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The irritated raven fluffed up his feathers
the more in his growing agitation, but the magpie didn’t seem to
notice this sure sign of His antagonist’s increasing ire, rather He
continued to preen as if the Villain wasn’t there at all. Persisted
the sable fowl in wrath, “just imagine what I could do in a world
without your ridiculous Shadow!”

The smaller bird momentarily stopped His
attention to His feathers and replied dryly, “who needs to
imagine?! What is it you want, Fiend, get to the point but know
that even in your seeming triumph you shall never prevail!”

“We shall see, shan’t we!” scoffed the raven
in vehemence.

The magpie seemed to smile and said, “I
already have.”

“That’s another thing that isn’t fair,”
huffed the carrion fowl, “your so-called omniscience! Why can’t I
go back and change the past or anticipate the future?”

“What I have written I have written,” quipped
the other bird pertly.

“I want both omniscience and a world without
your nuisance of a Shadow!”

“Is that all?” queried He in no little
delight, but growing serious He continued, “I suppose I can give
the Shadow a holiday for a century or two, if only to prove to you
how utterly futile are all your visions of world conquest, but the
former belongs to Me and Me alone,” here He grew mirthful once
more, “as a created being, your head would explode.”

“Much like your favorite joker of a Shadow!”
hissed the raven in utmost contempt.

“He’s safely terrorizing another world at the
moment,” laughed He like Delight itself, “so you had best get busy,
for your hours of freedom are quite numbered!” The villain fluffed
up his feathers once more, wondering when he would get to do
likewise, but scoffing in triumph, he flapped off like an insulted
monarch or perhaps more precisely, an offended Akoni. The Magpie
smiled to Himself before vanishing utterly.

 


After nearly two millennia of service, Talon
and the balance of the Shadow were ready to explore the intriguing
paths beyond their current sad reality, but the Captain was uneasy
leaving the world to its own devices without an imminent crop of up
and coming Shadows to take their place, especially if it meant
leaving Jace unsupervised for even a moment. As if in answer to
this uneasy prayer, a little magpie lit on the Captain’s shoulder
as he stood at his place near Astoria’s main castle gate, said the
Master quietly, unperceived by anyone but the delighted Talon,
“when have I ever left that rascal to his own devices?” They shared
a merry laugh before He continued, “ah child, it is time to come
Home!” None could resist that call, and wherever they were and
whatever they were doing, at least in that particular world,
suddenly the Shadow was Gone.

 


Baye and Jace returned to their own world
after a brief excursion in another reality, thinking it had only
been a moment to the world’s perception, only to discover things
were very different than when they had quitted their home sphere.
“What do you mean everyone is Gone?!” squawked Jace like a rather
astonished chicken.

The Magpie fluffed up His feathers before
replying to the flummoxed boy and gaping Baye, “they were all ready
to Go and so they have. There has been no Shadow in this world for
the past two hundred years.”

Jace was about to ask how it had survived
without him, only to smile ruefully and wonder how it had gone on
so long in spite of him, Baye and the Master both vastly amused as
they watched his contemplations wash across his face like colors
through a sunset. He blinked at them both in surprise but narrowed
his eyes as he addressed Baye, “He knows our every thought, but
what of you my friend?”

Baye laughed heartily, “after seven thousand
years lad, I can read your thoughts as easily as your unicorn!”
Said creature snorted his amused agreement, and none could long
contain themselves when he suggested that since his role was now
redundant, perhaps he too should be Going. “Not quite yet, my
friend!” grinned Baye in delight, “Perhaps I can read the rascal’s
mind but the world needs all of us to do our part, most especially
you, in keeping the scamp from blowing the place up before
time.”

Jace sighed heavily, only moments after
laughing like a madman, as he returned to the subject at hand, “but
they are all Gone?!”

The Magpie did not answer but rather glanced
significantly at Baye, who interpreted, “which only means you have
a brand new Shadow to corrupt.”

“There is that,” smiled Jace in anticipation,
and with that, he finally voiced his original conundrum with his
horrid smile at its absolute worst, “but how has the world managed
without us?”

Said He, “there might not have been an
official Shadow, child, but that does not mean that any number of
your Brothers haven’t had adventures of insane proportions.”

Baye frowned slightly, “wouldn’t that be
rather hard on a mortal mind and body?”

“Indeed,” said He gravely, “most of those so
afflicted have retired from the mortal sphere after only one
adventure.”

“They don’t make them like they used to,”
quipped Jace cheekily.

Baye raised one eyebrow and asked in his best
scandalized mentor voice, “and just how is this any different than
apprenticing a mortal man with a Shadow? Was Hawk made of such
flimsy stuff as well?”

“Gracious!” squeaked Jace, “It seems my
impish delight is unwittingly throwing indignity and scandal upon
those least deserving of it!”

“That is why one thinks before one speaks,”
lectured that man apparently doomed to an eternal mentorship of
such an incorrigible individual.

“If not in this life, then perhaps in the
next?” quipped He, eliciting a startled delight in each of His
minions.

“You’d know,” grinned Baye, when he was again
able to speak after such a shocking display, adding with a laugh,
“but then You also aren’t going to tell us.”

“And ruin My delight therein?” smiled He,
“Hardly! But as punishment for your impetuosity and as a reminder
of just how fragile a mortal creature is, I must condemn you to a
rather uncouth adventure!”

While the words sounded harsh, the tone in
which they were said was dripping with such scandalous delight that
Jace could not help but grin in the same way, though it elicited a
groan of feigned agony from Baye, who said, “and I suppose this
means I get to be fabulously murdered by this maniac?”

The Master shrugged nonchalantly, before
sharing a merry glance with Jace, and quipping as He winged off,
“some things never change, child!” But before Baye could come up
with a witty retort in hopes of chastening his overeager
apprentice, all was suddenly glorious light.

 


Baye suddenly found himself riding along an
overgrown and twilit road somewhere far away from anywhere. His
unicorn’s scream of fury overcame his initial surprise and his
smile grew rueful thereat, as he had thought himself well used to
such comings and goings by this time, but as long as Jace never
found out about it, no one else would dare tease the oldest man in
the world thereupon. His smile deepened as these thoughts coursed
through his mind, even as he fought for his life against an ancient
foe, doing so almost automatically, at least until the unicorn
groaned in agony and collapsed beneath him, an eventuality which
finally required some conscious thought and effort on his part. The
beast vanished as he died, leaving Baye afoot and ready to show
this upstart member of the Brotherhood of the Serpent and his fell
beast exactly who it was they were tangling with. Most people would
be a tad nervous to face such a monster afoot, but Baye had spent
millennia dealing with Jace, and this could be nothing to that! He
raised his sword and grinned as maniacally as Jace in a sporting
mood, happily ignorant thereof, lest his own sanity disintegrate,
but the villain took no warning thereat and spurred his beast in
for the kill.

“No!” screamed a vile raven as it swooped
overhead, “Don’t kill the fool, I have need of him alive!”

The villain shuddered by way of answer but
grinned all the more malevolently as he ordered his beast to
capture rather than kill. Baye could only smile in grim eagerness,
knowing all such spells went awry when Shadow blood was involved,
and as he appeared only as an anonymous Brother after two centuries
of the Shadow’s absence, the Fiend was about to find himself
unwittingly burned anew! He allowed himself to be captured, knocked
senseless, and dragged off to the proper locale for such magical
aspirations.

He awoke an unspecified time later,
unsurprised to find himself securely bound and lying atop a slab of
cold stone in the dark of night. The stymied minion of evil glanced
at the uncanny raven and shuddered in dread, waiting for the
specifics of what was to come, Baye listened in morbid curiosity as
well, wondering what fell antics the Enemy anticipated unleashing
this time.

Spake that dread fowl, “my Great Enemy has
denied me omniscience or even the ability to go back and change the
past, and even with his most powerful and wretched minions in
absentia these last two centuries, never has he ceased to meddle in
my affairs! And alas, I cannot even adequately punish those
pathetic tools he now uses to thwart my schemes, for he calls them
immediately to himself and secures them beyond all misery in his
own ridiculous country! You will go back in time and force some of
these wretched creatures to present themselves to me that they may
give an account of their temerity and pay accordingly.” Both the
hostage and his would-be murderer gaped at this, temerity indeed!
But schooling themselves to the grim neutrality befitting the
situation, they returned their attention back to that dread avian
speaker.

The wretched bird fluttered to the stone on
which Baye lay and deposited a book of stories, a sealed letter,
and six utterly black stones, smooth and dull in the starlight.
Triumphed he, “there is a letter to myself in the past, which
should allow you to do what you must without my interference, a
brief history of the accursed individuals involved, regrettably
from the perspective of the Brethren but there is no help for that,
and the means by which each individual so summoned is to be forced
into my presence.” He glared eagerly at Baye, “now all we need is
his blood to finalize the spell.” The lesser villain’s eyes seemed
to gleam with fiendish delight as he flourished his dramatically
flamboyant knife in anticipation of just that. Baye could only roll
his eyes and await his doom, thinking the scoundrel was as bad as
Jace in such matters, he sighed heavily and the rascal’s delight
increased by an order of magnitude, eliciting a frown of
consternation from his victim, but the fell fellow’s only reply was
to murder away, leaving poor Baye quite literally in the dark as to
the significance thereof. The raven screamed in grim triumph and
ordered his soon to be previous minion into his lurker’s saddle and
forward into the past.

 


The grim looking fellow did as he was bidden,
his fantastic knife still wet with blood, but he took the first
stone in hand, likewise covered in the forbidden fluid, and
suddenly both mount and rider were somewhen else entirely, if in
the exact same place physically. He smiled eagerly to himself, for
it was a sunny morning with no murdered corpse littering the
landscape and bleeding inconveniently all over everything, and as
if anticipating just such a meeting, perhaps the Fiend remembered
this precise place and time?, there was that dreadful raven in all
its foul glory.

“Who are you?!” squawked he, “Something very
strange is at work here! If I did not know better I would think it
was some mischief by the Master’s pet clown, but he has been
banished to another world entirely. Who or what are you?”

The villain proffered his letter of
introduction from the future incarnation of the same personage from
himself to himself, but remained silent, wondering what the past
Fiend would think about his own future scheming. The bird cocked
his head in astonishment but swiftly snatched the letter, broke the
seal, and began to read. “Can this be true?!” triumphed the villain
in wonder to nobody in particular, knowing innately that none could
forge such a document, save perhaps the Master Himself, but as
lying was incompatible with His nature, such could not be the case
thus it must indeed be real. “How marvelous,” said he to himself,
“proceed wretch, I shall certainly not interfere in my own fell
schemes!” The villain nodded his head in agreement and spurred his
beast away from that dreadful clearing, leaving the Fiend to marvel
at his own future brilliance and power.

The man again palmed the first deathly black
stone, which was no longer merely dull but rather sucked in all
life and light and joy that had the misfortune to encounter it, as
if it were a little piece of the abyss itself. With a shudder, he
rode off into the burgeoning day, eventually secreting himself in a
hidden glade that he might peruse the history then in the making,
to familiarize himself with each story and individual he was about
to encounter and wondering what the end result would be, unable to
keep from grinning in anticipation thereof.

He read the indicated tales, with here and
there a short note in the margin scrawled in a spidery and angry
hand, marveling at the insanity of the adventures therein, thinking
them almost typical of himself. The unicorn, currently in guise as
the most loathsome of all reptiles, commented silently within his
rider’s mind that that was indeed the case and therefore it was no
surprise that they were now caught up in this even more bizarre
nonsense as well. Jace grinned his grin in reply, happily the Fiend
was not there to witness it or the whole adventure would be
betrayed then and there, only to have the unicorn repine that
perhaps Baye had the easier part in this insane scheme.

Jace laughed aloud and replied keenly, “ah my
friend, how little you know yourself! Yes, his is the easier part
to play but certainly the least interesting as well! You know as
well as I that you wouldn’t miss this for the world!” The creature
could only snort his vastly amused acquiescence and encourage his
friend to regain his saddle, for had they not an interview or six
to be about? Jace nodded at this sensible suggestion, stowing away
his book and reluctantly holding the ominous stone once more,
saying wretchedly, “too bad we can’t just unmake these wretched
rocks as we so often do with the Eyes, but then I suppose that
would likewise forfeit the adventure ere it is begun.” The unicorn
made no reply to this statement of the obvious, but rather trotted
off hoping his ancient friend might inevitably change the subject
of his own accord once discovering the philosophical and
conversational dead end that was his current topic.

Finally that immortal little boy mused upon
something else entirely, glancing longingly at his vacant right
palm, but saying aloud to his friend, “I’m merely a mortal man
again, but what of you?! Has so noble a creature ever borne so
wretched a guise?” The scamp could only grin ruefully at the
unicorn’s laughing reminder that the very Maker of everything had
once borne mortality and death for their sake, what was his current
conundrum to that? “Quite!” was all Jace could say by way of reply,
grinning all the more scandalously thereat, making his countenance
quite a study in jovial villainy in the rather scary visage he was
momentarily wont to wear.

At last the tangled trees and exuberant
undergrowth began to thin, revealing a small village lost somewhere
in the heart of the Wilds. They stopped suddenly and Jace
dismounted after a quick reminder from the late unicorn that
neither of them, particularly said lurker, were like to be welcomed
by civilized and peaceful folk, even in this often hostile
wilderness where only the bold or desperate dared to eke out a
living, even amongst such eccentric or dangerous folk, the pair
would stand out as something quite extraordinary and not in a good
way. The lurker vanished into the underbrush while Jace pulled up
the hood of his cloak, trying to hide as best he could the
villainous face that was now his own.

He scuttled into town with the gathering
dusk, which politely lingered outside the miniscule inn while that
ancient scandal intruded himself thereupon with all the impunity of
a toddler in his own mother’s kitchen. He took a seat near the
back, not that there was much choice of seating in so small a
common room, and watched with anticipation, the man speaking near
the merrily burning hearth. The Brother seemed to feel keen eyes
upon himself, and surreptitiously scanning the room as he continued
his rousing tale, he actually shuddered when he beheld that
dreadful smile in such a sinister countenance, but then that was
the usual reaction thereto, which only deepened the fell
expression. Shaking himself, the man continued on as if the brief
interaction and lapse in his story had never occurred, as Jace
settled back in anticipation of their future meeting.

At last the fire had burned low and the last
of the patrons had withdrawn to their rooms or cottages, leaving
Jace alone with the uneager Trilby, who seemed to dread the coming
meeting but also realized it was likewise inevitable. He sighed
heavily but boldly approached the villainous seeming fellow whose
grin continued to deteriorate throughout the evening, he could only
hope it was now at its absolute worst lest it grow fatal to any who
might glimpse it, particularly himself. Checking instinctively to
see that his weapons were readily accessible, he finally seated
himself, as if awaiting his doom.

“Don’t worry,” grinned Jace all the worse,
“my smile has never actually killed anyone of its own accord,
though getting involved in any of my adventures often has.” Trilby
frowned in wonder, what was this phantasm before him? It looked a
right villain, but there was such mirth and joyous mayhem
glittering just beneath the surface, even when he spoke of imminent
doom, that he could not help but be enthralled and perplexed
thereby. Continued Jace, as if as clairvoyant as Baye pretended to
be, “don’t even try to understand me, millennia haven’t been enough
for anyone to unravel such an enigma, but I have something for
you.” He fished around in his pocket, not liking to hold the
wretched thing more than absolutely necessary, and placed the life
sucking stone into Trilby’s hand.

“What is that?!” yelped the astonished
Brother, wishing to cast the terrible thing from him but knowing
somehow that was as impossible as avoiding this strange meeting,
“Why do I feel as if you have doomed me forthwith?”

Jace shook his head grimly, “things will be
as they must, my friend, but fear not that the sun has fled forever
though clouds and darkness temporarily cloak the once bright
sky!”

Trilby nodded glumly in acceptance but could
not help but grin morbidly at his uncanny companion, “who do you
work for?”

Jace shrugged, “that is yet to be seen!” but
added with a laugh, “Were we not just speaking of enigmas?” He rose
to go, saying in farewell, “things are about to get very odd,
tragic even, but you go not alone!” His smile became malevolent
indeed, obviously feigned but still enough to elicit a shudder from
his poor victim, “and we shall certainly meet again.”

“Must we?” groaned Trilby just as
feignedly.

“It will be as it must, my friend,” grinned
Jace like morning itself, inevitably stirring up a similar
sensation in the deeps of Trilby’s soul and eliciting a like smile
upon his own countenance, even with that grim stone still nestled
in his palm. The next morning he rode off towards the next inn on
his circuit but never would he physically complete the journey, but
his adventures were far from over, no matter what the historians
might think of the matter.

Jace retreated to the overgrown woods near
the inn and found his second oldest friend waiting therein. Asked
he as he gained his saddle, “could you communicate with the man’s
unicorn?” At the creature’s reply that it was a miracle that Jace
and he could still communicate in their current forms, the world’s
oldest boy smiled all the more. He took out the second stone and
they left the brooding night to its own fathomless musings.

 


They appeared again on what might be the same
night, overcast and gloomy and pregnant with imminent doom, but
certainly a far different where. Again Jace stashed his non-unicorn
in some hidden place and hastened out upon the rather significant
road that led importantly off to somewhere very particular. It was
not long before a tragic figure limped into view, happily
destroying any chance that that atrocious smile might make an
appearance on this particular night, thereby making it worse, if
that was even possible after such a dreadful evening as this poor
man had just experienced. So lost in his own tragedy was the poor
fellow that he very nearly tripped over the villain that was Jace
before he realized he was not alone in his miserable journey.

Said Jace quietly to the utterly wretched
Kenin, who didn’t even flinch upon actually visualizing such a
villain, he had seen worse this evening already and almost welcomed
whatever mischief this seeming scoundrel might intend towards his
person, though if it was robbery, the poor fellow was desperate
indeed!, “forgive me for interrupting but there is something I was
bidden to give you.”

Kenin looked at the impossible fellow with
eyes like some heartbroken hound but said nothing as Jace handed
him the ominous stone, which seemed almost a physical manifestation
of the angst and sorrow writhing in his own soul. Continued Jace
quietly, but with such hope welling beneath his words that even the
utterly wretched Kenin was moved thereby, “the night will not last
forever, my friend, and well you know what comes with the morning!”
The man frowned in confusion, at last ready to address the enigma
before him, but he had already vanished into the semi-tame woods
alongside the road, leaving the flummoxed and miserable Brother
alone to finish the longest and last journey of his mortal
life.

 


With the third stone in hand, Jace again left
his saddle and dearest friend to importune another doomed man. Cass
looked up in surprise, as he was helping put the finishing touches
on a train of merchant’s wagons gathered on the green of the small
village, at the villainous seeming stranger that boldly made his
way towards the stymied Brother in broad daylight, thinking wryly
that such a man’s natural habitat was some dark alley or abandoned
bit of road waiting in ambush, perhaps one of the very bandits this
ruse was meant to draw in, if a little prematurely. He turned to
face the scandalously grinning cad, his hand unwittingly resting on
his sword hilt, only deepening that atrocious smile and only
conscious thought keeping Cass from instinctively drawing it
forth.

“A harbinger of doom!” proclaimed Jace
happily to his third victim of the day, content in his usual role,
no matter who he happened to be working for.

“No doubt,” agreed Cass in a determinedly
bland voice, “what are you up to?”

Jace handed him the stone and smiled even
worser, “just a little token of what is to come.”

The man shuddered but knew he couldn’t cast
the horrid thing aside, at last he looked bleakly at the giver and
asked, “and why would I want such a wretched thing?”

Said Jace grimly, “who are we to say a thing
should or shouldn’t be? But no matter how strange your future, my
friend, fear nothing that is to come!”

Cass arched one brow wryly, smiling in spite
of himself, “as long as it doesn’t involve you, I think I can
manage it.” Jace could only laugh in anticipation, certainly an
unsettling sound that boded ill for the poor man’s future, but he
said no more, nodded in farewell, and vanished from the village
before Cass could master his astonished tongue. Shaking his head in
wonder, he returned to his work, hoping the little caravan would be
ready for its adventure that very afternoon.

 


Blaire had seen many an enigma in his strange
life, but there was just something unsettling about the scandalous
personage standing in the middle of the road, blocking his return
journey to the capital city and it wasn’t his villainous exterior.
Said he in wonder, “why do I feel my already strange life is about
to get even more interesting?”

Jace grinned the more as he handed off the
fourth stone, “even without this repulsive little gift, any
encounter with me, no matter how trifling, often has that effect on
people.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”
frowned Blaire, studying the dreadful gift in disgust.

“It depends who is asking,” mused Jace,
relishing again the delight of portraying a right villain, so
comfortable one might think it his natural habitat, “and the
temperament of the person posing the question.”

“Spoken like a true Brother!” laughed Blaire,
sensing the scampish youth beneath the fell looking exterior.

Smiled Jace in utter delight, “and with such
a sense of humor, I believe it will be a very good thing indeed!”
He bowed smartly and vanished into the woodland shadows as suddenly
as he had come, leaving the puzzled Blaire to continue his journey
home, his last but one.

 


The last two encounters might have been the
same save for the individual man and inn he was sent to annoy,
Brandt and Keene both held forth with their tales for the evening,
withdrawing to their rooms at a late hour after briefly
encountering a very villainous seeming fellow, and then puzzling
over the strange gift, if one could call it that, before trying to
get what sleep he could or leaping out the window into the rainy
night, respectively. His work done in the past, Jace mounted that
strange reptile once more, feeling that the adventure had only
begun, both vanishing with a dark flash back to their own
present.

There was the raven, and the slaughtered
Baye, the same night amid the same ringing stones, the maliciously
delighted fowl hopping about like an eager fledgling exercising his
wings, crying aloud, “you have done it, you have done it!” Jace
cocked his head in question but wasn’t foolish enough to interrupt
the Fiend himself, at least seven millennia had taught him that
much, if nothing about Captains and their Reveal command. “Now,”
said that dread bird, calming himself and fluffing his feathers in
grim anticipation, “take this other stone and find the last fellow
that has garnered my wrath. This one managed to survive his
adventure, but it started in such a way that I am certain he would
make a perfect addition to your ranks, deceiving even the Lady
herself! If he won’t bend knee to me, he will be punished with the
others. Once he has been dealt with, you will gather up the others
using the Master Stone,” he pushed forward a stone twice the size
of the others, “and allow them to rest and heal as they must, that
I may then wring as much misery out of the wretches as I can before
destroying them utterly.” Jace shuddered by way of response as that
horrible creature cawed in triumph and retreated into the night. He
took up both stones and vanished anew into the night.

 


Tabot had just returned to Astoria to tell
his bizarre tale, while intimidating to stand before the Lady and
tell of his foibles, after having faced the Master Himself, it
wasn’t half as bad as he imagined it must be. Finally a full and
official Brother, he was at last off upon his first independent
assignment for the Lady and the Master; he rode joyously from the
keep and off through the brightening day, but as the forest shadows
at last drew close around him, an unsettling chill ran up his
spine. The unicorn snorted, as if sensing something strange or
terrifying approaching. Both stood still and silent, straining
their senses to discover this uncanny intruder into an otherwise
bright and joyous day.

A shadowed something stepped out of the murk
of the thick woods about them, eliciting a battle cry from the
eager stallion, Tabot barely maintaining his seat as the creature
reared and pawed the air. But the young man reined in his mount’s
exuberance and waited the coming of this dread visitation rather
than immediately flinging himself into battle as was the unicorn’s
wont. There came an amused laugh from the figment, as a merry voice
said, “now here is an unusual sight lad! Usually it is the
impetuous youth of a Brother darting into a fight before surveying
the situation rather than his far more steady and sensible mount; I
fear the Fiend’s intentions for you are moot!”

Tabot shuddered at that name, but growled,
“who are you and what is your business with me or mine?”

“I’ve been sent to corrupt or recruit you,”
said Jace happily, “by the Nameless One himself. He was apparently
quite impressed with the way your last adventure played out and is
eager to know if you’d like to switch sides.”

Tabot shook his head grimly, his hand on his
sword, “I have no interest in such an offer, so be gone villain!
I’ve learned a painful lesson about impetuosity, as you’ve remarked
yourself.”

The villain laughed delightedly, only
slightly rueful, at this, saying brightly, “a lesson I have yet to
learn myself! But then I fear you still have an interview with the
Villain, regardless, and he doesn’t like the word no, at least in
respect to himself.”

“What?!” gasped the boy, fully drawing his
sword, “You wouldn’t dare!”

“What wouldn’t I dare?” grinned Jace wryly,
“Come lad, you’ve faced the Master Himself, what is this to that?”
The unicorn unveiled himself, lowering his horn and shaking it
ominously, but the dark pair ignored him as if he were naught but a
toothless old pony and his master just a boy with a stick, but
neither did the vile reptile nor his insane rider threaten either
in any way, for no weapon was in the man’s hand, only a little
stone, like a speck of darkness. The boy stayed his blade and
checked the eager unicorn, allowing their approach. Jace gave him
the stone and said cheerily, ere the pair vanished in a flash of
darkness, “we’ll meet again lad, have no fear of that or what is to
come!” Before he could reply, all vanished from that particular
place and time, leaving the wind to sigh through the branches with
none to hear it.

 


Jace reappeared once more aback his dread
reptile, but there was something rather amiss, namely a large,
floppy, and brightly colored hat that clashed terribly with his
otherwise grim, dark, and bland villainous exterior. He took off
the newest addition to his ensemble and gasped for very joy, it
could not be?! But his companion through so many utterly weird
adventures assured him it was indeed an old friend, if a hideous
one: the very fantastic hat from his piratical adventures some two
thousand years prior. Mused the boy aloud, “I wonder what part this
ridiculous accessory will play in this venture?” The unicorn turned
lurker could only hiss his own puzzlement and head off in the
appropriate direction as Jace donned his outlandish headwear once
more, in general little caring for human ideas of fashion, but even
a unicorn must remark such an outrageous assemblage of color and
texture, quite against the natural order as it was!

Jace took out the Master Stone as they rode,
wondering if it would act as the lesser stones had, in leading him
to his quarry, but the Fiend said they would need a place to
recover, which meant he must find adequate shelter for seven
individuals, which might be difficult in this seemingly unpeopled
part of the world. But why the hat? Suddenly a sound met his ear
and an idea formed in his head in association therewith, could it
possibly be? The lurker roared eagerly and increased his pace,
dashing with all his speed towards the murmuring of the distant
sea, Jace wondering if he was to have another pirate adventure in
the near future, though in truth he was much more desirous of
showing off his newly acquired ninja skills, but pirates would do
in a pinch. The former unicorn could only sigh in long suffering
wonder at the perpetual little boy that was his master and the
strange philosophical maunderings thereof!

They had not gone further than a mile or two
when they crested a rise and the world opened wide before them. The
spindly trees and scattered hills gave place to a wide, rocky coast
with the sea vanishing greyly into oblivion where sight at last
failed upon the distant horizon, and there contemplating the view
sat a great house, alone upon a little peninsula of rock like some
forlorn seabird. Jace’s grin was his own as he dismounted and
rushed off upon what was shaping up to be one of his signature
adventures, and one of the finest at that. The lurker hid himself
in the jumbled rocks and scraggily bushes at the base of the hill,
wishing he might soon go out in public and have his part in the
looming adventure, but contenting himself with experiencing it
through his master’s eyes for the moment.

The place seemed all but abandoned, but it
was in good repair for all of that, so somebody must be around to
maintain it, but there was nothing but the wind and the waves and
the cry of a distant gull to be heard on all that lonely coast. He
shrugged, made sure his fabulous hat was in its rightful place, and
walked in as boldly as was his wont, even into the Lady’s own
audience chamber, an act which had cost him his head on countless
occasions. The first thing that met his eye was an absolutely huge
painting of the long dead commodore and his famouser hat! Dearest
memory stirred, reminding Jace that Talon and Page were Gone! But
it seemed only yesterday that they were apprentices tagging along
on one of his most beloved and outrageous adventures, but at least
the famouser hat was still around, even if his friends would miss
this particular adventure, whatever it be.

But that did not mean there was no one to
appreciate said hat, for the next thing our hero noticed was an
actual person, who was as silent, astonished, and reverent in study
of said hat as Jace was introspective upon sighting the long dead
commodore. At last they both shook themselves out of their wonder
and exchanged the proper greetings, the wondering stranger speaking
with no little awe, “that hat, that hat sir!”

“Yes,” grinned Jace, the expression even more
atrocious than his famouser hat, “it seems you know something of
the matter.”

“Welcome to Hotel Guido!” rejoiced the
innkeeper happily, whose given name had been given to his
establishment, “Any man with such taste in accessories must be as a
brother to me! My facilities and resources are yours to command!
But that wonderful hat!”

“Indeed,” grinned Jace all the worser, “are
you some scion of the late commodore’s line?” At the man’s puzzled
frown Jace enlightened him, “the man in the picture.”

“Ah!” said Guido in understanding, “I have no
idea who that is, but the hat, the hat!”

“Quite,” was all Jace could say, a very
useful phrase that! But continuing in a more serious mien, he said,
“I am expecting a few friends and would certainly be delighted to
entertain them here, at least if you are sure it wouldn’t be too
much trouble?”

Mine Guido shrugged easily and smiled
happily, “I haven’t had a guest these two years, sir, so it would
be no trouble at all…”

As the man trailed off in troubled thought,
Jace asked curiously, “but?”

Looking rather embarrassed the innkeeper said
cautiously, “are your friends as brilliantly attired as yourself
sir? I do have standards you understand…”

Jace barked a merry laugh, “why certainly
sir, indeed it is just the thing! Think you that I myself could
hang about with people any less flamboyant than myself?”

The man smiled brilliantly in excitement and
relief, before bowing deeply and saying, “then let me show you
about!”

Before the grand tour, Jace cautioned,
“things could get very weird or dangerous, are you sure you want to
stick around for what is to come?”

“What else would one expect from the bearers
of such glorious headgear?” delighted he, adding quite practically,
“Besides, a little excitement is just the thing around this
otherwise abandoned and completely uninteresting old inn, for I am
verily upon the point of being bored to death!”

“What is the tale of this intriguing place?”
queried Jace politely, allowing himself to be given the full tour.
While the man prattled on endlessly about the history of the place
and how his own came to be mixed up therewith and how his
fascination with wondrous hats came into the venture, Jace silently
wondered if his mortal frame could survive such an onslaught. It
wasn’t an ancient tale or even a very interesting one, it went no
further back than the man’s father, also a Guido, who bought the
old house and turned it into a seaside resort after his wife’s
sudden death when the current Guido was only a little boy. The
painting had been an inmate of the house long before the Guidos
came thence and the former owner had no wish to take it with him,
thus it remained still. The younger Guido had no friends or tutor
or servants or mother or relatives to relieve the utter loneliness
of that wild and abandoned coast so spent all his waking hours
doing little but studying that painting, most particularly the
famouser hat, thus his obsession with it.

The elder Guido’s dreams of a thriving
seaside resort never realized themselves, though he most
assiduously repaired and renovated the noble old building, mostly
as there was no one around to take advantage of it. There were few
people in the neighborhood, none of them civilized to the point of
wanting to stay at a seaside resort, and no decent roads between
that desolate bit of coast and anywhere, even a remote and obscure
village. So it was the elder died when the lad was still very much
a boy, leaving him to eke a living as he could with no clients and
only a painting of a famouser hat for company, but never did he
despair, for he just knew that that hat would one day walk into his
life and make his fortune.

Jace smiled in commiseration, for some time
back in the deeps of time, his own father had nearly done the same
to him, but happily the Shadow had rescued him from such a bleak
fate and now perhaps he could do the same for the ebulliently
chattering Guido. “Most excellent,” said Jace at last, “this is
just the thing for our little retreat, but I must caution you that
things may be a bit weird and certainly not lacking in danger as I
have already warned.”

“It will be quite a blessing to me, sir,”
grinned the young Guido from the depths of his great heart.

“Very well,” said Jace, adding with his
signature grin, perhaps the most dangerous part of the whole
affair, “just leave off the sir and it’s a deal!” The boy smiled
like joy itself, eliciting an even more fatal version of Jace’s
own.

 


They immediately got down to business, Jace
detailing exactly what he needed and wanted, continuing to mention
just how weird and dangerous it might prove, but then anyone who
had spent any time at all in his company already knew that
instinctively so after five or six repetitions he gave up, for the
fool boy just grinned all the more eagerly at each mention thereof!
They had seven guest rooms made ready, food and wine was at hand,
at which Jace could not help but ask in curiosity from whence it
came. Said Guido with no little pride, “my father laid down the
wine and never had need of it, hence it is by now well aged. And as
I had nothing much else to do in the interim and no other source of
sustenance or trade, I am probably more a farmer than innkeeper by
vocation and necessity!” Jace winked at him, assuring the somewhat
anxious boy, desperately hoping not to offend him of the glorious
hat, that his secret was safe, and that farming was almost as noble
a profession as innkeeping. The boy sighed happily before
scampering off to put their affairs in order before the convention
or retreat or conference or whatever it be was to commence.

Jace suddenly felt a great weight in his
pocket, as if the Master Stone had trebled in mass, said he
eagerly, “it seems things are about to get interesting lad! I’m off
to find our first guest so be ready upon my return.” Guido beamed
the more and hastened off as Jace did likewise, just in the
opposite direction.

The lurker slunk out of the shadows, noted
that hideous expression, and snorted his eagerness to be off,
nearly desperate to be a quadruped once more, but strangely
enjoying the villainous irony as much as his rider, even if he
couldn’t admit as much to himself. They set off in search of their
first victim, wondering what they would find, neither silly enough
to think the Fiend had the power to pull a man out of the Master’s
Bright Country, no matter his meddling in things forbidden. The
Fiend thought them mortal men that must recover from death, hence
his month or more of anticipated rest for his future victims, that
they might survive his ungentle mercies for as long as possible
thereafter. But certainly this was the Master’s doing and He would
undoubtedly have other plans, the realization of which both former
Shadows were eager to discover, for it must be glorious indeed!

 


They abandoned that barren shore and dove
into the scrubby wood that covered the shiftless hills, the Master
Stone growing less burdensome as they neared the bearer of the
lesser stone. Trilby lay at the bottom of a sandy pit, a little
sparse grass and a few weedy plants the only things that tried to
grow in such poor soil, but it was not the local herbage that was
to prove interesting in the encounter, for an enraged unicorn stood
between the grim feeling pair and his prone master. He screamed his
disdain at the monster and ill-feeling man as a dangerous but
familiar light glinted along his unveiled horn. The seemingly
villainous pair exchanged a mental note of triumph before Jace
leapt from his saddle and as usual, approached the deadly scene in
an overbold manner.

“Easy lad,” said the boy, his hands empty and
palm outward, the unicorn only snorting his distrust of the
seemingly peaceable intentions of the vile stranger, persisted
Jace, “I mean no harm towards either of you,” he smiled wryly,
“indeed I am quite at your mercy, mortal man that I be, a mere
thought and I will cease to trouble you more. But still a Shadow
for all of that.” But there came no reaction from the unicorn but
to tilt his head and stare at the apparition in confusion, as if he
had never heard the term before. Jace glanced at the former unicorn
in consternation, never having heard of a unicorn that hadn’t known
what a Shadow was, especially one who was Shadow himself.

The lurker replied into his mind, “he is a
very young creature, this was certainly his first rider. There has
been no Shadow, at least by mortal reckoning, for the last two
hundred years so undoubtedly he has never heard of the concept even
though he is now tangled therein.”

Jace replied aloud, eyeing the lurker
significantly, “you tell me unicorns do not discuss such matters
amongst themselves when it isn’t immediately before them?”

Came the wry reply, “have you not yet learned
that unicorns don’t waste time in idle gossip or stating the
obvious or small talk?”

Jace laughed aloud, eliciting a perplexed
snort from the strange unicorn, but replied aloud once more, “no
wonder you say but little my friend, so you are saying a more
ancient creature would undoubtedly remember the Shadow but the
younger generation that came of age during our absence has never
heard of the concept?” The lurker nodded his agreement as Jace eyed
the unicorn anew, saying, “no wonder you are confused my friend!”
He glanced ruefully at his own and the unicorn’s visage and grinned
the more, “not that we look like trustworthy folk either, but at
least you know when we speak the truth. After your recent
adventures, into death and perhaps even the Master’s Bright Country
itself, it must come as quite a shock to stand again in the mortal
world, to find your master in such a condition, and to be
confronted by two such rogues, but we ride at His behest, even
so.

In the old days, say two centuries prior as
men would consider the matter, every unicorn between the eastern
and western seas undoubtedly knew of the Shadow and many were the
adventures we had among them, even if it was a secret to mankind.
That is what you have found yourself entangled in my friend, and
your rider likewise. Can you believe that yon monster is actually
one of your own kin? And me one of the Brethren?” At his
disbelieving snort, though he felt the truth in the boy’s words,
Jace continued, “consult the nearest of your kin, lad,” encouraged
Jace, “at least anyone older than a few centuries, and ask after
the Shadow of the Unicorn.” Jace gave him a few minutes to ask and
hear and contemplate what he must, thinking he might tend to the
downed Trilby in the interim, but even lost in his introspection,
the noble creature would let the seeming scoundrel nowhere near his
prone master. Jace smiled ruefully and waited on the unicorn.

He cocked his head and whickered in wonder
and disbelief, tilting his head this way and that, as if still
uncomprehending. Jace’s smile was his own, “sorry lad, we can’t
speak save verbally until we’re restored to our more typical
nature, for the moment we must abide a mortal man, and a villain at
that, and his mindless beast, though a unicorn in truth! Can we
help your friend to bed? He’ll be several days in regaining his
senses.” The unicorn whickered anxiously and Jace smiled brightly,
“fear not, there’s nothing in the mortal world that can hurt him
hereafter, at least physically speaking, even death is just a
nuisance that shows up whenever he has nothing better to do rather
than being the end of everything you once called life.” He added
grimly, “though I do not doubt he’ll have an interview with the
Fiend himself before the month is out.” At the unicorn’s unease,
Jace added with a triumphant smile, “but we’re in the Master’s
keeping, my friend, and none can snatch us from that great and
mighty hand!” At which the unicorn himself could not help but rear
and scream in anticipation of battle, leaving Jace with ringing
ears as he slid down into the sandy gully to attend to his fallen
Brother.

He hefted the somnolent Shadow onto the
unicorn’s back, the creature looking nothing more terrifying than
an old sorrel horse, and they returned to the inn, perhaps the
first guests in its colorful history. At the last moment, not
knowing exactly how he did it but well used to this sort of thing,
Jace produced a hat as fabulous as his own from some pocket or
other, and placed the garish thing on poor Trilby’s insensible
head. Guido was there to meet them, as happy to see the new hat as
the newest guest, and together they settled the senseless man in a
bed. Jace again felt that grim stone heavy within his pocket, as he
said in parting, “it seems I’m off again on like errands, my
friend, he should sleep for several days and needs nothing but
regular meals, but that will start tomorrow at the earliest, today
we merely need to let him sleep.”

Jace hastened outside once more, wondering at
such an eager and helpful innkeeper in such strange circumstances,
delighted at his Master’s care for the least of His servants. The
disguised unicorn stood there expectantly, as Jace said, “we’ve
another man, or rather six, to serve likewise, would you care to
assist me? Otherwise this might be a long and painful process if I
must introduce every single unicorn to the Shadow in such a
visage!” The unicorn whinnied his approbation and turned broadside,
encouraging the man to mount, leaving the lurker to ask just what
it was the boy thought he was doing?

Jace laughed aloud as he leapt upon the
waiting unicorn, saying brightly, “sorry old friend, but it is
awkwardness itself to try and explain ourselves thus, and I should
know something of such a topic! Would you mind keeping an eye on
the place while I assemble the somnolent Shadow?” The lurker
snarled something incomprehensible but undoubtedly meaning that
this was all Jace’s fault, as ever it was, as he vanished again
into the shadows while Jace wished him a fond, mental farewell.

Asked Jace of the unicorn as they trotted
off, “there are six more to go, this wretched rock only tells me
there is at least one out there at this moment, but perhaps you can
sense their unicorns and give me a more exact count?” He whinnied
his eagerness and suddenly stopped, and like some trick counting
horse at a traveling show, counted to six by tapping one delicate
hoof on the rocky ground. Jace frowned slightly in thought and
asked, “could you gather them together that we get the
introductions over with in one fell swoop?” He nodded his
compliance and set off anew into the heat of the afternoon,
stopping in a seemingly empty little dell.
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The unicorn whinnied eagerly, prancing about
prettily like said horse in that same traveling show, and as he
flaunted himself thus, so did six shadow draped creatures melt out
of the surrounding woods and fill the glade, exchanging greetings
and questions and tales as was the wont of their kind, each eyeing
the stranger a little askance, but forced to trust him since the
other unicorn was content in his tale. Jace eyed the lot of them
with a professional eye and asked of his companion, “are they all
as young and inexperienced as you? Have any of them heard of the
Shadow before becoming entangled therein?” The unicorn whickered
his affirmative, eliciting much bucking and frisking from the
gathered heard. Jace grinned the more before welcoming them in his
own typical fashion, therefore lucky to leave the encounter alive,
before telling of what was to come.

They trotted off in pursuit of the first
creature and got to work. Jace seemed to possess half a dozen
fabulous hats and an endless supply of light rope in his pockets,
which he used to tie each prone man to his mount before crowning
each with mawkish splendor and sending the pair off to Hotel Guido
for a three day nap. It was nearly midnight before he finished
trussing up the last man and galloping off in close pursuit. It was
quite a sight upon their return, Jace wasn’t quite sure what Guido
would think of so many senseless arrivals or how he would
physically handle the mess, but the lurker assured him all was well
in hand. Jace nearly fell off his borrowed mount to see only one
unicorn standing idly about with his rider still tied to his back,
the others stood about eagerly watching, but unencumbered.

As they stopped near the veranda, out came
Guido with a certain dread reptile on his heels, the pair
approaching the last unwitting captive as if they were merely a
pair of workmen about their typical business. Jace slid from the
unicorn’s back and trotted up, laughing at the sight, asking
merrily of Guido, “that is quite a helper you have found?!”

The innkeeper shrugged happily and said, as
he untied the sixth man, “you did say this would get weird, and who
am I to decline help, even from such a source!” They shared a laugh
and got the last two men to bed, Jace bidding the unicorns to
conceal themselves in the woods and to say nothing to their riders
about either the Shadow or their curious host, lest any of it
elicit questions they’d rather not have asked until their ruse had
run its course.

 


The lurker lay curled on the rug before the
giant hearth in the spacious common room like some huge dog
himself; Guido had hied himself to bed after the exertions of the
day, but Jace sat expectantly in a wing chair not far from his
dosing friend. Suddenly the former unicorn whimpered uneasily in
his sleep as the light from the dying embers faded into absolute
darkness as the Fiend’s presence made itself known. “They are all
tucked into bed then?” came the scathing voice, “Excellent, ward
them well until they are healthy enough to endure what they must. A
pity the boy would not see things my way, but this shall be just as
entertaining, if in a different way!” He vanished as suddenly as he
had come, the room again lit by the cheery blaze of the fading fire
and the lurker dozing peacefully once more. Jace smiled madly into
the darkness before lapsing into sleep himself, his rather fragile
mortal frame overcome at last by the exhausting business of the
day.

He was awakened by the clattering of pottery
and the general uproar of business in a kitchen before a large
meal, apparently Guido was getting breakfast ready for all and
sundry. Said Jace, as he walked into the kitchen, stretching and
yawning, the curious lurker at his shoulder, “the lads’ll probably
want breakfast, if they can be roused, but they’ll not be much for
anything but sleeping and eating for the next few days, and
initially they’ll be rather dazed and disoriented. Don’t try
answering any questions more complicated than the weather, and say
nothing to either alarm or frighten them. If anything untoward
should happen, flee forthwith, no matter what, just turn and run or
worse shall come of it.”

“This is all rather exciting!” grinned Guido,
scraping a massive collection of eggs onto the waiting plates. Jace
grinned his concurrence and took up two of the nearest plates
before dashing from the room to wait on their clients in the
suddenly bustling inn. He didn’t bother knocking, though he did
send the faux lurker back to the common room, knowing the
ridiculous creature would only startle the novice Shadows, perhaps
as badly as that smile of his, but that couldn’t be helped, could
it?

But the occupant of the first room didn’t
care for smiles or monstrous lizards, in fact he hardly noticed his
breakfast. Jace shrugged and left the plate to attend to his next
customers, some of whom wolfed down their breakfast before falling
back into unconsciousness while the rest just dozed on
indifferently, the ancient Shadow grinning in vast and ironic
amusement all the while. He had once balked at having one
apprentice, now he had seven! After the breakfast plates were
passed out and then retrieved, and while lunch was in the making,
Jace had a few minutes to contemplate other matters as he washed
the dishes, a skill he had happily mastered millennia ago during
his own stint as a Student in Astoria, one never knew what talents
the Master would require of His servants at any given moment, even
a Shadow of his age and experience!

What had come of Baye? It was obvious the
Fiend wasn’t counting on a reappearance of the Shadow anytime soon,
especially from those he was so eager to punish for daring to
interfere in his plots. Had he merely skipped ahead in time or was
he wandering the mortal world, a mortal himself? His musings were
interrupted by the arrival of the noon hour and their duties
therein. So did three days pass with little of account, save that
nothing exploded and no one was fabulously murdered, which might be
a record for any mission involving Jace!

On the fourth morning, their victims/clients
at last began to show signs of life, save to eat and sleep, but
they were still in rather delicate shape, being rather distracted
and spacy, having little idea where they were or what was going on,
though strangely enamored of their flamboyant hats, gazing at them
in wonderment, as the young Guido had in his own turn, thus
endearing them even more to his open and gracious heart. He waited
upon them, chatting blithely about nothing and everything, as he
zipped in and out with plates and pillows and whatnot. The day
after that, things began to get complicated. The vacation was over,
each man was again possessed of his right mind, and each and every
one, save perhaps Tabot, had a few years of experience in the wide
world and wanted to know what was going on.
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