale, what of it there was, for they
could remember little after encountering the fell monster. She was
grieved at the loss of Tyria but grateful to yet have Garren in her
service. No one knew what would come of the terrible beast that had
fled into the woods. It would not be long before they heard some
rumor of his presence if he persisted in his dreadful schemes. Most
of the villagers returned to their homes but a few stayed on in
Astoria to see what it had to offer. After the comfort of their
strange guests had been seen too, the Lady led Garren aside for a
quiet conversation. She said, “this cannot be easy for you but you
must not despair. You will see her again.”

A tear trickled down his cheek but he smiled
weakly, “I will be well Lady. I do not mourn without hope. It will
just take some time for this aching loneliness to heal.”

She nodded and said gently, “take what time
you need. When you are ready, I have another task for you.” He
smiled gratefully and bowed himself from her presence.

By now, word had spread through the natal
city of the strange creature and Garren’s encounter with it. His
comrades were polite in not pushing him for information but
curiosity and grief shone in their eyes. They meant well but his
heart could not bear their piteous looks so he sought refuge in the
pleasant woods some distance from the city. He sat beside a
chattering brook and listened to the birds and watched the sun play
fitfully through the emerging leaves. He felt a presence behind him
and turned. What he saw nearly broke his heart. There stood the
same creature that had nearly been his death and had been the end
of his beloved Tyria. He had thought the monster terrible in his
heresy, but the broken and miserable creature that now stood before
him smote his heart.

An evil unicorn was an abomination; a broken
unicorn was a tragedy. The creature whickered pathetically and an
aura of despair hung about him like a shroud. His coat was all a
dingy grey and despair and grief had replaced the malice in his
eyes. When he saw Garren’s eyes upon him, he took a step back, as
if he might flee. He held his ground but his head drooped and his
jaw worked in a rhythmic chewing motion, as if he were a foal cowed
by an older horse. Slowly Garren stood and gingerly approached the
pathetic creature. He shuddered at the man’s touch but allowed
Garren to put his arms around the arching neck. Garren put his head
into the sooty mane and wept. The man mourned for what he had lost
and the unicorn for what he had destroyed. Finally, the tears
ceased and man and unicorn faced each other.

Garren said, “I know you have done terrible
things but I also know you are repentant and seeking a new life. I
have lost a dear friend and am quite alone. Grief should not be
endured alone. If you will have me, I shall forgive your past.” The
creature reared in joy and his coat was no longer tinged in grey;
he glowed like the full moon. Garren stepped back and laughed for
joy at the resurgence of the unicorn’s spirit.

 


They rode back to Astoria, both with lighter
hearts. As they rode along, they came upon a woman riding towards
the city with two armed guards. The little party drew rein as they
saw the man approaching from behind. The guards put themselves
between the woman and the stranger. Garren nearly fell off his
mount when he recognized the woman as Nara, the Lady’s mother. The
guards eyed him coldly and the woman did not seem to recognize him.
Then he looked at himself and nearly laughed at what they must
think of a man riding bareback in a tunic with a great rent in the
bloodied fabric; in his haste and grief he had forgotten to attend
to his attire, he must look quite the scoundrel! He bowed his head
politely to the little party and disappeared quickly back the way
they had come. It would be easier to face them and there would be
far less explaining to do if he cleaned up first. Takar, who was
again a proper unicorn and also using his proper name, ran towards
that once despised city. The lady’s guards watched the seeming
scoundrel flee and resumed their journey. Garren easily reached the
city before their visitors and quickly informed the Lady of who was
coming to visit. She was both overjoyed and mortified but would say
no more on the subject. She hurried Garren off to change into
something less ragged.

Hardly had Garren returned from his ablutions
than he was summoned to stand before the Lady. He made his bows and
was not surprised to see Nara and her guards already present. Nara
smiled when she recognized Garren and was happy to see her daughter
looking so well. She still hoped to convince the pair of them to
come home but as time marched on, it seemed all chance of that hope
was quickly failing. Nara had heard that her daughter was now to be
called ‘Lady’ or some such nonsense but neither could she call her
daughter that nor would Astoria let her. The woman said, “I see you
have made some progress in the building of this city of yours
though it may be years before we see what it shall truly
become.”

Astoria smiled, “I am sure it will never be
anything compared to Narange.”

Her mother smiled, “I suppose not but I do
think it a little presumptuous on your part to name the place as
you have.”

The Lady reddened and said, “I would not have
it so but the Brethren will not be gainsaid in the matter.”

Nara shook her head dismissively but said, “I
have not simply come for a social visit though it is good to see
you both again. You received my letter?”

The Lady nodded, “I was about to send Garren
to your aid but it seems you have arrived before I could act. Have
things worsened?”

Nara nodded grimly, “yes, that is why I am
come myself. I wrote to ask your aid in selecting the next leader
of Narange but in the interim a rather villainous fellow, a former
advisor to your father, has turned up and is causing all sorts of
problems. He seems to think he should be the next ruler and many of
the people seem to agree. I cannot fathom what has come over them.
He seems a downright villain and has brought a number of men with
him who are no better than bandits. I need help otherwise rule will
fall to him by default.”

Astoria nodded grimly, “there seems to be
trouble everywhere in these days. All the world is astir, but I
will aid you as I can. As I said, Garren shall come to your aid if
he is ready for another assignment?” Nara raised an eyebrow at this
but Garren bowed his head slightly and the Lady smiled, “very well,
you shall leave as soon as my mother is willing. I would send
others but I fear I have no one to send. Our numbers have grown
considerably but such is the need in the world that we are even
still spread far too thin. How long will you stay?”

Nara smiled grimly, “I was hoping for a small
army but I suppose I must be grateful for what I can get in these
tumultuous times. I shall stay the night and we shall leave early
on the morrow.” Nara, Garren, and the Lady dined privately that
night and spent much of the evening talking of what had been
happening in their lives in recent days. Nara was astounded by the
strange tale of the Black Unicorn, but both were relieved to hear
that that danger at least was past.

Nara said in some surprise, “we met a rather
unscrupulous looking young man as we rode into the city, was that
perhaps you?”

Garren smiled sheepishly, it was indeed. It
had been such an eventful day that changing clothes seemed the
least of my concerns.”

Nara laughed in disdain, “one’s appearance
should always be in keeping with one’s situation, no matter the
circumstances.” Garren could only stare in disbelief. They went to
bed early and were up before the sun.

They made their farewells and were quickly on
the road. Nara was rather disappointed with her army of one but it
was better than nothing, at least she hoped it was better than
nothing. She had taken a great risk in leaving the city during such
an upheaval but it must be risked else she would lose the city
regardless. She just wondered if she would have a place to return
to. As they rode, Garren tried to chat with her about any number of
things but mostly about circumstances surrounding the villainous
intruder. Nara had little to say to the boy and she certainly
doubted he had much of interest to impart to her thus their
conversations were short and to the point. She did tell him that
the intruder had been in town only a few weeks but had an uncanny
ability to influence people. He had also brought with him a rather
seedy bunch of rogues. Between the fear the seeming bandits
instilled and the man’s disturbing charm, there was a widespread
call for him to take Nara’s place in leading the city. She feared
she might have to use force to extricate the man but she certainly
had no army to back her up. They quickly reached Narange and Nara
was horrified to see the villain’s men manning the gates. They drew
rein before the gates into the city and the guards approached with
malicious grins on their faces; they had recognized Nara.

The approaching captain laughed grimly in
anticipation while the three men accompanying Nara fingered their
sword hilts. The captain said, “I see you have returned my lady,
but I fear your throne is no longer secure. Fear not, for Malion
has claimed what is rightfully his, as the people have demanded.
Come, he wishes to speak with you.”

A sour look crossed Nara’s face but she
nodded in resigned agreement. Garren and her guards were required
to hand over their weapons before they were allowed into the city.
Two of the guards were told off to escort them to this Malion. They
rode through the streets and fear seemed palpable in the air. No
one was abroad save on some dire errand and the streets were all
but empty. They clattered into the courtyard of the great house
that served as the residence of the city’s leader. Servants came
for their horses and they followed their escort into a great room
where sat the infamous Malion, obviously at his leisure. He stood
and offered a mocking bow as Nara entered the chamber and laughed
deeply at her stern look. He said, “welcome home lady, many feared
that you had abandoned them so they invited me to take your place.
I would happily take you as my wife and perhaps together we can
produce a proper heir. Otherwise, I am afraid you shall remain my
prisoner until you consent to my amiable offer or die of old age.
The choice is yours?”

Nara looked aghast at the very idea and said,
“I would rather die.”

Malion laughed and said, “that also can be
arranged.” He clapped his hands and a pair of burly men, who had
been standing just out of sight, approached the woman.

Garren and her guards made to stop them but
Nara said indignantly, “I can take care of myself thank you very
much, besides this will not avail any of us.” Taking her hidden
meaning, the men ceased in their rescue attempt as the brawny men
took her by the shoulders and led her deeper into the house.

Malion addressed Garren and the two guards,
“you three know the use of a sword?” All three nodded. He
continued, “good, then I am recruiting you into my service, else I
shall have to deal with you severely.” Garren felt as if the man
wore evil as a cloak. He also felt the overwhelming thought that he
should obey this man no matter what. The guards fell easily under
his influence but something kept Garren from falling beneath his
sway. What fell sorcery the man used to influence the minds of
others, Garren could not imagine but it seemed his Oath to the
Master somehow protected him. Malion smiled and said, “excellent,
then I shall leave you to the tender mercies of captain Smit.”

One of the men who had escorted them into
Malion’s presence motioned for them to follow. All made their bows
as they exited the chamber, Garren’s three companions did so far
too obsequiously; Garren bowed simply to keep up appearances rather
than to honor the fiend. The guard led them to a small building
adjacent to the stable wherein the infamous captain Smit sat
sharpening a dagger. He glanced up from his work and smiled with a
mouth vacant of teeth. The guard saluted and said, “new recruits
captain.”

The captain nodded absently and waved their
guide away, saying, “thank you, I will see to them.” The guard
saluted again, withdrew from the room, and returned to his
post.

“New recruits eh?” said the captain, “Has
Lord Malion spoken to you then?”

Garren smiled grimly and said, “he is the one
who recruited us.”

The captain laughed, “is he then? Very good,
then you must be worthy fellows indeed. Come, I will introduce you
to life in his Honor’s service.” The captain proceeded to show them
the barracks, the various points where they might be stationed
during the watch, and various other aspects of their newfound
duties. Afterwards he said, “I do not expect any trouble out of
you, as the lads Lord Malion appoints tend to be his most faithful
servants but know that any treachery or laziness will be dealt with
lethally. Am I understood?”

“Yes sir,” said the three new recruits.

The captain smiled, “very good. It is about
suppertime so I will introduce you to the other lads. You can begin
your duties tomorrow. Any questions?”

“No sir,” said the three in unison.

“All right,” said the captain, “let’s
eat.”

With that, they found their way to the small
banquet hall where Malion sat entertaining a few aspiring
courtiers, though he was not yet quite a King, or at least not in
the sense of later years. If one ruled even a modest city in those
days one could consider oneself royalty. Malion and his minions did
not look up from their own entertainments as the four entered the
room; mere guards were beneath the notice of personages of their
seeming importance. The three were introduced to the other guards,
none of whom seemed overtly evil like Malion, rather they seemed
men simply interested in seeking their fortune, albeit in a rather
scandalous way. All save Garren seemed inordinately fond of their
master; strangely, the fondness seemed to be in direct proportion
to their closeness to the man. In his presence, they were very
nearly obsequious while even a few miles from the city, some of
them became quite indifferent to very nearly hostile, especially
Nara’s former guards: Tobin and Ross.

The main duties of Malion’s guard were to
keep order within the city, stand watch, patrol within the city and
a few miles beyond, and to collect the hideously oppressive taxes
imposed by their nefarious leader. Thus they were not very popular
with the commonfolk, but such was their fear and Malion’s power
over them, that they dared not revolt. Nara resided in some unknown
part of the house quite isolated from the rest of the world. She
had to use all her stubborn will to fight against Malion’s strange
influence during his frequent visits. Lesser wills would have
succumbed much more easily. Only distance, an utter hatred for
whatever thought was trying to be imposed unwillingly, or a
complete devotion to the Master could protect a person against such
influence.

Thus the townsfolk were much more susceptible
to Malion than were the folk in the outlying villages and farms.
Folk within the city’s walls came close to utterly hating their new
overlord but their fear seemed to counteract any benefit this might
have had in overcoming his influence over their minds. With such an
environment, Garren wondered how he was ever to free Nara and
remove the interloper from his stolen position. He could challenge
the scoundrel to single combat but he could not trust the guards
not to try something sneaky. First he had to find a way to
distract, subdue, or disband the guard if he was to have any chance
at returning things to their proper order.

Several days passed, Garren rode patrol and
stood watch but was not yet trusted to very nearly steal from the
commonfolk (what Malion called collecting taxes). One day after
Garren’s just returned patrol was unsaddling their horses in the
stable, Takar was quite insistent that Garren take his time and
remain until the others had left them alone. The others quickly
finished and hurried into the house for supper but Garren remained
behind to ‘speak’ with his mount. The unicorn had seen Malion in
the stable that morning and was quite upset over the matter. He
tried to explain his encounter with the evil man during his own
rebellion.

A unicorn is much better at understanding his
rider’s thoughts than are men at interpreting the thoughts of their
mounts. After what seemed a lifetime, Garren roughly understood
what the creature was trying to say. Captain Smit then entered the
stable to see what was keeping the man. Garren said, “almost done
sir, my mount just needed a little extra attention. I shall be in
to supper shortly.” The man nodded and returned to his own meal.
Takar made a suggestion, and once he understood, Garren readily
agreed. It was exactly what he had been waiting for. He bid
farewell to his friend and followed captain Smit in to dinner.

Garren was again assigned to ride patrol the
following morning and as they returned to the city around noon,
Takar set to bucking with a passion and easily unseated his rider;
the creature quickly vanished into the surrounding woods. Garren
painfully picked himself up and sheepishly crawled into the saddle
with one of his compatriots while the other two set off after the
runaway horse, laughing as they galloped in pursuit. The two men
rode back to the great house in search of the midday meal. The
leader of the morning’s patrol came in an hour later as Garren was
manning the gates of the house and said, “what got into your horse
this morning? We could not catch him. He will just have to return
on his own if he feels so inclined.”

Garren could only shake his head, “he
certainly had his mind set on some mischief.”

The man laughed grimly, “we do not have many
horses to spare. You may be stuck riding a carthorse on your next
patrol.” Garren did not look pleased with his equine demotion but
he nodded grimly. The other man walked away laughing in cold
amusement.

Garren could feel Takar some miles away and
he was rather eager to commence his plan. The unicorn kept his
master informed of his progress as best he could over such a
distance. Standing watch was usually a rather dull occupation but
Takar’s scheme made for quite an interesting afternoon. Takar had
changed his physical appearance to mimic that of a Black Unicorn as
best he could without again returning to that grim state. The poor
fools on the approaching patrol would not know the difference. He
jumped out of the bushes ahead of them in all his macabre glory.
Their horses panicked and either fled with their riders or left
them terrified upon the ground at the mercy of the monster before
them. The creature towered over them, reared, pawed the ground, and
screamed horribly. The men screamed in reply and fled for their
lives. Takar gave chase long enough to convince them of his dire
intentions but at last let them flee to their master with word of
the encounter. The panicked horses ran all the way back to the
city; the men who had managed to keep their seats quickly told
their tale to the Great Malion.

He was intrigued by the encounter and even
more fascinated by the account given by the men who finally
returned afoot. He had encountered the creature once before and had
failed to gain its cooperation willingly, but he longed to possess
so terrible a beast and wondered if he might not gain its service
through treachery. He had not tried to dominate the thing mentally,
as it had fled far too quickly the first time, but perhaps when
they met again it would be a different story. A normal unicorn
could not be so dominated, as it was firmly in the Master’s sway
but such a rebel might fall to Malion’s sinister influence. With
this thought in mind, he eagerly sent the entire guard out in pairs
to see if they could find the creature. One man was to remain with
the beast and the other was to ride back and inform Malion that the
monster had been found. Those who had first encountered the monster
wanted no part in the assignment but such was Malion’s terrible
influence that they had no choice. All save Garren (who had no
horse) and Tobin (whose horse had severely bruised a hoof in its
flight from the monster) rode off to find the creature.

The two remaining guards were all that was
left of Malion’s soldiers within the city and even their presence
chafed at him in his desire for the beast. Tobin watched the outer
gates of the city and Garren alone remained to defend the house.
Malion eagerly awaited the return of his scouts near the gates of
the city; a swift horse waited patiently nearby so that Malion
might ride in pursuit of the Black Unicorn. The horse whinnied in
fear and tried to pull loose from the rope that tied him. Malion
looked up eagerly and saw his quarry upon his very doorstep. He
focused all his dark power upon overwhelming the will of the
creature, but nothing happened. The monster must have a will of
iron. Tobin was holding his head in his hands, as if he had a
headache or was greatly confused. Malion was so focused on the
monster that he did not notice Garren’s exposed sword until it was
at his throat. He glared in surprise at the intrepid traitor
saying, “and what treachery is this? How can you dare such a thing?
Especially in the presence of this horrible beast! It will destroy
us all, for I have no control over him. You fool! Can you not
choose some other time to defy me? Tobin, defend me!”

Tobin jumped in surprise, and much to
Malion’s disbelief and dismay, said, “why should I defend such a
usurper as you?”

Malion was dumbfounded, “why do I not have
control over either of you? You should be as meek as kittens in my
presence!” Then he looked at the Black Unicorn and horrified
understanding dawned. The unicorn stood there patiently. He was a
rather ugly grey color but he had not the hideous size and lacked
the pervasive aura of evil. His eyes were everything wise and noble
with no malice or confusion therein. Had the monster truly been
what he seemed at first glance, they all would have been dead or
enslaved by now. It had all been a trick. He glared at Garren, who
amusedly watched as realization registered on Malion’s face. The
sinister man glowered, “you are one of those vile Brethren are you
not?”

Garren continued to bare his sword but bowed,
saying, “at your service, or perhaps I should say at the service of
Narange and the Lady Nara.”

“And that horrid beast is your accomplice in
this little scheme no doubt,” growled the man. Malion then frowned
at Tobin, “are you one of them also?”

Tobin shook his head, “no, but I do not know
why I am free of your influence.”

Malion scowled once more, “because no one can
stay long in my influence in the presence of such a creature!”
“What are you going to do with me?” sneered Malion.

Garren said, “you shall stand before the Lady
and face justice. Whatever comes of you, you will no longer be a
threat to Narange!”

“I think not,” said Malion, as he dashed
towards the waiting horse, who had nearly exhausted himself with
panic in the presence of the unicorn and now stood with head down
and sides heaving. Malion leapt into the saddle and the terrified
animal gladly fled from the awful glory of the unicorn. Garren and
Takar were soon in pursuit, leaving the stunned Tobin to go back to
the house and free Nara. The chase was not long and ended
tragically, or so Garren thought. The exhausted horse stumbled as
it ran, flinging its nefarious rider into a river that rushed cold
over its rocky bed. Takar stood on the bank, reared, and screamed
his frustration. They did not see any trace of the man. Slowly they
returned to Narange to see what they could do to speed the healing
of that oppressed city. Upon their return, Nara met them at the
city gates. She looked haggard for lack of sleep but otherwise was
unharmed. Nara greeted the returning pair and was happy to hear
that a seeming end had been made of the usurper. With the man gone,
the people of Narange were no longer under his dreadful influence
and gladly welcomed their lady home. The only worry now was the
returning guard. Night fell and the weary guards returned in
pairs.

Nara, Tobin, Garren, and a few of the more
intrepid townsfolk met each returning pair and told them of the
changes within the city. Nara gave them the option of remaining in
her service or if they were unwilling to serve her faithfully, she
banished them from the city and its surrounding villages. Garren
was there to make sure the soldiers did not lie when they said they
wished to remain. The guards were dealt with peaceably and those
who rode off seeking their fortune in other pursuits were followed
at a distance by Garren, just to make sure they did not decide to
play bandit as they left the immediate area. Garren returned
without incident and they all gratefully sought their beds. In the
morning, Nara addressed Garren, “I thank you for your aid in
rooting out that horrible man but now we must be about the business
for which my daughter first sent you to my city. We need to find a
suitable heir apparent. What would you recommend?”

Garren said, “my lady, if you would allow me
to circulate about the city and the outlying villages, I could
search out a person of suitable character. I would say that the
duty should fall to you but I am afraid you are too well known. I
am known to some here from former days but the city has grown much
in my absence and no one can suspect my true mission even if they
know my face. I can also tell when someone is lying thus I have
some slight advantage in rooting out any nefarious individuals.”
Nara thought it a sensible solution and agreed to Garren’s plan but
only if he brought the chosen individual to her for approval before
anything was finally decided; to this Garren readily agreed. He set
off immediately to make his rounds of the city. To save time he
sent Takar out into the countryside to see if he might find an
individual with a humble heart and the necessary acumen for
leadership. For several days Garren wandered the streets, haunted
the market place, and lingered in the inns hoping to find someone
to satisfy Nara but found no likely candidates.

Takar had a much more interesting time and
roamed about disguised as a wandering horse. He found several
individuals who tried to hide him in their own barns but easily
escaped from these would-be horse thieves. Finally, he was ‘caught’
by a rather plain young woman who led him into the city and
approached the Lady Nara on the matter, seeking the owner of the
wandering beast. As they stood in the courtyard, Nara was fetched
and a breathless Garren ran through the gates. The girl bowed
politely to her ruler and smiled amusedly at the winded man. Garren
recognized her as Ariata, a girl a bit younger than himself but of
much sense. She said to Nara, “has anyone lost a good horse? I
found this creature wandering alone.” As she spoke, Takar revealed
his true form and she dropped the halter rope in terror and
awe.

Garren smiled warmly, “for the moment he
deigns to let me ride him, but it is not him we have been long in
search of. I think perhaps it is you we sought.”

She looked scandalized, “what can you wish of
me? You cannot come seeking my hand now that Astoria has refused
you hers!”

Nara laughed, “this young upstart should have
married my rebellious daughter and become ruler of this city after
me, but neither will listen to sense. With their absence, I now
have no one to assume my place once I vacate it. This noble beast
seems to think you the right person for the job. With spirit and
character such as you appear to possess I also think he might be
right. Will you consent to be my heir? It is not an easy job but
you can do your city a great service.”

Stunned, Ariata bowed and said, “your wish
shall be my pleasure, lady.” Nara smiled warmly and took the
shocked girl by the shoulder to introduce her to the ruling circle
of Narange. She winked at Garren as she walked away. The man bowed
formally, mounted Takar, and rode home.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Malion was washed some distance downstream
and painfully crawled from the swirling water as it pooled in a
sharp bend of the river’s channel. He lay on the shore in
exhaustion as darkness crept over the world. Morning came and he
groaned as his bruised muscles complained bitterly after so much
abuse and a night in such a position. He drank a little and
summoned his Lurker. The mindless beast ran snarling into the
clearing, he mounted, and rode dejectedly in search of somewhere to
heal, hoping his dark master would not destroy him for his failure.
His only hope was that in these early days there could not be that
many men devoted utterly to the darkness and thus he was at least
temporarily indispensable to his master.

As night was falling, he came to a small
village and used his malevolent abilities to acquire food and
lodgings for the night. He fell almost gratefully into bed but
sleep did not come as it usually did. Instead, the whole room
filled with an inky blackness and dread filled the house. In the
midst of the darkness, two eyes like flame glowed and terror seized
Malion, who cowered upon the bed. “You have failed,” snarled the
darkness, “I would destroy you, but you may yet be of use. Fail
again and it shall be your last mistake. I need others of your
miserable kind to serve me with their whole beings. My Enemy has
many such servants and I will need a dark army to stop their vile
schemings. You had best get started.” The darkness and the terror
faded away but it was some time before sleep came and nightmares
with it. Malion woke shaking and drenched in sweat and soon set out
to build a Brotherhood for the Serpent.

 


Tiara was busy in the kitchen of her father’s
house when she heard the sound of galloping hooves in the farmyard.
She could hear her children playing near the back of the house and
she called firmly, “strangers!” Suddenly silence filled the house
as the children ceased their play and hid themselves for fear of
hostile visitors. In the time since the fall of man, such
precautions became all too commonplace as people discovered they
could no longer trust everyone they met. There were far too many
men who chose to take advantage where they could regardless of the
cost to others.

The man drew rein sharply at the kitchen
door, which he then proceeded to fling wide open without so much as
a knock. Tiara gasped when she saw who her visitor was, as the bowl
she had been holding shattered as it hit the floor. She had thought
her husband dead in the chaos that broke the world and had returned
to her father’s farm to raise her children. She had never thought
to see Malion alive again. Now that she saw him she was not sure
she wanted to. There had been something not quite right about him
when he rode off that fateful night but now he seemed a completely
different man. She had never seen such malice in the eyes of any
living man; his eyes were rather those of a wolf or an eagle. Her
husband, or at least the man he had once been, was truly dead but
his body still walked the earth inhabited by this sinister
stranger.

He smiled with cold amusement at his wife’s
reaction; this was an excellent beginning. “Where is the boy?”
demanded the man without greeting or explanation of where he had
been the last few years.

“Wh…wh…why?” stuttered the terrified
woman.

“I have come to take him away from this
wretched farm and raise him in a more appropriate manner,” sneered
the man, “he is my son and I will see that he has a proper future.”
Malion actually cared nothing for the boy but he thought to take
him and mold him into a proper servant for his dark master. He was
to build a Brotherhood and he could see no other way to gain a
following save by force.

Tiara said in stunned horror, “you cannot!”
The man raised his hand and struck her across the face. She fell to
her knees, sobbing, “what has happened to you?”

He sneered, “you will mind your tongue wench
or I shall silence it for you. I am taking the boy and that is the
end of it. Where is he? Try nothing foolish or I shall make an end
of you and your entire family. I will not be trifled with!”

She lay in a miserable, sobbing heap on the
floor and pointed out the open door, “he walked towards the village
an hour ago. If you hurry, you might catch him. Please do not do
this!” His harsh laugh echoed through the kitchen as he stomped out
of the house and slammed the door behind him. The sound of
retreating hooves filled the house and Tiara quickly rose to her
feet and wiped away her tears. She had no time for sorrow. She ran
to the back of the house and gathered up the boy and the girl who
cowered there in terror.

Without a word, she helped them into their
cloaks and had them put on their boots. Once they were dressed, she
took them each by the hand and led them to the paddock behind the
barn. There an ancient mare grazed with her nearly grown foal,
though the young one was only six months old. The distressed woman
approached the gate and the colt greeted her with a whicker though
he would never quite let her touch him, he was grateful for the
kindness the woman showed himself and his aged dam. He had felt the
evil man enter the farmyard and was unsettled by his presence. He
pitied the poor woman and wished to comfort her but knew not
how.

She spoke to the colt, saying, “I have heard
the tale of the origin of your kind and know that one day you will
leave us and shall seek out the Brethren. That terrible man will
return and when he does, he must not find the children here. Let
today be the day you leave and I beg you to bear these young ones
to safety. You are their only hope.” The young unicorn could not
say no to such a request and nodded his head gravely. A faint
glimmer of hope stirred in the woman’s eyes as she opened the gate
and let the colt out. He stood patiently as the woman put first the
girl and then the boy upon his back. “Hold on tight and do not be
afraid!” said the woman to her children as the unicorn ran off into
the woods. Suddenly she heard the thud of approaching hooves and
she turned in horror that Malion might have returned already.

She nearly fainted with relief to see her
brother Tobin riding into the yard. He saw his sister’s distress
and was off his horse and at her side faster than thought. “Tiara!”
said he in concern, “whatever has happened?” She quickly told her
tale and Tobin looked grim. He said, “I had thought to bring you
word that your husband was dead but I see that he has survived
somehow. Now what shall we do? It is not safe to be here when he
returns.”

A look of determination entered Tiara’s eyes
and she said, “I will take the gelding and follow the children to
Astoria. You must ride to the west pasture and warn father not to
return lest he meet Malion. Have him drive the flock to Astoria and
we shall begin anew there. We have little time.” Tobin nodded his
agreement and was quickly in the saddle and off to warn his father.
Tiara chased the old mare from the paddock, turned loose the cow,
and saddled the horse. She was soon on her way to Astoria.

 


Becca was helping in the fields around the
fledgling city when she saw a very strange sight. A nearly grown
unicorn trotted up the road with two half grown children on his
back. Never had she heard of a unicorn bearing anyone but one of
the Brethren. He stopped before her and stood patiently as she
helped the sobbing children from his back. His burden delivered, he
whickered in gratitude and disappeared into the distant woods.
Becca could get no more information out of the children than she
received from their deliverer. She put an arm around each of their
shoulders and gently led them towards the city. She had always had
a heart for children even though she never had any of her own; she
thought back briefly to that strange night, what seemed centuries
ago, when she had taken in another troubled child. She smiled to
herself as she thought how strange it was that that child had
become the leader and very heart of the Brethren. She led the
frightened youngsters into the city and found a quiet place in the
large house that currently served as the headquarters of the
Brethren. In a quiet corner by the fire, she let them weep away
their fear.

Finally, when the flood of tears dwindled to
a trickle, she asked, “what has happened?”

Cayen, a boy of fourteen, said quietly, “we
all thought my father dead but he came back today and scared my
mother terribly. She sent us away to keep us safe but there is no
one to protect her!”

Tabitha, a girl of twelve, said with sniffles
breaking her voice, “she asked the strange colt to bear us to
safety. Are we safe?”

Becca pulled them both into a hug, “you are
as safe as anyone can be in these disquiet days. Fear not, your
mother seems a wise woman to protect you as she did. I do not think
she will let any harm befall herself. Weep not until we know for
certain that some dreadful thing has befallen her. Let us find you
something to eat, I am sure you missed your noon meal.” The
children dried their tears and gratefully sat down to a hearty
meal. As they were finishing, Garren poked his head in the door and
smiled. He came inside, and after him came a very troubled looking
woman whose face radiated pure joy when she recognized her
children. They dropped their utensils and ran to hug her. Becca and
Garren smiled warmly at the reunion.

Then Becca asked Tiara, “what has
happened?”

The woman quickly told her story and a frown
creased Garren’s face, “I had thought the fiend dead! That such a
vile man with such strange powers is still at large is certainly a
terrible thought. We must see the Lady immediately.”

Becca said, “I shall mind the children while
you speak with the Lady.” Tiara nodded thankfully and followed
Garren to the room at the back of the house wherein the Lady was
wont to sit. They bowed themselves into her presence and the Lady
quickly put away the dress she had been mending. A look of concern
and amusement crossed Tiara’s face but she said nothing.

Garren said, “Lady, I fear the fell man who
briefly oppressed Narange is still alive. This dear woman was his
wife and he came today seeking to steal away his son.”

The Lady’s eyes were wide with astonishment,
“I never thought such a fellow could be married, but then I
sometimes forget much has changed in the world and many hearts with
it. My own father was not the same person that terrible night. I am
sorry for your loss.”

Tiara said, “I thank you for your words Lady.
It was easier to think him dead than to know he lives but is no
longer the man I once knew and loved. Can my children and I remain
in your city? It is no longer safe for me to remain at home. We
shall not be a burden.”

The Lady smiled, “of course you may stay for
as long as you wish, though we are still a fledgling community, we
will share with you what we have.”

The woman smiled gratefully, “thank you
Lady.”

Before more could be said, the door opened
and Becca ushered a distraught looking Tobin in. He bowed to the
Lady and nodded to Garren. Breathlessly he said, “Lady, I fear more
has come of this dreadful encounter than simple terror. The wicked
man was unable to find his son in the village so he made off with
another boy. He then returned to my father’s farm and burnt it to
the ground. He is now fleeing north.”

The Lady looked grimly to Garren, “can you
catch him?”

Garren bowed, and as he ran from the room,
said, “I shall certainly try.”

Garren was in his saddle and riding north as
hard as Takar could run. Only a unicorn could catch him now. A
unicorn could sense his master at any distance but was usually
unable to find any other human in such a fashion but Takar had been
so traumatized by his encounter with the vile man that he could
somehow sense him over short distances. He could vaguely feel the
man somewhere ahead and as they gained ground, the sensation became
stronger. Soon they could see the man in the distance and pressed
all the harder. His horse was plastered with sweat and stumbling in
exhaustion. The boy struggled vainly against his captor but could
not get away. Finally, the beast fell and threw his passengers to
the ground. The boy screamed in anguish as his leg shattered. The
man saw the hopelessness of trying to flee with an injured boy and
abandoned his prey. He vanished into the woods afoot and summoned
his lurker, hoping the fool who pursued him would be distracted by
the boy long enough for him to make his escape. The mindless beast
soon found him and he fled into the depths of the forest.

Garren jumped from Takar’s back and quickly
looked the boy over. Takar ran after the man but returned in
frustration not long after; the man was fled aback some sort of
monster. Garren shook his head and said, “we must tend to the boy.
Sadly, we cannot pursue the villain as I would wish. Someday he
will face justice but it will not be today.” Garren splinted the
boy’s leg with sticks and some cloth ripped from his cloak. They
rode slowly back to the village and returned Ehaton to his grateful
mother. The brief adventure made such an impression on the boy that
as soon as his leg was fully healed, he made his way to Astoria in
hopes of even more adventures.

 


Tiara was mortified to see that the Lady was
mending her own clothes and that many of the Brethren were doing
such menial tasks as weeding fields and building houses. Ever
grateful for the Lady’s warm welcome, she set about rectifying the
situation. The Brethren had far more important things to be about
than simple household tasks! Many were the folk that were
appreciative of the Brethren’s efforts to hold chaos at bay and
thus many were eager to make them even more effective by freeing
them from the basic chores of existence that they might have more
time to do what only they could. Anyone could chop wood but only
the Brethren could teach the Truth, interpret the Law, dispense
justice, protect the weak, chase down criminals, advise rulers, and
negotiate peace between warring factions.

Soon an army of eager helpers, under Tiara’s
guidance, was residing in Astoria to help with the day-to-day
running of the place. The Lady at first was aghast that she could
not even mend her own socks but soon saw the sense of the matter
and was more than grateful to have a bevy of people to help with
the cleaning, cooking, mending, and building. The Brethren had not
taken their Oaths to plow fields though they did when they must,
but they were eager to be about the Master’s business and now they
were truly free to do that to which they were called.

Becca approached the Lady one day and said,
“Lady, we are in need of a teaching program within Astoria itself.
It is a wonderful thing that we are able to send Teachers to all
corners of the earth but I think we need a few at home. There are
many children among those helping to build this city and those who
have come to help us as they can. The least we could do is educate
their children.”

The Lady smiled, “I had been thinking the
same thing and I am glad you have volunteered to found our
educational program. It will be a very good thing to make Astoria a
place where people can come to learn no matter their background. We
also need a program in place to train those interested in joining
the Brethren, though this of course cannot be a requirement for
those wishing to learn but it can be an option for those so
inclined.” Becca was quite stunned that she had so volunteered but
she was honored by the Lady’s trust and bowed in acquiescence.
Under her guidance, Astoria’s educational programs took shape and
began to flourish so that within a few years, eager students were
flocking to Astoria to better understand the world and to gain
enough knowledge that they might make a better life in it. Many of
these eager students eventually went on to take their Oath
including Cayen, Tabitha, and Ehaton.

 


Malion had failed to kidnap either his son or
the other boy and wondered if this would count as a failure to his
dark master. He sulked alone at a table in the shadowy depths of an
inn. How ever was he to build this vile fellowship if he could not
even inculcate children in the ways of the Nameless One? As he
pondered these things, a man took a seat across from him. He raised
his eyes to the stranger who looked eager but also rather nervous.
“Yes?” asked Malion with a snarl.

The man stuttered, “I do not know why but I
felt I must speak with you. I am eager for something but I do not
know what? All I know is that I am not content with what a ‘normal’
life has to offer and I want something more.”

Malion laughed coldly, “are you perhaps
seeking the Brethren? They claim to live a ‘fulfilled’ life,
whatever that means!”

The stranger smirked, “I am no such fool. I
do not seek to surrender my will to that of the Master! I want to
control my own destiny and I want power beyond what is normally
granted to a man in my position. I feel you know how to give it to
me.”

Malion smiled, “that I can.” They talked long
into the night and thus began the Brotherhood.

 


Tears streaked Tabitha’s face as she ran to
find her mother. Tiara looked upon her daughter with a combination
of concern and astonishment. What was it this time? It did not take
much to make the fourteen-year-old girl cry, especially when her
older brother was involved. “Mama!” shrieked the girl in near
hysterics, “Cayen and Ehaton say that the Lady has given them
permission to take the Oath but she will not let me! It is not
fair! You must put a stop to it!”

Tiara shook her head in amusement but tried
to wear a gentle smile, saying, “the only reason you are being
denied is your age! You know very well that you must wait until
your sixteenth birthday. I know time seems to pass slowly at your
age but soon it will seem years pass in days. Your turn will come;
be patient. Would you make your brother and his friend wait two
years until you are old enough?”

“Yes,” sulked the girl, “it would serve them
right for teasing me.”

At this a frown crossed Tiara’s face, “I will
however put a stop to that else I will make them wait!” A cold
smile graced the girl’s lips as she followed her mother in search
of the errant boys; she could not wait for the scolding to ensue.
They found the boys in class and patiently waited until it was
finished. They were not happy to meet Tiara at the door, especially
with the vindictive grin on Tabitha’s face. Tiara said, “Cayen,
have you been teasing your sister?” The boy was astonished to be so
accused but this was not the first time Tabitha had carried tales
and blamed her brother for things he had never done. The look of
shock on the boy’s face was answer enough and Tiara gave Tabitha a
stern look, “Tabitha, did you lie to me?”

The girl went white as a sheet and then her
face flushed red; she fought vainly against more tears. She
glowered at her mother and the two boys and then fled without
answer. The three watched her run off and wondered how long it
would take her to calm down this time. Tabitha ran to the stables,
saddled a horse, and rode off into the woods. Her mind worked
furiously as she rode out of the growing city and into the cool
depths of the forest. She could not understand why people never saw
things her way. Why did Cayen and Ehaton get to have all the fun
while she was forced to spend two more long years waiting her turn?
It was not fair!

She had only been trying to make them wait,
as was only fair. She rode hard until she was well beyond the
trails she knew, but she pushed on until evening as her mind roiled
within her. She would go have an adventure on her own; she would
show everyone that she was ready! She had not brought any food,
water, or anything to start a fire. She had not even brought a
cloak as it was late spring and the weather was pleasant. Darkness
finally forced her to stop for the night and the horse was all too
eager to comply. She sighed, it would be a cold and hungry night
but soon she would have an adventure and such minor inconveniences
would be all but forgotten.

Tabitha awoke stiff and cold, but eager to
see what the day might bring. She refreshed herself as best she
could in a small stream and found a few berries to take the edge
off her hunger but only managed to worsen the pangs. She crawled
wearily into her saddle and was again off in search of she knew not
what. For two more days she pressed north as hard as she dared;
civilization was soon left far behind. At first her mother thought
a night sulking in the dark and cold might teach the girl a lesson
but when she failed to appear the next day, Tiara became worried
and a search was made for the errant girl.

Tabitha cared nothing for the worry she might
be causing others, save perhaps for some vague notion of teaching
everyone a lesson and thereby getting whatever she wanted when she
returned home because they felt so guilty over what they had done
to cause her to disappear in the first place. This thought caused
her to smile but the smile quickly became a shriek as her horse
stumbled and fell. Darkness took her. When she awoke, she groaned
and opened her eyes only to find a horrible mockery of a human face
mere inches from her own. The yellow eyes glowed with malice but
there was no trace of intelligence beyond the keenness of mind seen
in some of the higher beasts. The creature screamed, whether in
fear or excitement or rage Tabitha never knew. The thing was a
greenish grey color and was covered in a leathery hide; it had
terrible claws and vicious teeth that looked capable of easily
rending flesh.

The thing was not alone. A whole horde of the
beasts was swarming over the body of the partially eaten horse. She
then saw the vine over which her horse must have stumbled. One end
was made tight to a tree and the other was loose but had been
pulled taut by the creatures. She shuddered to think that such
horrid things had presence of mind enough to pull such a trick. She
also wondered why they had not set upon her as they had obviously
done to her poor horse. She soon had her answer. When she was
unconscious, the things had no interest in her immediately, as the
horse was a much more rewarding target, but now that their hunger
had been sated they were more in the mood to cause trouble and
there was nothing they enjoyed more than terrifying other living
things.

They would terrorize the girl before killing
her. The beasts left their meal, most with bloodied mouths and
hands, making them even more distressing if that were possible. The
whole troop approached Tabitha and she tried to struggle to her
feet but found herself bound as securely as the vine was tied to
the tree. A vicious and terrible light rested in their eyes and
their evil leers deepened as they saw the terror taking hold of
their prey. When they were almost upon the girl, the air was filled
with the snap of bowstrings and the whiz of arrows. Suddenly chaos
broke out among the terrible throng and several of the creatures
fell dead while the rest fled into the surrounding trees.

Tabitha lay very still, not daring to hope
that whoever had attacked the creatures might be friendly towards a
girl alone in the wilderness. Cautiously, several people, all
shorter than herself, crept out of the surrounding brush. She
gasped when she realized they were fully grown men! They smiled in
amusement as they saw her shock and quickly released her from her
bonds. “Who are you?” asked the amazed girl.

The shortest of the bunch said, “who we are
matters not but we must move on before the goblins return. They are
easily frightened but the scent of blood will soon overcome their
fear.” The girl nodded and followed the little men into the forest.
They walked silently for some time until they found themselves in
the midst of an ancient grove amidst whose towering boughs rested
an arboreal village. The small group broke up and returned to their
various homes as the man who had spoken motioned for the girl to
follow. They climbed a ladder leading to one of the cottages
amongst the branches. Once they were safely indoors and each
cradled a cup of herbal tea, provided by an equally short woman,
the man felt at ease to talk. He said, “we are simply called the
Forest People but you must promise not to reveal our identity to
anyone, else we might have to leave you to the goblins once more.”
The girl looked terrified but his teasing smile eased her fears of
such a fate.

She said, “I will speak of you to no one but
why must you remain a secret?”

Her host smiled, “we are a simple folk
wishing only to live in peace. We would not survive long if men
knew we existed because we could not stand long against them. We
can use our bows but are not warriors. We survive by keeping those
who would oppress us ignorant of our very existence. We mean no
harm to anyone but neither do we wish men to know we are
about.”

She nodded in understanding, “then why did
you rescue me?”

He laughed, “a child in the hands of a goblin
horde is one of the few reasons we might expose ourselves to
humanity, but I trust your promise not to reveal our existence to
anyone. We did not set out to rescue you, we were simply hunting
the goblins and happened upon you in your moment of need.”

“What are they exactly?” asked she, “They
seemed cunning but I felt no trace of sapience among them.”

The man said, “no one is quite sure what they
are or where they came from. They are not truly thinking creatures
though they are too intelligent and brutal to be beasts. They
appeared shortly after the events that changed the world. No beast
is intentionally cruel but they seem to delight in tormenting other
creatures. But they have no soul. Our guess is that they are a
mockery of sapient life somehow engineered by the Enemy. I do not
think he can create life but perhaps he took an intelligent beast
and somehow corrupted it with his own cruelty towards and hatred of
all good things. Whatever they are, we kill them as we may for they
kill man and beast without a second thought and it is a small mercy
to be rid of them.”

Tabitha shuddered to remember how close she
had come to being their next victim. She said, “thank you for
saving me from such a fate. What shall come of me?”

The man shrugged, “that depends where you
came from and why?”

She said, “I fled from home a few days ago in
a rage and must return before my mother dies of worry. It is a
three day ride to the south as best I can tell.”

The man nodded, “then we shall accompany you
to the borders of our land and provide you with a week’s worth of
provender. If you run into more goblins after we part I am afraid
you are on your own.”

She smiled and said, “I thank you for your
trouble on my behalf.”

After a hearty meal she was soon asleep,
exhausted with travel and the horrors of the day. The next day
after a filling breakfast, her host walked her to the edge of that
small country and bid her a swift journey. She took a few steps
ahead, but glanced back and suddenly the whole forest behind her
seemed to shift so that she could no longer see her guide or their
trail. It was as if she had imagined the whole ordeal but the pack
on her back was quite real. She shook her head in confusion and
began the long walk home. She walked all day and then found a place
to sleep for the night. She awoke suddenly when she felt her entire
body engulfed in a great, clawed hand. She screamed, thinking the
goblins were upon her again but soon found herself eye to eye with
a large green dragon.

The creature looked at her curiously and a
look of something like pity played across its face. It clutched her
tightly in its great fist and took to the air. Though she was
terrified, flying was an exhilarating experience even so. Not too
long after, the thing landed in a wide meadow where a great hummock
of grass rose abruptly from the earth. Suddenly the hummock moved
and revealed itself to be another dragon. The second creature
yawned and said, “why are you interrupting my nap Editha? This had
best be important.”

Editha was quite excited and said, “I found a
baby human all alone and miles from any human habitation. Come
see!”

The second beast lumbered over and stared at
the stunned Tabitha with interest, saying, “and what are you going
to do with the creature?”

Editha said, “I thought to make a pet of her.
She is so alone and helpless.”

The other was stunned, “that homely thing?
But then I guess she is so ugly she is almost cute. Do as you like
though she might make a nice specimen for Humbert’s collection; he
is cataloging and preserving specimens of the local flora and
fauna. I am sure he would be happy to have her.”

Tabitha said in horror, “I am no butterfly to
be pinned nor a puppy to tie on a leash!”

Editha nearly dropped her in surprise, “you
can talk! How can any creature your age talk?”

Tabitha gave her a strange look, “I am nearly
fifteen years old. Most children can babble by a year, why should I
not talk at fifteen?”

Editha said, “I am surprised at how rapidly
you humans mature! I had no idea you grew so fast. Our own
youngsters take many decades to become half so rational. I had
thought you a mere infant!”

The second creature said, “well, this
certainly makes things tricky. If she were an orphan child, perhaps
you could keep her but I fear that she is no helpless babe. I am
afraid we must let her go.”

Before Editha could reply, a dark shadow
covered the meadow and both of the green dragons backed quickly
away from the center of the clearing. A moderately sized black
dragon landed and hissed, “what are you old crones gossiping
about?” He saw the pathetic little human clutched in Editha’s claws
and said, “a human? Is that all? I thought at least you had caught
a nice fat elk or something. What use is a human, save to make
sport of?”

The ladies hissed like frightened cats and
backed to the forest’s edge, “be gone! This is none of your
business. We will do as we please.”

The black dragon laughed scornfully, “you
green dragons are pathetic! We should be the masters of creation
but you are content to lurk in your caves and care little for what
passes in the rest of the world. Someday we shall take our proper
place, but for now enjoy your pathetic little pest.” He laughed
cruelly as he launched himself into the air and vanished from
sight.

The ladies relaxed once he was gone but
shuddered in horror to think that any dragon could be so awful.
Editha then looked at her captive, “I suppose we had best return
you home else that horrid monster might lie in wait and do
unspeakable things to you just because he can.”

Tabitha asked, “why is he so cruel?”

Editha shrugged, “it was not always so. We
all used to be rather benign creatures but then something happened
and suddenly the world was not as it had been. We found ourselves
much more able to give into our baser instincts and some of us
actually found we enjoyed evil or did not bother to control our
tempers. Those that relish evil suddenly found themselves with
black scales, those who indulged in their rage became red, and the
more sensible of us are green. The memories grow fuzzy but I think
we all used to bask in the presence of the Master but now it seems
we have to work hard to find Him. The black dragons take a
perverted delight in being free of such restraints. It is all very
strange. Now where do you come from little one that we might return
you safely?”

Tabitha said, “I live in Astoria which is
home to the Brethren.”

Editha and her companion gave her a patient
look, “dear heart we care nothing for human conventions of naming
places. Can you tell me your physical home?”

Tabitha laughed, “I live in a growing city
two and a half days south as the horse runs.”

Editha did some mental calculations and
smiled, “I think I know the place. Hang on!” She took to the air
and this time Tabitha could enjoy the ride. They came to rest in
the fields surrounding the city and Becca and Garren rode out to
meet them. Their faces were a study in dread, relief, and
shock.

“Tabitha!” said Becca in horror, “Your mother
is in near hysterics that you have disappeared. Where have you
been? Garren found your horse mangled by goblins and we feared the
worst!”

The dragon watched the interaction with
interest. Dragons knew little of men and the study intrigued her.
Perhaps in former days dragons were more intimate with men but the
memories were so faint as to be nearly forgotten, as a dream upon
waking. Becca suddenly realized she had been scolding the girl and
ignoring the monster that towered over them. She bowed politely in
her saddle and said, “welcome to Astoria my lady. Thank you for
bringing this errant child home. You have relieved much grief and
worry.”

Editha was about to say something when a look
of utter astonishment covered her face, “it cannot be! How?”

Becca cocked her head, “how can what be?”

Editha said, “how can you ride upon the
Master!”

Now Becca was truly confused. Then she
glanced at her mount’s head, which had previously been that of a
shaggy pony but now revealed his true identity. In spite of herself
she laughed, saying, “my faithful companion is not the Master but
one of the race of mortal unicorns.”

Editha’s shock abated some but she said,
“mortal unicorns? I had heard rumors but thought it simply gossip.
Are they truly a thinking people or nothing more than glorified
horses?”

Becca’s mount snorted in derision and Takar
added his own fury at the insult. Becca laughed, “they are
certainly a wise and thinking people, perhaps the noblest kindred
that walks the earth.”

Editha smiled ruefully, “forgive my ignorance
but these are strange days and the whole world seems turned on its
head.” The unicorns whickered their approval and seemed quite
content. Editha asked, “if they are a thinking people how is it
that you can enslave them so?”

Becca laughed joyfully, “they are not slaves
but our dearest companions. It is of their own choosing that they
serve us thus. We could not ask for better friends.”

Editha said, “do they serve all men so? Why
do they subject themselves to such tedious labor that any horse
could accomplish.”

Garren said, “they serve only those sworn
heart and soul to the Master. They will tolerate no rider but one
of the Brethren.”

The creature said, “I see.” But sounded as if
she did not.

Garren laughed, “these are strange days
indeed. Perhaps you would stay for a time and learn more of
unicorns, men, and the Brethren that you might enlighten your
people? We would also like to know more of dragons.”

Editha smiled, “that sounds a delightful
idea. But first we must reunite this wayward child with her
family.” Tiara and the Lady were quickly sent for. Tiara was
overjoyed and enraged to see her child.

Tabitha said, “I am sorry for running away.
It was foolish and I have learned my lesson well. I shall also
refrain from trying to injure poor Cayen with foolish tales.”

Tiara smiled, “I see your wanderings have
somehow taught you sense! The Lady may perhaps one day let you take
your Oath if you continue to learn humility.”

The Lady laughed, “there is a reason that we
will not let children take the Oath, but I see Tabitha that you are
well on your way to becoming a young woman. I will hold you to your
promise even if you are not yet one of the Brethren.” Tiara nodded,
as if this only made sense. Tabitha eyed both women in trepidation
and knew she would be held to her word. Perhaps she was not quite
mature enough to take her Oath as she had once thought? The dragon
stayed on for several weeks, and much was learned by all about the
other thinking creatures with whom they shared the world. Tabitha
said nothing of the Forest People however. A great hawk watched the
proceedings from a dead tree on the edge of the forest. He screamed
his rage as he flew into the distant north.

After several days he landed amid a small
gathering of similar birds. “Well?” asked a great white specimen as
the spy landed.

The newcomer sighed, “the humans seem to be
getting all friendly with the dragons and I do not know how
unicorns fit into the chaos but I saw the creatures with men
willingly upon their backs!”

“Treachery or black sorcery,” said the white
falcon, “humans are a ruined and terrible race and why the Master
has not destroyed the lot of them I cannot understand. How the
dragons and the unicorns can forgive such evil on the part of men I
cannot fathom.”

The newcomer said, “the dragon spoke of
memories of the former time fading. Perhaps they do not know what
they have lost at the hands of men?”

The snowy falcon nodded grimly, “it is the
only explanation. Such creatures are mortal and their memories
prone to error. In a few generations it will be all but forgotten
and reduced to myth! But the Akoni will never forget and neither
will we forgive. Mankind will always be a disgrace and a
degradation to all thinking creatures. The Master did not destroy
them as was proper but perhaps we will see it happen one day.
Perhaps man will destroy himself? What can rein in such a wretched
creature that would slay the Master himself? No, they are doomed
and we shall watch them fall and laugh as they die.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


The years
passed and the habits and habitations of men became more and more
entrenched and soon the time before the change was forgotten in all
but foggiest memory, and the generations born after thought it
simply a story and would have forgotten it completely, save for the
relentless efforts of the Brethren. They traveled throughout the
world and spoke the Truth and taught the Common Law. They advised
the rulers of the quickening nations and negotiated peace in the
tumultuous times that attended the birth pangs of civilization. As
their numbers grew, the Lady also saw fit to appoint Teachers that
remained in a specific area and taught not only Truth and Law, but
also reading, writing, history, and all other subjects useful to
children and their parents. Those wishing to further their
education could then travel to now mythic Astoria and there learn
what they must to pursue various trades, to serve as advisors, join
the Brethren, or even rule a country. Astoria became a gathering
place for those who excelled in or advanced the various arts,
crafts, trades, and sciences; those already established in an art
or trade could come and learn the latest techniques or
advancements; those seeking a future could also learn the basics of
a variety of trades.

Astoria became a place to exchange ideas and
perfect the various arts. The aristocracy of the emerging nations
sent their children to learn politics, law, history, and the
military arts and tactics. The Brethren were agents of peace but
they also knew that to ensure the peace one must sometimes pick up
a sword, thus they learned the military and tactical arts
themselves and saw fit to pass them on to others who might one day
have to defend themselves or their nation. As time passed, the
nations were established, roads were built and maintained, trade
routes became common, and all those things that corrupt such
cornerstones of civilization also flourished: banditry and war. As
the population grew and memories of the Master and His ways grew
more distant and foggy, the Brethren found ample opportunity to
stay busy.

Cayen had been apprenticing with Garren for
almost two years and would soon be ready to try an adventure of his
own. His sister Tabitha had recently joined the ranks of the
Brethren and was apprenticing with Becca while his friend Ehaton
was nearly finished with his own apprenticeship. Garren found it
vastly amusing to have an apprentice not that much younger than
himself but such were the number of new recruits that the Lady was
desperate to place the eager youngsters wherever she could find a
place. She already had another apprentice in mind for Garren when
Cayen was finally loosed upon the world. This would be their final
mission together. The various rulers in the southwestern corner of
the world had sent word that there were an unseemly number of
bandit raids in the area and requested the help of the Brethren.
The rulers had enough to do maintaining the delicate peace within
their own borders and with their various neighbors without sparing
men and resources to quash the bandit problem. The Lady dispatched
Garren and his apprentice to investigate and do what they could to
stop the raids.

As they rode along on the weeks' long
journey, Garren asked of Cayen, “are you ready to ride off on such
an adventure alone?”

The boy laughed, “I am eager but terrified,
what of you?”

Garren laughed, “I am sure the Lady already
has another helpless youngster waiting for me upon our return. I
shall not be riding alone. You are actually better off than I was.
I never had a mentor. There was no such thing as an apprenticeship
in those days. The Lady pointed and you went, ready or not!” Cayen
looked stunned but also strangely grateful that such a thing was
not expected of him.

As they approached the area that the bandits
were said to haunt, they stopped at the various inns and villages
they encountered to ask after their quarry. Little was known of the
brigands, their numbers, or habits. They appeared sporadically in
bands of a dozen men and carried off whatever of value they could
find, including a number of young men between the ages of fourteen
and eighteen; what use they made of the unfortunate lads was not
known. Nations in those days were tiny compared with those in
centuries to come and were often less than a day’s ride across in
any direction. And in those days many people still lived in
independent villages and small clumpings of scattered farms, but as
things grew more unsettled many of the less adventurous sought what
protection they could from the growing number of kings and lords.
Yet there remained those who refused to relinquish most of their
freedom and wealth for protection, but they soon found themselves
giving what would have been taken as taxes (and often more) taken
as plunder by bandits.

As they drew nearer to the areas plagued by
the thieves, the locals grew much more wary of strangers and Garren
found it difficult to extract any information at all. One day as
they stood on the green of a miniscule village in the foothills of
the Western Mountains trying to speak with the mayor, a great
ruckus arose as a dozen armed horsemen rode into the village
yelling with all their might. The Brethren wasted no time and were
quickly in the saddle with swords bared. A few of the more
audacious villagers joined them but were armed with nothing but
knives and pitchforks and one crudely made sword, apparently the
first and last attempt at such a weapon by the local blacksmith.
The rest cowered in the shadow of the inn. The Brethren were
skilled with the sword but were greatly outnumbered. Their stalwart
but untrained allies were of little help and were quickly slain or
surrendered. Five of the bandits were killed or injured before the
Brethren were subdued. They were relieved of their weapons and
their hands bound. The surviving bandits then went about their
business and gathered up what little of value the village
contained. They helped one of their injured comrades onto his
horse; he had only minor wounds. They killed the man who was badly
injured lest he survive and turn traitor.

They forced the Brethren into their saddles
and the unicorns allowed their reins to be taken, but only at the
urging of their captured masters. The surviving villagers that had
resisted were put to the sword, save one boy of perhaps sixteen,
who was bound and placed upon a horse. Without a word, they
galloped into the fading day and left the villagers to bury the
dead and mourn their slain and stolen kin. They rode as long into
the night as they dared for fear of a horse stumbling and breaking
a leg. They made a rough camp in the middle of nowhere and waited
for the first light of day to again make safe their journey. The
bandits said nothing to the three captives but often smirked
triumphantly.

The journey lasted three days and was rather
uneventful, save that it was rather awkward to go about the
necessities of life with one’s hands bound fast. Finally they came
to a large village surrounded by a log palisade. The guards about
the gates grinned maliciously upon sighting the prisoners and made
several rather rude comments about their fate but otherwise did not
hinder their passing. The horses clattered into the yard of a large
stone building and several anxious looking boys ran out and took
their reins. The bandits grinned coldly at the boys but said
nothing as they herded the captives into the great house. They
traveled down several darkened corridors with various doors and
hallways opening on either side and finally entered a great chamber
wherein sat a single large chair in which lounged a middle aged but
sinister looking man.

As the bandits entered they slapped their
right arms across their chests in salute and the sinister man said,
“and what have you brought me this time Gorip?”

The leader of the surviving bandits said,
“some loot from a miserable little village and three boys who dared
stand against us. We killed the rest of the rebels and brought
these three that you might pass judgment upon them. Two of them are
responsible for killing four of my men and the third is just about
useless.”

The bandit king did not looked pleased to
have lost four of his minions but grinned coldly at the three,
saying, “and who might you three be that you dare stand against the
mighty Pirates of Silicae? Do you not know the penalty for such
audacity is death? I am however willing to forgive this little
oversight on your behalf if you feel inclined to join us, as I must
now replace four of my men and it seems at least two of you know
the use of a sword?”

Garren stepped forward, Cayen looked on with
interest, while the village boy looked ready to faint. Garren said,
“what is this place and why do you prey upon those weaker than
yourself?”

The bandit king laughed at Garren’s nerve,
saying, “I like your spirit but you must learn to bow before me if
you wish to live. However, I shall humor you for now, but know that
such insolence will not always be so easily tolerated. This
splendid little village we call Silicae and it will one day be the
capital of a great nation: a nation of pirates! The menial tasks
shall be done by untrained boys, hoping to learn the use of a sword
and thus gain admission to our ranks; our wealth shall be taken as
our rightful due from anyone foolish enough to live within raiding
distance. I of course shall be the king! Others will toil away
their lives trying to scratch a living from the earth or from some
vulgar trade but we shall live as kings off the sweat of
others!”

Garren looked aghast, “no country can survive
in such a fashion. How can any mass of men hope to survive outside
the bounds of the Common Law? Will not mutiny from within and force
from without destroy you? The Master certainly will not look kindly
upon such a rebellious lot!”

The bandit king snarled, “I am disappointed
you do not share my vision. With such speech I begin to think you
one of those fools who claims to serve the Master! Everyone knows
the Master is either dead or has abandoned humanity to its own
devices, if he ever existed in the first place. You dare quote the
Common Law to me? What is the Common Law but a bunch of rules
devised by the thrice-cursed Brethren and forced upon every ruler
between the Eastern and Western Seas! I will not be a pawn and will
do as I wish. Forsake your foolish vows here and now or you can
deliver your complaints about me to your precious Master in
person!”

Garren glared at the temerity of the man and
said, “I cannot and will not do such a thing. Live or die, I am in
the Master’s keeping.”

“So be it,” said the bandit king, almost
casually as he motioned for Gorip to do as had been promised.

“Garren!” yelled Cayen, which only earned the
boy a slap across the mouth and a growled order to remain silent
from the bandit who firmly gripped his shoulders. A look of
surprise and pain crossed Garren’s face and a gasp escaped him as
he fell to the floor as Gorip ran him through the chest with his
sword. After a few ragged breaths, he moved no more.

Cayen and the village boy looked on in
horror; the bandit king laughed grimly, saying, “now that is what
rebellion will earn you every time.” He looked thoughtfully at the
boys and said, “I suppose you two are young enough yet not to be
completely lost to reason. Congratulations, you have just joined
the merry ranks of the Silicae Pirates. Do as you are told or you
will suffer the same fate as your friend. Get them out of my sight
and somebody clean up this mess!”

Two bandits came forward to drag away
Garren’s body while Gorip and the remaining bandits saluted and
roughly drew the boys from their leader’s presence. Once they were
out of the audience chamber, Gorip said, “you two will do well if
you obey else I fear you will not live to regret it. Understood?”
Both boys nodded; the village boy in terror and Cayen with
determination, knowing that the task now fell to him to make an end
of these renegades or die trying. Taking their agreement for
granted, Gorip said, “our untrained village whelp will be assigned
various menial tasks and will learn the use of a sword until he is
skilled enough to be let loose in our illustrious ranks. You, my
fine swordsman, will immediately be assigned to a raiding party and
thus be out of my hair. I would put you in my unit but I fear there
might be some antipathy from the other men that you killed their
comrades and I doubt you would appreciate being in the unit led by
the man who killed your friend. Not that I really care about your
preferences, however. I will just have to find replacements
elsewhere.”

They entered the kitchens and the terrified
village youth was turned over to a sinister looking man with one
arm that served as the supervisor of the untrained recruits. Cayen
was handed over to Harron, the captain of another raiding party. He
looked the boy over but did not seem impressed. Gorip seemed amused
by the man’s reaction. Harron said, “well come along then, I do not
have time to coddle you.” They walked down a long corridor leading
to the storerooms where Cayen was outfitted with what he would need
as a neophyte bandit. He was not pleased to wear a brown leather
jerkin emblazoned with a laughing skull. The others wore a similar
uniform but the leather was black. Cayen supposed it implied he was
some sort of trainee or was as yet untrusted by those above him and
was to be watched carefully. They then made their way outside as a
great ruckus was coming from the stable.

Knowing the source, Cayen dashed into the
structure and desperately tried to reason with Takar, lest he get
himself killed, saying, “I know you have lost Garren but you do not
grieve alone! Do not get yourself killed in vain. Escape when the
chance arises but until then act the silly horse you appear!” The
beast quieted reluctantly and the terrified stable boys crept out
of the places where they had sought shelter from the raging
beast.

Harron stood at the door and glared at the
boy, “just what do you think you are doing?”

Cayen said, “he would have torn the stable
down around him in his grief.”

Harron eyed the horse suspiciously and said,
“horses do not grieve you fool! Next time you make such a bold
attempt without my permission it shall be the last thing you do.
Understood?”

Cayen nodded, “yes sir.”

Harron grinned coldly, “good, now follow me!”
The boy followed meekly and Harron led him to a small hut that
slept twelve men. There were four bunks and the beds were stacked
three high. There were six men in the dark, cramped shack and they
stood as their leader entered. He said, “this wretch is our newest
member. You know the drill.” They saluted and returned to whatever
their captain’s entrance had interrupted. Cayen was shown which
bunk was his and crawled into the bed nearest the ceiling and
furthest to the back. There he mourned the loss of Garren and began
to make plans for bringing the bandits to their knees. He was
ignored for the balance of the day and at suppertime was
unceremoniously herded to the kitchen to collect his portion of the
evening meal. The terrified village boy and several like him were
busy seeing that the hungry throng was fed and the mess cleaned up
after they were finished. After the evening meal, the senior
bandits went in search of something alcoholic while those like
Cayen were herded back to their respective huts where they were to
stay out of mischief.

The bandits returned late and went promptly
to bed. Cayen found little sleep that night but was encouraged to
see that he was not the only brown clad boy in the unit. They had
talked briefly before the bandits could return and silence them.
Korin was the son of an independent farmer and had been taken
hostage during a bandit raid. He had started in the kitchen and
stables and had been taught the sword, and just today was allowed
out of his servitude and expected to join the a raiding party. He
was not happy about his situation in life and knew that their
companions in brown were equally dissatisfied, though there were a
few who were eager to take part in the thievery.

Cayen wondered to what use he might put such
rebellious thoughts. Most of the other boys were untrained and
would be slaughtered if they attempted an uprising, but there had
to be a way to use the situation to their advantage. The other
problem was that most of the other boys were terrified, but their
desperation might soon overcome their fear if things did not soon
change for the better. Cayen lay awake most of the night trying to
come up with some idea for escape else he might soon be made to
make the choice between breaking Oath and a swift death and then
there would be no one to put a stop to this outrage. The primordial
nations certainly had not the strength or resources to combat such
a menace. Cayen smiled weakly at the thought, if an entire nation
could not overcome these scoundrels what chance did he have?

A dingy grey light filtered into the cramped
hut as Cayen was rudely awakened from what little sleep he had
found that night. He sighed and wearily rose to face his first day
alone. When he thought he would soon be having his own adventures
this is not what he had envisioned. After a rather bland breakfast,
they spent the better part of the day manning the walls and then
rode patrol for what remained of the afternoon. At least it
involved nothing that might require Cayen to choose between
breaking Oath or sharing Garren’s fate. When the elder bandits went
in search of their nightly ale, the two boys began plotting. Cayen
said, “we need to find a way to dismantle this village of
reprobates and end the terror they are wreaking upon the
world.”

Korin said, “why not just find a way to
escape and leave it at that?”

Cayen said, “I was not sent to save my own
skin but to put an end to this tragedy. Neither can I simply run
away and leave the others to the bandits or let these scoundrels
prey upon the innocent. I must stop them or die trying.”

Korin laughed grimly, “the latter is more
likely, I think. Who would send a boy alone into such a place with
such a mission?”

Cayen said, “the Lady of Astoria sent us, I
was not alone until they killed my friend and mentor.”

Korin looked about quickly and said, “you are
one of the Brethren? I have heard strange rumors of your folk; I
look forward to seeing your scheme come to fruition. I shall aid
you as I can, much as I would rather save myself I cannot leave the
others to the bandits.”

Their conversation was cut short as the
drunken bandits returned and sought their beds; Cayen smiled as an
idea started to take shape in his mind. Early the next morning,
Harron informed them that they would be going raiding on the
morrow. Cayen wondered just how much longer he would be allowed to
live. The following day they rode off in search of treasure but
would more likely return with the various necessities of life.
Money and gold were still fairly new concepts and most peasants
still made do with the barter system. They rode for a tedious five
days without encountering another living soul.

Finally, they found a small inn to terrorize
on the evening of the fifth day. The patrons had little of value
but the bandits were content to raid the wine cellar and the
innkeeper thought it a small price to pay for his life. Cayen was
horrified to see his sister and Becca at the inn, apparently
interrupted in the middle of some tale they had been telling. The
two women quickly caught the eye of Harron and several of the elder
bandits. The bandit king had forbidden them from carrying off women
along with the boys they often took, as such distractions were not
thought necessary and there were enough women voluntarily offering
such services within the walls of Silicae, but there was something
Harron liked about the younger of the pair and he was determined to
have her.

As he approached the pair, both drew their
swords and looked ready to go down fighting, but a desperate look
from Cayen quickly stayed their swords. Harron laughed, “I admire
your spirit lass but you will not be needing that. Put away the
sword, come quietly, and I will spare the life of your friend here.
Understand?” The girl nodded glumly but complied, hoping her
brother might keep her from harm. Becca made to protest but Tabitha
and Cayen both looked at her with pleading eyes and she reluctantly
allowed the girl to be taken. She sheathed her blade and sat at a
table in the far back and glowered at the men who dared steal her
apprentice. Harron laughed and shoved the girl at Cayen and Korin,
saying, “take her to one of the rooms and keep her out of mischief.
I will have your heads if anything happens to her. I think our
beloved leader will be quite happy with such a catch.” Though he
was defying orders, Harron hoped to gain favor in his leader’s eyes
by giving him such an exquisite creature. The two boys saluted in
the manner of their captors and gently led Tabitha away.

Once alone in a spare guest room, Tabitha
flung her arms around Cayen and wept tears of fright and horror.
Once she had quieted she said, “what ever are you doing in the
company of these scoundrels?”

Cayen sighed, “the Lady sent Garren and I to
put an end to these rogues. We were captured and Garren was slain.
I was conscripted into their service. We need to find a way to end
their tyranny, and now we have no time to lose as who knows what
they intend to do with you?”

Tabitha fought back tears once more, “oh,
Cayen I am sorry! What are we to do?”

Korin said quietly, “I think they intend to
buy the bandit king’s favor by giving this young lady to him and
nothing good can come of such an offer! How do you know this
girl?”

Cayen said, “she is my sister and also one of
the Brethren, though only recently sworn to such service. We must
keep her safe at any cost.”

Korin nodded grimly, “what must we do?”

Just then the door banged open and Harron
glared at the boys suspiciously, but seeing that they were not up
to anything treacherous, he withdrew without comment. Cayen said,
“I think we can somehow use their nightly drinking habit to our
advantage but I am not quite sure how?”

Tabitha brightened, “what is this habit you
speak of?”

Korin said, “every night after supper they
all get together and consume copious amounts of alcohol and come to
bed quite late and very drunk.”

Tabitha smiled mischievously, “I think there
might be a way to make them sleep long into the morning. The hard
part will be procuring the necessary herb. Becca knows much about
the uses of certain plants and has taught me a little. There is a
certain weed, that when combined with alcohol, becomes quite a
potent sleeping agent.”

Korin said, “several of the other boys spend
much time in the gardens or tending livestock outside the village.
Where does this plant grow?”

Tabitha said, “it grows along the banks of
certain streams and seems to like open meadows and grasslands.”

Cayen smiled, “perfect, now all we have to do
is learn what the plant looks like and recruit the other boys to
help without drawing suspicion.”

Tabitha sketched a rough outline of the plant
on the floor using a piece of charcoal. It had quite a unique leaf
structure and both boys thought it would be easy enough to explain
to the others. But how to get the men to drink it? Cayen asked,
“does this weed need to be consumed with the ale or can we slip it
into the evening meal?”

Tabitha said, “that might be the only way to
get the plant into them. Now what do we do when the fiends are
asleep? We cannot simply ride off and leave them loose but neither
do I feel comfortable slitting their throats!”

Cayen looked grim, “they have certainly
committed crimes enough to be worthy of death but I do not think I
could deal it out to them.” Harron came into the room and this time
did not leave. They were all forced to go to bed with the question
of what to do with the bandits still buzzing in their minds.

Having captured such a valuable asset, Harron
decided that he must immediately deliver said prize to the bandit
king (and thus hasten his promotion). He assigned half of his men
to continue the patrol and the rest of them rode off to escort
Tabitha to her new home. Becca followed at a distance and the two
younger Brethren were encouraged by her presence, though she must
keep her distance. They arrived home earlier than expected, with
only half their number, and with a woman in tow, which made the
guards very curious and concerned about what had happened upon
their journey. The bandit king was at first furious but then quite
pleased with the gift. Tabitha was disgusted by the prospect and
Harron was disappointed to learn that the bandit king’s reward for
his efforts would be to spare his life for disobeying orders. He
was immediately dismissed with the rest of his men to regroup with
the rest of their raiding party, leaving Tabitha alone in the
clutches of the sinister man.

When they were alone in the audience chamber,
he said, “you are quite an impressive creature and I will not force
myself upon you, though I hope to one day have you willingly.
Whatever your wish, I shall grant it.”

Tabitha drew herself up and said, “I want my
freedom and wish that you will cease these raids, disperse your
horde of bandits, and all lead honorable lives.”

He laughed her to scorn, “and I suppose you
would have the moon on a string to wear around your neck! I will
only grant reasonable requests. You can serve in the kitchens until
you decide to take me up on my offer. Take too long to decide and I
may just throw you to my men!” He clapped his hands and two bandits
hustled the insolent girl from his presence.

She made good use of her time and quickly
recruited several of her fellow captives into their scheme; they
passed word along to those who served in the fields or kept the
livestock. It was not long before the plant was discovered and a
good supply was laid by, but they must await the return of Cayen
and Korin before Tabitha would act. The boys returned a week later,
neither having done anything more sinister than standing watch
while the others went about the raiding. As he collected his
evening meal, Tabitha said to Cayen, “we have enough of the weed
and shall be ready to act tomorrow night. I suggest you avoid the
soup at supper. You had best decide what to do with these renegades
by tomorrow night!”

Cayen nodded and hustled out of line after a
rather nasty glare from the man behind him. Tabitha was desperate
to act soon, for it seemed her safety was not ensured much longer.
Many of the men were giving her rather horrible looks and the
bandit king was growing less patient by the hour. Word was passed
along to most of the captive boys, though they tried to keep the
scheme hidden from those who gladly joined ranks with the bandits.
Finally, the eventful night came, but word had reached some of the
more devious boys and they bided their time, hoping to gain favor
in the eyes of the bandit king, if not replace him completely. The
soup was quite good that night and most of the bandits consumed
much of it while the boys refrained and gnawed hopefully at their
bread.

After the meal, the bandits went in search of
their nightly ale. The untrustworthy boys watched in anticipation
and prepared to act against the would-be rebels. The bandits drank
their fill and tried stumbling back to bed, only to fall asleep
wherever they happened to be, some in mid sip. Cayen, Korin, and
the other boys among the ranks of the raiding parties armed the
others as best they could though some had very little training. As
this was being done, some of the bandits that had skipped the soup
or the ale and a dozen of the more disagreeable boys made their
presence known. Gorip sneered, “and what are you runts about
tonight? Mutiny is it? I think all of you will die for this. A
pity, since I do not know how we will get the dishes done from here
on out.” He drew his sword and all chaos broke loose. Four unicorns
jumped into the fray along with Becca and two of the Brethren
astride their own mounts. Overwhelmed by the terror inspired by the
unmasked unicorns, the villains dropped their guard for a crucial
moment and many of them were slain. Cayen quickly ordered the less
experienced and more timid boys out of the village. They gladly
fled into the night; the rest fought for their lives.

The battle was fierce but short and all but
two of the bandits were slain. Gorip and Krill, the biggest of the
sinister boys, ran to the storeroom and commandeered a supply of
lamp oil and flung it into the bonfire burning at the center of the
village. Gorip sneered, “you will not take us alive you fools!”
Seeing that the blaze would quickly consume the village, the
Brethren quickly swept the remaining boys into the saddle before
and behind them and fled ahead of the fire. Even the aggrieved
Takar allowed Korin and two other boys to escape upon his back. The
flames quickly engulfed the entire village and all the sleeping
bandits with it. The Brethren looked on in horror, not wishing such
an end even for such despicable characters. They did not stay long,
as the blaze was not content with the fortress and soon set the
prairie afire. Only the speed of the unicorns spared their
lives.

Gorip and Krill used the maelstrom to shield
their escape and crossed the nearby river to safety and disappeared
into the night, not seeming to care that they had just killed all
their comrades that currently slept in the village. Thus ended the
threat of the bandits. The boys either returned home or made the
long journey afoot to Astoria to learn more of those who had saved
them from such a grim fate. Becca had gone in search of the nearest
of the Brethren she could find and had been able to locate a
Warrior and his apprentice within a day’s ride; they had bided
their time until the opportune moment.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


After Takar had seen justice done for Garren,
he accompanied Cayen back to Astoria. Becca and Tabitha resumed
their duties in the area, as did the Warrior and his apprentice.
Korin wished to accompany Cayen on the long journey home; he was
more than happy to have company, especially so soon after losing
Garren. Cayen’s mount was more than happy to carry the boy but
strangely, Takar seemed intent on bearing the boy, though he would
not heed his cues or requests. Korin might as well have tried
moving the tides as directing the unicorn. Cayen wondered at the
unicorn’s willingness to carry one not of the Brethren, a thing
rarely done save in dire need and at the request of the creature’s
rider; it was a thing unheard of to have a unicorn do it of his own
volition! Cayen had expected the mourning creature to vanish into
the distance at the first possible moment to heal in his own way
but such was the determination of Takar to do his duty that he
would not be gainsaid in the matter. He also had high hopes that
once they reach Astoria, Korin might make a certain, momentous
decision. The boy certainly had the heart for such service. They
traveled in this way for many days and finally reached Astoria.

The Lady was pleased to have the threat of
the bandits ended but she was sorely grieved to lose Garren, who
had been her dearest friend since childhood. Cayen’s heart was
moved to see the Lady in such distress but she quickly regained
control of herself and said to Korin, “you are welcome to stay as
long as you wish, and I hope you can find in Astoria whatever it is
you truly seek.”

Korin bowed awkwardly and said, “I have been
impressed by your servants Lady and look forward to learning more
of the Master and the Brethren.”

The Lady smiled sadly, “then perhaps one day
I shall also have the honor of your service.” The boy blushed,
bowed, and nearly fled from her presence. Cayen bowed himself from
her presence and hurried after his friend. He found him at the end
of the corridor, which ended abruptly in the open air. The castle
was well underway but it would still be years before it was
finished. Cayen thought it a much more worthy structure to house
the Lady than the simple house it had replaced.

Cayen said to his friend, “why are you so
embarrassed? Even the bandits did not provoke such a response and
your current circumstances are far less dire!”

Korin laughed, “I have never stood before
such an auspicious person before, especially one who treated me
with such magnanimity! Can I truly join the Brethren? I would be
honored to serve such a woman. Perhaps I should learn more of your
ways and the Master before committing to anything but what I have
seen has certainly made me curious and eager to learn more of
you.”

Cayen laughed, remembering his own excitement
to join the Brethren and quickly began answering the boy’s myriad
questions. Soon enough Korin joined the ranks of the Brethren and
Takar found himself a new rider. Cayen hoped that Korin might be
allowed to apprentice with him, but was not sure that he was
experienced enough for such a duty and the fact that they were so
close together in age and such good friends did not make it a
likely scenario either; the Lady seemed to agree as she apprenticed
the boy to a Messenger called Taryl. Soon after returning to
Astoria, Cayen found himself again dispatched on another vital
mission, but such was the life he had chosen. His quest was to see
that all of the surviving Silicae Pirates had been dispersed and
had not returned to banditry.

He was to make sure no one tried to
reorganize and reestablish the now defunct group. Most of the
bandits had been killed in the fire but there must have been at
least two or three raiding parties abroad at the time that escaped
the inferno. How he was to confront three dozen men if they decided
to be problematic, Cayen had no idea, but he rode off eager to
begin his first official solo mission. The journey was made quickly
and Cayen found he had little to fear from amassing bandits. The
once hostage boys who had returned to their homes told many tales
which inspired the locals to act in their own best interest in
putting an end to such scoundrels. The surviving bandits soon found
themselves the targets of the combined nations and various
independent villages thus their tyranny was soon ended. Those who
were not caught and brought to justice quietly disappeared into
ignominy or found somewhere else to frequent. Cayen was pleased to
have the situation resolved but a little disappointed that his
first adventure had ended before it was begun.

He was in a little village on the forested
edge of the Central Plains, trying to gain information on the
current state of the bandits and was hearing again what he had
heard in a dozen other villages. His curiosity satisfied, he
decided to ride back to Astoria on the morrow to discover what else
the Lady had for him to do. “Why do you ask such questions?” asked
the woman to whom he had been speaking, “Why does one so young care
about such matters? You should be out chasing the girls or having
an adventure, not worrying about the concerns of complete
strangers. Your interest fascinates me.”

Cayen smiled shyly, “I was sent to make sure
this threat to innocent people was well and truly ended and it
seems that it is. Why do I care about ‘complete strangers?’ Even
though you are not known to me, you are known to and loved by the
Master and thus your concerns are my concerns.”

The woman smiled, “you are one of the
Brethren then, but you seem so young?”

The boy laughed, “I am only eighteen and this
is my first chance to go it alone, but it seems you can do well
enough without my interference.”

The lady smiled, “we appreciate your efforts
nonetheless. For such a youngster you possess a great deal of
wisdom and confidence. I hate to importune you, but since you are
currently in need of some valiant quest, I may have just the thing.
We do not like to trouble outsiders with our own griefs but you
seem an honorable man.” Cayen eyed her curiously but followed
quietly.

They made their way to the edge of the
village, there in small house sat a weeping woman. “Kara?” said his
guide, “May we come in?” There was no answer and the woman took
this as an affirmative. The morose woman looked up briefly, but no
curiosity or joy could be found in her eyes, only utter
despair.

“Madam, what troubles you so?” asked the boy.
Kara’s only response was to intensify her weeping.

His guide said quietly, “three sinister men
came through the village yesterday evening and made off with Kara’s
only child. Several men went in pursuit, including the boy’s
father, but none have returned. We fear the worst. This is a
terrible thing I ask, but can you find these men and rescue the
child?”

Cayen said grimly, “I shall do as you ask or
die trying.” The woman nodded her thanks and tried to comfort the
grieving Kara. Cayen stepped out into the afternoon sun but found
no warmth in the cheery light. He questioned a few of the other
villagers about what had transpired and received a little
information and many thanks for his attempts to help the stricken
Kara. He mounted and was soon in close pursuit of the
perpetrators.

The recent rains made the tracks of his prey
obvious in the soft mud of the road, though the tracks of the
villains were obscured by those of the village men who had gone in
pursuit of the missing boy. He was not an hour beyond the village
when he found the remains of the encounter between the villagers
and the kidnappers. The road had been reduced to a slough, three
men lay in the muck, two dead and one severely injured. He could do
little for the slain men but he drew the injured man out of the
mire and gave him some water. The man roused with the attention and
at first seemed terrified but then relaxed as he realized help had
come. “What happened?” asked Cayen, “I just rode through your
village and am come in pursuit of the child and the men who fled
with him.”

The man’s voice croaked as he tried to speak
but finally words came, “we gave chase, those of us as had horses
and some skill in fighting. They were waiting for us and felled my
friends with arrows and then came after me with their swords. They
left me for dead and rode off without a backwards glance. You must
catch them!”

Cayen said, “I will but what about you? You
will not survive if you are left here alone.”

The man nodded grimly saying, “I am as good
as dead anyway. My wounds were not immediately fatal but that does
not mean they will not kill me eventually.” He lifted his shirt
that Cayen might see the wounds on his torso. Several were deep and
already red and angry. The wound fever would take him before long.
“Forget me,” said the man, “save my son! Let us not have died in
vain.”

Cayen reluctantly rose to his feet and left
the dying man propped against an obliging tree. He gained his
saddle and said quietly as he turned his mount, “may the Master
ride with you!” He rode away and it was the hardest thing he ever
did.

With the would-be rescuers dead, there was
now nothing to mar the tracks of the villains. Cayen hoped he would
face death as calmly as the villager had, but hopefully that day
would be long in coming. He thought wistfully of Garren, musing
that death was not only an inherent part of their duties but also
of life itself. He had much yet he wanted to do but was also
willing to face death when it came. Some part of him even yearned
for it in a strange way, if only to know what lay beyond. Those
that trusted fully in the Master had no reason to fear death but
this did not mean he was suicidal. As such, he and his mount were
ever watchful for another ambush like the one that had felled the
villagers. Night was falling as they found the place where the men
had left the road and sought shelter in the surrounding woods. The
tracks were fresh, very fresh. Cautiously they approached where the
villains had apparently spent the balance of the day. The fiends
must be nearby, for there was no sign that they had returned to the
road. Cayen thought they might resume their travel under the cover
of dark. He wondered why they were not still in their camp. His
unicorn screamed, he felt the creature fall, and knew no more.

He came slowly to himself. His head hurt and
his muscles protested their awkward position. Suddenly he
remembered where he was and why. He opened his eyes and saw that
evening had faded into full dark and not even the moon gave its
light. His muscles ached, not from the fall but from the cruel
ropes binding him to a tree. As he had anticipated, there were
three men watching him expectantly. What he did not expect was to
recognize all of them. Krill and Gorip he remembered only too well
from his adventures in Silicae; he was not surprised to see them
involved in such an endeavor but began to wonder what profit was in
it for them. The third man was more of a shock: he stared into the
eyes of his father. The little boy lay nearby with hands and feet
bound, eyes wide with fear, but otherwise unharmed.

“Amazing,” said Malion, “I never thought to
see you again boy, let alone riding for such a disreputable lot as
the Brethren but then your mother never did listen to me. If she
had had any sense she would have let me take you when I came for
you, but fate has smiled upon you and I can now offer you the
choice your mother so cruelly denied you. You have dedicated your
life to a hopeless cause! You are a slave to a woman who is little
more than a child herself and serve in the name of a defeated
master. Humanity will descend into chaos and evil and only the
strong will survive. I now offer you the chance to join us this
night and become one of the survivors, else you will die with all
those that defy us, save perhaps a little sooner than the rest.
What say you?”

Cayen stared at the man who stood before him
but he did not recognize the man he once called father. He might be
the same in face and feature but the person he once had been was
long dead. Cayen said, “what exactly are you asking me to
join?”

Malion laughed coldly, “we are a group of men
interested in ultimate power and have come to realize that it is
not found in the Master or even in human ingenuity but by the very
force that led to the death of the Master and the downfall of
creation! We serve the one who is so mighty he will not even reveal
his name to mere mortals.”

Cayen gaped, “you ask me to forsake the
Master and side with the Evil One! Who would dare dabble with such
powers? You are mad!”

Malion slapped the insolent boy, “you are the
fool! I offer you a chance at life and power unthinkable and you
deny me to pursue a creature already dead! So be it! I am glad your
mother carried you away. You are pathetic and we need none of your
weakness within our ranks.”

He turned to his two associates, “you are
both certain this is what you want? Certain enough to risk your
very souls upon it?” Gorip and Krill nodded eagerly, hungry for the
promised power. Malion smiled maliciously, “very good, let us
begin.”

Krill said, “what exactly do we need this
fool for? What about the child?”

Malion smiled cruelly, “we no longer need the
child. My idiot son will prove a much more satisfying victim. This
rite demands innocent blood, therefore it must involve either a
child or one of the fools calling themselves the Brethren. I prefer
the latter.”

Gorip said, “I look forward to killing him
for what he did to the rest of the Pirates, but why does killing
one more make any difference? I am sure we have all killed many
innocents over the course of our lives.”

Malion smirked, “that is the beautiful thing.
This serves to signify your utter devotion to our Nameless Master
and such vows must be sealed with blood. So it was at the fall when
the Master chose to interfere. So also are the Brethren sealed with
the blood of their precious unicorns. While you have killed before,
it has always been for other reasons: to save your own lives, to
gain some treasure, or simply for the pleasure of it. This time you
kill solely to please our master and thereby show him your
devotion. Any more foolish questions or can we proceed?”

Both nodded eagerly and Malion said in a
formal voice, deep and sinister, “you have gathered here for the
express purpose of swearing yourselves body and soul to the
Nameless One. By completing this ritual you will indeed belong to
him forever and anon. In so doing you forsake all other masters and
callings upon your life and swear yourself solely to him and
thereby gain those powers promised to all those who are faithful.
Failure to abide by your vows shall mean a certain and terrible
death. Drawing aside even now will result in the same. As will
failure for any reason. Do you understand and agree to serve as you
have promised in exchange for powers dark and terrible?” Both men
nodded eagerly and drew their daggers. Malion smiled wickedly at
his pathetic excuse for a son and said, “then proceed.” Cayen
stared defiantly at his father as the two acolytes of evil
approached with their daggers raised. They both struck at the same
time and plunged the blades deep into Cayen’s chest. He groaned
with the pain and slumped against his bonds. As they withdrew the
knives, Malion said, “taste of his blood and you are sworn to
us.”

Darkness took Cayen once more. He came again
to himself but something was not right. The villains were still
standing before him with fiendish delight writ large on their
faces. Then Cayen realized he was looking not only at the fiends
but also at his own slumped form yet bound to the tree. Cayen’s
mind spun, trying to understand how this might be possible but an
excited whicker drew his attention. His unicorn stood nearby,
though Cayen was sure the creature had been slain with arrows.
Cayen gaped in astonishment when he saw Garren standing beside the
ecstatic unicorn. Cayen was not having trouble comprehending that
he was well and truly dead but in trying to understand what was
happening. This was not what he had thought eternity would be
like.

As if reading his mind, Garren smiled,
saying, “relax, this is not eternity.”

Cayen embraced his friend and said, “that is
good to know. I did not think it plausible that we spend eternity
as wandering spirits. If this is not what usually greets one upon
death, then what is it?”

Garren smiled, “the Master yet has things for
you to accomplish. One day you will die properly, as it were, but
for now you are only temporarily in that state.”

“I do not understand,” said Cayen.

Garren laughed, “there are things you must
see and hear that a living man cannot witness and it is upon these
things you must act. Let us attend to your murderous friends.”
Cayen nodded in some confusion but focused his attention on his
killers.

Malion said, “well?”

Krill and Gorip grinned broadly. Krill said,
“this is amazing! I wish we had known of this sooner. What terrible
things we can now do! I feel as if I could destroy the entire world
or not, depending upon my whims.”

Malion growled, “you have gained great power,
but remember to whom your allegiance is owed. Fail to serve
properly and the power will also forsake you. You will do nothing
without the leave of your masters.” The two men nodded grimly,
their power came with a cost far greater than they could yet
imagine. They had many strange new powers but were no longer their
own masters.

“Now,” said Malion, “that you are bound to
us, I think it safe to tell you what your first assignment shall
be. You two have experience with banditry and murder, now I want to
use those skills for a much more insidious purpose. In your last
endeavor you held certain boys against their will. This time, you
are going to convince an entire nation to do the same.”

“What are you talking about?” asked
Gorip.

Malion grinned coldly, “killing a man is all
well and good but our master has a much more enjoyable idea.
Killing a man ends his mortal sufferings and thus our master’s
pleasure. What we are now about to attempt is to make those
sufferings a daily struggle for a long and productive lifetime. The
Brethren prattle on about the great value the Master places on each
individual soul, whereas our master sees men for what they truly
are: cattle. Your job is to convince the southern nation of Ghura
that men are nothing more than commodities to be exploited or sold.
We shall call this charming new concept slavery.”

Krill smiled thoughtfully, “I like it. A
little more misery in the world cannot be a bad thing. Too bad this
fool had to die. It would have been so much more rewarding to watch
him toil away his life in vain and hopeless labor. I think I like
the concept very much.” Gorip arched an eyebrow but said nothing, a
pleased smile played across his lips.

Malion nodded, “if there is nothing further,
ride to Ghura and meet a man called Zurch at the largest inn in the
capital city. He is expecting you.” They mounted their horses and
disappeared into the night, leaving the corpse and the bound child
for the scavengers.

Cayen shuddered at such a terrible thought,
“who could do such a thing to their fellow men?”

Garren shook his head sadly, “it is
frightening what the hearts of men can conceive when they utterly
abandon all that is right and good. We shall meet again one day.
Farewell!” With these words, Garren suddenly vanished, leaving
Cayen alone with his unicorn. Before he could wonder what to do
next, he felt a Presence that drove him to his knees with head
bowed. He felt his gaze drawn upwards and his eyes met those of the
Master. Such eyes no mortal had ever seen and was later able to
describe. Their depth was greater than that of the endless starry
sky and therein mingled sorrow and love in infinite supply.

Cayen felt himself drowning in their depths
but the Master’s firm voice called him back, saying, “you faced
death well in My name, but for now I must ask that you continue to
face life with such integrity. You know what you must do. One day I
shall call you home but you yet have much to do. I shall ever be
with you.” Suddenly the Master was gone and Cayen found himself
once again drawing breath with his equally lively unicorn beside
him. He glanced at the tree where he had met his demise but there
was no longer a corpse slumped in the ropes. He glanced down at his
tunic and smiled. Apparently the Master could restore the dead to
life but cared little for their attire. A bloody hole gaped in his
shirt but he pulled his spare tunic from his saddlebags and was
soon presentable. Then he remembered the child.

The little boy gaped in astonishment and
horror. He did not quite understand what had come to pass in the
little clearing but he knew the man and horse should not be walking
about as they were. Cayen untied the boy, who could not decide
whether to run or throw himself into the man’s arms and cry. He
finally decided upon the latter and had soon cried away the terror
of the past day. Cayen made to lift the boy into the stallion’s
saddle but stumbled with weakness as he did so. Taking a closer
look at his unicorn, he realized the creature looked weary, as if
he had been run near to death. Apparently dying was not as easy on
the body as he had supposed. He finally got the boy into the saddle
and tried to mount himself, only succeeding on the third try.

Famir set out at a pace that even a normal
horse could maintain for great distances, but it was slow by
unicorn standards. Soon enough they reached the boggy place in the
road where the others had fallen. He wondered if the sole survivor
yet clung to life. He nearly fell out of his saddle when he saw
what lay before him. The child squealed in delight as his father
took him in his arms and held him tight. His two dead companions
were equally healthy, though they too seemed on the verge of
collapse. Cayen slid from his saddle and leaned against Famir for
support but even this small weight seemed likely to topple the
unicorn. Cayen said to the quite healed man, “what happened? When I
left you, your friends were dead and you were not much better off
yourself!”

The man laughed, “I do not know if I
succumbed to my wounds or fell into some sort of sleep but a great
unicorn appeared to me and said I had things yet to accomplish. He
also bid me seek him out and serve him with all my heart. I am not
sure what that means but I awoke and my wounds were gone but I am
deadly tired. My companions have a similar story. What of your
adventures in rescuing my boy?” Cayen briefly recounted his own
deadly encounter and seemed to impress the three men. “That was the
Master!” said the boy’s father, “How am I ever to serve Him? I can
think of no greater honor but I cannot abandon my family to ride
across the world and fight evil.”

Cayen laughed, “it is not only the duty of
the Brethren to serve the Master but that of every man. You can
serve the Master in whatever you do and He would not have you
abandon your family to join the Brethren. Perhaps when your
children are grown you may consider such a calling but for now seek
Him with a fervent heart and serve your family and your neighbors.”
The man seemed relieved at Cayen’s words, but the other two wanted
to know more about the Brethren as they were not yet married so
were more open to such an idea.

Cayen was encouraged by their enthusiasm but
said, “before we all fall down from exhaustion, let me ride to the
village and send someone back to collect you. As we recover from
our encounter with death there will be plenty of time to discuss
such things.” The others agreed and were soon resting comfortably
as Cayen once again mounted and set off towards the village.

He rode into the village and the distraught
Kara met him immediately; her heart fell as she saw he rode alone.
She said sadly, “you could not find my husband or the boy?”

Cayen smiled, “weep not lady, for they are
both safe, as are the two others that went in pursuit of the
villains. They are just greatly in need of rest. Can someone be
sent with a wagon to fetch them? They are not an hour away from
here.” Kara rejoiced at his words but saw he was ready to fall from
his saddle and his mount was in no better shape. She quickly roused
the village, which saw to the comfort of their guests and went to
fetch the errant villagers. Cayen was several weeks in recovering
and chafed to think that Krill and Gorip had so great a lead on him
but he could not pursue them if he killed himself by riding while
exhausted. The time was not wasted however as the villagers were
anxious to hear of the Master; the two boys who had attempted to
rescue the child were determined to ride to Astoria when their
strength was restored. Finally, the day of their parting came and
the villagers bid them a fond farewell.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


As Cayen was
mounting to leave, Famir whinnied eagerly and two equine voices
answered back. Looking in the direction from which the greeting had
come, Cayen smiled to see Korin and Taryl ride into the village.
The three Brethren dismounted and exchanged greetings. Cayen only
knew Taryl by reputation but he was delighted to see both of his
comrades, especially with the task before him. He said to Taryl,
“are you two perhaps in the midst of some quest that cannot be
interrupted?”

Taryl laughed, “I am not sure I like what
that question implies! We have just finished our latest assignment
and were riding home. What misadventure are you hoping to draft us
into?” Cayen quickly told his tale and astonished both of the
newcomers.

Taryl said, “we will certainly aid you in
such an endeavor. Have you informed the Lady?”

Cayen said, “there are two boys in this
village who will soon be on their way to Astoria. I thought to send
word with them.” As if summoned, the boys wandered over and Cayen
explained the situation and his need for their aid. They at first
wanted to go on such an adventure themselves, but Taryl would not
hear of it; finally they said they would ride immediately for
Astoria and deliver whatever message Cayen sent. This accomplished,
they set out immediately for Ghura. Korin was ecstatic to be
reunited with his friend and eager to pursue an adventure together;
Cayen was just happy not to have to attempt such a task alone. They
rode as quickly as they could, hoping to catch the two sinister men
though they had nearly a month’s lead. While the unicorns could
cover ground much faster than a normal horse, the fiends would
still have several weeks to gain influence over the King of Ghura
before the Brethren could arrive. Cayen only hoped the Lady had an
advisor to the King that might counteract the influence of the
sinister men.

 


Ehaton stood before the King of Ghura with
three rather sinister men bound beside him. The Lady had sent him
to the south of the world that he might be of aid in maintaining
order and dispensing justice during the upheaval as civilization
established itself. The three were all that had survived their
encounter with the young Warrior. The boy had a slight limp after
his encounter with Malion two years ago, but this did not hinder
his fighting abilities and perhaps gave him a slight advantage as
it caused others to underestimate him. The fools had somewhere
found themselves a few swords and had thought to use them to
illicitly make their fortune. With no one to teach them, they
invented their own technique. While a terror to unarmed peasants,
they were no match for even one trained Warrior. Ehaton had killed
two of their number before these three had been wise enough to
surrender. He was just about to present his case before the King of
that little country (as were all countries in those days) when
three men burst into the hall.

The King did not look pleased to be so
interrupted but said, “with what may I help you Zurch, I was in the
middle of something so this had best be important?” Zurch eyed the
four men before the King and unpleasant thoughts sparkled in his
eyes. Ehaton shuddered as he approached, the man’s very presence
repulsed him. The man’s two companions were no better and seemed
far less prone to even a semblance of civility as Zurch at least
attempted to portray.

“Yes Majesty,” said Zurch greasily, “this is
of the utmost importance. I see you are fraternizing with one of
those fools calling themselves the Brethren. Does it not seem
strange to you that mere mortals would go about claiming the
authority of the Master? I think it quite unfair to the peasants
and even more so to our most beloved aristocracy that such a thing
is allowed. Why should they have such influence in the world when
it is quite obvious that you and your fellow rulers are truly
blessed by the Master and destined to rule? What can you gain from
such charlatans but treachery? I have a proposal to make that will
expand the borders of your country and greatly enrich yourself.
Dismiss this fool and we shall discuss truly important matters. As
to these three he wishes to accuse before you, let them be given
into my keeping and we shall see what may come of them.”

The King seemed entranced at the proposal,
saying, “this is certainly an excellent idea. If you will excuse us
please, I have other matters to attend to.” Ehaton had no choice
but to bow politely and withdraw, abandoning his prisoners to the
sinister man. He wished to protest but something told him that it
would avail nothing and just add seeming proof to Zurch’s false
claims. He found a servant and asked after Jarbin, the Lady’s
advisor to the King. The man seemed affronted by Ehaton’s temerity
in such a request but led him to the man in question.

Jarbin greeted his comrade warmly, saying,
“and to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? Has the Lady a
message for me? It is good to know I am not forgotten here in the
backend of the world.”

Ehaton laughed, “nay friend, I have no
message from the Lady but bring disturbing news regarding the King.
I was standing before him with three bandits that he might decide
their fate when a man called Zurch entered the hall with two vile
men in tow. I do not know what influence the man had over the King
but I was dismissed and my captives taken from me without their
case being heard. No good can come of this. I do not know if I will
again be allowed before the King, but as the Lady’s envoy, I had
hoped you might. There is some sinister plan in the making but I do
not know how to stop it or even what it is.”

Jarbin nodded grimly, “these are fell
tidings. The King is sadly a man that easily falls under the
influence of others; I am ever busy trying to keep nefarious men
from leading him astray. Thankfully, he listens to my advice as
eagerly as he heeds all others. I shall certainly keep a close eye
upon him. Zurch is a peculiar man and one that has far too much
influence with the King though he has no formal training, position,
or title. He simply appeared one day with no history and no claims
to make him a fit advisor to the King but somehow that is what he
managed to become. I do not like this news that he has found
himself a pair of helpers. If you have no pressing duties, I beg
that you remain in Ghura until this matter is resolved.” Ehaton
bowed his head in acquiescence and they began plotting how to
protect the King and the people of Ghura.

 


Zurch watched Ehaton leave with a pleased
smile on his face and then turned back to the King, “well done
Majesty. You do well to keep such infidels in their place lest they
corrupt your rule. Now I shall tell you my proposal that will make
Ghura the envy and terror of the world. As you are well aware,
certain individuals are stronger, smarter, and more valuable than
other individuals. My question to you is what makes these lesser
individuals think that they can avoid giving their proper due to
their superiors? The Brethren would have us believe that all men
are equal in the eyes of the Master but we all know the Master
dead, leaving man to his own devices.

Only the meddling of the Brethren keeps men
from attaining their rightful destiny where the superior members of
the race oversee all aspects of our destiny while lesser men abide
by our wishes and direction in attaining it. Lesser men were made
to serve greater men that together all might prosper. The Brethren
only cause trouble by telling the peasants that they are on an
equal footing with the ruling class! Why, total chaos will result
if the commonfolk forsake their proper place within society. What I
am proposing is this: the peasants are allowed too much freedom and
say in their own lives. Thus much effort and time is wasted which
might be directed into more productive channels and thereby benefit
all mankind. Let us abandon the foolishness of the Brethren and the
resulting chaos and manage humanity as all other aspects of life
are managed.”

The King nodded vaguely, not fully aware of
what he was agreeing to but fully convinced of its value. Zurch
smiled deeply, “your Majesty is wise indeed. Now let us pass laws
that require all those accused of any crime, those with rebellious
thoughts, and those who fail to pay their proper due to their
superiors be set to work for the benefit of others. Let others
oversee all aspects of their lives from what they do with their
time, what tasks they perform, where they live, and even whom they
marry. The lesser beasts serve mankind and serve him well but only
after being properly tamed. Think what we could do if we could tame
the peasantry in just such a fashion! Of course there must be
severe repercussions for those who fail to abide by such dictums.
Fear for their lives is the only thing that will bring such a
revolution about but think of the glories that will attend the
change! Who wants servants when one can have slaves? Your reign
shall surely prove a model for all those who follow after. What say
you Majesty?” Again the King nodded vaguely.

“Excellent,” said Zurch, “I happen to have a
document for just such an occasion. All you need do is sign it,
then I shall send my faithful servants to oversee its immediate
implementation while I shall stay beside you to advise you in your
new position as the most powerful man in the world.” The King
signed the document, unaware of the terrible repercussions it would
have upon his rule and people.

Zurch laughed and said to the three bandits
that stood before him in astonishment, “and what will become of you
three? I need willing captains to oversee the implementation of
this great scheme else I can hand you over to the headsman? The
choice is certainly yours but I can see you are gentlemen of
opportunity, who wish to make the best of a strange situation.
Well?” The three nodded eagerly, grateful for a second chance at
not only life but power at the expense of others. Zurch nodded,
“excellent then I release you to my two comrades, they shall see to
your further orders and duties but I expect much of you.” Again
they nodded eagerly. Zurch then handed the signed orders to Krill
and dismissed the five to begin implementing his plans, while he
remained with the King to prevent unforeseen interference in his
scheme. If left alone too long the fool might start second guessing
what he had done under the influence of Zurch’s dark powers.

Krill, Gorip, and their three captains then
went to institute Zurch’s scheme. They sent messengers to all the
lords and major villages while they sought out the Guard and began
reassigning men with a ‘proper’ attitude to positions of influence,
that they might enact the new directive immediately. Within a few
days, the groundwork had been laid and the nefarious new system was
ready to take shape. A few had tried to resist its implementation
but they had been threatened with their lives and all but one
relented, and he was no longer around to cause problems. With the
nobility cowed, the Guard complicit, the King subdued, and the
peasants left without a choice, there seemed nothing to stop the
growth of this insidious weed.

Zurch anticipated its spread to the ends of
the earth and the chaos that would ensue. The Nameless One wished
to destroy or corrupt all men, but barring that, utter chaos and a
majority of humanity in chains would suffice for the present. The
only resistance of course came from the Brethren, but Zurch had
anticipated as much and took pains to make sure they did not
interfere. Ehaton had just finished speaking with Jarbin and was
about to leave, when the door to the man’s tiny chamber burst open
and six armed men crowded in. Both of the Brethren reached for
their swords, but after realizing the odds against them, let the
weapons fall and surrendered quietly.

“Very good,” laughed Krill, “I had hoped to
be forced to make an end of you but this will work just as well.
The King wants to see both of you and I do not think he is in a
forgiving mood.”

“What right have you to arrest either of us?”
said Jarbin quietly, but with an edge of steel in his voice.

Krill laughed, “there is a new order of
things in Ghura and soon enough the whole world. We are come to
establish the way things should always have been. Now the only
excuse any of us needs to arrest anyone is that we think we should.
If I say you are guilty you are guilty. Now come along. Your heresy
may well cost you your lives.” Their hands were bound and they were
led back to the hall wherein the King yet sat in a fog. He did not
blink or even look in the direction of the little parade as it
entered; he just sat gazing into space.

“Well met,” sneered Zurch, “I am glad to see
both of you were conspiring together that I may deal with you at
once. It is no good thing to have one of you running about
unaccounted for. Now are there any others of your foul brood on the
loose?” Both men shook their heads. Zurch continued, “excellent.
Now the question is what to do with you? I certainly cannot have
you running loose and informing your precious Lady about my little
scheme until all is firmly established and much more resistant to
being uprooted or destroyed. I doubt you will change your heretical
view on things?” Both of the Brethren glared at the man but
remained silent. He laughed all the more.

 


On the outskirts of Ghura, the three Brethren
drew rein outside a small inn. They entered but saw no one. They
had hoped to find some local to talk with, that they might learn
what had transpired in the small country in the last few weeks.
Taryl found it strange that no one was about so went in search of
those that should be attending to the inn. Finally, he found the
innkeeper and his terrified family hidden in the depths of the wine
cellar. The woman sobbed and the children huddled in the shadows in
utter terror. The man began to beg, “we have done nothing wrong!
Please spare the children.”

Taryl gently lifted the man to his feet and
said in a very confused voice, “what is the matter? We mean no harm
to you or yours. What madness has seized your village? Where is
everyone?” A look of hope entered the man’s eyes and the woman
ceased her weeping, to better hear what the stranger had to say.
They emerged from the dusty cellar and walked into the common room.
Cayen and Korin gazed in amazement as the little family came out of
hiding, covered in dust and spider webs.

They were all seated around a table and the
innkeeper began, “forgive our behavior but strange things are afoot
these days and no one dares to show their face when strangers or
armed men are abroad for you never know who will be taken
next.”

“Taken?” asked Cayen, “What is happening in
this mad country?”

The innkeeper continued, “it all started a
few weeks ago with a proclamation from the King, or more probably
his new Regent. He declared that the Guard and the nobles can seize
property, livestock, land, and even people for any perceived insult
against the crown or the aristocracy. People are terrified and they
should be. No one is safe! Soon enough we will all be slaves to the
nobles. Once free men are now working their own fields but both now
‘belong’ to the King. It is madness! There are several sinister men
heading the whole operation and they seek out the most despicable
people they can find to assist them in their efforts. Those who
disagree are either put to work or killed. No one speaks out for
fear of their lives and those of their families. I would ride back
to wherever you came from before you are discovered; this is no
place for sane men though I fear the madness will soon spread to
the rest of the world. The nobles have always persecuted or
exploited us to some extent but now it seems that the commonfolk
are now nothing more than cattle, whereas we at least used to be
people!”

Taryl shook his head grimly, “this is
terrible news indeed. We are come to prevent just such a tragedy
but alas they had far too much a lead on us. Now we must work
quickly to dismantle what has been so swiftly set in place ere it
grows too big to uproot.” As Taryl finished speaking, the unicorns
alerted their riders to strangers outside, a large group of heavily
armed and rather unfriendly looking strangers.

The three Brethren exchanged a grim look and
Cayen said, “I suggest that you and your family again seek shelter,
as this time the intruders will not prove as friendly as we.” The
innkeeper nodded and quickly herded his wife and children back into
hiding. He found the club he used to maintain order within the
common room when there was a rather raucous drunk present and
prepared to fight alongside the Brethren.

The door was flung open and in traipsed one
of Zurch’s brute squads, ready to take advantage where they could.
At their head marched Gorip, who nearly dropped his sword when he
saw Cayen, thinking him a ghost, but he regained enough of his
composure to growl, “drop your weapons and come quietly else we
will mete out justice.”

Taryl laughed, “and of what do we stand
accused?”

Gorip sneered, “does it really matter?
Justice is whatever I claim it to be. You are all now the rightful
property of the crown so come quietly or you will die. Will you
surrender?”

Taryl laughed, “do I look like a fool? Of
course we intend to resist!”

Gorip did not seem surprised and an eager
smile played across his lips but he eyed Cayen nervously, “and what
of you boy? You were most certainly dead when we parted. Be gone if
you are some malevolent spirit come seeking revenge, for you shall
not have it from me. If you are again among the living then it will
not last.” He raised his sword and charged the four men.

The other seven men in the squad thought
perhaps their leader had gone mad, but not wishing to face the fate
reserved for traitors, they also plunged into the fray. The
Brethren were by far the most skilled with a blade amongst those
engaged in the fight; the innkeeper was no stranger to his club but
two to one were still not good odds.

All might have been lost had not Tobin come
rushing in the door, sword bared. The Brethren did not have time to
greet their comrade but were heartened by his appearance. He had
simply been passing through when his mount took it into his head to
ride hard for this particular inn. In the end, five of the brutes
were dead and the others, including Gorip, surrendered and were
nursing many wounds. Tobin had a nasty cut across his face that
would leave an ugly scar but was otherwise healthy. The innkeeper
had a few shallow cuts but had escaped any major harm. The others
had escaped almost unscathed. It had been quite a blessing that
most of the men on the brute squad had little formal training with
the sword and were thus rather incompetent foes, otherwise there
would have been much more devastation to the winning side.

Gorip growled, “now what are you going to do?
You stand not only guilty of various contrived crimes but now you
truly are guilty of murder. I had hoped to capture some of you and
watch you toil away your worthless lives in endless labor and
despair, but now I shall be content to watch you die slowly at the
hands of my masters.”

Cayen glared at the man, “how much innocent
blood will it take before you realize your cause is pointless and
your deeds terrible?”

Gorip laughed mirthlessly, “was it not my
master that slew yours? What right have you to lecture me on
hopeless causes?”

Cayen laughed, “how do you think I stand
before you alive? I live because the Master does! It was He that
restored my life. It is your vile master that delights in death and
chaos and it will avail you nothing in the end. The Master is the
source of all life and all good things. Your master is the
antithesis of that and his hope vain. As the Master overcame death
so shall He vanquish your fell master on the Last Day.”

“Ha!” laughed Gorip, far less confidently
than he sounded, “You are a fool but I shall not be.” He had felt a
strange sort of hope in the boy’s words and dreaded that he might
succumb to them, so used perhaps his most terrible power lest such
a dire fate befall him. His eyes glazed vacantly as he willed
himself to die, thus ending his moment of weakness, before
dissolving into a pool of black ooze. The survivors drew away from
the puddle in disgust and stared in astonishment.

“Lovely,” growled Taryl, “now what?”

Cayen shook his head, “we must know more of
this plot before it can be ended. What about the two
survivors?”

All five men looked expectantly at the two
captives. The men quailed under their gaze and meekly begged to
cooperate in ending the scheme. The innkeeper would not be left
behind and quickly joined in the planning. Happily there was a
large number of new recruits into the Guard, thus not everyone knew
everyone else by sight. The four Brethren and the innkeeper quickly
donned the uniforms of the slain men. The two surviving captives
were disarmed but told to lead the way back to the castle. Any
treachery and they were assured of a quick end. They promised to
behave and the Brethren knew they did not lie. They mounted and
were quickly on their way to the capital city to see what they
could do to free the captives of Ghura. As they rode, the
commonfolk quickly disappeared from view, which saddened all of
them greatly to see such despair on the faces of the people. Here
and there, they saw roughly clad men and women at work in fields
that had once been their own under the cruel eyes of slave masters
clutching terrible whips in their hands. These vicious overseers
saluted as the fake Guardsmen rode past. It was all the Brethren
could do to keep from descending upon such terrible men with their
swords; they pushed grimly on towards the city.

They clattered into the courtyard of the
royal palace (a rather modest structure) and dismounted. Krill and
his party were just mounting up to leave when he recognized both
Korin and Cayen riding in in the uniform of the Guard. He ordered
his men to wait and quickly withdrew before either of the boys
noticed him. He could not understand how Cayen could possibly be
alive but neither could he let the Brethren ride into the castle
unhindered. He recognized at least one of the others as having
ridden out that morning with Gorip and he wondered what had come of
the man. He hurried quickly to find Zurch and inform him of the
situation. Zurch was not pleased to learn that an unknown number of
the Brethren were even now in his castle. He sent as many of the
Guard as he could to apprehend the entire squad. Fifteen Guardsmen,
including Krill’s men, surrounded the intruders. The two captives
gladly resumed their place among their comrades and the five
pretenders were disarmed and led before the King with Zurch close
beside him.

As they entered the chamber, the Brethren
gasped to see Jarbin and Ehaton bound and held at swordpoint by yet
more of the Guard. Zurch sneered, “well well, I see you have failed
at your attempt to rescue the people of Ghura! Now I have you well
and truly in hand what shall I do with you? Are you all of the
Brethren? This might be amusing! Well?”

Cayen said, “four of us are and the fifth is
a rather daring innkeeper. I demand you let us and our comrades go
else you will regret this day.”

Zurch laughed, “oh I think not. I shall
greatly enjoy it. I have been wondering what to do with your
comrades for some days now. I could not decide whether to simply
kill them or put them to work in the fields. I did not wish to kill
them for so dull a reason but neither could I trust them not to
escape or cause problems if I simply enslaved them, thus I kept
them alive until I could find a proper and amusing use for them.
Now that I have so many of you, perhaps we can play a little
game?”

Taryl said, “do as you will, none of us will
cooperate with your schemes.”

“A pity that,” mocked Zurch, “for there is
nothing I love more than treachery, especially treachery against
your precious Master. Will one of you forsake your vows if I
promise to free the rest of your comrades?” They stared at him
grimly but unafraid. Zurch looked rather disappointed but he was
also extremely curious about something Krill had told him.

He nodded and Krill took Cayen roughly by the
shoulder and stood him before Zurch, who said, “now boy, tell me
why you live? Krill was convinced you were most certainly dead. I
would know how such a miracle is achieved, especially if I ever
hope to rid the world of your blighted kind. I cannot do that if
you all have the unhappy advantage of immortality!”

Cayen laughed grimly, “if only it were so. I
live because the Master wills it so. Why, I have no idea; for that
you must ask the Master Himself.”

Zurch nodded, “good, I cannot have all of you
coming back to life to bother me once again. Now that that little
matter is resolved, I suppose I must dispose of all of you, but I
must think of an amusing way in which to go about it. However, I
think I should allow Krill to kill you now, and this time he shall
make a proper and final job of it.” Krill smiled coldly as he
raised his sword to strike. Cayen saw death again written on the
man’s face but met his gaze defiantly, only to gasp in shock as the
blade struck. Cayen was pushed backwards as Ehaton plunged between
them.

“No!” said the aggrieved Cayen, as Ehaton
gasped for air and then lay still.

Zurch laughed, “now this is more fun than I
had anticipated! Are you all such fools that you would commit
suicide simply to gain your friends another few moments? I love
it!”

“I however do not,” said the King.

Every head in the room turned to look at the
forgotten man in astonishment. The presence of so many of the
Brethren had somehow cleared his mind of the vile influence of
Zurch, but he held his peace until he could understand what had
come to pass whilst he had been trapped in his mental fog. The
sacrifice on the part of the boy for his friend impressed him
greatly and prompted him to act. “What exactly is the meaning of
this?” snapped the King to Zurch, “What have you done to my kingdom
and my mind! Whatever this man has wrought is now at an end.” He
looked at the guards, “any who desist in this nonsense will be
spared the axe but any who continue to rebel will be dealt with
accordingly. Who stands with me?”

Zurch snarled and grabbed his sword to fall
upon the King but before he could act, he was toppled by the bulk
of the innkeeper, who tackled the fiend and drove him to the
ground. Being the man he was, Krill sheathed his sword and fled
before anyone could take him. Three of the guards joined him in his
flight while the rest released their prisoners and sheathed their
blades. The King pardoned all those that surrendered; the two
turncoat captives had fled with Krill. The Brethren would have
ridden in pursuit but they were far too busy helping the King
reestablish order and justice in Ghura.

Tobin rode off to continue in his assigned
duties while Taryl, Korin, and Cayen rode home, leaving Jarbin to
advise the King and see to the final details in the aftermath of
such a disaster. They bore a request to the Lady from the King that
she might send Teachers to remind his people of the Master in such
a terrible time. Ehaton’s sacrifice for his friend had made a great
impact upon the King and long after, it was remembered in local
song and story until the Kingdom itself had faded out of time and
memory.

As they rode, Cayen wondered if all of his
friends would die before him. Guilt threatened to overcome him but
he fought it off and clung desperately to the Master for strength.
He only hoped his sister was well. He was relieved to see her safe
and very well upon their arrival in Astoria. The Lady was surprised
by their story and sent word to all of her advisors to the various
powers-that-be that the nations should unite in banning such a
detestable practice. It was the work of several years to have the
practice of slavery declared anathema and that all abettors should
be dealt with severely. After so much adventure and with nothing
immediately pressing, the Lady allowed Cayen, Taryl, and Korin to
remain for a time in Astoria to rest. Becca and Tabitha were
stationed there that Tabitha might continue her learning and that
Becca might teach some of the growing number of students which
Astoria hosted.

Korin had met Tabitha during the strange
adventures with the pirates and had found her quite charming then.
She had grown much in confidence and wisdom since their parting and
he found her even more so now. He tried to spend what time he could
in her company but such was the schedule of the apprentice
stationed in Astoria that he found himself with very little time to
do just that. He approached Cayen on the subject one day and said,
“I think I am in love with your sister!”

Cayen laughed, remembering what a troublesome
girl she had been not all that long ago but had to admit she had
grown much in the last few years. He sighed, “you know you cannot
aspire to such things while still in your apprenticeship!”

Korin sighed, “I know but a day will come
when I am freed of such constraints. If we have the Lady’s blessing
and your sister is agreeable, I shall be truly happy.”

Cayen shook his head, “you know what a
dangerous life we lead! How can you risk making her a widow at such
an age? It would be better if you left her alone and did not arouse
such feelings within her. Or maybe you should switch your
allegiance to the Teachers!”

Korin sighed, “perhaps that might be the
kindest thing to do for her but my own heart might break asunder if
I do not at least make my feelings known. Besides, we are not all
fated to die young. I know you have lost two good friends and were
even yourself dead for a time, but let it not make you lose hope or
despair.”

Cayen nodded, “you are right of course, but
it has not been an easy few months for me. I hope you have an
easier time of it. Just promise me you will not say anything until
you are both out of your apprenticeships, it will not do to have
you both so distracted.”

Korin nodded, saying, “that is a fair request
but after, I make no promises!”

Cayen laughed at his friend’s resolve. Just
then, Tabitha joined them as they walked to the evening meal. She
blushed slightly as she looked at Korin and Cayen could only shake
his head. Apparently his friend was not the only one so affected.
After the meal, Cayen sought out his mother, who was busy in the
kitchens, and apprised her of the matter.

She laughed, “I know it is hard for you to
realize that your annoying little sister is now a woman and that
men may start finding her attractive. Korin is a fine young man and
if it happens, I would be happy to have him for a son, though I
know I shall never have the joy of grandchildren. However, I am
very proud of you both and perhaps it is for the best that your
father’s line is ended. But let this be a caution to you as well
dear heart, that you are no longer a child yourself and there may
be some young lady out there just waiting to capture your heart.”
Cayen laughed, thinking such an idea preposterous.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


The days passed quickly and the Lady again
found an assignment for Cayen, though it was perhaps not as
exciting as he had hoped. The city of Narange was suffering from an
epidemic and asked that the Lady send what aid she could. The Lady
sent Becca, as she had some knowledge of herbs, what supplies they
had, and Cayen as escort. Tabitha remained in Astoria and stepped
in to teach Becca’s classes in her absence. Whatever the plague, it
was not fatal, save to a few who were weakened or sickly from other
causes be it old age or some chronic condition of the lungs, but it
was bad enough that people were stuck in bed for weeks before they
were strong enough to return to their daily routine. Cayen was
eager to see the city once more, though he had only visited a few
times in his youth, it still felt something like home. He had
grownup near a village not far from Narange but had seldom made the
journey in his young life.

This particular journey was uneventful, save
when Becca asked after Korin’s interest in Tabitha. She said, “that
boy is putting thoughts into that girl’s head that have no right to
be there! They both have their duty to attend to and need nothing
of love until they are old enough to know better. What have you to
say for either your sister or your friend?”

Cayen laughed, “I of all people can certainly
not claim to speak for my sister, but Korin has at least promised
not to pursue matters until they are both out of their
apprenticeships.” Becca snorted in amusement but seemed satisfied
that such things at least would not bother her.

Upon their arrival, Becca went immediately to
work assessing the disease and training some of the willing hands
in how to make those so afflicted comfortable and to do what she
could for those more severely affected. Cayen was put to work
distributing supplies and organizing the recovered and the not yet
affected, to see that all the necessary chores were accomplished
with so many unable to work. It was in this role that Cayen met
Ariata. As heir to the rule of Narange, Ariata was a person of
significant influence in the city and Nara looked to her to help as
she could in guiding the people through this troublesome time.

Cayen and Ariata found themselves oftentimes
working together to see that everything was accomplished during the
epidemic. Ariata at first was dismayed to learn the boy was one of
those fools who had bound himself to the Master, as had Astoria and
Garren. Who would give up the rule of a city to become little more
than a servant ever courting death? She however did come to
appreciate the boy’s hard work, keen mind, willing heart, and of
course, his rugged handsomeness. She understood that the Brethren
could not marry outside their order and had no intentions of
joining herself but perhaps she could convince the boy to abandon
his silly vows to oneday rule beside her in Narange. Cayen was
oblivious to Ariata’s plots until she chose to reveal them.

It was the end of a stifling day, Cayen had
taken refuge beside a cool stream after another grueling day. He
was happy to see the people gradually recovering and their flagging
spirits restored but he would be glad to ride back to Astoria.
Famir grazed contentedly beside him and they simply enjoyed one
another’s company. Suddenly the stallion raised his head and looked
towards the road leading back to the city. Cayen sighed when he saw
who it was that was riding towards them. Ariata had grown into a
stunningly beautiful young woman, but she was far too much aware of
that fact and quite proud of her current position in life at so
young an age. She was a much more proper daughter for Nara than
ever Astoria had been though the two were not even related. She was
a good leader and had a knack for getting things done but she was
sometimes a little too abrasive in how she attained that end. She
was polite enough to those she felt her equal but a little short
with those she felt beneath her. She rode into the clearing in the
golden glow of evening as a soft smile played across her lips, but
her eyes were those of a hawk seeking prey. Cayen almost reached
for his sword. Famir seemed to find the exchange amusing; unicorns
had quite a different idea about the affairs of the heart than
those that afflicted humans.

“Cayen!” said Ariata with great enthusiasm,
“I had hoped to find you in some secluded spot. Come, there is much
we must discuss.” She dismounted and approached the seated young
man, seating herself near him. Cayen wondered if it was considered
cowardice to turn tail and run. She said, “over the last few weeks
I have come to admire you as a woman sometimes comes to admire a
man. Let me be blunt and say I desire more for you than the life
you have chosen.”

Cayen gaped at her; he was not sure what he
had expected but surely nothing like this! He said, “I cannot
return your affections, no matter how much I might wish it; I am
bound to the Brethren!”

“Bah!” said the girl, looking like a wolf
confronting a wounded deer, “What is that to what I can offer? Do
not be such a fool! First Astoria abandoned her proper place and
then denied the man who should rule beside her. Neither did Garren
see it as his duty to take Nara’s place in his turn. But you can
aspire to such things. What is the Master, compared to the love of
a real woman?” At mention of Garren, pain crossed Cayen’s face, and
Ariata asked in concern, “what have I said that causes you such
pain? Is it that you cannot choose between the Master and I? You
can still serve him, even if you revoke your Oath, Garren spoke of
this when he was last here. Perhaps I should make this offer to
him, if you will not have me? I thought less of him, thinking
Astoria would not have him for some fault within himself but I now
realize he is a good and decent man. Perhaps it is jealousy that
causes you pain?” She looked at him hopefully.

Cayen was quiet for some minutes, before
saying quietly, “Garren is dead Ariata, that is what pains me. He
died because he would not deny the Master and yet you ask me to do
just that? Certainly you can serve the Master without joining the
Brethren, but once you have taken the Oath, it is not denied for
something as silly and ephemeral as that which you suggest. Even if
I shared your feelings, I am bound to a higher calling!”

“You are daft!” said the woman, “Would you
die for this pathetic cause? Garren was no old man that he should
already be moldering in the ground. What tragedy has the Master
wrought? What better reason to escape before the same fate befalls
you!”

Cayen said quietly, “I have already met that
fate, yet the Master did not see fit that I enter eternity but
returned me to life to continue in His service. Why this was
granted to me, while others who have fallen remain so, I do not
know, but I will not forsake my vows!”

Ariata looked at him in astonishment, “I do
not believe it! One cannot die and then come back to life yet you
are certainly no ghost. It cannot be.”

Cayen said, “know by the Oath that it is
true. Know also that I will gladly face such a fate again, for it
is my duty and my honor.”

Ariata shook her head, “is there nothing I
can do to convince you? Here you would not face death on a daily
basis nor would you spend your entire life wandering and sleeping
under bushes. You would die an honored old man in bed.”

Cayen laughed, “I shall die where and when
the Master bids me home but I shall die as one of the
Brethren.”

Famir snorted in surprise, Ariata screamed,
and Cayen heard the sound of vile laughter and a wicked voice
saying, “well, we can certainly oblige you there.” Krill and the
three fled guards from Ghura had ridden into the clearing and had
arrows pointed at all and sundry. Krill laughed, “I see we meet
again boy. This time I shall not fail in killing you, and perhaps
your beloved Master will be kind enough to leave you that way! Come
girl, we have great plans for you and this blighted city. Malion is
nearly obsessed with being revenged upon it and he will be glad to
know that his beloved boy is also dead. Come now, drop your weapons
and cooperate and we shall spare your lives, at least for the
moment. Do anything stupid and you will be killed without
question.”

As the men dismounted to bind their hands and
disarm Cayen, the boy whispered quietly to Ariata, “when they force
you into the saddle, make for my mount and hold on; he will bear
you to safety.” Tears of fear streaked the girl’s face but she
nodded grimly. By now the men were upon them and there was no more
time for words. Famir screamed his disagreement but would abide by
Cayen’s wishes. He would bear the girl to safety and then speed
back to rescue his master or die trying. Ariata approached the
stallion, and as soon as she was in the saddle, he was off like an
arrow from the string.

“After her!” screamed Krill, his three
henchmen were quickly in their saddles in pursuit of the fled girl.
Cayen was again facing Krill unarmed. The man laughed, “who is
going to save you this time boy? You are alone and this time you
have no friend to sell his life for yours and no Master to bring
you back to life. This time you shall die and stay that way. I
would kill you now but I am sure your father would rather have the
honor, especially if my men fail to bring back your sweetheart.”
The men soon returned and said they had lost the girl, for her
mount was swifter than anything on four legs had a right to be.
Krill snarled but motioned for them to ride on once they had forced
the boy into the saddle of Ariata’s horse.

Famir dropped Ariata in the center of town
and quickly sought out Becca, wild with terror. She did not
understand anything save that there was something dreadfully wrong.
She left her work and was soon mounted and following the anxious
Famir out of town in search of his master. Ariata was left more
lovesick than ever, to think that a man would sell his life for
hers! She must have him at any cost but knew he would not willingly
forsake his vows. She found a fast horse and quickly set off in
pursuit of her endangered love. Famir could sense the direction his
master had gone and Becca followed as quickly as she could. They
left the main road and headed north into the trackless wilds; their
trail was not hard to follow in the growing light of the full
moon.

Cayen bounced along like a child on a pony as
they pressed along a game trail that wound deep into the heart of
the forest. Cayen almost wished they would just get it over with.
He did not fear death but the waiting was enough to drive him mad.
He felt Famir drawing closer and knew, one way or another, it would
soon be over. They traveled for another hour and finally came to a
large clearing on the brink of a stream, bright with the moon
overhead. Malion and two others waited there. “Well?” said he to
the returning men.

Krill cringed and said, “we had the girl but
she managed to escape. We did however apprehend your rebellious
son.”

Malion snarled, “I want that girl! She is the
key to the city. I should have all your heads for this! At least we
have a suitable victim.” He laughed maliciously, “and it will be
amusing to think that his blood has twice sated our master’s
thirst. Bring him.” Cayen now felt Famir nearly upon them. He bid
the creature stay hidden, but such was his desperation to rescue
his master that he did not heed his command. Suddenly two unicorns
burst into the clearing in all their terrible beauty and just as
quickly lay fading upon the ground with arrows through their
hearts. Cayen could not hold back the tears and was even more
horrified to see Becca lying prone upon the ground. She moved
weakly but several arrows had pierced her.

Malion laughed, “I see your attempted
rescuers have failed miserably. Do not fret, you will soon be
joining them.” He motioned for them to bind the stricken woman.

Becca laughed through the pain as she was
secured to the tree next to Cayen, “this is a lovely way to spend
the evening, though not exactly how I had planned to end my career,
but such is life.” She gave the boy a reassuring smile, which was
chased away by a wince of agony. Cayen smiled gratefully and felt
his own courage rising in the face of utter despair. Live or die,
he had no reason to fear.

Krill stood watch as Malion and the five men
approached the bound pair. Malion laughed coldly, “well boy, you
are familiar with this little ritual. Are you sure you do not wish
to partake in it yourself?”

Cayen said grimly, “be done with it and taunt
me no more.”

Malion laughed all the more and began the
vile ritual anew. As the daggers were raised, a desperate voice
cried out, “wait!” All eyes turned to gaze upon a grief stricken
Ariata. Malion laughed, “well, if it is not the very woman I sent
these fools to apprehend. What can I do for you, my dear?”

She said desperately, a hint of madness in
her voice, “what must I do that you spare this man?”

Malion smiled, liking what he saw before him,
“you would do anything to have him?”

She nodded, “I will have him. Name your
price.”

Malion said, “you do know that he is one of
those fools calling themselves the Brethren? He will not willingly
abandon his Oath, even to save his life.”

She nodded grimly, “I know and I do not care,
even if it cost me my soul I will have him. What will you have of
me?”

“Ariata no!” screamed Cayen, which earned him
a clout from Malion, who said, “we are currently in the midst of a
little ceremony whereby these fine gentlemen are about to swear
their souls to what lesser folk call the Evil One. It requires the
blood of an innocent, which the boy here was so kind to provide,
but I might be willing to spare him seeing how we have the woman.
Join us and the boy is yours. Once you have bound yourself in
service to the Nameless One you will ride back to Narange and rule
the city as you are bidden. Agreed?”

Becca’s eyes were wide with shock and horror.
Cayen was silenced by grief. Ariata slid primly from the horse’s
back, walked past Cayen and gave him a smoky smile, took the dagger
offered by Malion, and with the other five ended Becca’s suffering.
Cayen screamed in grief and anguish and earned himself another
wallop, which sent him tumbling gratefully into darkness. Ariata
felt dark power coursing through her and looked possessively on the
unconscious man who now belonged to her.

 


Cayen woke slowly and miserably to face the
morning. He was bound hand and foot and secured to a handy tree.
His muscles and head complained bitterly but that pain was nothing
compared to the grief in his heart. Ariata sat there watching him
and a cold smile played across her face, “will you even now refuse
me when I saved your life?”

He stared at her in amazement, “you killed a
woman in cold blood and want me to thank you? I risked my life to
save yours and you repay me by killing my friend?”

Ariata shrugged, “did I not save your
wretched life? Is that not some reason to be grateful? Malion says
that we now possess various arcane abilities, one of which is the
ability to cloud the minds of other men but it seems it does not
work on those bound to the Master. A pity that, it would have made
things much easier, but I will do what I must to make you love me.
Of course, I do not desire you as much as I did last night. I do
not know what fancy had taken hold of me; this morning you seem
such a weak and pathetic thing! I now think you an even greater
fool than once I did. I now see how pathetic is your choice to
serve the Master when there is greater power to be had. Even if you
will not have me, I am quite content with my choice. To think I was
ever fool enough to be content simply ruling a city!”

Tears streaked Cayen’s face, “you did me no
favor in sparing my life, in fact you have brought me the bitterest
of griefs.”

She laughed coldly, “so you lost your unicorn
and a friend? I thought you Brethren had no cause for grief over
death as you claim to be parted but for a time?”

He said sadly, “it is a great blow to my
spirit to lose such dear friends, but it is even more appalling to
see someone fall into darkness. Death is simply the end of
mortality and a doorway to greater things. What you have done is
invite death into your heart and bow at its feet; you have entered
a living death. Better that you had died an innocent girl in the
Master’s keeping than live such a life enslaved to evil!” She
slapped him for his temerity and he again lapsed into darkness.

Malion watched the exchange with interest.
The boy had spirit, it was a pity he was also a fool. It would be
amusing to see what would come of him. The girl would probably kill
him out of spite. He smiled at this, how terrible to watch her
descend into darkness and then die by her hand when you had risked
so much to save her. How tragic, how delightful! Once the woman was
tired of the boy, she might turn to him for comfort. She had all
the spirit of his former wife but seemed to have put aside that
moral weakness which caused her to despise power such as his. He
had never thought to recruit women for the Brotherhood, as they
seemed far less interested in power than the average man, but he
thought that once so bound they might be very effective fiends,
perhaps even more terrible than any man.

As the day faded in purple and crimson glory,
he roused his men and sent them on various errands at the behest of
their mutual master. Malion rode off on errands of his own while
Krill and one of the new recruits, Gelat by name, rode with Ariata
back to Narange. She had explicit instructions on what to do upon
her arrival. Gelat and Krill were along to make sure it was done
and that any resistance was swiftly quashed. Cayen bounced along on
the packhorse like so much luggage. His mind reeled over the events
of the last day and he reached desperately for the Master. A sense
of peace overwhelmed him and he fell gratefully into sleep; he
awoke as they approached the city.

They arrived in the courtyard of the great
house with a clatter of hooves and a bustle of servants. The
servants glanced at the strange and sinister men who accompanied
Ariata but something about her made them refrain from asking
questions. The two men hoisted the bound and gagged Cayen from the
packhorse and carried him into the house where he was secured in a
small room. A hood had been placed over his head that he might not
be recognized. Nara came anxiously from the house and asked where
Ariata had been and what had come of the Brethren. Ariata shrugged
and said they had gone back to Astoria on some urgent business for
the Lady. Nara sighed, wondering why they had not come to her
first, but as the epidemic seemed to be sputtering out, she did not
worry too much about their sudden disappearance. She then asked
after Ariata’s absence and the girl shrugged her off.

Nara turned on the girl, saying, “if you wish
to succeed me then you had best learn that you cannot just run off
whenever the mood strikes you! There is a protocol to be
followed.”

“Then I shall certainly have to change that,”
sneered the girl. She nodded and her two sinister companions
stepped out of the shadows and grabbed the woman, covering her
mouth to muffle Nara's screams.

“What shall we do with her?” asked Krill.

Ariata smiled coldly, “see that she
disappears, quietly.” Krill smiled maliciously as he cuffed the
woman across the back of the head with his gauntleted fist; Nara
slumped limply between her captors. They carried the woman away and
Ariata cared not what became of her.

Ariata then went to see her prisoner, but
whether to taunt him or to see if he had come to his senses, she
was unsure which would please her more. He sat huddled in a corner
of the empty room and glared at her defiantly when she entered.
“Still unable to comprehend your fate?” snarled she, “Why will you
not come to me willingly? I sold my soul that we might be
together!”

He scoffed, “quit fooling yourself. You did
this out of your own thirst for power; it had nothing to do with
your perceived love for me. Had you truly cared for me you would
have stayed home and let them kill me! You have simply caused me
more misery than even death itself can inflict. Quit blaming me for
your fall into darkness. If you truly loved me you would disavow
the Evil One and seek the Master. I will never forsake my Oath!
Make an end of me or release me but you will never get what you
want in this life and forever shall we be sundered in the next if
you do not repent.”

She laughed coldly, “we shall see what a few
days without food does to your resolve, but I am content in my
situation, with or without you.”

He looked at her with pleading eyes and for a
moment she thought he was softened, but he said, “Ariata do not do
this to yourself or your people. Please!” She laughed again and
cuffed him for his temerity. She shut the door and left him alone
in the utter darkness.

Gelat was sent to Astoria to inform the Lady
that her servants had worked themselves near to death helping
others and had succumbed to the epidemic; the bodies had been
burned to prevent further spread. He made the journey to the cursed
city quickly and stood outside the castle gates and told his
message to Korin, whose turn it was to stand watch at the gates. He
paled to hear such news of his friends, but he could also sense the
lie in the man’s words; he certainly did not like the way the man
felt: as if he were some dead thing that reeked of evil instead of
decay. He thanked the man for his message and immediately left to
inform the Lady. Gelat rode off convinced he had fooled the idiots
and no more would come of the matter.

The Lady saw the boy with all haste, sending
Taryl and Korin immediately to Narange to see what strange madness
was passing there. The Lady sighed, hoping her mother was safe, but
she had other duties to attend to so could not dwell on the subject
long. They rode quickly, curious to see what had come to pass in
Narange. They inquired of their unicorns as to the location of
Famir and Becca’s mount, but the creatures said they had been
slain. The Brethren exchanged a concerned glance, while their
riders might die of some sickness, it should not affect the
unicorns. Some treachery was afoot; they pressed their mounts all
the harder.

When Nara was discovered missing, the people
turned immediately to Ariata for guidance and comfort. She stepped
into her new role magnanimously and put immediate plans into action
to find the missing Nara. The attempt was futile, but at least it
would give the anxious populous something to occupy their minds.
Her orders were to rule her people justly for now, but gradually
she was to introduce changes to the city’s laws and customs that
would cause chaos and enmity and perhaps lead to the downfall or
complete corruption of the city. She had once thought it her dream
to simply lead these people but she found the thought of conquering
them through guile completely irresistible. Meanwhile, she amused
herself by plotting ways to torment the arrogant boy who would not
return her love. He would love her or die. She was not sure which
would please her more. Cayen lay alone in the dark for three days
without food or water.

Finally, Ariata paid him another visit and
brought the life saving fluid with her. “Are you ready to see
reason?” asked she. He did not even try to speak with his dry and
swollen tongue but glared defiantly at her. She laughed at his
pathetic attempt at resistance. She flung down the waterskin and
left him alone once more. It was awkward to manipulate the thing
with bound hands but he desperately quenched his thirst with the
precious fluid and waited patiently for her next visit.

The days passed and Nara was not found; the
people began to fear the worst. Ariata was there to comfort them,
and they failed even to think that treachery might have befallen
their leader, such was Ariata’s skill at hiding her true
intentions. Taryl and Korin arrived in Narange not long after,
amidst the harried search for Nara. Both were quite amazed to learn
of the sudden change in leadership and thought it strangely
diabolical, especially in light of their vanished comrades. They
kept their identity secret for now and continued to ask questions
in hopes of learning more. As they were poking about, Korin
recognized Krill as he walked past on some errand or other. The
Brethren quickly stooped into the shadows that they might not be
recognized.

Taryl said to his apprentice, “if that vile
fellow is here, all is certainly not well in Narange.” Korin nodded
grimly; they would have to be very careful. They crept towards the
great house where the heart of the matter would be revealed. They
avoided the gates but found a place in the wall where an ornamental
vine was growing and provided enough of a foothold that they could
easily scale the wall. They dropped into the gardens unseen, snuck
into the great house, and found themselves in a little used
hallway. They hid in the shadows as someone passed them by; it was
a woman and she walked as if she knew she was important. They
exchanged a curious look though neither could see it in the dim
hall.

They watched the woman meddling with a
tapestry that hung nearby and drew something from behind it. It
must have been a key, for she unlocked the door of a forgotten
room. She went in for a time and then emerged laughing to herself
and carefully replaced the key. Once she was safely away, the two
Brethren crept down the hall, found the key, and unlocked the door.
It was pitch dark inside, but Korin ran down the hall and snatched
a forgotten torch. They shut the door tightly before lighting the
torch and were amazed at what they saw. Blinking at the unfamiliar
intensity of light was a very unshaved but very much alive Cayen.
In the blur of the light, Cayen could not see who it was but he
felt excited arms of greeting around him. He nearly wept for joy
when he realized who had come to his rescue. He quickly told his
story and was met by looks of astonishment and grief. They quickly
made plans to oust Ariata and set Narange in order. It was late and
by now Ariata had gone to bed, but Krill wandered about the house
like a fiend unleashed. The Brethren crept up on him, quickly
subdued him, and drew him into a quiet room to answer a few
questions. He sneered at them when he recognized his captors.

“You again boy?” growled the man, “When will
you learn not to meddle in our affairs?”

“Where is Nara?” demanded Cayen, “And what
are Malion’s plans in Narange?”

The man laughed for a moment before
succumbing to his self induced death and dissolving thereupon. They
withdrew from the room, discouraged and horrified, but continued
their search for Ariata. A servant saw them sneaking about and
quickly alerted Ariata. Unarmed and not wishing to confront three
armed men, she disappeared quietly from the house, but determined
to have her revenge. She found Gelat and sent him to see if he
could dispose of the Brethren, but he too met a swift end. By now
the whole house was in uproar and only their recognition of Cayen
prevented the household from doing anything violent. His story
caused much grief among the people of Narange as they feared the
worst for Nara. Ariata was not found in the city and was assumed to
have fled. During his interment in the tiny room, Cayen had heard
muffled weeping on more than one occasion in the adjacent room.
Curious, he set out to investigate. There was Nara, alone but
unharmed and quite overjoyed to see her rescuers. Ariata had not
quite decided whether to kill her and found it far more amusing to
taunt her with her own imminent demise and sudden fall from
power.

Nara said, upon hearing the tale, “she was
such an innocent girl when first she came to us, but has since
fallen into pride and arrogance. I am sorry to say it has ruined
her. Perhaps even I have overlooked my own pride? Let your Lady
send one of her Teachers that we may learn again the ways of the
Master. In my pride, I denied my people the chance to learn to look
outside themselves for satisfaction and purpose. But let this be
the end of my folly!”

The people rejoiced to have Nara back and
afterwards, she was a much more humble leader and far more careful
in guiding her heir apparent. Cayen rode gratefully home in the
saddle behind Korin. The Lady was appalled at what had come to pass
in Narange and also to hear of what had befallen Becca and the
unicorns. She set Korin, Taryl, and Cayen to hunt down Malion,
Ariata, and their minions if at all possible, lest they cause more
destruction and chaos in an already confused and broken world.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


Ariata
rode away laughing merrily, yes she had lost her city, but who
needed a city when one had power such as this? She felt she could
make the earth dance at her bidding and mountains prostrate
themselves on a whim. Let the fools have their city; she had the
world! She did not relish telling Malion about the loss of Narange,
but certainly he must understand what it was like to deal with the
Brethren. There had been something about failure not being an
option in that terrible oath they all took but she was sure it was
simply ceremonial. It was not as if she had failed, rather the
Brethren had failed her. Her only regret was leaving that fool boy
and the old woman alive, but she contented herself with thinking
that that certainly would not last. She would have her revenge soon
enough. She rode on and finally came to the country of Gitara,
where Malion was busy trying to subvert the King. He was not happy
with her failure and even less pleased that Krill and Gelat had
gotten themselves killed, but he was willing to give her one more
chance to prove her value to the Brotherhood, especially when she
made known her personal interest in himself. What was her womanly
charm for, if not to further her own cause?

She stayed on in Gitara for a few weeks,
working her way into Malion’s favor and was delighted to find him
so susceptible to blatant praise of non-existent traits. All she
had to do was stoke his pride and he was a malleable lump of clay
in her hands. While she was thus working her way into his cold,
dark heart she was unknowingly developing an attachment herself, if
only by default. One day the topic of conversation turned to his
former wife and children. He despised the woman greatly but
occasionally, in a weak moment, he found himself recalling fondly
some of her better traits, which his current love interest most
certainly lacked. This of course had the effect of nearly boiling
Ariata’s blood, thus she was determined that he rid the world of
her competition, no matter how impossible that Tiara would ever
wish to see the man again!

She brought this up to Malion and he said,
“if you want her gone you had best go and do it yourself. She is
sitting in the heart of Astoria and I am too well known by some
there even to be allowed in the city while you are still very much
a stranger. Besides, I have much more important things to do.”

She scowled at him, “what about your meddling
son? I am certain he will know me!”

He laughed coldly, “the brat is probably on
the other side of the world hoping to hunt us down.”

She laughed, though there was little humor in
it, “I had forgotten the predictable tendencies of the Brethren. Of
course you would be correct in your assumption. I will do us both a
favor and rid the world of the trollop.” He shrugged and went back
to whatever she had interrupted as she rode off, determined to come
back victorious.

She approached Astoria cautiously, ever
watchful for someone who might recognize her, but it seemed all
those that might were not in the city or were not abroad this day.
She rode up to the castle gates and spoke with the young man on
duty there. “What is your business my lady?” asked he politely.

She smiled her warmest smile and chose her
words carefully, knowing the Brethren’s ability to know a lie when
they heard it, “I have some little matter to discuss with Mistress
Tiara if she is about?”

“Who should I say is asking after her, my
lady?” asked the boy.

She sighed her most flustered sigh and said,
“we grew up in the same area, though she may not remember me. I
come on business of vital importance to her family.” The boy seemed
convinced and a little embarrassed, that he had somehow upset the
poor woman; he allowed her to pass and told her where Tiara was
wont to be at that hour. She thanked the boy and handed her horse
over to one of the stable lads, asking only that he water the beast
and leave him saddled, as she would be leaving soon. It was a few
hours after lunch but not quite time for the evening meal; Tiara
was taking a short rest before beginning the supper chores. A knock
came at her door and she opened it to admit a woman that looked
vaguely familiar, as perhaps someone she chanced upon once or twice
many years ago, but no name came to mind.

“Yes?” asked Tiara politely.

Ariata smiled broadly and said, “you probably
do not remember me, but we met once or twice long ago in Narange. I
was passing through and thought to bring you greetings from one of
your children. The boy heard I was passing this way and asked if I
might bring you a message.”

Tiara smiled and opened the door fully, that
the woman might come in. Once her guest was comfortable, Tiara
asked, “and what is this message you bring from my son? It was only
a few weeks ago that he rode off on some business for the Lady
after a rather traumatic incident.”

Ariata stood and smiled, “actually, it was I
that inflicted that meager trauma upon him. I bring no word from
your son but rather from your former husband, and it shall be the
final thing you hear.” Tiara was on her feet and backing slowly
away from the mad woman who had suddenly entered her chambers; she
had nothing with which to defend herself. Ariata laughed coldly,
“your precious Malion is indifferent about what becomes of you, but
I am quite convinced that your continued existence will interfere
in my growing influence over him, thus I must dispose of you.
Nothing personal of course.”

Tiara laughed mirthlessly, “no, there is
certainly nothing personal about murder! Are you mad?”

“No,” smiled Ariata coldly, “I am completely
rational. Why else could I kill you so carelessly?”

She raised her blade to strike, but for some
reason her target did not feel obliged to cower in terror. She
actually seemed rather unmoved by the whole ordeal. Ariata’s
confidence was momentarily shaken, not understanding how the woman
remained so calm in the face of certain death. Her slight pause was
all Tabitha needed to jump between the crazed woman and her mother,
sword drawn. Tiara withdrew to a safe corner and watched proudly as
her daughter held her own against the older woman. Ariata had not
expected a fight, nor had she anticipated being bested by such a
young firebrand, but she pressed on until she was nearly exhausted,
though the wretched girl was not flagging in the least.

The fight ended when Tabitha struck a
decisive blow and severed a major artery, leading to a major loss
of blood and consciousness on Ariata’s part, before the bleeding
could be staunched. Unlike most people, the Brethren would not
leave a fallen enemy to die of their wounds but did what they could
for their continued health and well-being or at least made them
comfortable as they died. They tended the woman’s wounds and made
her comfortable, though she was some time in coming around due to
the amount of blood she had lost; the rug in Tiara’s quarters was
also a complete loss. Ariata of course would have to stand trial
for her various crimes but she must regain her health first. She
was placed in a comfortable room with someone to attend to her
needs while she remained unconscious.

 


Ariata lay in a hazy gray world of twilight,
as if shrouded in mist lit by a distant moon. She could not
remember how she got here or even where here was. She felt some
presence off to one side though whether right or left, she could
not tell, as direction was as vague as her history in this place.
“Who?” was all she could say.

Then the fog lifted from her eyes and she saw
Garren clearly. For some reason she was not surprised to see a dead
man quite alive in this place. She felt anything might and could
happen here. The man said, “Ariata what have you done? What have
you become?”

She sneered, “who are you to judge me?”

Garren said simply, “I shall never judge you,
but one day the Master certainly will. Know you not the price you
will pay on that day if you persist in this madness? Would you lose
your soul to gain a little ephemeral power?”

She laughed him to scorn, “I know very well
what I am about, thank you very much! I am no child. I risk
nothing. There is nothing beyond death, so what have I to
fear?”

“Then what am I doing here?” asked he
patiently.

She snorted, “this is a dream and nothing
more!”

“It may be a dream, but your eternal reality
depends on the decisions you make after this encounter,” said
Garren, “for your own sake and the sakes of all those your
decisions will affect, please consider deeply what I say.”

“Even death cannot spare me from your
platitudes!” snarled she, “What have I to do with you or your
precious Master! I have a different master now and he does not
require me to abandon all my dreams and aspirations and common
sense to bow at his feet. I have real power and I will use it for
my own benefit. Sit aside and weep for my blighted soul if you must
but I want none of your pity!” Garren shook his head sadly and the
fog again sundered them. Ariata shuddered in the cold damp and was
lost to the darkness.

She awoke with a start and a shudder. She
felt very weak but quite alive. The temerity of the man, thinking
she did not know what she had embroiled herself in! She refrained
from sighing or moving lest she alert someone to her newly awakened
state. Knowing the Brethren, they would have tended her wounds and
placed her in a comfy room; she was probably attended by a child or
a servant too. She would bide her time and make her escape when the
opportunity came. She carefully and quietly assessed her physical
condition and found her arm bandaged but aside for the profound
weakness, which she attributed to massive blood loss, she seemed
healthy enough. She could not wait weeks to recover her strength
and risk that the Brethren might try her or increase the guard
about her. Now would be the opportune moment.

She carefully made a survey of the room and
saw an exhausted servant snoozing against the wall, which must mean
it was the middle of the night. Using her vile powers, she laid a
deep sleep upon the servant, lest he waken as she made her escape.
She ransacked the room, found what supplies she could for a
journey, and made her way quietly out of the castle. She entered
the stable, but could not find her horse. She chose a likely
looking specimen, found what tack and supplies she could, and led
the beast out into the darkened courtyard. She flung herself into
the saddle and thundered out of the courtyard, through the city,
and out into the night. The guard upon the gate watched in stunned
silence and quickly wakened the castle.

Ariata nearly flew back to Gitara, not
knowing how she out ran the Brethren that most certainly would be
in close pursuit. She galloped into the hidden camp where Malion
was lurking until he had made progress enough with the King of
Gitara to come out into the open. He was on his feet immediately
with sword in hand. When he saw who his attacker was, he relaxed
but was not pleased to be so awakened. “Well?” growled he, “you
have been gone for far too long. You had best have a good
explanation. Do not tell me you have failed at this task as
well?”

Ariata was faint from exhaustion and weakness
after her recent injury, but her blood boiled at his tone. She
growled, “I did what I could to dispatch the wench, a thing which
you were too lazy to do anything about! Do not lecture me on how it
should have been done. I was injured by your daughter and rode
myself near to death to escape.”

He laughed coldly, “so you failed again have
you? How surprising! You were not followed were you? That would
only add insult to injury. I was a fool ever to trust you with even
the simplest task. Our master will not be pleased that you took
matters into your own hands.”

“You authorized me to go,” shouted the woman
heatedly.

He laughed, “what say have I in such things.
That will not spare you! I almost look forward to watching you die,
though I might miss your company. No, it will be a pleasure to
watch you die slowly for your failures! I can always find another
warm body to fill my bed.”

Her rage would not be contained and in an
utter fury, she drew her sword and charged at the insolent fool
that would taunt and exploit her so. He was unprepared for such an
attack and was quickly overcome. In her wrath, she pushed the man’s
inert form into the pond by which he had been standing then she
collapsed on the verge of the pool. The body dissolved into a black
ooze that spread out upon the water; several fish floated
lifelessly to the surface. Within the darkness bloomed two fiery
spots that glowed red in the night black water; an evil laugh
echoed in the stillness.

“A coup?” snarled the image, “Treachery is
delightful! Congratulations, you have assumed control of my
minions. I shall overlook your past failures if you can prove
yourself worthy in all that is to come. Fail again and you shall be
utterly destroyed.” She cowered in terror before the horrible
creature that now owned her soul, but a growing fervor for her new
position of power soon overcame her terror. She eagerly listened to
the orders the creature had to impart. She broke camp and rode
immediately towards the city. Malion had been working for weeks to
gain a foothold in this miserable little country but she would be
in control by morning.

She rode to the castle and used all her vile
power to gain access to the widowed King, and though it was well
after midnight, she had a wedding scheduled for the following
morning. As soon as she was Queen, she sent the King to sit in an
unused corned and began to secure her rule. The King was as
helpless as a child before all her vile powers. As soon as all was
accomplished, she had only one more task to attend to: the
execution of all those that might oppose her, namely the King’s two
sons and the Lady’s advisor to the King. She had all three swiftly
accused of treason and no amount of argument on their behalf could
alter the minds of her thoroughly convinced tribunal. The people
were not overly fond of their King, as he was rather inclined
towards high taxes and taking what he felt was his due without
paying for it; Malion had done a superb job of causing unrest among
the populous, thus it was with some joy that they thought to
witness the end of one era of rule and the beginning of another. To
them any change must be for the better.

An execution was just the thing to sate the
people’s bloodlust. The courtyard was crowded with the slavering
masses, waiting for a little entertainment at such a dear cost to
their King. Anyone who disagreed with the King must certainly agree
with the oppressed masses; thus their new Queen was hardly known
but already very much beloved by her people. The day was hardly
begun and Ariata was quite pleased with her progress. She had the
prisoners bound and gagged, lest they say something to ruin her
triumph; she was not yet ready for scandal to haunt her reign. The
King sat somnolently beside her, not seeming to realize that his
offspring were about to meet an untimely demise. They were herded
up the steps to the raised platform upon which the headsman and the
chopping block waited. Once they were in place, Ariata left her
place beside the indifferent King, and ascended the platform
herself. She made a grandiose speech about fidelity and the rights
of the people and the glorious future they might expect and then
nodded at the headsman and the guards, that it was now time for the
day’s main attraction.

They prodded the first prince forward, he
stared defiantly at the intruder, who had so tragically upset his
family. She laughed and he continued to glare. But the axe was not
raised, instead the headsman removed his hood and revealed himself
to be Cayen. Ariata’s jaw dropped, “what are you doing here!”

He laughed, “ruining your plans of course.
Surrender now, I am not alone. There are quite a number of my
comrades present.”

She looked around and saw that the entire
contingent of guards had their swords out and were looking rather
grim. The prisoners were somehow unbound and armed and also ready
to go down fighting. She scowled, “how?”

He laughed, “when you fled Astoria, the
‘horse’ you borrowed happened to be my sister’s unicorn. It was an
easy enough task to track you after that and discover your plans.
My only regret is putting that poor creature to such ill use. Now
surrender.”

She laughed, “I also am not alone.” She
nodded and an arrow flew, catching Cayen in the chest. He dropped
his sword and would have fallen, save that Ariata caught him and
held a dagger to his throat and said, “any attempt to interfere and
I will cut his throat. Out of my way. I am leaving.” The stunned
Brethren, who had been posing as guards, made way for the
retreating woman and her hostage. Cayen was too weak to say
anything about not negotiating with evil and the others had not the
heart to risk his life, so allowed the villain to pass
unchallenged. She laughed at their weakness and leapt into the
saddle of a waiting horse and rode off as fast as the beast could
run. Taryl and Korin were in their saddles immediately and
following Kalek, Cayen’s unicorn, as he tracked his wounded master
and the woman who held him hostage. The rest of the Brethren went
about reestablishing order and hunting down Ariata’s minions.

Ariata pushed the horse to exhaustion,
knowing pursuit could not be far behind. The exhausted beast
stumbled, fell, and did not rise again. Cayen was flung from the
saddle and lay gasping for air and half out of his mind with pain.
Ariata stumbled from the fallen beast and collapsed beside a small
stream. She reached down for water to quench her thirst, but froze
in terror as an inky blackness filled the once clear stream. “What
have you done!” snarled the monster, “You have failed again and
this time there shall be no second chance.” The shadow had resolved
itself into something resembling a black draconian head.

Ariata mumbled, “pl…pl…please!”

The thing snarled, “mercy is not one of my
failings. See what awaits you!” The monster opened its mouth and
revealed an infinite black nothingness set to consume her soul. She
must have fainted, for she lost all sense of herself for a moment.
When she looked again, the apparition was gone. She laughed to
herself, thinking it all a dream. She stood, not noticing the inky
black ooze that failed to stain her footwear and dress as she rose
to her feet. She approached the stricken Cayen and drew her sword.
She might soon face his comrades in a battle to the death but she
would not leave the boy alive for them to claim; at least she would
have that much revenge. The boy did not seem afraid as she raised
the blade to strike, perhaps he already knew he was dying and
welcomed the end of his suffering.

He flinched in surprise as she thrust the
blade through his heart but otherwise nothing happened. The sword
was planted firmly in his chest, but there was no pain save the
arrow; his heart continued to beat faithfully. She stared down at
the boy in amazement and frustration, again took up her sword, and
hoped to see a wound or at least a red stain upon the blade but
failed to find either. She hacked at Cayen with all her might, but
try as she would, she could not touch him; in a rage she even
kicked at his head with her foot, but she might as well have been
made of sunbeams for all the damage it did. She glared at the dying
boy as if he had something to do with this strange phenomenon.

“Do not waste effort trying to influence that
which is yet trapped in time,” said a new voice.

Cayen could do nothing more than gasp,
“Garren.”

Garren smiled warmly at his friend, but
continued to speak with the woman. She snarled, “and what do you
mean by that?”

Garren continued, “you can no longer touch
the living.”

Why?” said the stunned Ariata, starting to
have some idea of what might be happening.

“You are dead, at least mortally speaking,”
said Garren patiently.

“How?” asked she aghast, “I see no corpse.”
Then she noticed the inky stain on the grass and gasped, “Oh! I did
not think the Nameless One could kill like that.”

Garren shook his head gravely, “he cannot,
but that does not mean he cannot inspire fear enough to stop a
beating heart.”

She stared again at Cayen and said, “if he is
still trapped in mortality, I assume he should neither see nor hear
us but he seems quite aware of our presence?”

Garren nodded, “while life lasts, he should
not be able to do either, but he is dying and straddling the worlds
as it were. He lingers among the living but his spirit yearns for
eternity.”

She nodded in understanding and asked, “so if
this is eternity, where is all the darkness and dread you
pontificated if I should not repent?”

He said grimly, “neither of us are in our
proper places at the moment. This is simply neutral ground.”

“Neutral ground!” scoffed she, “Whatever
for?”

Garren shrugged, “I do not know. The Master
has some purpose in it and need not explain Himself to such as
we.”

She guffawed, “some almighty Master! Hah! He
probably does not even know himself.”

Garren said sternly, “do not speak so of
things you do not understand.”

She laughed all the more, “I shall speak as I
find! But come, my old friend. If we are both beyond time thus
freed of mortal constraints, let us escape the clutches of both our
masters and seek our own way in this twilit netherworld. We need no
help from either. We could be veritable gods in our own right!”
Garren stared at her as if she had suddenly gone mad. She did not
notice, and caught up in her own dreams of immortality and godhood,
she reached for his wrist and pulled her hand back suddenly, as if
he had burned her. “What was that for?” snarled she, “I offered to
share eternity and power unthinkable with you. How dare you repay
my favor thus!”

He said quietly, “I did nothing. You are a
servant of the Enemy and I of the Master. Light and dark do not
mix, one must overcome the other. We may speak, but we are of two
very different kinds that cannot touch.”

“Then what are we doing trapped in this
wretched limbo?” screamed she.

“That is an excellent question,” came a harsh
and grating voice. A large black reptile, that walked on two legs,
approached the pair; rage and cunning burned in his eyes. He stared
at Ariata hungrily and at Garren with great disgust but also with a
little fear. Ariata instinctively drew away from the thing, seeking
shelter behind Garren but careful not to touch him. The thing drew
itself up to its full height and snarled, “she is mine by right!
She belongs to my master and therefore to me. You have no right to
keep her from me.”

Garren did not seem impressed and said
firmly, “there is no argument as to your rights, but she has yet to
stand before the Master. Your errand is but a little delayed.
Patience. All will be accomplished.” The creature hissed in rage
and made to fall upon Garren with his terrible teeth and dreadful
claws, but as the monster approached the man, he was suddenly
suffused in a bright but pale light, like the full moon on snowy
fields. The creature hissed in agony and fell back in terror, for
the moment subdued. Ariata found herself drawing away from that
terrible light. As the monster withdrew, the light faded and Garren
continued to stand unmoving between the monster and the girl.

“Very well,” snarled the beast, “play your
little game. I shall wait. But I shall amuse myself with your
friend. He is not yet beyond my reach.” The thing hissed with
laughter under its breath and approached the stunned Cayen. The
boy’s eyes grew large as the monster approached. He wondered what
fell powers it might have over those that yet drew breath.

Garren said calmly, “take heart Cayen! The
thing can taunt, tempt, lie, and threaten but cannot harm you as
long as you remain firmly in the Master’s keeping.”

The thing laughed Garren to scorn, “fine
words for one safely beyond my reach! It is easy to be brave when
you are safe from all harm. You however, are utterly alone and
quite pathetic. I can take you and do with you as I please! Where
is your precious Master in this, your hour of greatest need? You
are alone! Abandoned! Come, give yourself to me and I can see that
you shall live again. You shall have power beyond imagining and no
longer shall this living death be all your future.”

In a rasping voice, Cayen said, “go
away!”

The thing laughed, “is that the best you can
do? You are mine fool and I shall do with you as I please.”

Cayen gasped through the pain,
“I…never…yours…”

“He is Mine,” said a voice like thunder in
the mountains, “be gone fell beast, and leave him in peace.”

The thing shrieked in unholy terror and
withdrew to one side; it cowered like a beaten dog but continued to
throw menacing glances at Ariata. Garren had gone to one knee with
head bowed, as Ariata stood with her mouth gaping open in shock.
The Master silently approached the stricken Cayen and nuzzled him
gently. The pain ceased, save for a small throbbing, which was
enough to keep Cayen from slipping into unconsciousness. The arrow
remained firmly planted in his side and the mental confusion
continued but an immense sense of peace fell upon him.

The Master left the stricken boy and faced
Ariata, “come forth, child.” She looked ready to argue but found
she had no strength to resist. Garren stood, backed away a pace,
smiled at Cayen, cast a mournful look upon Ariata, and vanished.
She now stood alone before the Master of All: the Being she had
spent her entire life avoiding. She involuntarily went to her knees
before the Master and looked Him full in the face. The depth of His
eyes was unspeakable; anger stormed on their surface but underneath
were love and sorrow, so much sorrow, mingled together in endless
quantity. “You have forsaken Me,” said He.

She could not hold such a gaze long and
looked off to one side, but said, “yes, but I am ready to accept
you.”

“No,” said He, “you will never accept Me as I
am but only think to accept Me as you imagine or wish Me to
be.”

Flabbergasted, she momentarily caught His eye
but just as quickly dropped her gaze. “I do not wish for the fate
that awaits me,” said she with fear in her voice.

He said, “it is a fate you freely chose and I
cannot free you from it.”

She stood in utmost anger, “what do you mean
you cannot! I thought you were all-powerful and love incarnate! How
can you claim to be unable to do a thing? How can a loving being
condemn any thinking creature to an eternity of utter
darkness?”

He gazed at her sadly, saying, “I did not
condemn you. You have condemned yourself. I made a way for all
thinking creatures to find Me, I gave them a map, but still many
choose to wander, lost in the dark. I gave you a mind and a choice.
I cannot trespass upon that choice because I refuse to take back
the gift that has been given! You are free to choose your own fate
and I will not infringe upon that choice no matter how it pains
Me.”

Again she looked into those fathomless eyes
and saw the great anguish there that she or any of His beloved
creatures might turn from Him and pursue their own destruction. She
was near to tears but said, “but why must we who did not choose to
follow you be subjected to such endless suffering and
darkness?”

He said with sorrow fit to fell the stars,
“without Me there is neither hope nor joy nor life. The place you
have chosen to spend eternity is exactly what a place is without
Me. You would not be content or happy in My country even though the
very air tingles with joy and music. Unless you come with a willing
heart it would ever be a torment to you. Bitterness and resentment
would haunt you all your days and be made the worse for all the joy
around you in which you could have no part. You are not willing to
have Me as I am thus you are spared that agony but thrust into a
pit of your own making. I would not have it so, but thus was your
choosing.”

“Why?” said she in desperation, though she
already knew the answer.

He said quietly, “love demands it. If I were
to unmake you or trespass upon your own choices it would not be
love but tyranny. Therefore I must allow you to follow the path you
have chosen no matter the pain to us both.” She looked then deeply
into His eyes. She had thought to face Him in His wrath and thought
that she could tolerate that, but the utter disappointment written
there was more than she could bear, knowing that she was its cause.
With tears of greatest grief, she ran from that terrible gaze and
fled into the woods. The monster leapt upon her as she ran and
together they vanished. The Master gazed after for a moment and
shook His head in deepest sorrow then faced again the dying
boy.

Cayen could not move or speak but his eyes
were red with weeping. The Master nuzzled him gently, saying,
“remember what you have seen here. Tell all you may, that perhaps
they can avoid such an end. Till I call you home, I shall ever be
with you.” A single tear fell from His eye and landed on Cayen’s
wounded side. Suddenly the pain was gone, his breathing was far
easier, and the turmoil in his mind ceased. The Master too was
gone. Cayen fell into the dreamless sleep of exhaustion.

He was wakened by Kalek nuzzling him
insistently. Korin smiled down concernedly at him and Taryl stared
at him in amazement. Cayen shakily sat up and glanced down at his
bloodstained tunic. The arrow was caught firmly in the fabric but
save for the blood, there was no sign it had ever pierced his
flesh. He told his story to his astounded comrades, to their sorrow
and astonishment. Taryl said quietly, “one sometimes forgets what
awaits those who choose to reject the Master. It serves as a great
reminder to spread His message that all might hear.” They helped
Cayen to his feet and he found he was far less exhausted than he
was after his last brush with death. Apparently nearly dying was
not quite so hard upon the body as truly dying! They rode back to
Gitara to help as they could in restoring order to the country.
Cayen’s tale was soon heard by the Teaching sect and they quickly
went to work putting it into a form that might be easily told yet
long remembered by all who heard it. It touched many hearts and
reminded others of the truly important things in life and beyond
it.

 


 



Chapter 11

 


For a time at least, it seemed the
Brotherhood was quiescent, though the Brethren knew not the name of
their insidious foe. The threat was not gone but those bound to the
Evil One went about in great secrecy while they gathered their
strength for another assault upon all the Master held dear. In the
interim, both Tabitha and Korin were deemed ready to have
adventures of their own. During their apprentice days, there had
been a fondness for and respect of one for the other on both sides
but neither dared encourage or pursue the feelings further until
they were beyond their apprenticeships and allowed to cultivate
such relationships. So it was that Korin stood before the Lady that
she might inform him that he was no longer an apprentice, but
suddenly she changed the subject saying, “and what are your
feelings towards Tabitha?”

He blushed, “is it that obvious?”

She laughed, “it always is at your age. I
would advise you to wait a few years before pursuing anything
further, that you might both be sure, but it may be more of a
distraction to you to act thus. I only ask you to make full certain
of your own feelings, as well as hers. You may well have three
hundred years to maintain this relationship! I also ask that you
remember that either of you may be called home at any time but the
survivor is still required to carry on with their duties towards
the Brethren, the Master, and all mankind.”

Korin bowed deeply and said, “Lady, I shall
think deeply on this matter and speak at length with Tabitha but
know that whatever our decision, it will not in the least interfere
with our duties.”

She smiled and said, “that is all I ask.” He
bowed deeply and left her presence.

He quickly found Tabitha and informed her of
both his new position as one of the Brethren and also of the Lady’s
words. She laughed, “the Lady had the same talk with me six months
ago when she released me from my apprenticeship but I dared not
speak with you about it until you were out of yours. Shall we
ignore one another for a few years or shall we make this a formal
relationship?”

Korin said, “it is a dangerous life and one
or both of us may not be around in a few years, but the possibility
of three hundred years together is also a daunting thought. I think
we should formalize our union and take each century a day at a
time.” She laughed warmly and pulled him into a hug.

It was not long after that Tiara, Cayen, and
various other friends and relatives were gathered before the Lady
with Korin and Tabitha in their midst to witness the union of the
two. It was not the grand ceremony that others often made of such
an occasion but simply a promise before the Lady, the Master, and
all those gathered that they would love one another and be faithful
to each other as long as life lasted. There was much rejoicing at
the union and supper that night was a splendid affair. But their
duties would not rest, even for such a joyous occasion. The
newlyweds were called to stand before the Lady the next morning and
Cayen soon joined them; Cayen shared a pleased smile with his
friend as his sister blushed for joy. He was delighted to see them
both so happy. The Lady entered the chamber and the three bowed
deeply as she took her familiar seat.

“Now,” said she, “I have something of a
family affair for the three of you. The King of Nirth has requested
our help in a variety of tasks. He is suddenly without an Advisor,
as it seems our former representative has quietly disappeared. He
asks that I send another in his stead and also someone to look into
the crime, as he suspects that this is just the first move against
his throne by those within his own court. He also asks that we send
a Teacher to remind his people of the Master and His ways, for it
seems they are quickly turning away from Him and are thus more
prone to rebellion and dissension. Cayen you will be acting as my
Advisor to the King and also accomplishing whatever else the King
may ask of you, be it advising him in various matters of state,
hunting down criminals, or interpreting the Law. Tabitha, you shall
travel throughout Nirth and speak to all who will listen of the
Master and His ways, the royal court included. Korin you are to
join the court, saying nothing of your true allegiance, and see if
you cannot discover who is behind this plot and put a stop to it.
Between the three of you, I hope this danger shall soon be at an
end. This will be dangerous for all of you, because whoever is
behind it has already acted against one of our number and will not
hesitate to do so again. May the Master ride with you!” The three
bowed and went to pack for their journey.

Korin and Tabitha would set out together and
part in a miniscule village on the edge of the small country.
Tabitha would spend a few days traveling from village to village
and speaking with the people. Korin would ride directly to the city
and make his presence known to the King and ask after his advice in
the matter and act accordingly. Cayen would wait a few days and
then he would ride to Nirth and make his formal appearance before
the King. Korin and Tabitha were quite pleased to make at least one
journey together before their duties inevitably drew them apart for
what might be months or even years. The danger attending this
assignment was no worse than that which seemed to accompany all
such quests. Korin was perhaps a little more anxious for his life
now, having someone to share it with, but still he knew the Master
was sovereign and no matter what happened, their lives were in His
keeping. He surrendered these uneasy thoughts to the Source of all
Hope and continued their journey. They rode quickly but not so hard
that they could not enjoy the time they had together.

All too soon the time of their parting came,
they stopped on the path leading into the chosen village and
exchanged one last embrace before bidding one another farewell.
Korin gave her a heartfelt smile and continued upon his road.
Tabitha watched her beloved disappear into the distance, waited an
hour, and made her way into the village; her private grief at their
parting would not keep her from her duties.

Korin rode on towards the capital city and
presented himself to the guards upon the castle gates. They looked
over the dusty boy and exchanged an amused glance when he said the
King was expecting him. The captain said, “and what would his
Majesty have to do with a dusty youth such as yourself?”

Korin was not intimidated and said simply, “I
have come to join his court and learn what I may.”

The guard laughed, “you have not the look of
a courtier! I do not think his Majesty would be pleased to have
such a ragamuffin on display for all the world to see. You would
make Nirth a laughingstock! Be gone boy and trouble us no
more.”

Korin sighed, “his Majesty is well aware of
my current situation and would be rather disappointed were I not to
make an appearance. Please forgive my current condition but such is
the necessity of travel.”

The captain sighed and said, “on your head be
it if his Majesty is not pleased to see you.” Korin bowed politely
as the man went to inform the King. The man returned with a stunned
look upon his face, “his Majesty seems to be expecting you and
rather amused by your presence. Come, we must not keep the King
waiting.” Korin abandoned Takar to the servants and followed the
guard into the castle.

They presented themselves before his Majesty,
and after their bows, the King motioned for the guard to return to
his post. The King looked the boy over as an amused smile played
across his face; he said, “the man was not joking when he said you
do not look the part of a courtier my boy, but we shall soon
rectify that. You are come alone?”

Korin said, “the Advisor you have requested
will follow in a few days. My wife is abroad as we speak, teaching
in your villages. She will present herself before you soon.”

The King smiled, “excellent, now I will tell
you what is happening in Nirth. As you know, my former Advisor
simply disappeared some weeks ago and has not been seen since. I
assume that he did not ride home?” Korin shook his head sadly and
the King nodded, as he continued, “I thought as much. I shall miss
him, he was a wise and honorable man. But his unfortunate demise, I
fear, is not the last of the treachery stalking Nirth. I fear that
some of the young lords, if not my own sons, are plotting against
me and hope to take the throne for themselves. Even the peasants
are starting to talk of a change, and I think whoever is behind the
plot is also behind the uneasy rumors circulating amongst the
commonfolk. I hope that your wife is able to remind them of their
duties not only to me, but also to the Master. If I were an
oppressive overlord they may have some right to complain, but they
complain that I am too soft and thus weak! As if a harsh master
would be a better King.”

He sighed deeply and continued, “I wish you
to join the court and if you can, gain the favor of my sons and
their closest friends. Once they take you into their confidence,
perhaps you can get to the bottom of this mystery? I know you are
forbidden from telling an untruth thus I shall do what I can to
cover your identity. I shall let it be noised about that you are
the youngest son of the least of the lords of…where did you say you
were from?”

Korin smiled as he bowed, saying, “before I
went to Astoria I lived in Kirianth.”

“Very good,” smiled the King, “if there is a
more poverty stricken nation in existence, I cannot name it. Most
of our peasants live better than even the lords of that land. You
need only claim your native country and they shall not look deeper,
unless you give them reason to, though this may work against you in
gaining their trust unless you can play the obsequious fool?”

Korin shook his head gravely, “I cannot
truthfully toady up to others and thus must hope to gain their
respect by some other means than my seeming wealth and status.”

The King nodded, “then do what you must to
bring this plot to an end. Let me know if I may be of any
assistance.”

Korin bowed deeply, saying, “I shall do all I
can to see to the safety of yourself and all of Nirth.” The King
rang for a servant and gave orders regarding their rather dusty
guest. Korin soon found himself scrubbed, polished, and garbed in
some rather stuffy clothes but he now looked the part of a young
lordling ready to take his place at court.

That evening, the various members of the
royal court assembled before the King, as was their habit. The King
called the boy before him and introduced Korin to all and sundry
saying, “this young man has come from Kirianth, where his father is
the least of lords. He being the youngest son, saw the hopelessness
of his situation and the pathetic attempt at nobility for which
Kirianth is infamous and rode in search of a proper education in
the ways of the aristocracy and hopes to find a brighter future
among us.” With that, the boy was dismissed to the company of the
younger members of the assembly.

The King had three sons; the two eldest had
assembled a small group of arrogant and likeminded friends from
among the sons of the nobles. The youngest was a bit more withdrawn
than his elder brothers and tended to stay out of the public eye as
much as he could. He was content to spend long hours in the library
or wandering in the woods, rather than strutting like a rooster in
an attempt to impress the court. His brothers happily ignored him
and continued with their own schemes. They surrounded the newcomer
curiously, wondering what sort of man he might be. They were always
eager to find another accomplice in their quickening plots. They
were not impressed by his lineage but perhaps he had certain
qualities that might redeem him in their sight.

“Welcome to Nirth,” said Prince Orick, the
eldest of the King’s sons, “that you have ridden to Nirth to learn
the ways of the world shows an impressive sense of pride on your
part I think. Who would stay in Kirianth if they could help it? I
like a man with aspirations, but what are your aspirations?”

Korin bowed politely and said, “I thank you
for your greeting. I am in Nirth to learn what I can from such
auspicious persons as yourselves. As far as what my future holds, I
cannot say, for I came empty handed and perhaps that is how I shall
leave, but I hope a little wiser for the experience.”

Prince Darak laughed, “then you have not come
to overthrow the throne or marry into one of our august
houses?”

Korin grinned, “I had not thought to aspire
to such lofty heights. I simply came to learn what I could and
perhaps aid your country in some small service.”

“Since you have nothing better to do, let us
get to know one another tomorrow,” said Orick, “would you care to
join us on a hunting foray?”

Korin bowed, “it would be my pleasure.”

“Excellent,” said Orick, “then we shall see
you in the morning.” The small entourage of aspiring lords followed
after the two princes as they moved off into the crowd. Korin spent
the balance of the evening exchanging small talk with various
members of the court and then retired to his room. He wondered just
what might happen on the morrow’s hunt.

He was wakened early by a servant and quickly
donned clothes appropriate to a man of his seeming station for a
day’s excursion into the woods. He took his bow, sword, and dagger
and quickly made his way to the stables. He found the courtyard
empty of the nobility but busy with servants tacking horses and
packing supplies. Takar waited patiently in his stall and whickered
eagerly upon sighting his master. Korin tacked him up and led him
out into the courtyard to await his hunting companions. The young
men were just emerging from the castle and watched in bemusement as
their guest led his mount out of the stables, wondering what
strange country Kirianth must be if the nobles were required to do
such a tedious task as tack up their own horses.

As Korin approached, Orick said, “if you had
but waited, the servants would have attended to your mount.”

Korin shrugged, “I had nothing better to do
and my mount can be a bit of a handful at times so I like to attend
to the business myself.” Takar gave him a patient look and Korin
patted the great neck in reassurance.

“Suit yourself,” laughed Darak, “come, let us
be away. All seems ready!” They swung into their saddles and set
off at a fast trot, eager to begin the hunt. A dozen servants
accompanied the young men, ready to dress and carry back to the
castle whatever game they managed to bring down. Korin shook his
head at the amount of manpower and resources the young nobles put
into such a pursuit and wondered if Nirth could afford such a
luxury. His native Kirianth was far from supporting such a use of
time and energy.

They rode for a time and finally drew rein
before a tangled wood, there were few paths running through the
maze and it would take a skilled horseman to even keep his seat,
let alone pursue and bring down any game. Orick and Darak exchanged
an amused grin as they watched Korin’s reaction. Orick said, “this
area abounds with game but it takes all the skill we have to even
remain horsed! We could try elsewhere but the hunting is not near
so good or the ride so exciting. Come!” He laid his heels to his
horse’s flanks and disappeared down a narrow trail that wound into
the overgrown thicket.

Takar needed no urging to take after the man;
he could not resist such a challenge. They galloped recklessly
through the tangled wood, ducking branches, leaping logs, and
trampling brush as they ran. They split into several parties; Korin
found himself riding with the princes. They were skilled horsemen
and stayed in their saddles but several of their friends were not
so lucky and spent the balance of the day chasing their strayed
horses. Orick was hoping to root out a boar, Darak was willing to
shoot anything that moved, and Korin just hoped this ride was not
suicide, but he had never had such an exhilarating ride in his
life.

Takar scented a stag somewhere in the
distance and suddenly left the trail in pursuit. Unicorns have the
uncanny ability to move almost silently, even through such a
pathless tangle as the overgrown woods through which they rode. As
they came within sight of the creature, Korin fitted an arrow to
the string as Takar continued his silent approach, but the young
princes had noticed their companion was no longer following and
went in search of the errant boy. They came crashing up behind him
with noise enough to rouse the dead. The stag was startled by the
ruckus and made to flee, but Korin loosed his arrow and it flew
true. The stag stumbled and fell. They rode towards the prone beast
to make sure it was dead. “Nice shot,” said Orick, impressed,
“there are few who could take such a beast over such a distance as
it tried to flee!”

Darak said, “you must have ears like a hare
or a nose like a hound! How ever did you know the beast was
here?”

Korin shrugged, “I have no special senses but
come, let us find the servants and get the creature back to the
castle before it goes to waste.” Orick nodded, as this was only
sensible, for the day was starting to grow warm. They rode back and
notified the servants, who quickly went to attend to the felled
deer.
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