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Chapter 1




He was the oldest of his race, at least
mortally speaking, but for only a little while, for his years were
spent and life would soon forsake him, one way or another. Soon he
would pass into legend, as had all history and people before him,
but he was discontent in his legacy, unwilling yet to embrace the
end of his mortal story and peek eagerly at the chapters that lay
beyond, for still an old ache, an ancient wound, gnawed at his
noble heart and a mind overflowing with the wisdom of countless
years, a condition alien to a unicorn, especially to the eldest,
and supposedly wisest and most noble, of the race. But so it was.
Two millennia had not been time enough to root the ancient pain out
of his heart, to overcome the sting of betrayal; he must enter
eternity with this blight upon his soul, stand face to face with
his Maker as if he was a heretical man, desperately seeking solace
from eternal night upon the very brink of death, rather than His
faithful servant for many long years.

He blew out his nostrils in disgust, this was
no way to exit the world, but what could he do? His mortal days
were spent, how could he solve in days what he could not accomplish
in centuries? He lay down disconsolately in a quiet glade, easing
the ache in his ever stiffening joints, knowing soon some fell
predator of the Wilds would finally catch him and end his misery,
at least of the physical sort, though his agony of heart would
accompany him upon the road to eternity, but after he had faced the
Master, he would be truly free, in this he could at least find
comfort, if not contentment. But to face such an end to an
otherwise exemplary life; to have such a blot on his long and
patient service? His disquiet only grew as he felt them coming,
drawing ever closer, and it was all he could do to heave himself
painfully to his aching hooves and face the intruders on his feet,
in all the regal splendor native to a unicorn stallion of his age
and experience.

But these were no meek, awkward foals easily
cowed and overawed by the splendid vision before them, rather they
were far older than himself, and they had seen things, wonderful
things, beyond the walls of the world. The man was a legend, or
perhaps a byword, among them for all things bold and ridiculous,
but there was nothing laughable in their current meeting. Each
greeted the others as appropriate to species and situation, before
Jace at last spoke aloud, though he could simply speak into the
minds of both unicorns as easily as they replied into his own,
restraining his tongue was still a skill he had yet to master, if
he ever could, said the boy, though millennia old he be, “come my
friend, what troubles your noble heart?”

Jace and his unicorn both heard the thought
clear in their minds, “you are as bold as the tales of our race
hold you, Man, why have you come to further trouble my aching heart
amid the twilight of my life? Long ago I was betrayed by he who was
dearest to me, one of your own race, and ever since have I lived in
the shadow of his betrayal, though I have lived as I ought, ever
has it clouded my joy and peace, and now, in my failing hours, it
is a canker in my otherwise untroubled heart! You only bring me
further pain, not that I blame you for another’s actions, but the
very sight of one of your kind is an agony. Leave me in peace!”

Jace shook his head, “you’ll have no peace
until you can forgive the past.”

“Forgive?!” snorted the ancient stallion in
disgust at the boy’s misunderstanding, “Of a certainty I can
forgive and did so long ago, but rather I cannot forget! I could
have parted with him be it only death that sundered us, but he cast
himself into the Abyss upon a whim and is thus lost forever, it is
this grief that torments me! And here you stand reminding me of my
loss, my failure!” Jace blinked in surprise, for this was not what
he had anticipated, not in the least, and while the noble
creature’s undying grief deeply touched his heart, rather a
dreadful grin was slowly, and unwittingly, resuming its natural
habitat on his countenance. Said the aggrieved creature in growing
ire, “why do you mock my anguish?”

At his own unicorn’s wry snort, Jace finally
realized he was grinning like a lunatic, and doing his best to
school his features to something less exuberantly joyous, he said
as blandly as he could muster, “forgive my seeming insolence, it is
far from what it appears, I do not mock your millennia long pain,
indeed, it quite wrenches my heart, but rather I was anticipating
your own joy when you see the full truth of the matter.”

“What is there to know that I have not mulled
over endlessly in my wretchedness?” demanded the creature, cocking
his head in absolute confusion, “Could I have missed something?
Ever have the memories tormented me, wondering if there was
something I had done or had left undone that might have spared him
such a fate! There was no hint, no warning, no doubt, nothing! But
in a moment, he threw it all away and leapt blindly into the Abyss,
for two hundred years we had been partners and then he was
Gone!”

“Come,” said Jace, his smile as brilliant as
his slightly glowing hand, “see the truth for yourself and discover
the joy that has eluded you for so long.”

He reared back in surprise and uneasiness,
“if you touch me!”

“Yes,” said Jace, taking a bold step towards
the quivering unicorn, “everything will change in a moment, but is
that such a terrible thing?”

He cocked his elegant head and took a
tentative step forward, “only if I must endure this terrible ache
for all that is left of time, but you seem to think that shall not
be the case?”

“Indeed,” said Jace, his hand outstretched,
“the joy that awaits will make all this agony seem but a disquiet
night by comparison.”

“Very well,” said he, taking the final step
and allowing the boy to touch him; the next moment all vanished in
a brilliant flash.

 


“This place!” echoed the agonized cry of the
strange unicorn in the minds of both his companions.

“Yes,” said Jace, “but we must be cautious,
for it will not do for you to encounter your former self.”

“It cannot be,” pled the voice, “not only the
place but the time as well?!”

“Yes,” grinned Jace in anticipation, “but at
last your heart shall find peace, but first we must vanish from
casual sight lest we disturb what is to come.”

He frowned at the boy in consternation, but
neither the intrepid lad nor his unicorn companion were anywhere to
be seen, though the boy’s voice sounded bright as the morning light
about them, “come my friend, ere it is too late!” With a
disbelieving snort, unsure even of what he did, he too vanished
from sight. A few moments later, two men rode into the overgrown
clearing in which a crumbling fortress stood.

Jace heard the unicorn’s voice, equally
astonished and horrified, echo in his mind, and replied in kind,
lest they disturb history in the making, said the stricken
unicorn’s voice, “it is him!”

“Watch closely,” whispered Jace’s voice in
the aggrieved creature’s mind, “with eyes that can see beyond the
veil of time.”

“What is that?!” snorted the unicorn in
distress, having glimpsed a terrible, draconian beast lurking in
the shadows just within the doorway of the crumbling castle.

“A fiend from the pit,” said Jace in quiet
disgust, unwittingly grasping his sword, “hoping to gain a foothold
in this reality.”

“And they are walking right into its trap!”
said the unicorn in dismay, “We must save them!”

“No,” said Jace, his voice stern enough to
restrain the tides, had he the authority, “we are here merely to
observe, matters must be allowed to play out as they are
written.”

“Very well,” sighed the disappointed unicorn,
everything in his being revolting in abhorrence against the
abomination lurking in the shadows, ready to spring.

Jace replied, great joy welling behind the
simple words, “but only for a little while.” Strangely comforted,
the unicorn turned to watch the story unfold, wondering what great
and joyous secret the other was so anxious to reveal. He saw his
former master and his apprentice dismount and watched his former
self and the other unicorn watch the same. As the men approached
the gaping gate, their swords in hand, he tensed, knowing the
moment of utmost despair was come. He watched his late master cross
the threshold with one foot, the man gasped slightly as if in
surprise or sudden pain, even as the monstrous reptile smiled in
cruel anticipation and vanished. The next moment, evil malice was
alive in the man’s eyes as he thrust his sword into the unwitting
apprentice, before both collapsed, one in a bloody, murdered heap
and the other into a pile of dust.

Both of the unicorns screamed in grief and
utmost sorrow, but the cry of the mount of the seeming betrayer was
amplified by horror and rage. Both creatures wheeled and fled
separately into the thick woods about the place, one to mourn and
the other to dwell ever in the shadow of horror and betrayal, the
former would one day recover, but the latter would not be whole
during all the long mortal years that stretched before him. The
unicorns gone, the anachronistic trio suddenly became visible to
the grumbling reptile that stood over the pile of dust that had
been its mortal disguise.

“Shadow,” spat the reptile, “I should have
known! Another brilliant plot foiled because of your meddling!”

Jace shook his head grimly, but firmly
clutched his sword, “we are merely here to observe, it is your own
bungling that resulted in utmost failure. You chose a man well over
two hundred years of age upon which to try your little experiment,
not realizing his mortal frame would fall to dust the moment the
Master’s blessing of long life was rescinded.”

“A mere technical difficulty,” snapped the
annoyed reptile, “and a mistake I shall avoid in future. You’ve
seen whatever it is you’ve come to observe, so if you don’t mind, I
have work to do!”

“No,” said Jace, touching the murdered boy
with a glowing hand and unmaking the corpse with a brilliant flash,
“go back to your proper estate, fiend, your attempts in this
direction are at an end!”

“No!” snarled the fiend, “I was so close! I
will not be thwarted now!”

Jace grinned in anticipation and looked to
the astonished unicorn, saying eagerly, “would you care to do the
honors?”

“Certainly!” echoed the triumphant cry in his
mind, as the unicorn reared, screamed, and unveiled his deadly
light. The monster squeaked in dismay and vanished from that
reality, at least for the present moment. He snorted in delight,
carefully veiling himself again in obscurity, before turning to
address his equally pleased companions, “would you tell me what has
happened?”

Jace’s grin grew wider, and nearly as fatal
to any onlookers as that wondrous light, as he made his way into
the shadowy depths of the keep, explaining as they walked, “your
former master did not break Oath nor betray you, the Master, or his
apprentice, rather by setting foot into this forsaken place, he
triggered the fiend’s trap, which flung his spirit immediately into
eternity and allowed the fiend to take up residence in his empty
mortal shell, but as the new occupant was no longer sworn to the
Master, it was as if he broke Oath and time suddenly caught up with
him, reducing his aged body to dust, but not before the fiend tried
to satisfy the blood price by murdering the apprentice.”

“He is not lost!” rejoiced the unicorn, “Alas
that I had not known! I might have gone on to bear another rider
one day rather than withdrawing into the Wilds and living quietly
as is our wont!”

Jace shook his head, “easy friend, we are not
to know the what ifs and might have beens, rather we must deal with
what is.” His smile was in full bloom as their eyes settled upon
two stone biers, upon which the so-called traitor and his
apprentice lay, as if merely asleep, this vision had hardly
resolved itself in their minds before that wondrous light again
consumed them all. When it abated, they were standing in the same
place but in a very different time, for the once crumbling keep had
collapsed around them into little more than a few scattered stones,
while the sleepers now lay upon a weedy, overgrown pavement of
disintegrating stone.

A once familiar equine squeal sounded in the
astonished ears of the newest Shadow, as the creature he had
intentionally avoided for the past two millennia trotted up. While
the elder unicorn had permanently vanished into the depths of the
wildwood, avoiding all reminders of the tragic tale, the
apprentice’s mount had mourned his lost rider and then again borne
one of the Brethren upon their never-ending quest to spread the
Truth, uphold justice, encourage peace, and defend the defenseless.
This had he done time and again for all the intervening years,
taking yet another rider when death had claimed his current
partner, until Shadow business had summoned him to this odd
meeting, whereupon he rediscovered the first man ever to serve with
him thus. He whickered a greeting to all and sundry, but he had
eyes only for the strange men prone before them.

“I believe two thousand years is quite long
enough of a break even for the strange adventures borne by our
slumbering companions,” smiled Jace in absolute delight, “you had
best waken them lads!”

The pair of unicorns exchanged a wondering
look before each eagerly nuzzled their long-sundered friends, a
bright light flared around the mortal creature for a moment, as
they went about rousing their riders from the sleep of death. “Easy
lad!” laughed Jessie, fending off the overeager attentions of his
friend as he zealously snuffled the beloved ear, even more dear
after all the years of misery borne unwittingly on his behalf, “It
isn’t like we’ve been sundered for two millennia!”

“Speak for yourself!” echoed the joyous laugh
in his mind, far clearer than ever it had been, as the unicorn
added more soberly, “For you it might have been a moment but for me
it has seemed an eternity, especially when I thought you forever
lost to the Abyss!”

Jessie blinked in horrified wonder, only then
noticing his surroundings, the strange grinning Brother and his
mount, and his apprentice staring at him in perplexed horror. The
man looked helplessly to the broadly smiling Jace and asked, “I
hope you can explain this?”

“Certainly,” laughed Jace, offering him a
hand up, even as the apprentice gained his own feet, strangely
putting Jace between himself and his unwittingly murderous
mentor.

Jessie’s eyes narrowed as he addressed the
boy, “why are you so antsy lad?”

“Should I not be anxious around the man who
tried to kill me just now?” replied the boy with a stymied frown,
“But then how is it I am alive with nary a wound upon me and you
have not broken Oath?”

“Because it was not your mentor that turned
upon you,” smiled Jace, for a moment looking very much like an
amused Lady of Astoria, a terrible sight indeed!, “but rather a
veritable fiend in his guise.” He then went on to regale them with
all the tale as he led them from the depressing ruin and off into
the sunny and verdant wood surrounding it.

“Two thousand years!” said the man in
astonishment, drawing the head of his old friend into a warm
embrace, “And you thinking me the worst of traitors all those
years!”

Echoed the warm reply in all their minds, “my
joy now well compensates for all those wretched days, and that but
the merest hint of what awaits us all beyond the walls of time,
though it may be many years yet before any of us do more than
glimpse such wonders.”

Jessie frowned in puzzlement, “I am sorry to
disappoint you, my friend, but I am already well into my third
century, my kind does not aspire to a fourth!”

“Little you know!” rejoiced the unicorn,
arching his neck and prancing prettily in place, “For has this
rascal not lived almost twice the years I have known and are you
not now of that calling?”

The apprentice shared a dazed look with
Jessie, while Jace and the other two unicorns shared a vastly
amused smile, before Jace at last grinned madly, nearly earning
himself the apprentice’s former fate, “did I forget to mention the
Shadow?” Those in on the secret laughed brightly while the
neophytes could only shake their heads in wonder, though unable to
restrain an amused grin as it crept stealthily upon each
countenance, none could help themselves when Jace was around, at
least until he got himself fabulously murdered, which was also
quite typical, at least in his case. Before he could say another
word, he collapsed with a grunt and an arrow in his side. The
neophyte Shadows stood there gaping from the murdered youth to the
bow wielding woman, who was boldly striding towards them, to the
complete indifference of the late man’s unicorn companion and then
at one another.

“Quit your gaping and get in your saddles,”
ordered she, momentarily studying her handiwork before leaping
aback the murdered man’s mount, as if the unicorn was her own
horse, but strangely the creature allowed it and eagerly trotted
off with the murderous lady upon his back. Still not understanding,
the others could only follow suit and hope further revelations
might be forthcoming. Their unicorns were just as perplexed, but
having a prior knowledge of both the Shadow and Jace, neither was
overly concerned by their ignorance in this specific situation and
set off with curiosity and amusement strong in their minds, which
gave their riders an awkward sort of peace therein themselves,
allowing them to act against all reason and instinct to the
contrary, as they knew they must. As they trotted off in pursuit of
the strange woman, the men exchanged an eager and mystified grin,
wondering what peculiar tale had befallen them.

 


“Ah!” said Jace, lifting his head and rising
from the reverent crouch in which he found himself the moment after
death had seized him. He gazed around in silent wonder, for a
moment enjoying the pure awe and glory that filled that sacred
place, but he had not come to view eternal splendors, rather the
reason for his visit stood patiently awaiting his attention.
“Ben?!” said Jace in surprise and pleasure, “We all thought you had
Gone! Everyone else reappeared, but you never came back after your
Journey.”

Ben blinked, “how long has it been?”

Jace smiled wistfully, remembering his own
early struggles with such vast expanses of time which now seemed
but the blink of an eye, “two thousand years!”

“Gracious!” said the boy, “To me it has been
a mere moment! Perhaps I should just Go?”

Jace shook his head wryly, but wasted no more
time in greeting the boy as a separation of this magnitude
required, laughed he joyously, “come lad, what are millennia to
those beyond them? I know what a shock it must be to your
sensibilities at the moment, but eventually your mind will come to
realize the silliness of such a view. There is some grand adventure
in the works and I would fain have you there to see it!”

“Very well,” grinned the delighted and
curious Ben, “I can Go anytime, I suppose.” Both for a moment gazed
longingly at that unfathomable Pool and the infinite wonders it
contained, then the light flared anew, returning them to the broken
reality that was currently their home.

 


Mulligan rose shakily to his feet, glancing
about in complete bafflement, for at the moment nothing made sense.
He wasn’t sure what was real, what was a dream, or even where he
was. An eager whinny rang in his ears and joy erupted in his heart
as his unicorn rushed into the little dell in which he had
apparently been napping. No sooner had the dear creature touched
him than a deadly light momentarily engulfed them both. He shook
his head again as his old friend snorted in amusement. Queried he,
“have you any idea what is going on?” The creature’s only reply was
a mysterious and eager whicker. Sighed Mulligan, “very well, if you
will not tell me what is going on, perhaps you will show me?” The
stallion’s resounding answer echoed long in his ears, but he could
not help but smile in anticipation as he flung himself aback the
glorious creature, who dashed off with all speed, adventure
bent.

 


The woman led the way in bold silence, save
when the unicorns stopped suddenly and glanced expectantly off into
the surrounding bushes. They whinnied a welcome to the newcomers as
the hitherto silent party resumed its march, Mulligan and his mount
falling into line with the others. Said he in greatest pleasure,
recognizing two of his companions, “Jessie, Willaby?! Is it truly
you? I thought you had been reported missing, and were assumed
dead, two years ago?”

Jessie laughed, “try two thousand years, my
friend, and no, do not ask me what is going on for I have no idea.
What is your own tale?”

Mulligan shook his head, “as foggy as your
own, apparently.” He glanced at their seeming leader and asked,
“and who is your companion?”

Said Willaby in wonder, “she killed our
companion, bold as anything, launched herself aback his unicorn,
and now leads us whither she will!”

“Without a protest on the part of the
aggrieved unicorn?” said Mulligan in wonder.

“Why should the creature protest?” said she,
turning to look at her peculiar escort, “Am I not the Lady of
Astoria and free to do as I wish with my followers? Now be silent
and let us press the harder on our way.” They goggled at her, which
at least silenced their tongues, exchanged a mystified look amongst
themselves, and could not help grinning in anticipatory wonder as
they continued their journey, musing over what it all meant, or
didn’t.

 


“Ben?!” said Garrett, smiling in surprise and
greatest joy as the errant Shadows returned to Astoria, “I had
about given up on you lad, but you have come just in time.”

“In time for what, sir?” asked Ben anxiously,
“What of everyone else?”

The Captain glanced about cautiously and
shook his head, “not now lad, I’ll be off duty in a few minutes,
then we can discuss this at length.” Jace nodded in understanding
and drew his flummoxed companion into the keep, secreting
themselves in the library to await the Captain’s coming.

“What is going on?” demanded the boy.

Jace shook his head sadly, “it has been two
millennia since you were last here, lad. An entire age of the world
has passed you by, though little changes within Astoria or the
Shadow. Everyone else has been busy about Shadow business for
countless years, and most have grown weary of it, some have Gone
already and the rest will undoubtedly soon follow.” His grin grew
rakish as he added, “save perhaps Baye and myself.”

Ben heard the news with a keen ache in his
heart, knowing full well that few Shadows continued in their
peculiar service for more than a millennium or two, perhaps he
should save himself the grief and Go as well, but he frowned
slightly, why all the trouble to bring him to this place and time
if he was merely meant to vanish beyond it all? With a wistful
sigh, he met Jace’s smiling gaze, his own eyes full of the memory
of vanished friends, and shared a sad, knowing smile with the
senior Shadow.

The Captain then intruded himself upon them,
happily sparing them from the undoubtedly awkward and trite
statements that must inevitably follow such an interlude. He
embraced the long absent boy and said joyously, “it is good to see
you lad!” but he added wistfully, “But I am afraid you’ve returned
only in time to say goodbye to most of your former acquaintance,
for a mass retirement is looming.”

“I know,” said Ben, smiling sadly, “but at
least we get to say goodbye! And there must be some strange
adventure lurking on the further side, else I could have just
returned with everybody else.”

“Speaking of which,” said the Captain
thoughtfully, giving Jace a puzzled look, “did you not foretell the
imminent arrival of yet another Shadow two thousand years ago when
we were still waiting for Ben’s return?”

“That I did,” mused Jace, “perhaps he got
lost too?” Here his grin was fully his own once more, as he added,
“and I know for certain there are two more en route as well.”

Garrett snorted in wry amusement, “at least
you will not be shorthanded when the rest of us Go.”

Ben frowned slightly, “why were there so many
of us recruited at that time? Did some dreadful fate befall the
world or some great terror assault Astoria?”

The Captain grew pensive as he thought back
over those forgotten years, “nothing out of the ordinary, at least
historically speaking, but we have not had any new recruits in all
that time either.”

“So you are all just going to retire and
leave Jace in charge?!” said Ben in unfeigned horror.

“Of course not,” laughed the Captain, “you’ll
have a new, inexperienced Captain to hopefully keep Jace out of
trouble while the rest of us flee while we can. But then, Baye is
not retiring so he can do his age-old duty and protect the world
from Jace, while the rest of you protect it from itself.” They all
shared a laugh at this, before talking of happenings in the world,
Astoria, and the Shadow since his vanishment and Jace recounted his
own recent adventures.

“What a grievous tale!” cried Garrett upon
hearing of the unicorn’s long tragedy, “But you say he bears no
resentment for the misunderstanding and its resulting evil? They
truly are the noblest, wisest, most benevolent creatures in all
creation!”

“And the most perplexing,” added Jace with a
slight frown, his unseeing gaze a sure sign that he was addressing
one at that particular moment, “myself excepted of course, but even
as we speak, my latest murderer approaches aback my own mount!”

“Perhaps he is just grateful for services
rendered?” grinned Ben.

“That at least is a sensible explanation,”
laughed the Captain, though they could hear the puzzlement in his
voice, but added he in a tone both eager and sad, “but we had best
vanish into eternity before their imminent arrival. We must clear
the stage for this new generation of Shadows.” And with a thought,
there stood all Ben’s old friends, who gave him a delighted welcome
and a sad, but eager, farewell all at the same time. They spent
several hours rehashing old adventures and laughing at even older
jokes, but as the night vanished, so too did that generation of
Shadows, fading into eternity like nightshades into the dawning.
Jace and Ben were left alone in the library, the sun just peeking
over the distant hills, and a few early risers invading their
solitude in hopes of a pre-breakfast snack of the literary sort.
The senior Shadow put a comforting arm around the shoulders of the
discouraged junior, his impossible grin inevitably eliciting the
same on that far younger face.

Whispered Jace as they abandoned the library
to its more usual denizens, “it is never easy to say farewell, but
what are a few millennia to us? Before you know it, you’ll be
regaling them with all the fun they missed by retiring early!”

“Is that why you’ve stuck around so long?”
queried Ben curiously, “A fear of missing out?”

“I had never thought about it that way,” said
Jace, quietly thoughtful, but his awful grin soon conquered his
countenance as he continued, “but I think you make an excellent
point, though mostly I get so involved in my work that usually I
just forget about everything else, even retirement, and the years
just pass me by.” Added he with a most gruesome expression of mirth
indeed, “and even though a neophyte you be, you are now the third
oldest and most experienced Shadow!”

“I notice you did not mention wisest?”
retorted Ben, catching the man’s humor.

“That is a much-debated virtue,” replied Jace
blandly, “particularly in my case, so it is best to avoid
unnecessary controversy, especially when there are so few of us at
the moment.”

“But we can resume the debate once the Shadow
is back to full strength and the new recruits have become
experienced and bold enough to partake in such things?” pressed
Ben.

“Certainly,” agreed Jace, “I wouldn’t have it
any other way, else I might be forced to Go!”

“Then I could be the second most experienced
Shadow,” laughed Ben brightly, as his companion joined in and they
went in search of breakfast, their hearts strangely full yet
buoyantly light.

 


At last the enigmatic woman called a halt to
their journey, dismounted, and began setting up camp. The Brethren
exchanged a wondering glance but soon joined her in the necessary
chores, each secretly amused to find themselves fully equipped for
such an inevitability despite their strange adventures through time
and death and beyond. While they were busy preparing the evening
meal, Mulligan’s curiosity finally overcame his discretion and he
boldly addressed their otherwise silent leader, “would you tell us
your story, milady?”

“Certainly not,” scoffed she, “I am not
required to explain myself to every servant, slave, and myrmidon in
my keeping, else I would accomplish nothing!”

“Won’t you at least tell us who you are,
where you come from, whom you serve, and what you hope to
accomplish?” asked Jessie, emboldened by his old friend’s words,
“You speak truly when you say you are the Lady of Astoria, but how
is that possible, for you are no servant of the Master?”

“What has that to do with anything?” scowled
she, “I have been appointed to this position by one even you fools
dare not defy and I will assume my rightful place!”

“We serve the Master and Him alone!” said
Mulligan sternly, “Who else would dare set a Lady over us?”

“Me!” squawked a hideous raven in triumph
from a nearby tree, prompting terrified whinnies from the unicorns,
as each of the men crouched in utter fear before the terrible
vision. “Much better,” hissed the Fiend in cruel amusement, “you
wretches have no choice but to go along with my plot, for your own
so-called Master has allowed it!” He cackled in horrid delight as
he took wing and vanished into the deepening night shadows, whereat
the men regained their feet, exchanging wondering glances with one
another and their mounts while the lady laughed them all to scorn.
She smiled at them mockingly, took her portion of the evening meal,
and then retired to her blankets, leaving the clean-up and watch to
her so-called minions.

“I don’t understand,” said Mulligan with a
grim shake of his head, as the men and unicorns gathered about
their small fire to discuss the matter once their strange mistress
had gone to bed.

“What does that matter?” asked Jessie’s
unicorn in each of their minds, “We are called to obedience even
when we don’t understand. Who are we to question His will or
orders?”

“I just wish I knew what was going on with
our own peculiar situation?” said Willaby, raising his right hand
to show the glowing unicorn alight thereupon.

“We are Shadow,” replied the unicorn, as if
that should be information enough.

Jessie laughed, “that is all we know, dear
friend, but we have never heard the term before though it seems you
and your fellows quite take it for granted?”

“We do indeed!” said the unicorn in surprise,
“Forgive my assumption that you knew aught of it, I forget it is
quite a secret to the vast majority of men whereas it is known to
all my kind. We are each of us beyond death and time, yet still
resident within the mortal world, doing whatever it is the Master
would have of us.”

Willaby grinned brightly at Jace’s unicorn,
“is that why you did not even blink when your master was slain and
his murderer assumed his place?”

“Orders,” snorted the creature in vast
amusement, “this adventure is downright dull compared to some of
the things that have been asked of us down through the
millennia!”

“This must be quite the profession,” mused
Mulligan, “if this adventure is considered dull by its
standards!”

“How stand matters in Astoria?” asked Jessie
of Jace’s mount, as he was the only one with any knowledge of their
former home in current days, “Is the current Lady nearing the end
of her allotted years?”

“She is very nearly three hundred years of
age,” agreed the unicorn.

“And this is her replacement?!” said Willaby
in wonder.

“At least according to the Fiend’s
reckoning,” replied Jessie’s mount, “but then he did speak truly
when he said the Master had allowed it.”

“This is going to be some adventure!” said
Mulligan in wonder, to which the others could not help but nod in
agreement, strange and sinister as were the plots of the Fiend,
well did they know that their Master was stronger and far more
wonderful than they could even begin to imagine, and as this was
certainly a plot of His devising, they had nothing to fear in any
of it. “Now,” said Mulligan to the unicorns, “what of this Shadow
business?”

“We know a little,” replied Jessie’s unicorn
in each eager mind, “and that we shall happily share, but anything
beyond the basics, we all must wait to actually experience until a
more opportune time, especially you Apprentices.”

Willaby frowned slightly, “I thought I was
the only apprentice here?”

Jace’s mount snorted amusedly, “nay friend,
you are all Apprentices when it comes to the Shadow.” Willaby
exchanged an eager grin with the two senior Brethren that he not be
the only token apprentice in this muddle while they smiled
ruefully, neither at all delighted at their seeming demotion, no
matter how temporary.

“What of you unicorns?” asked Jessie of
Jace’s mount.

The ancient beast snorted archly, “we are
full Shadows the moment the Light consumes us, whereas it is a much
more gradual process for Men.”

“As intriguing as this is,” said Jessie
sensibly, “shouldn’t we all get a little sleep?”

“Only if you wish it,” replied Jace’s
unicorn, “we no longer physically require sleep, food, water and
the like, though such are often beneficial to our mental and
emotional health or necessary to maintain appearances.”

“No more curfew?!” rejoiced Willaby in
wonder.

“I doubt it,” laughed Jessie at the boy’s
exuberant outburst, “you are no child to stay up past bedtime just
because you can! Though it might not be physically required, we
still need to maintain appearances and I am sure there is still a
chain of command in this bizarre outfit.”

“Certainly,” said the boy’s unicorn with a
playful swish of his tail, “you are now responsible not only to the
Lady and the Master but also to the Captain of the Shadow, not to
mention all your comrades and those you are sent to serve.”

“So not all that much has changed,” said the
boy dryly, “the only advantage to being an Apprentice was the
servants weren’t as likely to find idle hands something to do.”

“Mostly because I never gave you that
chance,” smiled Jessie knowingly, but his tone became one of
concern as he saw Mulligan’s pained expression at their banter,
“what troubles you, my friend?”

“My Apprentice chose to Go when I was
recruited into this business,” replied the man quietly, he eyed
Jessie’s unicorn and asked, “how did you bear two thousand years of
such pain, without even the solace of a future meeting?”

“I know not,” said the creature solemnly, but
draping his great head over Jessie’s shoulder, he continued
quietly, his voice pregnant with joy, “but now it all seems as
nothing, a passing terror of the night, as quickly forgot!”

Jessie patted the beautiful muzzle fondly, “I
am sorry to be the cause of such disquiet my friend, even
inadvertently, but glad am I to know that your agony was not for
naught.”

“How so?” asked Willaby, “What good can come
of such misery?”

The unicorn sighed heavily but said, “who are
we to say or know all the reasons or results? Perhaps the tale will
encourage others, perhaps now I know a little of what the Master
has borne for each of us, perhaps it proves my faithfulness no
matter the sorrows heaped upon me, perhaps it was the only way for
me to become a cornerstone of our society rather than spending my
life serving the Brethren, that and a million other reasons might
suggest themselves, and probably as many more that we cannot even
begin to fathom!”

Mulligan smiled at the boy’s astonishment and
said in reply, “life is certainly far more beautiful, complicated,
and wondrous when you look at it from an eternal perspective, much
like standing too close to a tapestry and being able to observe
only a small portion or a single thread, but stepping back one can
see the true majesty and artistry of the entire work, and that of a
fallible weaver, how much grander the work of the Master Artist?”
They all echoed his sentiments with their own hearty approval,
before Jace’s unicorn, being the most experienced Shadow by far,
told them a little of what was to come.

As they made preparations for breakfast and
the day’s journey, Jessie asked of Jace’s mount, “you willingly
carry one not of the Brethren, a very servant of evil?!”

“So am I bidden,” snorted the unicorn in
amusement, “certainly no mortal unicorn would do such a thing, but
it has been long since I have been thus encumbered. Can you imagine
a unicorn carrying the very murderer of his dearest friend,
unrepentant and bent on some mischief in the very heart of
Astoria?”

“That’s why I was asking,” grinned the man,
“it seemed rather impossible to my previous experience in such
matters.”

“Impossible?!” snorted he, “Have you met my
rider? Now he is impossible! Whatever else you might experience
within the Shadow, it is nothing to Jace.” The man could not help
but grin in return, for though of short duration, he had certainly
experienced said impossibility for himself.

Mulligan had heard the conversation, standing
as he was beside his friend, and the unicorn had made sure he spoke
into both minds, said the man, “I begin to wonder if I have not
also experienced such a phenomenon?” He had told his own tale the
previous evening but had never thought to ask after the identity of
the strange boy he had met in those unforgettable caverns.

“Yes,” replied the unicorn, “that was
certainly one of his adventures. He has the unfortunate ability to
corrupt the entire Shadow in one way or another.”

“I thought we were beyond such things as
mortal failure, temptation, and corruption?” said Willaby in
distress.

“It is not of that sort of corruption I
speak,” smiled the voice in his mind, but continued the unicorn in
a far more solemn mien, “as long as you linger in mortal lands, you
can still change your mind and inevitably fling yourself into the
Abyss, but yes, your natural tendency towards evil was unmade with
your mortal being. You can still choose evil, but it must be
willingly done, but you are no longer easily tempted into the more
venial sins, that is quite behind you, though you can still
willfully rebel against the Master, choosing your own way over His.
You will also fail in your duties at times, for this is not a
perfect reality, neither are we unopposed in our missions, but
barring an overt act of rebellion, you are no longer prone to moral
failures as once you were.”

“This will take some getting used to!” said
the boy in wonder.

“That’s why we are all Apprentices until
further notice,” said his mentor, urging him into his saddle with a
knowing smile as he gained his own, for their lady friend was
already mounted and impatient to be off. Said Jessie into the minds
of each of the unicorns, “enough of this interminable journey, my
friends, let us be off with all your native speed!” The unicorns
frisked and reared their eagerness, much annoying the woman but
delighting their friends, before they were off, swift as an arrow
from the string. The woman held on for dear life, exhilarated by
the speed of their passing, the sooner to embrace her promised
destiny and power!

They stopped briefly at noon and again that
night for the sake of their mortal companion, but with only another
brief dash, they reached Astoria the next morning before the early
crowds clogged the road as they ventured into the city about their
daily errands. The sleepy guards at the city gates allowed them to
pass unhindered, as they were obviously a party of their comrades,
if unknown personally to the guards, and continued to carefully
watch the sparse travelers entering the city at that early hour.
They continued at a more reasonable pace as they wound through the
city, the three anachronisms gaping to see how little had changed
in so many years. At last they stood at the castle gates but their
entrance into the keep did not go uncontested, for Jace stood there
blocking their path, exchanging eager grins with everyone except
the woman at the party’s head, though she gaped quite nicely at the
seeming ghost that barred her path.

The guards exchanged puzzled frowns, not
knowing what the Messenger was about, but as no one else seemed
intent on entering at that particular moment nor did the impeded
party protest, they merely stood at their posts and watched the
little drama brewing before them. Said Jace at last, once all the
silent formalities had been exchanged, “you have some temerity, my
lady, presenting yourself thus!”

“Quite,” sneered she, “but what else would a
Lady of Astoria do?”

Jace frowned briefly but suddenly his face
was alight with eager curiosity, “what is this you say?”

“Out of my way, wretch, for the Lady has
come!” triumphed she, the guards on the gate goggled at this, for
she spoke truly though she was not one of the Brethren.

Jace stepped aside and let the party at last
clatter into the courtyard, all of them exchanging puzzled glances
with everyone else, save the so-called Lady, who just smirked
triumphantly at all and sundry, a sneer of distaste curling one
side of her mouth as she took in her promised demesne, thinking it
not half as grand as she deserved. “What is going on?” asked Jace
of Jessie, exchanging a delighted smile of greeting with Mulligan
after his long absence.

Jessie shook his head, “I was hoping you
could tell me! A great horrid raven, the Fiend himself I think,
said he was proclaiming her the new Lady of Astoria, and that the
Master had allowed it, speaking truly as he did so!”

“I wonder what the current Lady will have to
say on the matter?” mused Jace.

Ben trotted up, saying as he joined the
conversation, “I’m afraid she’s Gone.” He added wistfully, “along
with most everyone else it seems.”

Jace snorted, “don’t be ridiculous lad,” he
motioned towards their just dismounted comrades, “can’t you see the
Shadow is quite well staffed? Now go fetch Baye, we’ll need a
sensible and experienced man in charge until our new Captain is
ready to lead.”

Ben smiled excitedly, quipping as he ran off,
“at least you aren’t grasping for the Captaincy!”

Jace snorted, “as if I would want it!” He
then gathered up the junior Shadows like a hen her chicks and
turned to address the so-called Lady, “we had best get you settled
at least, madam, whilst we figure out exactly what is going on. I
am sure you are tired from your journey?”

“Out of my way, fool!” said she, stalking off
into the keep unopposed and unaccompanied, “I’m in charge around
here and won’t wait another minute to make it a reality!”

“I suppose she can’t get up to too much
trouble in the interim?” mused Jace aloud to his companions, “But
we had best hold our council swiftly and also apprise the Council
of Six about this rather minor snafu.”

“If this is considered a minor problem,”
grinned Jessie, “I’m afraid to ask what a major problem is by your
estimation.”

“Don’t ask,” said Jace bluntly, “else we’ll
be standing here until the Day while I tell stories, consider this
your only warning, you have doomed yourselves if you do not abide
by it in future.” His grin nearly split his face asunder as he
hastened off into the keep, to apprise the Council and hold one of
their own. Jace roused the senior Warrior on the Council, not
daring to annoy the senior Philosopher lest they be lost in minor
details until the Day instead of insane tales of his telling, which
was the kinder fate he dared not surmise. He quickly apprised the
man of what he knew and didn’t, leaving him to gather the Council
and endure what would undoubtedly be an interminable meeting,
before dashing off to attend one of his own, though hopefully far
less lengthy, their endless lifespans not withstanding, at least
the Councilors could hope for release by one means or another, if
the meeting itself was doomed to last for all of time, Shadows did
not have that option, thus they were required by their very nature
to have much shorter meetings, that and the Captain was only too
happy to boss them around most of the time anyway, thus sparing
them that fate altogether.

 


Baye met them in one of the many small rooms
adjoining the library, quite astonished to see that the entire
complement of the Shadow had quite literally changed overnight. He
had been present at the infamous mass pre-retirement party, but
only now did it sink in that he and Jace were pretty much on their
own. His jaw nearly hit the floor as the new Lady was mentioned. He
sighed heavily, hardly restraining himself from reprimanding his
former apprentice just for good measure, though he certainly
deserved it, but showing that he was indeed as sensible and wise as
Jace insisted that he was, he said quietly, “how do you always get
me into these things?” Jace shrugged, smiled his smile, and
politely allowed Baye to continue, “and who are the rest of you
people?” His gape became more pronounced as they told their own
stories. He eyed Jace skeptically, as he continued, “so we have no
Lady of Astoria, no Captain of Shadow, one Shadow just out of his
apprenticeship, three brand new apprentices that have been missing
for the last two millennia, and Jace?!”

“Don’t forget a Lady appointed by the Fiend
himself,” added Jace with his grin at its worst, “and undoubtedly
the Council will be in session until this Lady and the next have
passed respectively into oblivion.”

“Maybe I should just assign you to them and
be done with it,” sighed Baye, really wishing he could reach for
his sword but knowing it would be far from helpful at the moment,
no matter how much fun it would be; too bad he didn’t inherit the
Captain’s unique skills with the temporary title! He eyed the three
newest Shadows speculatively, “and what thinks this new Lady of her
companions?”

Jessie shook his head, “that I know not,
she’s not much for conversation.”

“She’s as bad as any Shadow,” said Jace, “she
killed me without qualm and just left me there to rot, stealing my
unicorn and riding away without a backwards glance at the tragedy
she had wrought.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing,”
chuckled Ben, “though I’m afraid you might be rather distracted on
this mission while you work out your feelings thereupon.”

“You heard the lad,” smiled Baye, his usual
humor returning after his temporary shock, “and as he’s as likely
to be Captain as any of us, you’d best go to your room and sulk and
let the rest of us handle things.”

“Drat,” said Jace, “I hate a leadership
vacuum, everything is suddenly chaotic instead of just me. My
mayhem blends right in and no one can appreciate my mastery of the
art!”

None could long contain themselves with such
a farcical statement, much easing the growing anxiety of the
neophyte Shadows, unused as they were to the typical banter and
carrying-on of a gathering of their kind, especially any meeting
involving Jace. “Now what?” asked Jessie, once they had regained
some semblance of sanity.

Baye frowned slightly in thought before his
face contorted itself into an expression most thought only possible
on Jace’s countenance, “I think we let her have her head.”

“Certainly a strange theory,” mused Jace,
“but as she’s not really Lady and you aren’t Captain, it might be
just the thing! Now what of our minions?”

Baye smiled wickedly, “why don’t you take
your happy little trio down to the dungeons and teach them to
control themselves while Ben practices his new skillset?”

“And you, oh acting captain?” queried
Jace.

“I’ll run the world from the shadows,”
laughed Baye, “like a good servant, bureaucrat, and Captain does.
But as you are so bold as to ask, I must certainly punish your
temerity, therefore all three are now apprenticing with you until
further notice.” At their appalled look, Baye grinned the more,
“Willaby is the only one likely to undergo an apprenticeship of any
true duration, the others must only learn the basics of what it is
to be Shadow, as they already have plenty of experience in most
other aspects, at least as regards the Brethren, nothing can
prepare them for dealing with you.”

“But why punish the boy so sorely for his
inexperience?” asked Jessie, “No one should be idly doomed to such
an ordeal without just cause!”

“I quite agree,” smiled that so-called
Captain thoughtfully, “and you are right, once Jace teaches you all
the basics of what it is to be Shadow, I’ll assign him to Mulligan
for the rest of his apprenticeship.”

“But he’s my apprentice,” protested
Jessie.

“The Captain doesn’t have an apprentice
unless he is training his successor, and even then he usually farms
out the boy’s training to his minions, and since he is obviously
not going to replace you, as you haven’t even officially become
Captain yet,” smiled Baye in wicked delight, “he must be assigned
elsewhere, and since you object to Jace and Ben is still rather new
at this himself and I am acting Captain, that leaves Mulligan.”

Mulligan grinned wryly and said, “and as my
apprentice decided to venture into eternity without me and I was
just repining the lack, I think it will be just the thing!”

“You only say that because you aren’t going
to be Captain,” groaned Jessie, “how can I Captain something I only
heard about two days ago?”

Baye laughed, “at least it will be easier
than being Lady when you aren’t even one of the Brethren!”

“I suppose it could always be worse,” sighed
Jessie, a rueful smile breaking through his unease.

“No,” said Jace, “I’m absolutely the worst
thing that can ever happen to anyone, and as you’ll be my Captain,
that is as bad as it can get.”

“Strangely that makes sense,” laughed Jessie,
the others soon joining him.

Said Baye in parting, “welcome to the Shadow,
my friends!” They soon dispersed about their temporary duties,
strangely eager for the adventure that was looming before them,
though at the moment it rather more resembled a disaster, but what
else was new in Jace’s company!

 


 


Chapter 2




Baye placed himself at the castle gates,
temporarily donning Garrett’s likeness until matters could be more
permanently settled and hoping it did not take the new Lady’s
entire lifetime to do just that. The Council was lost deep in
council and the new Lady was rampaging around the keep trying to be
important but accomplishing little, for she was trying to
consolidate her power, little understanding that she didn’t really
have any. No one was quite sure what to do with her proclamations
that she was the new Lady of Astoria but to let her have her head
until either a real Lady was appointed or she got up to some
mischief that they might legally deal with her in some manner.
Until then, things ran as smoothly as ever they did in such a
place, save those matters usually demanding the Lady’s attention
and decisions were postponed or turned over to another authority
until a real Lady was in place, for none would allow one not of the
Brethren to make such decisions nor would her faux ladyship deign
to address such paltry concerns while she was still trying to
secure her reign.

Jace soon emerged with his grinning
apprentices three and approached the seeming Captain at the gate,
asking hopefully, “your orders, sir?”

Baye eyed the trio with interest, “do you
think you have mastered the basics?” They all nodded and Baye
grinned, “excellent, Mulligan and Jessie will then proceed to the
ruins near the river with Ben, as they practice a full Shadow’s
skillset, then each shall return and accept his appointed duties or
doom, however the case may be.” They gaped at him, but Ben was more
than happy to have someone else to fumble through the more
complicated skills with and hurriedly chivied them aback their
unicorns before swiftly vanishing from the castle.

“No apprenticeship, no journey?!” said Jace
in wonder as only he, Baye, and Willaby remained behind in the
courtyard.

Baye said dryly, “they did vanish for two
thousand years, I’m sure that broke all ties with their former
lives and their adventures leading up to it are test enough for any
man. Besides, do you want to be doing this alone for the next fifty
years? I certainly don’t want to be acting Captain that long!”

Jace smiled heartily, “I quite see your
point, Sir!” as he offered a formal salute.

“Do that again and I’ll have your head,”
promised Baye.

“Now there’s a habit we could forgo in this
newer generation of Shadow,” mused Jace, but at Baye’s sad grimace,
he added, “or not, you’re acting Captain after all.” Changing the
subject, he asked, “how do we explain to the Lady about so many of
her best Messengers vanishing without a trace?”

Baye grinned, “that will be our new Captain’s
job when we get an actual Lady. Why don’t you and your temporary
apprentice go see how our faux Lady is getting on and if she has
any questions.”

Jace didn’t salute, though he dearly wished
to, settling for an atrocious bow instead, before exchanging an
eager grin with Willaby and trotting off in search of the curious
woman. Jace found her in the Lady’s usual audience chamber, not
holding an audience but rather examining the room in preparation
for a complete and utter overhaul. The servants were so busy taking
notes, moving furniture, and other such functions that they failed
to notice the intruders until they had accosted the so-called Lady,
or perhaps it was intentional, in hopes that someone would finally
do something about the woman’s aberrant behavior which was quite
unsettling to the routine and peace loving servants of Astoria.
Jace made a proper bow, the apprentice seconded the motion, unsure
how to react towards such a strange personage, thus forced to
depend on such a role model for even so basic an exercise, but it
was the best he could do in the current circumstances.

“You?!” said she in vehemence, “I gave orders
that I was not to be disturbed, particularly by your ilk. Aren’t
you dead? If not, please rectify the matter immediately!”

“Milady,” said Jace patiently, unable to
totally quash that atrocious grin, “I was sent to see if you needed
anything or if I might be of service as you settle in here?”

“Well,” said she with a frown, “I believe it
would be convenient to have a Steward or some such to hear all
these ridiculous pleas you people are wont to indulge in and
someone to oversee the day to day functioning of the castle and
city, leaving me free to redecorate and make the truly momentous
decisions. Know you of such a person?”

“Certainly!” said Jace, “I know just the
fellow.”

“I’d also like a ball to celebrate my arrival
three nights hence,” continued she, “see to it!”

“That will be more difficult,” began Jace,
but she motioned him to silence and glared at his companion, “I
don’t want you anywhere near such an event, rather let the boy be
in charge of it; you’d merely let it disintegrate into a
shambles!”

“She knows you already!” smiled Willaby
grimly, not pleased with his assignment but vastly amused at the
lady’s reaction to Jace.

“Quiet, you!” chuckled Jace, “Don’t you have
the social event of the season to plan?”

“I do at that,” sighed the boy, as they bowed
themselves out to fulfill their assignments, “but as I shall soon
have a proper mentor again, I’m sure the worst of it shall fall to
him.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Jace in
wonder, “that is pure brilliance! I wonder if Mulligan knows aught
of planning a ball? The Messengers are versatile but perhaps his
studies never took a party planning turn. I planned a retirement
party once, and it was a disaster, thus the ersatz Lady was quite
correct in not letting me in on it. Maybe she should be Captain of
the Shadow instead of Lady, as she already knows quite a bit about
keeping me in line!”

They finally reached the gate, Jace
restrained himself to a rogue smile as he addressed Baye, still in
Garrett’s guise, saying, “the Lady wants someone to do everything
important around here while she redecorates Astoria. She’s also
recruited Willaby to plan her inaugural ball three days hence.”

“I’d much rather be the Lady’s Steward than
plan such a party,” mused Baye, “but she has certainly shown her
leadership capabilities in not giving you such a project! You take
over here as the Gatekeeper and I’ll see if I can’t hold Astoria
together until the real Lady arrives.”

Jace barked a laugh, “I’ll accompany you, as
I’m certain your first assignment will be to prove your loyalty by
indulging in your favorite hobby.”

“How lovely!” rejoiced Baye, glancing
significantly at the boy, who swallowed hard but understood he was
to take Baye’s place at the gate whilst his elders went off to
accomplish their own business. They stepped briefly out of sight,
Baye resumed his usual features while Willaby was now an official
impersonator of their latest Captain Emeritus. They trotted off to
the Lady’s audience chambers to see what she would think of her new
Steward.

“This might work,” said she slowly, “if I can
trust you? Can you obey orders?”

“Certainly, milady,” said Baye, barely
containing his eagerness, knowing what was to come.

“Very well,” said she with a wicked smile,
“kill that fellow immediately and then take care of all the
annoying details with which they expect to importune me! I’m a very
busy woman and have much work to do before I can get down to the
glorious business of ruling the world.”

“Yes, milady,” said Baye, drawing his sword
and eyeing Jace eagerly, the boy could only sigh in a longsuffering
sort of way and allow his old mentor to indulge himself.

“Excellent!” said she, “See to the mess and
then attend to that other messiness!” Baye bowed, resheathed his
sword, and dragged the dead Shadow from the room, the servants
watched in wide-eyed wonder, before scurrying back to their
business when she glared at them, wishing to avoid such a fate
themselves. They retreated to a small room just down the hall where
Baye revived the murdered man, who grinned at him widely, a
question in his eyes.

Baye chuckled, “aye lad, I’ll be attending to
the daily functioning of the castle and city, as well as hearing
the various cases and problems usually brought to the Lady’s
attention, at least she won’t deign to meddle in such matters at
the moment, so caught up in gaining her own ill-deserved glory as
she is! Why don’t you go find the nascent Captain and contrive to
have him officially placed as Gatekeeper?”

“Your last order, sir?” said Jace with his
best salute and most wistful grin.

“As acting Captain, yes,” sighed Baye, “as
acting Lady of Astoria, I have yet to begin!” Jace grinned broadly
without a hint of wistfulness, winked at his friend, and dashed off
to fulfill his last, if not first, commission.

The three junior Shadows were just returning
to the keep when Jace hurried to meet them at the gate, the
temporary Gatekeeper beamed in relief to see him, though nothing
more exciting than a new Student had come through the gate since
their parting. Said he to all and sundry, “gentlemen, we have work
to do and mayhem to prevent!”

Jessie chuckled, “isn’t that against your
nature?”

“Quite,” agreed Jace, “that’s why we need to
finish this awful business as swiftly as possible, but it will be
your responsibility for centuries to come, sir!”

“What do you recommend?” asked Jessie
cautiously, “As I’ve never transitioned in as Captain of the Shadow
before.”

“Usually it involves a fabulous murder,” said
Jace pensively, “but since we already have a fake Lady, I suppose
something simple and noncontroversial must suffice.”

“Pardon the poor timing on my part,” grinned
Jessie.

“I have to,” laughed Jace, “you’re to be
Captain!” Sobering he continued, “I recommend that our current
Gatekeeper suddenly resign, wishing to join the Brethren or go
chase griffins or other such nonsense, and that he highly recommend
you as his replacement, poor timing and all.” Added he with his
worst grin, “though that is certainly a dire predicament for a
Shadow, especially the Captain thereof, since we are technically
not bound by time.”
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