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In the Beginning




Long ago, when the world was young and men
still walked in innocence, an ancient king made an alliance with
the terrible god of war. In exchange for the life of his maiden
daughter, he would receive power to conquer all the kingdoms of men
and have dominion over all mortal lives. The night was dark with
neither star nor moon giving light or hope to those who gathered
upon the face of that forbidden hill to commence with their evil
deed. The king had gathered all of his generals and advisors to
stand as witnesses. The girl was brought forward and the hood
removed from her head. A single tear rolled down her cheek as she
stared with pleading eyes into the cold and remorseless depths of
her father’s eyes. She saw neither love nor regret there, only a
thirst for power beyond the reach of mortal ken. He drew forth a
cruel knife from a sheath of black leather. Very soon the alliance
would be sealed and no power on earth could withstand him. He
approached the girl with a cruel and mirthless smile and raised the
blade to strike.

He was thrown back from the girl and blinded
by a cold light, and all standing around the pair fell to the
ground in fear. Like a bolt of lightning, a bright and terrible
figure stood between the man and his prey. The king regained his
footing with a sneer and a triumphant laugh. “You have no authority
here,” he scoffed, “be gone before I become violent.”

The light receded slightly and those standing
about could make out a vaguely equine shape amidst the glow. The
figure reared up on its hind legs and pawed the air. He appeared in
the form of a horse but with the awe reserved for a charging bull
or roaring lion. Then he spoke, “you must not do this terrible
thing. You will forever tear apart the laws that bind the world
together.”

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

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

“What can you possibly offer me,” growled the
king with the light of avarice in his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You know very well I do not lie,” roared the
figure. He swept the child onto his back and as the light
disappeared over the rim of the hill called back, “in one hour I
shall return.”

 


For a time the girl clung silently to the
back of her rescuer but as the horror of what she had so nearly
escaped sunk in she began to sob uncontrollably. “Do not weep
little one,” said the figure, “you are safe and all will be
well.”

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

“I can,” said he softly. A sense of immense
peace fell upon the girl and dried her tears. Shortly, they
approached a small cottage by the edge of a little stream that
chattered invisibly in the night. A woman emerged from the door and
wrapped a blanket around the quivering form of the girl. She bowed
once to the retreating figure and took the child into the house.
The girl fell into bed and knew no more that night. The woman
stared into the darkness, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Within the hour agreed upon, the figure
returned to that forsaken hilltop. His light was dimmed to the
slight flickering of a dying candle. He stood before the men with a
drooping head but a righteous fire blazed in his eyes. The king
laughed him to scorn, drew his blade, and approached the apparently
cowed creature. Steel flickered in the light as the blade struck
home. The light dimmed and went out. As if from a vast distance, a
great wailing cry rent the night, as if the earth itself had been
mortally wounded by the blow. A wind came howling out of the west
and clouds blotted out the sky. Darkness engulfed the world,
lightning flashed in the heavens, and thunder rolled as if all
creation reared up in fury at the atrocity that had occurred. The
hill itself began to roll like a wave on the sea and split in two.
The men were thrown from their feet and retreated in confusion and
fear from the horror before them. Their horses reared and snorted,
broke loose, and disappeared into the storm.

“What have you done!” roared one general over
the wind. “

I have loosed the wrath of the heavens,”
screamed the king. A panic spread among them and all fled into the
darkness.

 


The next morning, the girl rode up the
accursed hill hoping to find some trace of her rescuer. She found
the vile blade broken in two, but no sign of the mysterious glowing
figure. She dismounted and peered with dismay into the gaping chasm
that had once been the heart of the hill. “What is it you seek?”
asked a voice behind her.

With a shriek of pure joy she flung her arms
around the figure that now stood at her shoulder, glowing like the
sun. “You are alive!” she said.

“Yes,” said he simply.

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

“My life cannot be taken against my will.
Before anything ever was and after all has passed into nothing, I
was and ever will be. I laid down my life not only for you, but for
all things that would have been utterly destroyed by the acts of
last night. Your blood would have strengthened that foul demon
beyond anything he has yet achieved. My blood offered willing in
exchange for another’s broke his power. What began in selfishness
and evil, ended in selflessness and love, which alone has power to
conquer the darkness. He has been vanquished but not destroyed. He
still lurks in the world, full of malice and hate and ready to
assist any who give themselves over to a lust for power and
destruction. Until last night, mankind had lived in peace and
harmony with one another and with all creation, but that peace has
been shattered. Man has shown himself vulnerable to evil, willing
to place himself above all else, even his own children. It is no
longer safe to assume that all men are good in and of themselves.
Each individual must hereafter make a decision to follow what is
right and good, or to follow his own selfish path into evil and
darkness. From the dawn of mankind, it was given into your hands to
decide whether to pursue goodness or darkness. A member of your
race has chosen the ultimate evil and with his fall, all are now
required to make a decision that once came naturally to all.”

The girl fell sobbing at his feet, feeling in
herself the dreadful truth she had just heard spoken. It was as if
something inside her had been torn or ripped away and she was left
with a gaping hole, much like the defiled face of the hill. Looking
up into his eyes, she said, “I have lost something within myself. I
am no longer whole. I have a longing, a desire for something.
Something, though I know not what. Something greater than
myself.”

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

“Can I choose you?” she asked hesitantly.

A smile crept over his face and the whole
hillside seemed to laugh with joy. “Of course,” he said. “After
last night, the world is hurting and needs to be told these things
which you have just heard. I need someone to go forth and tell
them. Bring your horse forward.”

The girl ran over to the horse, which had
strayed and was happily nibbling at weeds upon the far side of the
hill. She led the beast towards the figure. The stallion pulled
back against the reins and nearly reared, trying to avoid the
glowing figure before him. “Do not be afraid my simple beast,” said
the figure, “from now and ever onwards, you and your descendants
will no longer be considered simple.” The figure turned his side
towards the girl and for the first time she saw the gaping wound in
his side. From it dribbled a steady stream of silver blood. She
gasped in horror and drew back. “Do not be afraid,” he said, “this
is the price of last night’s adventure. Though much was lost, much
good also came of it. Take a drop of my blood on your finger and
place it on the horse’s tongue.” Hesitantly the girl complied.
Almost reverently she poked a finger into the sliver stream and
placed a drop of the precious fluid into the horse’s mouth.

An indignant snort was followed by a blinding
flash. She no longer held a horse by the reins but a unicorn. The
sorrel coat had become white as the snow; wisdom and fire were in
his once placid and simple eyes. Cloven hooves of silver had
replaced his single hooves of grey. A silver horn protruded proudly
from his forehead. He shook his head in disgust a few times and
looked with dismay at the girl and the glowing figure.

“Remove his bit,” laughed the figure. The
girl complied and the unicorn seemed much happier. “Now it is your
turn,” said he. The girl looked with shock and disgust at the
gaping hole in the figure’s side and turned pleading eyes to his.
“If you really wish to serve me, you must taste of my blood,” he
said, “by doing so you are binding yourself to me and my purposes.
You will gain much in wisdom and abilities but in doing so you are
also swearing to serve me, even with the forfeit of your life be it
necessary. Do you wish to proceed?”

She nodded and did as she was bidden. She
seemed to grow taller and a thirst for knowledge grew within her. A
deeper understanding of things once hidden to mortal mind blossomed
in her heart. She had changed as much as the horse.

“Now,” said the figure,” I will tell you of
things long hidden to the race of men, things vital to your quest.
The demon of war, to whom your father nearly sacrificed you, was
once my greatest servant. But he desired things beyond his grasp
and made an attempt to supplant me as The Master of All. He was
banished from my presence and ever since has made war upon all that
is good and wonderful. He has claimed lordship over all creation
and still yearns for the power he cannot have. Until last night, he
had made little progress in his war against me, but last night
there came a breaking. Men, who had once lived in peace, have
heeded his call and some have broken away from me seeking the power
promised by their new master. Now all must decide whether to follow
him or me. None can sit this out. By stepping aside, they are
simply declaring themselves for him, if only by doing nothing. This
is war, a war that has raged since before the world began, there
can be no civilians. He will devour everything if all stand aside
and let him. I will only do so much. I am Master of all things, but
I have given all sapient creatures a choice, and upon that freedom
I will not trespass. They must choose what is right or what is
evil. I will not infringe upon their decisions for good or ill. If
they choose the right, I can assist them, but if they choose the
evil I can only stand aside and weep for their ill choices and dire
fate. That is why I could not interfere directly in the affairs of
last night. It is up to you, and those like you: my servants, to
pursue evil in whatever form or guise it takes and do what you must
to defeat it and to defend the innocent. You must spread word of
this through all lands and to all peoples. It will not be easy and
there will be great heartache along the way but you will never be
alone; it must be done or evil will consume the world and all
within it. Last night a deadly blow was dealt to my enemy, but he
is still lurking about and still very powerful. In the end, he will
be completely vanquished but until that final day, you are all that
stands between the world and devastation. A rent has been created
in the hearts of men. They will yearn for me and try to fill the
gap with all sorts of vain things. You must tell them the truth of
what you have seen. Last night, the innocence of man was lost, but
by my blood it can be healed.”

The girl had been held spellbound by the
tale. The light around the figure dimmed a little, just enough so
that she could make out his full form. She had glimpsed a
horse-like figure last night and this morning, but now saw him
fully, as if a fog had lifted. He was similar to the unicorn
standing at her shoulder, but taller and more terrible; his horn
and hooves were of gold and he glowed with the very light of the
sun.

“Your faithful steed will be the father of
the race of mortal unicorns and you shall be the first among a
great and future throng of my servants. I will hereafter withdraw
from wandering abroad in the world but I will be found by those who
seek me. Go forth and teach what you have been taught, fight evil,
and protect the innocent.” With that he seemed to glow brighter and
as the sun topped the head of the hill, vanished into the blinding
rays.

 



 


A Council of Wyrms

 


“Hello?”
came a sweet, small voice echoing into the depths of the cave, “Is
anybody there?”

Snorg grunted indignantly as he came awake a
year or two early from a rather long nap. “Go away,” said the
groggy green dragon, “I am trying to sleep and you are not helping
the matter.”

“Oh,” sighed the small voice, “I hoped to
find a dragon.”

“A dragon?” said Snorg in amusement,
“Whatever would you do with a dragon?”

A smile was heard in the little voice,
“mother said I could have a pet so I set out all by myself to find
a dragon.”

“A pet?” said the dragon, trying very hard to
conceal a laugh, “How would you keep a dragon as a pet?”

“Oh, I would chain him up in the backyard,”
squeaked the little voice in sheer delight.

“And what would you feed him?” asked the
dragon in growing amusement, sensing this to be a very young and
precocious child of the human variety.

“Grass of course,” said the little girl,
“they are green from all the grass they eat. We have lots and lots
of grass.”

The dragon would have been rolling on the
floor of his great cave in mirth had he not forced himself to be
polite, saying, “we must discuss this matter thoroughly of course
but are you not a little young to be running about alone? Your
parents must be beside themselves with worry. We shall discuss how
to properly capture a dragon as I escort you home.”

He crawled from his cave to find a very
miffed young lady before him, who scolded, “I am a BIG girl and can
take care of myself.”

The dragon said gently, “it is one thing to
be a big girl and quite another to be a good girl.”

The little girl looked quite nervous,
“oh.”

“Yes,” said the dragon, “a good girl, no
matter her size, would not disobey her mother. Size is of no matter
if you are not also a good girl.”

She nodded quite seriously and said firmly,
“you are right. I want to be a good girl too! What must I do?”

The dragon smiled, “you shall accompany me to
your house and on the way we shall discuss your dragon conundrum.”
She smiled and they walked slowly back to her house (by draconian
standards) but quite swiftly by her thinking. He said, “I am a
dragon.”

She said, “yes, but I do not think I can tie
you to the maple tree.”

The dragon laughed, “no but I would be
willing to be friends. Dragons do not take well to domestication.”
She gave him a confused look and he said, “we do not make good pets
but the best of companions.”

She laughed and said, “I want to be your
friend too.”

Suddenly the dragon stopped and sniffed the
air; it was heavy with the scent of burning wood. His sharp eyes
saw the cloud of smoke emanating from a point directly upon their
path. This could not be good. They walked on, the dragon ever on
the alert for some sign of danger. The Wilds were a terrible place
to raise a family, for danger lurked around every corner; the human
predators were worse than any creature of the forest depths. The
smoke grew thick as they came to the place where the girl’s home
had once stood. There was no sign of a living thing in the
farmyard, outbuildings, or surrounding countryside. He sighed
heavily, it looked as if the child was the sole survivor of her
intrepid family; her disobedience had inadvertently saved her
life.

She looked around in surprise, not quite
understanding what had happened, and queried in her birdlike voice,
“where are mamma and daddy? Where is my little brother? Little
brothers do not make good pets either, they are noisy and annoying
and you cannot tie them to the maple tree. Is it not a beautiful
tree Snog?”

He smiled sadly and said, “yes child, it is a
beautiful tree. Your family is not here anymore it seems. You must
come and stay with me for a time.”

“Really?” said she in delight.

Then her face fell, “you will not tie me to a
tree will you?”

He laughed, “no child, that I will never do,
at least if you try your best to be a good girl.”

She smiled contentedly but said, “mamma said
never to go off with strangers but I suppose it is alright since we
are friends already. Will my family miss me? Where are they? When
will I see them again?”

Snorg said sadly, “they are gone away,
perhaps forever. Certainly they shall miss you. Hopefully they are
in a happier place.”

She gave him a thoughtful look, “why did they
not wait for me?”

He said gently, “it was not yet your time to
go with them.”

“A happier place?” asked the girl, “Where
might that be? I thought there could be no happier place than our
cozy kitchen.”

The dragon asked, “did no one ever speak of
other places?”

She looked thoughtful for a moment and said,
“mamma sometimes spoke about some other country I think. Yes, when
granny went away, mamma said she went to the happiest country in
the whole world or even beyond it. Is that where mamma went?”

Snorg smiled, “if they know of that place and
how to get there, then I am sure that is where they have gone and
there they will wait for you one day.”

“How do I get there Snorg?” asked she, “I
think I shall miss them very much.”

Snorg smiled weakly, “you will certainly miss
them, but do not worry, they will miss you too. You must trust the
Master to find that country one day.”

She laughed, “I do, I do! Oh, it is not fair
that they all left me behind.”

Snorg smiled, “it perhaps seems unfair but
things are as they must be and we have to wait patiently until our
own turn comes to go to that wonderful place.”

She smiled, “good girls must be patient, so I
will be patient though it will not be easy.”

 


The sound of approaching hooves caught the
dragon’s ear as he turned his head suddenly to face the coming
onslaught, while he drew the child beneath him with one of his
great forearms. A half dozen horsemen galloped into the farmyard
but the second their horses caught sight of the dragon, they went
mad with terror and flung their riders to the ground. The men got
to their feet, and though shaking with fear, approached the
monster, their leader said, “what have you done? Caught in the act!
Is it war you want monster? Why destroy innocent folk for the mere
joy of it?”

The dragon looked at the man in astonishment
and then thought what the scene must look like to the newcomer: the
smoldering house with a dragon sitting before it. Snorg tried not
to laugh but said as respectfully as he could, “you are quite
mistaken sir. I would never commit such a crime.”

The man snorted derisively, “then who burned
the house? Do not tell me you do not have a ready source of
fire.”

The dragon yawned expansively, showing his
terrible teeth, and said, “if you will notice, the softer ground in
the area is trampled by numerous hooves, which suggests a large
party of mounted men. Dragonfire would have utterly consumed the
house and the ground upon which it sits had I been the culprit, and
as you can see there are still several upright beams and the ground
is quite unscathed. What have I to gain from such a crime? Whereas
bandits could certainly take what they want and flee, destroying
the house and perhaps the family with it for the sheer joy of
destruction.”

The man said, “that is certainly a convincing
argument but if true, what are you doing here?”

The dragon then drew forth the terrified
little girl and said, “she awoke me from a much needed nap and I
set out to return her home when I discovered she was gone with none
the wiser. What are you doing here?”

The man scratched nervously at the back of
his neck and looked at the ground, saying, “we saw the smoke and
gathered up as many men as quickly as we could to help but it seems
we came too late.”

“But the fun is only beginning,” snarled a
sinister draconian voice, as a small black dragon landed not far
from his much larger green conspecific.

“What are you talking about?” said Snorg,
with ill-contained menace in his voice, “What part have you in this
tragedy?”

“None,” said the black, preening himself like
a cat, then he smiled maliciously and said, “yet.”

“Be gone,” said the green as patiently as he
could, “enough evil has been done this day.”

The black scoffed, “you would defend these
miserable creatures from me? Your own kinsman?”

Snorg scoffed, “we are certainly not related,
unless we are very distant cousins. And yes, I will not allow these
poor little things to come to harm if I can help it.”

“Humph,” snorted the black in disgust, “they
are worse than rodents, all of them. Of what interest can that be
to you?”

Snorg said gravely, “it is a moral obligation
that the strong protect the weak from imminent harm.”

“Moral obligation indeed!” scoffed the
younger dragon, “You green dragons are all the same: always
preaching endlessly about goodness and all its disgusting cousins.
What proof have you that there is even such a thing as right and
wrong?”

Snorg said patiently, “has not the Master
written in upon the heart of every thinking creature? Is it not His
will that we abide by His laws?”

The black fell back laughing and finally
catching his breath, said, “the Master! Bah! If he even exists, he
certainly would never care about the miniscule affairs of mortal
beasts. You sound like one of the Brethren prattling on like that!
One would think you were not a thinking creature yourself! If your
perfect and loving Master is as you think him to be or even exists
at all, why is it that he allows his beloved creatures to endure
such horrors as lay before us? What has that wretched child done to
endure the loss of her entire family or what has her family done to
garner the wrath of the Master? Why are creatures such as myself,
selfish and evil to our core, allowed to endure while seemingly
decent folk perish?”

“That is an excellent question,” blurted out
the boldest of the men, “I never took the time to worry about
philosophy and all that, I had enough to do just eking a living out
of this wild land, but I think our late neighbors were about as
devout a bunch as could be found outside the Brethren. Is this how
your benevolent Master repays his own?”

The black dragon smiled in amusement and said
to the man, “there is hope for you yet my pathetic fellow.”

The man cowered back amongst his fellows in
terror after such a compliment from such a source. The little girl
watched wide-eyed but unafraid, as ‘Snog’ would certainly protect
her, not understanding but knowing something of great import was
being discussed. Undaunted, Snorg said, “you challenge my
conception of and the very existence of the Master based upon the
fact that the innocent seem to suffer unjustly while the truly
guilty endure for a time?”

“Exactly,” sneered the black dragon, “either
your Lord does not exist, he is not as powerful as you claim, he is
uninterested in mortal affairs, or he is some sort of malicious
fellow rather than love incarnate as you claim him to be, else such
affairs would not happen. Logically he should bless those who bless
him and curse those who curse him.”

Snorg replied, “there is certainly much evil
and suffering in the world, and much tragedy is endured unjustly
according to mortal reckoning. With that I cannot argue. However
your argument fails to address all that is good and lovely in the
world. What of that? If there were only sorrow and pain, I would be
forced to agree that perhaps the Master is powerless to stop it,
nonexistent, uncaring, distant, or himself malicious, but from
whence do such things as joy, love, and beauty spring if not from
some wonderful fount? If the Master does exist as I hold him to be:
loving, just, righteous, omniscient, and omnipresent, then there
had best be a logical explanation for the suffering and evil in the
world. And there is, but I think you have no such explanation for
the origins of everything, the source of evil and good, etc.” The
men looked intrigued while the black dragon looked quite annoyed;
the little girl was eagerly impatient, for she felt that a story
must soon be told. Snorg asked of the black, “and what is your
explanation my fine fellow?”

The black snorted in irritation, “you
certainly think that all sprang forth at the Master’s whim, but I
care little for myths about the origin of life and care not to
guess about things in which I have no part. I know what the world
is like and I content myself with that.”

Snorg snorted in amusement, “very convincing
that. You have very nearly converted me.”

The black sneered, “and what is your defense
as to why this little one must suffer so?”

The green dragon yawned greatly and said, “I
have no idea.”

The black dragon laughed heartily, “I rest my
case.”

“Not so fast,” said Snorg patiently, “I am
not the Master therefore I have no idea as to the reason why
certain things do or do not happen to certain individuals, but I
can explain somewhat why there is such a concept as sorrow in the
world.”

The black looked bored but eager to catch his
foe in embarrassment and said, “enlighten us then, the suspense is
horrifying.”

Snorg gave him a patient look and said, “as
far as I have understood, the world was once as we would all
imagine it to be: perfect, unspoiled, and wonderful. But something
happened to change all that. The Master gave each thinking creature
a will of its own; He gave each the choice of choosing to obey his
Maker or not. Some chose to rebel and this of course marred all
creation and sundered us from the Master.”

The black snorted derisively, “so why did
your precious Master not just destroy the offenders and begin anew
with creatures unable to rebel? Why leave a rotten and broken world
as we currently find ourselves inhabiting?”

Snorg continued, “again I cannot claim to
speak for the Master, but the short version can be summed up by one
word: love. He loves each of us so much that He would rather suffer
a ruined creation than utterly destroy all He had wrought. Why did
He give us the option to deny Him in the first place? If you have
no choice, you are not an independent thinking entity and nothing
more than one of the unthinking animals. You cannot have a
reciprocal relationship with an unthinking creature. You can have a
faithful and loving dog, but it is in no way the same thing as
having a loving and faithful human companion. I think the Master
wants that sort of relationship with each of us, but it is our
choice whether or not to return His love.”

“How can your perfect Master have a
relationship with a rebellious creature?” asked the black dragon
scornfully.

“He cannot,” said Snorg quietly, “He is
utterly perfect and cannot consort with His fallen creatures unless
they too are restored to some state of holiness. The price for
rebellion is justly death, but the price of justice has been met on
our behalf by the Master Himself. He who was immortal, eternal, and
perfect took on mortal form and allowed Himself to die on behalf of
each and every thinking creature that we may be counted perfect in
His sight and that our relationship to Him might be restored.”

“He is dead then,” said the black
triumphantly, “that is why he cannot aid his servants!”

Snorg sighed patiently and continued, “He was
dead but death cannot hold such as He! He overthrew the grave and
lives once more and has given us each the chance to know Him. Some
of us make excuses or flatly ignore His offer to our eternal
peril.”

The black dragon yawned and the men looked
flummoxed. The black said, “a lovely bedtime tale I am sure, but
you can proselytize all you want and you shall never convince me.
Even if I wanted to believe, I would not, for it takes all the fun
out of life. And what does it gain its adherents but an ascetic
life and yet they are still victims to the whims of nature and
men.”

The green dragon laughed deeply, “you are no
skeptic, you plainly deny the Master any influence in your life!
You delight in your debauchery and would not make such a sacrifice
even to ransom your soul. It is no dull and dreary life, but one
that is at last whole and full of purpose and meaning. Keep your
fickle amusements, but I shall not deny Him who makes me whole.”
The black dragon laughed menacingly before leaping into the air and
vanishing like a black rain cloud into the distance.

“You really believe all that?” asked the
skeptical man, once the monster had disappeared beyond sight, “Why
then are such as she allowed to suffer?”

The dragon looked at him firmly and said,
“because men have chosen evil over good and much suffering is the
result. There will come a time when all wrongs are righted and all
injustices cease, but the Master wishes that all have a chance to
come to Him willingly thus He allows men to live on for a time as
they choose, hoping they will turn their hearts to Him. We do not
understand why some innocents suffer and some evil men prosper, but
we must trust that all will one day be set aright.”

The man’s eyes were wide as he asked, “and if
they do not choose the Master?”

Snorg said grimly, “those that deny Him spend
all eternity without Him. If He is the source of all that is good
and wonderful, think what it must be like without the source of all
light and joy. It would be far worse than life without the
sun!”

“But if he loves us that much,” said another
man, “how can he allow any to perish?”

“He would not,” said the dragon, “but yet He
allows us the freedom to choose our eternal destiny. If He took
that choice away, again we would be nothing but unthinking
brutes.”

“It all seems so strange,” said a third man,
“but at the same time wonderful.”

“I do not have time for such flights of
fancy,” scoffed a fourth and a fifth nodded.

“I still do not understand,” said the last
man, “but I am certainly intrigued. What of the child?”

“I am going to live with Snog!” proclaimed
the girl ecstatically.

The men looked stunned, but before they could
offer a protest, the sound of approaching feet and breaking
branches announced visitors from the direction of the forest. All
were silent a moment in astonishment, when the little girl shrieked
in pure joy, “mama!”

She left Snorg’s protective custody and ran
into her rather astonished mother’s arms. Her father stood at his
wife’s shoulder and held the infamous brother by the hand. They all
looked with a combination of fear and awe upon the great dragon
that towered over the farmstead and their nearest neighbors.

“What happened?” gasped the first man, in
some amazement and with no little joy, “we were certain brigands
had torched the house and murdered the entire family.”

The woman sighed, but joy at the return of
her daughter tinged her voice, “it has been a very strange day.
First the horses broke loose and we spent the better part of the
morning chasing them around the yard. In the meantime, the girl
went missing and we abandoned the horses to find the missing child,
but in my haste I left the washing a bit too close to the hearth
and the boy pushed it even closer. It caught fire and it was all I
could do to escape the house with my son before the whole thing
went up in flames. There was nothing to be done for the house so we
continued to look for the child. We returned to find a dragon
sitting in the yard but thankfully our daughter as well.”

The first man said, “that is quite a tale of
tragedy yet not half so tragic as we had all assumed! We shall
certainly help you rebuild, you lost nothing that cannot be
replaced.”

The girl looked smilingly at her mother and
said of Snorg, “can I keep him?”

The woman looked at the dragon and then at
her errant child and said, “no, but I think he may visit from time
to time, will that suffice you?”

The girl sighed, “it is hard being a good
girl but I suppose it will have to do.”

Her mother eyed her suspiciously and the
dragon laughed. She bowed deeply to the dragon, “thank you for
returning my child, we are forever in your debt.”

The dragon shook his head, “certainly not
dear lady. It was my honor and privilege to escort her home. I
shall certainly drop by from time to time just to see how things
are going with you and yours as you have so kindly given me
permission. I am glad to see that no greater harm has come to you
than the loss of material possessions.”

The woman laughed, “and we can truly thank
the Master for that. I would offer everyone tea but my pot is lost
amongst the ruins of the house!” They all shared her relief and joy
and soon enough, with the help of the entire community, the house
was soon replaced. The dragon became a favorite among the locals
and a frequent visitor to the area. The black dragon watched and
laughed scornfully, awaiting the day when he would be big enough to
challenge the green dragon and perhaps win. Then he could safely
destroy the entire community just for the sheer joy of destruction.
His heart was not touched in the least by the green’s tale, but
many of the folk in the vicinity were moved and many gave their
hearts joyfully to the Master.




 


 A Family
Affair

 


The creature ran like the wind, only such an
elemental comparison would do, as no other beast upon four legs
could move like a unicorn. Over logs and streams, the creature took
to the air as if flying were his true mode of travel and when once
more he deigned to alight upon the earth, the smoothness and speed
of his movements made one think he was still borne aloft. The two
boys upon his back laughed with the pure exhilaration of youth and
speed. Finally the creature stayed his flight in a bright meadow.
The boys exchanged a few words, with the rearmost rider sliding
quickly from the saddle as the unicorn reared and screamed a
challenge. He was answered in the same manner, the boy yet astride
drew his sword as another mounted man entered the meadow, and all
was soon a swirl of clashing swords and plunging equine forms. The
second boy watched in stunned silence until the two combatants slid
panting and laughing from their saddles and embraced warmly, and
then beckoned for the amused spectator to join them.

The older man looked upon the pair with
delight and pride saying, “I would hardly be able to tell you two
apart even though Ryne is my own son!” The boys laughed and
exchanged a delighted grin at their respective uncle and father’s
words.

Bryant laughed, “it is a good thing then that
Ryne has joined the Brethren that you might now tell us apart.”
They laughed all the more and returned to their waiting saddles and
began the journey back to Astoria at a pleasant pace, exchanging
greetings and news upon the way.

Bryant was the crown prince of Albergia, but
had been sent by his father to Astoria to study two years ago that
he might be better prepared to rule when his own turn came. Upon
his arrival, he had been astonished to meet a boy about his own age
that was very nearly his own twin. He knew he had an aunt and uncle
among the Brethren but never knew they had a son, especially one
with so similar an appearance. Bryant’s mother was a native of
Astoria, who had caught the King’s eye one day as he had passed
through that country on a diplomatic tour of the East of the world;
upon returning to Albergia, the King had sent his younger brother
to make the necessary arrangements for a marriage with the charming
young lady. As it would happen, the young prince had himself been
enchanted by the bride-to-be’s sister and after all was settled
with the King and new Queen, Merrick had returned to Astoria and
married her sister.

It was something of a scandal at the time
that a prince would abandon his rank and title to marry a foreign
peasant, but after, little was said of the matter save that
eventually the pair had joined the Brethren and that the madman had
thereby forever given up any chance of rank, title, property, and
renown. What was not known in general, actually to none but the
King and Queen, was that Merrick had a son about the same time his
brother’s heir was born.

When Ryne was old enough, he had requested of
his parents that he might be allowed to attend classes with the
Brethren with the intent of joining them when he was of age. His
parents were delighted and told him of their own wish to join that
esteemed company but of their inability to do so until the boy was
old enough to choose his own future. So it was, that Ryne came to
live in Astoria and his parents took their Oath that very day. Two
years later, Ryne followed suit. Ryne had only been in Astoria for
a few months when his cousin arrived. All were amazed at the
resemblance and Merrick quickly wrote to his brother of the
likeness, as neither had ever before seen their respective nephews.
The boys were fast friends, and only Ryne’s Oath-taking a month
prior had ever caused a division between them. Now that Ryne was an
Apprentice of the Brethren, their lives began to diverge and take
radically different paths. For now, they could still attend classes
and spend their Free Day together, but soon Ryne would set out with
his Mentor upon his own adventures and Bryant would return to
Albergia to take his place at court. Today was perhaps their last
wild ride together.

But their pleasant ride back to the city was
cut short as both the unicorns suddenly stopped and pricked their
ears. The two Brethren exchanged a look and said as one, “the Lady
immediately requires our presence!” Bryant shook his head in
confusion and the unicorns resumed their journey with all speed.
When they entered the courtyard of the castle, Bryant was left
standing awkwardly after the hasty farewells of his companions as
the two hurried away to attend the Lady. Bryant wondered vaguely
what could be the emergency, before wandering off in search of
something to eat and less harried companions.

The two Brethren bowed themselves into the
Lady’s presence and stood before her, alongside Ryne’s mother and
one of the Messengers called Aven. Once all were assembled, the
Lady began, “I have just received word from the King of Albergia
that he is deathly ill with some slow wasting disease and fears he
will not live out the month. But what has him most concerned is
that he suspects some sort of plot against his life and throne. He
suspects some slow poison rather than a natural illness and has
asked our aid in this matter.”

Merrick asked, “is the prince to be
told?”

The Lady shook her head gravely, “alas I fear
not, for his father fears for his son’s life as well. He also knows
his son well enough to know he is likely to do something rash if he
learns of the matter. Therefore I am sending three of you to
straighten out this matter and see that Bryant has a secure throne
to assume upon his father’s death. Ryne, I must ask you to take
your cousin’s place until this matter is resolved.”

All were stunned at the proposal and Merrick
said in astonishment, “but Lady, should something happen to the
King, the boy might be asked to assume the throne and would that
not violate his Oath?”

The Lady smiled sadly, “he will be a King
only in name, in truth he shall merely be a place holder until his
cousin can safely take his place. This shall be a very dangerous
and delicate task, especially for one who is yet an Apprentice but
for the sake of Albergia and Bryant himself, this thing must be
done. Are you willing to assume the risk Ryne?”

The boy bowed deeply and said in tones of
reverence and fear, “my life is ever yours to command Lady.”

She smiled deeply and said, “then you shall
travel to Albergia in the guise of your cousin and take his
rightful duties upon yourself until this plot is ended. Aven shall
be your Mentor and protector, ever at your side to help you unravel
this riddle. Your mother shall have a place amongst the Queen’s
ladies. Merrick, you shall not be going, but as this is a family
matter I thought you should know of the situation. Helm, my Advisor
to the King of Albergia, shall also be there to aid you at need.
Under no circumstances is Bryant to know of this until all is
finished.” They bowed themselves from her presence, exchanged
hurried goodbyes with Merrick, and each quickly made ready for
their journey. Aven and Ryne set out together and the Queen’s
sister made her own way to Albergia to quietly take her place at
court.

As Ryne was preparing to leave, Bryant found
him in the stable and asked, “what is going on?”

Ryne said sadly, “I have been assigned a
Mentor and we leave immediately.”

Bryant asked, “where are you going?”

Ryne shook his head, “that I cannot say, but
it is a dangerous mission.”

Bryant smiled sadly, “why did you want to go
and be a Messenger? If you must be crazy enough to join the
Brethren, you could at least be wise enough to join the
Philosophers like your parents. It is much safer that way!” Ryne
smiled at his friend, knowing his complaints came from his concern
for his safety. They embraced and said their goodbyes, even as Aven
summoned his charge to be off. Bryant watched them go with a sad
smile on his face, wondering if he would ever see Ryne again.

 


The journey was swiftly made and there was
much rejoicing in Albergia at the return of the Prince. The people
loved their king dearly and were distressed over his illness, but
the return of the heir brought a little joy back into these
otherwise dark days. Once all the festivities and ceremonial
appearances were finally completed, the King and Queen summoned
Ryne and Aven to a private audience. They had been astounded at the
similarity of the cousins and quite pleased at the boy’s success in
all of the tasks set him thus far; no one suspected anything was
amiss. The king lay on his couch with the Queen standing beside
him. He greeted the boy warmly and thanked him profusely for
helping his family and Albergia in such a crisis. The boy bowed in
embarrassment and mumbled something about only doing his duty. Aven
asked after any suspicions or known treacheries surrounding the
King’s illness but he knew nothing more than that he was quite sure
he had been poisoned and that the traitor was still at large and
eager for the throne.

Two weeks later the King was dead. In her
grief, the Queen inadvertently sent a letter to her son, forgetting
that he knew nothing of the circumstances. Bryant received the
letter and read in grief, astonishment, and horror that his father
was dead and that his cousin had taken the throne for his own. In a
rage, he left Astoria immediately to reclaim what was rightfully
his. The Queen had not mentioned that there was a plot afoot nor
that Ryne was only posing, not intending to keep the appointment
indefinitely.

Ryne was astonished to go through all the
ceremony and pomp attending his Uncle’s demise and the ensuing
coronation and assumption of the throne. It was quite a surreal
experience but Aven was ever at his side to give him strength and
advice. The new king’s many advisors strongly recommended that he
distance himself from the man from Astoria, especially as he came
into his own, but Ryne was determined to have Aven at his side
until this riddle was unraveled. Those who had plotted against the
former King bided their time, chafing at the presence of one of the
Brethren so close to the neophyte King but also knowing that they
could do nothing for a time or the people’s suspicions might be
aroused. They knew not that their plot was suspected and that there
were those ever watching for some sign of their treachery, but for
now they were silent and therefore went undetected but when the
time was right, they would strike again. They had hoped the young
king would be malleable and open to their influence, but for one so
young he was quite stubborn and determined to rule justly, rather
than as his advisors might prefer, such as to their advantage. If
such had been the case, the boy might be allowed to live and to
rule, but as it was, he must be destroyed as had his father before
him. But they must wait their chance. However, something came about
to interfere with their carefully laid plans.

Ryne and Aven occasionally found the need for
a private word together, and not daring to trust such a delicate
discussion to the much traveled corridors of the castle, they
preferred to ride out alone when necessary. It was upon one such
foray that tragedy struck and all the plans of those plotting
against them were thrown into disarray. They were riding slowly
through the woods, discussing their mission and complete lack of
progress therewith, when the unicorns alerted them to mounted
strangers in the vicinity. Arrows rained down upon them and all
soon lay upon the ground. Aven’s mount had died and thus vanished
almost instantly. Ryne’s faithful companion lay upon the ground,
groaning and mortally wounded. The fall had rendered Ryne senseless
and Aven lay unmoving with two arrows in his back. Their attackers
rode into the clearing, smiled at the carnage, collected the
senseless King, and rode off leaving the rest for dead. Aven lay
half-conscious, aware of nothing but the pain in his back, but he
felt a gentle prodding at his shoulder. The pain vanished, as did
the shadows growing across his vision.

He found himself face to face with the
Master, Who said quietly, “ride back to the city and inform the
King’s advisors that he has fallen into the hands of bandits.”
Suddenly He was gone. Aven stood weakly and saw the unicorn
struggling to his feet. The pair exchanged a grim look, as it was
obvious, though the pain was gone, that the arrows still remained
embedded where they had struck. They both knew that once their
message was delivered that their own time was at an end. Aven
climbed aback Ryne’s unicorn and they rode back towards the city,
though both wanted to go after the boy, they knew that that was not
to be.

A few people gasped to see the man and beast
pass, injured as they were, but most in the bustling city hardly
noticed. The guards let them pass unquestioned as Aven was well
known to them, but they gaped in astonishment as the unicorn
collapsed and vanished as Aven dismounted. He watched sadly and
knew his own time was short. He sought out the King’s closest
advisors and greatest lords, once assembled, he said, “the King has
been kidnapped by bandits. We were overcome as we rode through the
woods this morning.”

One of the generals scoffed, “and you left
him to his fate?”

One of the lords groused, “have you any proof
or is this all some elaborate hoax or a plot you yourself have
hatched?”

Aven’s only answer was to tumble forward,
revealing the two arrows protruding from his unmoving form. The
assembled lords gasped in amazement and one grumbled to the waiting
servant, “fetch Helm and have him dispose of his comrade’s
remains.” The others drew together to discuss what was to be done
about the missing King. Those plotting against the King wondered
what this would mean to their own plans. They could not be seen as
lax in their search for his Majesty but neither were they pleased
that others were trespassing upon their territory. They discussed
with their innocent comrades but were desperate to get away and
discuss the matter privately amongst themselves.

 


Ryne awoke in great pain and confusion and
grief. He had seen the others fall, could no longer sense his
unicorn, and knew them all to be dead. But soon the pain overcame
even his grief as his captors desperately tried to make him speak.
There was a hooded man there who demanded to know all that was
passing in the court of Albergia and what his own role was. Ryne’s
only answers were to scream or groan in agony as his captors
pressed him for answers. Then, gasping for air and dizzy with pain,
his agonized mind saw Aven standing quietly before him. He could
not speak for wonder at seeing such a figment, but Aven said, “you
may tell them all, for it is your cousin who has taken you, and to
him now falls the mission.”

Aven vanished and Ryne finally gasped out, “I
am ready to speak but to your leader alone will I do so.”

The hooded man dismissed his cronies and
laughed darkly, “it is about time fool! Why did you lie to me and
take my rightful place?”

Ryne said dazedly, “I forgive you Bryant, for
all you have inflicted upon me.”

Bryant gasped, “how did you know?!”

Ryne pressed on even as his strength failed,
“your father was murdered by men unknown and he feared for you and
all Albergia. He asked that I be sent to take your place until the
plot was uncovered, that you might assume the throne in safety and
peace…” His words trailed off and his head dropped to his chest as
death took him. Bryant’s heart was frozen in horror, guilt, and
sorrow as he was overwhelmed by the veracity of his cousin’s words.
He had felt himself betrayed and vowed vengeance, but it was for
Bryant’s sake that Ryne had risked everything, only to die in agony
at the hand of the one he had given all to protect. The irony was
tragic.

Bryant suddenly saw Aven standing beside him,
yet another man he had murdered for no good cause. Aven said
quietly, “there is ever hope and forgiveness in the Master. The
great lords and advisors of Albergia know the King has been taken
by bandits, I was sent to tell you both these things.”

Bryant asked quietly, “there is yet hope for
my throne?”

Aven shook his head, “I speak of eternal
hope, hope for your soul, which is of more value than any number of
thrones. What hope there is for mortal affairs, I know not. But
seek healing for your blighted soul in the Master’s grace and
mercy.”

Suddenly he was gone and Bryant was alone
with his grief, but he knew his hired thugs were nearby and lest
disaster ensue, he must keep up appearances. He yelled loud enough
for his mercenaries to hear, “cut the wretch down and hide his
carcass in the woods.” As much as he wished to give his murdered
friend a proper burial, it would not be in keeping with his persona
as leader of a murderous band, but neither could he associate with
such criminals afterwards, either. They disposed of the body, and
after paying them well, he dismissed them that he might grieve and
seek solace for his fractured soul.

 


He vanished into the depths of the forest,
and what anguish of heart and mind pursued him thither none can
say, but there he mourned and begged the Master’s forgiveness for
all the evil he had wrought. There he found healing, though ever it
was a deep and abiding wound that remained all the rest of his
days, though he was not without hope, peace, and the ever present
joy of the Master’s healing. He donned his hood once more, that he
might not be recognized, and made his way back into the city
wondering how to proceed. The news of the King’s abduction had set
the Kingdom into an uproar and the Lords and Queen Mother had all
they could do to keep order. Search parties were sent out but
nothing was ever found.

Bryant presented himself to the gate guards
and asked if he might see the Brethren’s Advisor to the King. The
guards asked for a name and the boy said, “I am the cousin of an
apprentice of his acquaintance called Ryne.” The guards shook their
heads at this strange man who would not show his face nor give his
name but the message was passed along. Helm was not considered a
very important person else he might never have received such a
summons but no one worried about inconveniencing such an inglorious
personage. Knowing full well who this visitor must be, Helm hurried
to the gate and immediately took charge of the young prince. The
guards shook their heads in wonderment but allowed the boy to
pass.

Once alone, the prince told his full,
horrible tale. Helm was silent in horror and amazement and said,
“perhaps we can use this to draw out those plotting against your
father, though what is to follow I know not.”

The boy’s mother and aunt were summoned and
Bryant had to explain to Ryne’s mother how her son had died by his
direction. She withdrew weeping, but said quietly as she did so,
“this is news to rend my heart, but know that I forgive you, if
only by the Master’s strength.”

Bryant’s own tears were renewed with these
words as he watched the heartbroken woman withdraw. His own mother
looked upon him with some combination of horror and grief but said,
“how are we to finish what your cousin gave his life to begin?”
They talked long until a plan was drafted, now all that could be
done was to hope the villains would be drawn to the bait. A letter
of ransom was produced and delivered to the greatest of the Lords
of Albergia. It demanded literally a King’s ransom for the return
of the King but also hinted that other arrangements perhaps might
be made. A place was appointed and it was asked that only three
representatives come and that they come alone, else the perpetrator
would fail to appear. The lords talked long amongst themselves but
finally three were appointed with the power to negotiate with the
villain.

They appeared at the appointed inn at the set
time and the hooded villain appeared when he knew them to be alone.
Said the first lord, “what is it you want?”

The villain replied, “perhaps the better
question is what are you after? Ere the King died, there was some
talk of a plot against him. Now that I have the new King, perhaps
the plot still ensues and I would have my part in it. That is, if
we can come to a mutual agreement.”

The three exchanged a look and a dark smile
and their leader said, “I would love to know how you came by this
knowledge but so cunning a mind must be congenial to ours. We are
they who murdered the late King and seek the demise of the new. If
you could arrange for his permanent disappearance, we would be most
grateful and are willing to pay handsomely for the attainment
thereof.”

Asked the hooded man, “are there others
involved in this plot? I would know that I have dealt with them all
that there be no discord between us.”

The first spoke, “we three are those who
plotted against the King. Know that by speaking to us, you have
spoken to us all.”

“That is all I needed to know,” said a grim
voice from behind them. Helm stood and revealed himself from the
stack of crates behind which he had been hiding. He continued, “you
are under arrest for the murder of the King and plotting against
the crown prince.”

Snarled the first, “how did you find us out?
Where is the new King?”

Bryant removed his hood and said, “you look
upon him.” The men would have fought, but they found themselves
outnumbered as a dozen guards also revealed their presence. They
gave up without a fight and were led away to face trial. Said
Bryant sadly as the traitors were led away, “now what shall come of
my reign? I am far guiltier than they, for they murdered one man, I
killed four thinking creatures and one brutally!”

Helm said quietly, "that the Lady must
decide."

"In the meantime," said Bryant sadly, "there
is one thing we must attend to." The Lady was sent for and while
they waited, Bryant led them to the place where Ryne had fallen.
They found the bones scattered and the once rich clothes tattered
by the scavengers come to prey on the corpse. They buried Ryne in
the Pauper's cemetery beside Aven, his mother and Helm sang the
Brethren's ancient song of mourning over the grave. Bryant wept,
"should we not erect some sort of memorial or at least a
marker?"

Ryne's mother smiled sadly through her tears,
saying, "it is not our way. The story shall live on as Ryne himself
lives on in the Master's bright country." She turned her face and
wept at being so sundered from her son. The Lady herself arrived
not long after, leaving Astoria for the first time in memory to
settle this dreadful affair. Merrick came with her and was
devastated by the tale, but did his best to comfort his grieving
wife. Bryant was miserable during the whole affair, knowing himself
forgiven by both the Master and those who loved Ryne best, but
wishing to face the justice he knew he deserved. Murderer though he
be, they did not forget him in their grief and tried as they could
to encourage and console him.

Finally, all was ready for the trial of the
traitors against the crown and also for the revelation of the full
tale. The villains behind the plot pled guilty; it was a simple
tale of greed and lust for power. The surprise came to all who
heard Bryant's part in the tale for the first time. This man was to
be their King? Bryant himself felt the same and said as the tale
drew to a close, "Lady, whatever justice demands let me pay, but in
no way can I ever rule this people. Let another more worthy of the
title ascend the throne."

One of the lords came forward and said, "the
boy speaks truly my Lady, the people will never accept such a man
as their King, it would be worse than had the villains accomplished
their plot! Let the King's brother assume the throne as he is the
rightful heir!"

Merrick, with tears in his eyes at the plight
of his nephew and grieving both his son and brother said, "I cannot
assume the throne for I am bound to the Brethren!"

The Lady talked quietly with Merrick's wife
and then said, "for the sake of the peace of Albergia, it would be
best if you did so Merrick, at least until a proper replacement is
found. You must lay aside your Oath and take up your brother's
throne."

Merrick was aghast but his wife nodded sadly.
He gasped, "can I truly do such a thing without imperiling my
soul?"

The Lady smiled sadly, "you are not breaking
Oath my friend, you are simply laying it aside for duty calls you
elsewhere. You may take it up again one day if such is your wish,
once the Kingship is passed to a worthy heir."

He sighed, nodded, and said, "it shall be as
it must Lady." He knelt beside his wife, before the Lady and all
Albergia and there laid aside his Oath and was crowned King of
Albergia. Bryant wept to think how much he had cost so many out of
pure selfishness and thoughtlessness.

With a tear in her eye, the Lady said to
Bryant, "you had best come back to Astoria and there we shall
discuss what justice means." The boy nodded, wiped the tears from
his eyes, and made his farewells to those he had so grievously
wronged. The people saw him led away, a seemingly resigned prisoner
of the Brethren and they were content to know that he would be
dealt with justly.

The grieving Bryant was nearly desperate to
have it all over and done with; he felt his guilt and sorrow were
near to undoing him. Finally, as they came within sight of Astoria,
the Lady took him aside and said, "justice demands your life.
Either you must go to the headsman or give up your life in service
to the Brethren." He stared at her as if she were mad. But she was
deadly serious and he knew it. He thought the axe would be a relief
but then thought how much of a waste that would be, especially when
Ryne and Aven had given their lives for this cause and he had taken
their service from the Lady. Merrick and his wife had also been
lost to the Brethren by his rash deeds. He was only one man, but he
would give back a little of what he had wantonly taken rather than
spill more needless blood even though it was his own. He knelt that
day before the Lady and spent the rest of his life in service to
the Brethren and the Master, and finally his heart was at
peace.

Merrick and the Queen were astounded to find
themselves parents once more, especially within a year of the
events here recorded. While little Aven would never replace his
lost brother in his parents' hearts, he brought joy and hope back
into the lives of many, especially the aggrieved people of
Albergia. His cousin Bryant was delighted when the royal couple
brought him to visit Astoria on a tour of state, but his tears of
remembrance over what had been did not escape the Lady nor his aunt
and uncle. The boy grew into manhood and once he was wise enough
and old enough, his father passed on the crown of Albergia and he
and the late Queen returned to Astoria and resumed their service
with the Brethren.

 





A Fool Propheteth Little

 


“You must go,”
said a wondrous voice to the sleepy Gorman, who blinked his eyes in
astonishment to see a great unicorn standing in the midst of his
tiny bedroom. He threw himself flat upon the bed and quivered in
terror and delight. The Master continued, “you must go to Sinravere
and tell them that doom shall surely come upon them unless they
repent of their evil and turn back to the ways of love and
justice.”

Gorman stuttered, “me? Could you not send one
of the Brethren? Is this not their appointed task? Who am I to do
this thing? Sinravere? They deserve utter destruction! They are the
very incarnation of evil! They sell their own children for slaves
and execute the innocent simply for the amusement of watching them
die! There is no justice, save for the rich and powerful! They
would kill me the instant I dared open my mouth!”

The Master shook His head grimly and the
light about Him intensified ten fold as He said with a voice, sharp
as a knife, “are you any less My servant than one of the Brethren?
I am sending you. Now go!” Then He was gone.

Gorman sat up in bed and shivered, what was
he to do? It should be a job for one of the Brethren, not a poor
man such as he! He sighed as he got out of bed and began to dress,
thinking frantically. He would go all right, but perhaps not as the
Master expected. Sinravere was a five day ride to the south. He
would hop on his mule and ride north as fast as the poor beast
could manage. He smiled happily to himself and went to saddle the
mule.

Gorman was quite pleased with his success, it
was nearly two weeks since that dreadful vision and he was very
nearly into the heart of the Northern Wilds; he seemed to have
escaped his dreadful task. Suddenly the mule went mad, braying and
bucking with all his strength. Gorman lay in a bruised heap on the
ground, cursing about unruly beasts, when a shadow darkened the
glade and a great hand engulfed him. He fainted with terror and
awoke to find himself chained to a wall in the dark, dank depths of
a cave. He heard a movement nearby and two coal red eyes flamed in
the darkness, “awake then wretch?” Gorman fainted again, much to
the irritation of the black dragon into whose clutches he had
fallen.

The creature’s eyes watered, his nose itched,
and he barely managed to turn his head aside as he sneezed,
narrowly avoiding Gorman’s drooping form with the great gout of
fire that burst forth with his sneeze. He would not allow the
creature such an easy death, but then he really did not have this
strange problem before he had come into possession of the little
imp. He hoped the vermin was not a carrier of some vile disease.
The dragon waited patiently and occasionally splashed water on the
fainted wretch. Finally, Gorman roused again and at last the dragon
could taunt and terrify the brute with his own impending death. The
dragon took much delight over the next two days sharpening knives
and various implements of torture within sight and sound of the
pathetic creature and describing in detail how each would be used
upon his person during his own imminent demise.

Gorman was in a state of terror and panic the
entire time, and finally in despair he cried out to the Master,
“rescue me from this doom! I, like a fool, disobeyed and ran from
you. Leave me not to this living death!”

The dragon sneezed again, this time quite
violently, and he growled, “I have been sneezing like this, each
time worse than the last, since the moment I took you into my
keeping. Enough is enough! I cannot go on like this!” Knowing his
doom was finally upon him, Gorman prepared to die. But instead the
dragon unchained him, snatched him again into his great fist, and
took wing. He left the pathetic little wretch upon a dark road with
the lights of a distant city brightening the horizon. He laughed
darkly, “the denizens of Sinravere will be more than happy to kill
you as I would like, but I cannot do it for I seem to be allergic
to you and dare not spread your vile entrails about my lair and
irrevocably contaminate my cave!”

He took wing and from that moment on sneezed
no more. Gorman sat up and shivered at his strange release and
wasted no time in thanking his Maker for the timely rescue. The
lights of Sinravere shone before him and he knew thither he must
go. He drew himself wearily to his feet and made his way to the
despotic city. He still thought they deserved whatever doom the
Master felt inclined to deal out, but he dared not disobey any
longer and trudged resignedly into town.

Sinravere was one of the largest cities in
the world at the time and certainly the most hedonistic and
despotic. There was no rule of law, only the powerful and rich were
safe in such a place and they preyed upon all weaker than
themselves with impunity. Nothing was forbidden and the most brutal
and heinous crimes and activities abounded therein. Even the
Brethren dared not go into that vile town openly, for theirs would
be a slow and agonizing death were they found out. But thither did
Gorman go to denounce their evil and warn them of what would come
of it unless they turned back to the ways of justice. He came into
town in the midst of some dark festival, for the roads were crowded
with people drunken with excitement and wine and perhaps under the
influence of more dangerous substances as well. All wore fantastic
and revealing costumes and reveled in the streets. The music was
brash and the crowds seemed eager for violence or riot at the
slightest provocation. And into this maelstrom Gorman reluctantly
went. Stunned silence ensued as eyes caught sight of the ragged,
exhausted man who climbed atop a wine cask, with arms aloft.

When all eyes were fixed on the man, none
friendly, and all were silent, Gorman began halfheartedly, “the
Master has warned that doom shall fall upon this vile city and all
its inhabitants unless you turn from your ways and seek again the
paths of justice and righteousness.”

His message delivered, Gorman jumped down
from the barrel and tried to vanish into the crowd, but a strong
arm grabbed him and bore him aloft as one voice after another began
to cry out, “what is this you say?”

“Come man, are you drunk?”

“Can it be true?”

All over the city, fear and dread broke out
among the inebriated citizens and soon the King himself was
troubled by such thoughts.

The terrified Gorman was brought before the
King and repeated his simple message. The aggrieved King burst out
in terror, “what a strange prophet this is! But I know in my heart
that his words must be true! Summon all the people together! Let us
turn from our evil ere it is too late!”

So the people were gathered and the matter
discussed. Gorman, much to his astonishment and disgust, was
quietly forgotten. He sighed, at least that dismal task was done
and he was none the worse for it. As he crept from the town, he
heard the people mourning and crying out in the streets and
beseeching the Master for mercy. He shook his head in amusement,
knowing such as these could not be acceptable to the Master nor
would their feigned repentance last. Their doom would certainly
come upon them. Amused at the thought, he left town and climbed a
great hill overlooking the city. There he found a comfortable spot
to await the impending doom of the heathens below.

The sun rose and the wind grew hot and Gorman
very uncomfortable. The sounds of mourning and grief went on
unabated below and Gorman grew impatient. Where was the disaster?
Certainly it must come soon. In his boredom, he caught sight of a
young rabbit nibbling a tender shrub and thought how cute and
vulnerable the little creature was. For over an hour he watched the
bunny, enchanted, until a hawk stooped out of the sky and bore the
poor thing aloft with a great shriek of triumph. Gorman was
horrified at the cruelty of the bird and could not help but weep a
little for the rabbit.

Then he turned his eyes back to the city in
the vale below and wondered how much like the hawk would be the
coming of doom upon the evil denizens of that place. He smiled
maliciously in anticipation. Suddenly he was throwing himself to
the ground once more upon sensing that terrible and glorious
Presence that was the Master. At last it had come! The Master’s
voice held great disappointment as He said, “what is this? I draw
you from the brink of a horrible death yet you anticipate the
demise of an entire city! You pity a rabbit more than any of the
blighted souls in the valley below!”

Gorman gasped out, “are you not going to
destroy them?”

The Master sighed sadly, “child you are slow
to understand! My mercy is not for you alone but for all who cry
out for it and this they have done. I will stay My hand, for they
have reneged their evil and shall now dwell and act justly in all
things. You should rejoice at their salvation as much as at your
own.”

Gorman shook his head in consternation, “but
it is justice to destroy such as they! I am a good man and deserve
rescue. They are nothing but evildoers.”

The Master asked quietly, “how is it you are
any more worthy of rescue than they? Has not My blood atoned for
the sins of all? What man has the power to rescue his own soul? Who
is good besides Me? Who are you to judge another? You can no more
rescue yourself from your own evil than you could free yourself
from the clutches of the dragon. Think well on this child or ignore
it to your own destruction.” Suddenly the Master was gone and
Gorman was left alone on that hill, and lost a very long time in
quiet thought.




 


A Learned Mind

 


Zaria
stared in wonder at all the beauty about her; she loved spring and
everything that attended it from the new life and returning birds
to the unveiling of the forest’s verdure. She knelt and examined a
flower peeping out of the new grass, the first of the season. A
thrush sang overhead and a butterfly lazily winged its way through
the lush growth. She said a silent prayer of thanks to the
earth-mother for her blessings, though her village often disputed
whether or not such prayers could ever be heard. That the earth was
a bounteous and benevolent, though sometimes harsh and severe,
mother was not questioned, but whether or not there was any
conscious thought on her part or whether she cared for human
opinions was quite another matter entirely. The earth-mother
provided everything mankind could ever want and then when life
ceased, each entered again into the sacred rhythm of life: death
always giving place to new life like flowers after the last
snow.

She sighed, it would be nice if the
earth-mother actually cared for her children; Zaria did not like
the idea of a benevolent but dumb or distant mother, like a
mistress who left food out occasionally for the dog but otherwise
cared little about her pet’s concerns. She wanted a goddess who was
ever near, personal, and cared for each of her children. She left
her study of the flower, now in a grimmer mood than ever the
glorious day was meant to entertain. She passed deeper into the
shade of the woods, for it suited well her brooding thoughts. As
she walked, she thought that she should be content to be provided
with her daily needs and why should she desire anything else?

She watched a black thrush flit suddenly into
a nearby tree and heard the harried peeping of many small voices.
Zaria laughed at this revelation. The animals were content to raise
their young, live day to day, and then die at their appointed time,
but mortal man aspired to have purpose and meaning and love. The
thrush cared not about its young ones once they were safely out of
the nest but a mother loved her children all the days of her life!
She wanted the earth-mother, if mother she was, to be like her own
mother. How could she ever be indebted to and love something as
careless of her grown offspring as the thrush? But if she were such
a caring mother, why was she distant and indifferent to her
children? Perhaps the earth-mother was enough for the thoughtless
beasts but what of the more demanding children of men? How could
men be wiser than she who succored them in thought and temper?
Surely there must be an answer.

A sudden flash of white in the underbrush
caught her attention and she followed quickly after the fleeing
creature. She came suddenly into a small glade where the sun was
bright upon the flower-strewn grass and there grazed a unicorn, as
if the whole forest were his and he cared not that one wandering
daughter of men impinged upon his luncheon. She went to her knees
in awe and astonishment, for never before had she glimpsed
something so beautiful or mysterious. She looked into the boundless
depths of those eyes and knew here was a creature far wiser and
nobler than the best of her race. She was not surprised when the
creature spoke, for she certainly had strayed into a dream and
nothing in this ethereal otherworld could be counted as strange.
The great beast said, “so you come to realize that one should not
be content to worship the house but should perhaps thank the
builder?”

She nodded dully, as if in a trance but not
quite understanding his meaning. He continued patiently, “the
reason you are not content with your earth-mother is because the
earth is not your mother but your home. It is I that am Author of
all life and none are content without Me. The earth is a feckless
thing that nourishes your physical being and perhaps inspires the
soul with a brilliant sunset or a moonlit wood, but only because it
too is My handiwork, though marred by human folly. It is Me you
seek and none else. Will you have Me?”

She smiled then, not knowing who or what this
creature was, but knowing deep within her being that he spoke truly
and was far more real than her imagined earth-mother ever could be.
She said in a small, trembling voice, “you are perhaps the Lord of
the Woods or the God of growing things?”

He reared then and pawed the air in
amusement, and said as his feet again touched the earth, “this
glade is but the smallest part of My handiwork. I am the Master of
All, meaning absolutely everything that is, was, or ever shall be.
I can fit the Universe in My pocket child.” For a moment she
thought to glibly mention that such was impossible, for he
certainly had no pockets, but the wiser part of her mind kept her
from speaking with such irreverence in his presence, though he
seemed to know the vagrant thought was in her mind for he gave her
a patient look.

She reddened, He seemed more amused than
insulted and continued, “humanity’s greatest failing is an
inability to look beyond the present, beyond the physical, to all
that which they cannot see, touch, or imagine. That is why they do
not trust fully in Me and why they are bold enough to think that
they can do things better on their own.”

Her eyes widened, “there is more than this
lovely wood and the rolling meadows and the rumors we hear of towns
and even cities in lands far away?”

He laughed and all the wood shared His
merriment, “I am the Master of all the starry host, of worlds
beyond your comprehension or imagination; I know each wandering
thought and idle activity of every creature in every sphere of
creation. Come and I will show you but a glimpse of those things
which mortal mind oft fails to comprehend.”

She stood and cautiously placed a shaking
hand on his great shoulder, suddenly the world shifted around them
though they stood still as statues. They found themselves upon a
great rocky height overlooking a green expanse of forest more
verdant than anything Zaria had ever dreamed. The air was alive
with scents exotic and sweet while a chorus of voices, avian and
otherwise, filled the air with a chaotic and wild hymn. A river
flung itself heedlessly over the cliff beside them in a cataract of
impossible blue. The world spun again and this time they stood in
an ancient wood, silent as a tomb and almost as dark for the
density of the foliage far over their heads supported by the boles
of trees bigger around than any pillar of human make. Again and
again the world lurched and each time a scene more beautiful and
amazing than the last met them before the next suddenly revolved
into being.

They found themselves upon strange and stony
shores, in the very depths of the ocean where all manner of alien
creatures lurked, they walked amidst the sunset clouds upheld by
nothing but the mist, they saw the moon rise on a dead and rocky
sphere far from Zaria’s native sun, they saw places and things
beyond comprehension or name, and finally they came to a place more
wonderful than words can describe. Tears of joy filled the girl’s
eyes and a feeling of finally coming home, but utter despair
wracked her being as they suddenly fled from that glorious place to
find themselves again in the sunny little glade. She could not help
it, for she felt her heart would burst asunder if she did not find
some comfort, thus she threw her arms around the great arching neck
of this strange and terrible being who knew too much and had
brought all into being. She wept into His silky coat and instead of
pushing her away in derision, He leaned closer and allowed His
peace to wash over her stricken heart. Her tears subsided and she
said in a quavering voice, “so many wonderful and strange things!
But alas I shall never be happy again until I look upon that land
of which I had only a glimpse. Why does my heart ache so when I
have not known that place yet know that I should?”

He said gently, “child you have glimpsed that
which once did belong to your race but the stubborn pride of your
fathers wrested it from your grip. Your heart has not forgotten,
though it is buried deep under careless thoughts and temporary
cares and pleasures. It lurks within each human heart, this
yearning to be whole, that this mode of existence is not truly that
for which you were made. One day I shall restore all to its proper
form and function but for now your race wanders lost in this broken
mortal sphere. Your heart knew itself to be home and yearned above
all else to dwell there forever, but it is not yet your time to
leave your current abode but one day you shall come to Me and never
again be sundered.”

“But how may I attain that lovely land?”
asked she with the guilelessness of a child.

He laughed then for joy and said, “I am the
door to that pleasant land, but it is not the country itself you
seek but He who is King of it and all else, for none are complete
without Me. Your soul weeps within you that you have lost again
that for which you were made, but fear not, for I am what you seek
and none else. That country is not yet yours to attain but I am
ever to be found by those that seek Me.”

“What must I do?” asked the girl in eagerness
and fear.

He said, “believe that I am indeed what I
claim and that there is none else besides Me who is lord of all
creation and beyond. But you must not only believe but also obey,
for even My enemies believe in Me. I shall ask much of you child
and it is no easy path, but I shall surely give you more than you
can even imagine in return. You traverse a broken sphere full of
many dangers, enemies, and sorrows and from these you will not be
spared, but I shall give you strength to go on if you will but
trust Me and be patient. Things may not be accomplished as you
would have them nor in the time you would hope, but all is
accomplished according to My will and in its own proper time. It is
no small thing I ask. I want your entire being dedicated entirely
to My service; this is not to say that you will not make mistakes
or occasionally lose heart, but as long as you continue to strive
in My name then you have nothing whatsoever to fear and in the end
all shall be more than worth the effort.”

Her eyes were wide with fear and amazement
but she said, “I still do not understand but I am yours if you will
have me?” He smiled and the world for a moment seemed to grow all
the more beautiful.

 


She ran home more excited than she had ever
been in her entire life and could not wait to tell her parents all
that had come to pass. They sat over supper and eyed her
thoughtfully, not quite believing her fantastic story. Her mother
said when all was accomplished, “Zaria perhaps you should wear your
hat on these very sunny days? I do not think the heat does you any
good.”

Her father said gently, “your mother is right
sweetheart, for such dreams often follow a day out in the
heat.”

She broke into tears, “but it is true, all of
it!”

Her father took her in his arms and carried
her off to bed, all the while whispering condolences in her ear.
She cried herself to sleep and in the morning dutifully went about
her chores but her heart was not in it. Had it all been a dream? It
had been more wondrous and real than anything in waking life; it
could not have been imagined. Could it? Her chores finished, she
wandered in the woods near the house, looking for the hope she had
felt only the day before. She sat upon a stump and wept bitterly,
feeling as if her heart might break. “Is your faith that small,
child?” squawked a magpie sitting on a branch just above her head.
She looked up in surprise and the bird seemed to laugh, “less than
a day has passed and already you are on the verge of forsaking Me
simply because others will not believe you? You must know deep
within your heart that I am real, more real than even the world
about you, and let nothing shake that belief. But it is not easy
trying to convince friends and family, especially while yet a
child. A prophet is not without honor, save perhaps in his
hometown. I will take you somewhere that you might learn more of
Me, that your faith not die for lack of water.”

She looked at him and smiled, “I thought you
were a unicorn?”

He laughed, “that is but one guise in which I
might appear to mortal men. If I have a true form, what sense would
it make to one of your race? If you could even look upon such and
live!”

She asked, “how can you spare the time to
speak to a weeping girl when there must certainly be other matters
throughout all creation that are greater than I?”

He smiled, “and who says those other matters
are neglected? I am here, yet I am everywhere. Time and space mean
nothing to Me. I am at all places at all times, there is nothing
too small to escape my notice, especially one of my distraught
children. Now will you linger on here in doubt and fear and
eventually forsake Me for lack of encouragement from your friends
and family, or will you come away with Me to a place where hope
abides?”

She asked, “but what of my family? I would
have them know about You as well! I would not keep such joy to
myself alone.”

He laughed, “I have other servants and will
send one to speak to this ignorant people. But it is not yet your
task to teach others for you yet know nothing yourself. Come.”

She nodded and suddenly the bird hopped from
the branch onto her shoulder, and again the world spun around her.
They stood on a little rise overlooking a fertile valley that was a
patchwork of fields and pasture. Beyond it lay a small city (quite
grand to Zaria’s bucolic eyes) with a modest castle in its midst.
The magpie sat on her shoulder and said, “here you shall learn that
which you must and then you may travel the world and do much in My
name. Farewell child, but I am ever with you!” He leapt into the
air and suddenly vanished from sight.

She looked about her at the strange country
and thought she had best make for the city if she were to arrive
ere dark. It was a lovely country and the folk therein were quite
friendly, even to a strange girl upon the road. The guards upon the
gates greeted her warmly and did not hinder her passing into the
city proper, where she gawked like a child at the beasts in a
traveling menagerie. Quite shyly she tried to make her case known
at the castle gates but it took three attempts before she managed
to speak loudly enough and clearly enough that she might be
understood.

Once they took her meaning she was quickly
admitted and just as swiftly introduced to life in Astoria. Her
case was quickly brought to the attention of the Lady of Astoria,
who listened to her tale with fascination; few were those in the
mortal world who could claim to have seen the Master in physical
form! The girl knew little of geography or the world beyond her
village but with a little help from some knowledgeable in that
area, they were quickly able to locate her wayward village and the
Lady promised to send one of her servants immediately to the little
hamlet to speak to them of the Master and His ways.

 


Karil rode forth immediately for the small
village of Golic, lost somewhere in the Northern Wilds, from whence
the strange girl had suddenly appeared. She wondered what this
peculiar little hamlet would think of her tales and the sudden
disappearance of one of their young ones. It would be interesting
to confront a true community of earth worshippers. Few were the
folk in these latter days who had not at least heard of the Master
of All. Many folk certainly denied, refused, or ignored Him for
their own reasons, but very few were currently involved in nature
worship at this point in the world’s history. The journey was made
swiftly, but not so quickly that the girl’s parents had not worried
themselves near to death at the sudden disappearance of their only
child. Evening was falling as Karil entered the village and the
townsfolk eyed her curiously, for there had been few strangers here
in the past fifty years and fewer of their own folk had ever left
the village. It was as isolated and remote a spot as one could
still find south of the Frigid Wastes far to the north. She rode up
to the inn, dismounted, and asked her mount to await her return.
She entered the inn and was soon followed by a dozen curious
village folk.

The innkeeper put down the mug he had been
wiping and said in wonder, “amazing! We rarely have visitors from
the Outlands! Welcome my lady, welcome indeed! Though I am afraid
you find us all a bit off at the moment for a great tragedy has
befallen our poor village: one of the local girls has quite
suddenly gone missing and has the whole place in an uproar.”

Karil smiled and said, “fear not, your
missing child is quite safe even though she has vanished as you
say. For she is the reason I am come.” The hitherto silent
villagers suddenly broke into a chorus of disbelief and
astonishment, asking questions one atop the other. Karil said, “why
not gather the rest of your townsfolk, especially the girl’s
parents, that I need only go over this once?” The villagers nodded
their approval and vanished as one, leaving the stunned innkeeper
alone with his guest.

No sooner had the herd fled than the door
opened again and another outlander entered the inn. The innkeeper
was beside himself with disbelief, never in all the history of
Golic had there been two strangers in the village at the exact same
time! The new stranger was a young man with a long nose and eyes to
shame any hawk, dressed well but appropriately for travel. He took
in the scene with one quick glance, smiled condescendingly at the
woman with a sword, and turned his attention to the innkeeper. “Is
it true?” asked the stranger in a reedy voice, of the
innkeeper.

The man scratched his head and asked, “is
what true?”

The stranger sighed expansively and said, “I
have traveled halfway across the world to witness for myself the
mythic reality of this isolated village and you pretend to not know
why I am come?” Karil could hardly keep a smile from her face as
the innkeeper scratched his head all the more confusedly.

The man sighed in even more exasperation and
said, “I am a scholar of the first order and my area of greatest
interest is primitive religions; I have come all this way to
observe perhaps the last bastion of neopaganism in the known world.
And you tell me you cannot fathom why I am come?” At this Karil did
laugh and the innkeeper just stared blankly at the seeming lunatic
before him. The man was not at all impressed by either the woman’s
amusement or the dumbfounded innkeeper; he chose to address the
woman, saying, “I doubt there are very many armed women riding
about the world, especially in so far flung a place as this, who
are not bound to the Brethren. As your monotheistic tendencies
certainly mean your religion is not in the sphere of the ancient, I
have no pressing interest in you, thus I would kindly ask that you
withdraw, so as not to pollute this virgin spring of untainted
pagans. I would also remind you that a scholar of my renown is not
to be laughed at.”

Karil smiled and said, “I am sorry to
disappoint you, but I have errands in the vicinity and cannot leave
until they are accomplished. I do not laugh at you sir, but at your
assumptions and explanations of the religious undertones in the
local area. How is it that these ‘neopagans’ as you call them have
roots far back in the mists of time but the Brethren’s ideology has
a much more modern date of origination?”

The man smiled condescendingly and said, “you
are a monotheistic bunch which means that your religion must have
originated later in time than the more natural religions of earth
worship and polytheism, which certainly precede the former in any
sensible scheme of religious evolution.”

At this Karil did laugh, “our deepest held
beliefs hold that the object of our worship, our very own
monotheistic deity: the Master of All, was before all things and
brought all things into being and thus instituted religion as
pertaining to Himself from the very Beginning.”

“Of course you would say that my dear,” said
he placatingly, “all the real hard core religionists of any code or
creed must say the same thing. But all objective observers of the
religions, modern and ancient, agree that the polytheists and earth
worshippers were the original believers and only later did
monotheism come into vogue. Of course now no sensible person can
believe in any sort of religion in a very serious fashion, which is
of course the next step in religious and human societal evolution.
Believe what you must my dear if it brings you comfort, but alas
that you lack the sense to survive without such a crutch.”

The puzzled innkeeper just scratched his head
and muttered, “outlanders,” under his breath. Koril smiled sweetly
and said, “it shall certainly be an interesting night I think.”

The man was taken aback, “how can you pollute
this last outpost of untainted humanity with your myths and corrupt
the very fabric of its culture with your foolish tales? They should
be left in peace to discover their own destiny and I am here to see
how they shall evolve without outside interference. Do you not
think it a bit presumptuous to consider their mythology less
important or correct than your own? Does not everyone have a right
to think and live as they choose?”

Koril laughed and said, “it also seems that
you are not unbiased towards my own beliefs. Why are theirs given a
chance to flourish while mine must be silenced? Certainly I believe
all men must choose what they will believe, but I also believe men
have the ability to listen to all the options and then come to an
informed decision. My own beliefs hold that I do these folk a much
greater disservice by remaining silent and thereby perhaps dooming
their souls than by telling them those things most dear to myself
and perhaps corrupting their culture as you would call it.”

The man sighed, “primitive men must be
allowed to live and evolve without the interference of outsiders,
save perhaps those brave and bold souls who study such a
progression.”

Koril laughed, “these men are no more
‘primitive’ than yourself! They lack none of the intelligence and
capabilities necessary to be able to listen to another’s words and
decide for themselves what is the right and true thing.”

The man groused, “that may well be but I do
not understand why you Brethren cannot respect the boundaries of
others; some find your words quite offensive.”

She asked quietly, “why then do my words
disturb you when all other beliefs and ideologies in the world are
safe and acceptable? Is it that perhaps my words might be
true?”

The man scowled, “enough! It is because your
words are judgmental. It is one thing to spout such drivel but it
is quite another to say that another’s beliefs are not just as
worthy. How is it that your precious Master is the only Truth?”

She smiled, “do not your own words condemn my
beliefs sir? How can there be more than one Truth? Especially, if
all your so-called truths conflict with one another? It is not
logical.” He flushed with anger and fled to the back of the room to
begin his observations of these ‘primitives’ as he thought them,
for by now the village folk had all gathered in the common room and
were quite eager to hear the words of the female stranger.

The man was quite aghast when she had the
temerity to stand up in front of everyone and make known her insane
claims, the most outrageous of which was that their missing girl
had been miraculously transported to Astoria! She finished
proselytizing all and sundry and then the man stood forth for his
turn facing the gathered audience, but his part would be to
carefully question each member of the community on their current
and historic system of belief before the corrupting influence of
the Brethren could render his efforts useless. Who knew? Maybe he
was the last man on earth to encounter and record such a religion
before it became tainted by outside influences? He addressed the
yet flummoxed innkeeper and said, “my good man, what is it that
your people believe about the origins of the universe, man’s
purpose on this planet, and our future destiny?”

The innkeeper scratched his head again and
said, “I am not rightly sure as of this moment. I guess I never
really thought much about it. The young lady seems quite adamant in
her beliefs, maybe you should ask her?”

The scholar scowled, “I want to know about
the prevailing beliefs in this village in the last hundred years,
not the thoughts of this nearsighted deist whose corrupting
influence has tainted most of the other religions of the
world!”

The mayor stood up and said, “I think we
believe in some sort of earth mother or goddess or maybe she’s a
he, depending on the person and the day?”

The scholar’s jaw dropped in astonishment,
“you think you believe?”

An old woman in the back shouted out in a
cackling laugh, “that is right son, none of us are quite sure of
exactly what we believe. We mostly believe whatever makes us happy
and satisfies that sort of yearning. You see, back a hundred years
we actually did believe in this Master, or at least so the stories
say. But our intrepid ancestors decided that that sort of thing was
limiting our ability to enjoy life and that perhaps we did not need
the Master after all. So of course they went looking for a new god
and stumbled upon her ladyship the earth. It is all sort of muddled
but they thought themselves emancipated from ancient mythology and
mysticism and now they could live as they pleased without the rigid
constraints of their old ways. All knowledge of said Master passed
out of our ken with the last of our elders. We were left with
nothing but the earth mother and she has ever been a vague and
distant lady.”

The scholar was nearly beside himself with
indignation, “you cannot mean that! Your fine religion must
certainly have ancient and venerable roots!”

The old woman laughed, “lying to yourself
will not change anything son. For my part I think the young lady
has the right of it; you would be wise to listen to her.” The
villagers had no more patience for the stuffy man but had many
eager questions for the young woman. He fumed in silence, forgotten
in a far corner of the inn, while she spent much of the evening
answering a myriad of questions for the truth-starved village
folk.

She stayed on for nearly a month, expounding
upon what she had begun; the disappointed scholar rode away
silently the next morning intent on discovering the truth of the
vanished girl for himself. Perhaps he could discredit the woman’s
perceived miracle and return these people to their original and
more interesting beliefs. He rode on until he at last came to
legendary Astoria, a city he had dismissed long ago as backwards
and full of simpletons with nothing but their legends to cling to
for comfort for they could not deal with the harsh realities of
life. He approached the guards upon the castle gates imperiously
but not without some fear, for fools though they be, they certainly
looked like they knew the use of the swords on their hips.

He made his inquiries after the girl and a
servant was dispatched to bring the matter to the attention of
their vaunted leader. He did not wait long, for the Lady was
greatly intrigued by such a guest; she also had the girl in
question summoned to stand witness. He was soon bowing himself into
her presence. He noticed a young girl already seated, as the Lady
motioned for him to seat himself in an adjacent chair and help
himself to the simple refreshments placed before them. He however
stood stiffly behind the proffered seat with his hands moving
sporadically upon its back. The girl giggled in wonder to both be
sitting as a guest of the Lady and at the strange behavior of the
man.

“My Lady,” he began, “I have come to see the
lies propagated by one of your servants be revealed for what they
are. As I speak, she is at this moment corrupting a once free and
noble people with the ideals of lesser men.”

The Lady laughed, “a true believer, I
see.”

He gaped, “a believer you say? Of what am I
such an adherent?”

She smiled, “why you have unquestioning
confidence in your own thoughts and opinions. So much so that you
feel yourself qualified to judge the hearts and minds of others.
You applaud the fact that some should remain in ignorance of our
seeming myths and rejoice that you feel yourself above our
so-called superstitions. You feel threatened by what we expound,
otherwise you would not despise and fear it so, but you would
rather consider it as quaint and useless as the beliefs of ‘lesser
men,’ as you call them.”

The man gawked in disbelief and hoped she was
not right, but some small part of his mind quailed in despair that
she had hit the nail squarely upon the head, yet that much stronger
voice, his ego, soon overcame that miniscule wailing and said,
“dream on if you wish Lady, for such as you cannot see yourself
objectively as I can. Now what of the tale that this girl was
spirited away from her own home by this Master of yours?”

The Lady smiled demurely, “oh He is not my
Master, but I am most certainly His. One cannot own such as He, at
least not in the sense you suggest. The girl was quite suddenly
thrust upon our doorstep in a most miraculous fashion and I dare
you to find anyone who can contradict the tale.”

He sighed like a man who knew himself
speaking to a witless inferior, “Lady let us be blunt. I am not a
man inclined to myth. I do not believe in the miraculous or any
sort of superstitious hocus pocus. What really happened?”

The Lady smiled and said, “it is as I have
said. How can you not believe in miracles when each day we must see
several of them? Each breath, each beat of your heart, each sunrise
and new baby, and butterfly and star! The whole world is a miracle
and each thing in it my friend. The fact that each is considered
common does not lessen the wonder but only dulls our senses to the
novelty of life. I cannot convince you sir, and I fear you will
never allow anyone else to either. It is when we lose that sense of
wonder that the world grows dull and pointless and loses all joy
and sense of purpose and hope. We must certainly mature in
behavior, thought, and wisdom but I pray that our childish sense of
joy in the simplest things never ceases to be, else our hearts grow
old and cold with it.”

He sighed and addressed the girl, “child, how
did you came to this place?”

She smiled, “I walked.”

He smiled triumphantly and said, “you see
Lady, even the child has more sense and truth than you.”

The girl continued, “of course it was the
Master Who brought me to see the city from that hill and then I had
to walk fast because it was getting dark.” He bowed stiffly to the
Lady and walked quickly from her presence, wondering if the whole
world had gone mad.

 


The years passed swiftly and the girl one day
joined the Brethren and was apprenticed to Koril until at last she
was released to attend to adventures of her own. Her wanderings
brought her one day back to her own village. The defiant scholar
had returned after his failed trip to Astoria to convince the
hardheaded villagers that it was all a great lie and that they
should believe nothing the Brethren said. They of course were quite
intrigued with Koril’s words and blatantly ignored the irked
scholar. The girl returned to find her family enthralled with their
renewed sense of hope and they eagerly welcomed home their long
sundered daughter. She spoke with them at length, before again
moving on to the next village upon her circuit only to find herself
set upon by ten large and well armed men. She of course was forced
to surrender, gave up her weapons, and was hooded that she might
not see their destination. They traveled for many days, until
finally they came to a great but crumbling house on the brink of
civilized lands.

She was unhooded and allowed to see their
destination at last. “What is this place and why have you brought
me here?” demanded she of her captors. The leader of the group
shrugged silently and motioned for the girl to follow him into the
depths of the house. In a great library, lit only by the fire upon
the massive hearth, she found herself facing a middle-aged man in a
distinguished looking chair. The bandits bowed themselves out,
leaving the pair alone.

“Now,” said the man, “you shall tell me the
truth. For years this little phenomenon has plagued my mind and at
last you will set it to rest. I deny the miraculous and declare you
and all your ilk to be liars and frauds. What really happened? How
did you come to Astoria? Why would you lie for others?”

She smiled sadly, “all these years and you
have not yet come to realize that perhaps it is all true? I told no
lies nor have any of my comrades. I cannot lie nor convince you to
believe so I fear we are at an impasse.”

The man was red, but whether from suppressed
tears or rage she could not tell. He screamed, “what if I threaten
you with death if you do not tell me the truth?”

She said quietly, “even then I would insist
that what I have said is just that and it is your stubborn heart
that refuses to believe it.”

He took a deep breath and seemed to give up
all efforts at either despair or rage, slumping in his chair and
staring dejectedly at the fire. He said, “I was once the finest and
most promising scholar of my acquaintance until I met you and your
foolish friends. And here was a puzzle I could not solve and even
now all these years later I will not let myself see the answers to
the riddle as truth though they hover before my very eyes. Either
you are all deluded or I am. Either I will go mad or you must be. I
hope you are happy; you have ruined me. You have shattered my faith
in myself and all mankind and now what is there left to me?”

Her face softened and she was on the verge of
speaking, when he held up a hand and said, “I do not need your
pontification. I know well that which you would say but I want none
of your comfort. Be gone from my house and torment me no longer.”
He rang a little bell and the guard returned and swiftly escorted
the lady from the house. She rode away wondering what had just come
to pass.

He sat there alone in the library and stared
blankly at the books. All the amassed glories of human knowledge
and none of it brought the joy or peace he thought it should. None
of it satisfied the deepest longings of his soul. He had looked
into himself and found it terribly dark and drear. He had looked
into every corner of human society and wisdom and found nothing of
worth. Here was a whole sect of misguided cretins who had more joy
and fervent faith in one finger than he had in his entire being. He
knew he could have it too, if only he would accept the impossible.
But would he?




 


 


 A Matter of
Conscience

 


Goblins were crafty enemies, the most devious
of the unthinking creatures, and on this occasion they proved
themselves more than a match for their unfortunate prey. They had
taken to the trees that closely overhung the minute trail that was
the only road through this part of the Untamed Wilds. Few travelers
ever expected to find trouble from above and in this case, the
assumption proved disastrous. The creatures had lain in wait for an
unwary passerby and then fell upon him with all the viciousness of
their kind. They could smell the unicorn, no matter his visage, for
he was not masking his scent hoping it would drive off the less
daring predators, but a pack of goblins was anything but timid.

They fell upon the hapless creature without
pity or mercy, neither being a characteristic of their kind, and it
was not long before he fell with a terrible scream and faded from
existence. His rider was not so fortunate and once the main threat
was abolished, they could take their time with their remaining
prey. However the fall had rendered him unconscious and this
lessened their triumph significantly; they were even worse than
cats in their delight at killing their prey slowly and with much
torment. Some hooting, howling, and grunting soon decided the
matter and one of the younger of the horrid brood was left to mind
their victim while the rest went to cause more trouble elsewhere;
the young brute was to summon them back at the first sign the man
was waking.

Trilby lay lost to the world, he had suffered
several bite wounds and deep scratches from his now absent hosts,
but none were imminently vital though he was in no shape to attempt
an escape from the awful pack. Help must come from without or all
hope was lost. And it seemed hope might not have fully forsaken the
stricken man, for it was not long after the pack’s retreat that
another rider came down the same trail. The young monster hooted in
alarm and raced off into the brush to rouse his companions, for he
dared not face such a menace alone. The rider drew rein, stared off
after the retreating beast, knowing it would soon bring more of its
kind, and quickly surveyed the situation. It was obvious the man
was injured but how badly was anyone’s guess, at any rate the whole
deadly pack of perpetrators would soon be along so there was little
time to waste. He dismounted, searched the abandoned saddlebags,
idly wondering where the man’s horse was, and took anything of
interest or value amongst the luggage. He took up the injured man’s
sword, lying forgotten some distance away, thinking the poor fool
would soon have no use for it, and then he turned his scavenging
attention on the man himself.

He searched the pockets and belt pouch of the
stricken man and then hurried back into his saddle as he heard the
raging fury of the horde descending quickly upon him. The horse
needed no urging and gladly ran for all he was worth away from the
wretched beasts. Trilby had started to stir when he sensed the
stranger’s presence nearby and watched in stunned horror as the
stranger rode away without a thought for the man he left to die
behind him. There was no more time for thought; the monsters were
upon him. A great brute of a male stood upon Trilby’s chest in all
his ugly glory, howling and carrying on for all he was worth. He
leant down and stared deep into Trilby’s eyes with his own piggy
specimens. Trilby lapsed again into darkness before the monster
struck.

 


A mist of deepest purple and darkest blue
surrounded him, yet the clearing in which he found himself was
neither vague nor dark nor menacing; little lights, like errant
fireflies, wandered about in the nebula about him, echoing the
sense of utter peace found in this place. If it was a dream, it was
more real than even waking life had been. He wondered from whence
that stray thought had come and smiled slightly, knowing it to be
true. He was no longer alive, at least as mortals considered the
matter, but neither was this what he had expected once life had
ceased. He was not in the mortal world but neither was he in the
Master’s bright country; where was he?

“You are Somewhere and Nowhere and
Everywhere,” came the answer from the Voice that called the stars
into being. Trilby suddenly found himself kneeling before what to
many men was myth or foggy legend: the Master of All. He felt fear
certainly, not mortal terror but something of the smallness one
feels when facing mountainous heights for the first time. Perhaps
sheer awe was a better word. He felt very small and insignificant
yet quite astonished that such as He would address such as himself.
The Master seemed to know his thoughts and chuckled quietly at His
servant’s conundrum.

The Great Unicorn said, “certainly I am much
greater than your mind can comprehend and brought Everything into
being, but how can that mean that you are too small for My notice
and attention? If I am great enough to birth all things, cannot I
also be great enough to know all things? The movements of the
smallest insect and most insignificant bird are of interest to Me,
how then can the fate of My dear, thinking creatures be any less
significant? You are mine willingly and therefore have nothing to
fear in My presence. You wonder what this place is? It is neither
Here nor There; it is a place that simply Is because I wish it to
be. I snatched you out of time before those fell creatures could
have their way with you because I have a task to set you, thus you
have not yet entered My country.”

Trilby looked upon the Great Unicorn
curiously, wondering what strange task yet lay before him. Those
great eyes so full of sorrow and greater joy looked upon him and
said, “the man that failed to lend you aid in your moment of
greatest need will soon find himself hounded relentlessly by his
conscience. You are to be there when he finally begins to ask
questions rather than trying to hide from his past. Long have I
called to him, but just as long has he ignored or run from Me. Soon
there will come a day when he can no longer choose to turn from the
darkness and it shall consume him utterly. You will offer him at
least one more chance.”

Trilby’s eyes were wide with surprise, “I am
to live again and follow after him?”

The Master shook his great head in amusement
and said, “nay child, but in dreams and visions his guilty
conscience will see you until at last he comes to ask how he might
be free of such pains.”

Trilby smiled wryly, “I thought ghosts lived
only in legend?”

The Master said grimly, “I allow no spirit to
wander at will. Some I send abroad on errands of My own, but no
restless ghoul is allowed to roam at large. You are no ghost, but
quite yourself and solely a messenger doing My bidding. Once you
have accomplished your task you shall return to your proper place.”
Trilby bowed his head in acknowledgement and suddenly all was black
about him.

 


Zark rode swiftly away from the grim pack,
feeling only terror for his own skin, little thinking of the man he
had left to die horribly behind him. Finally, the horde far behind
and the horse near exhaustion, Zark slowed to a saner pace. Evening
was swiftly coming on and Zark happily turned in at the miniscule
inn that appeared before him in the midst of a tiny village. There
was little traffic in this part of the Wilds but there were enough
locals to keep the inn in business, if only through the sale of
alcohol. He turned the exhausted animal over to the stable lad and
eagerly sought the common room for some much needed rest and
refreshment. Zark had no interest in supper, but had a bottomless
thirst for the local brew. After his third mug he finally began to
relax after the day’s harrowing trial. He began to think over his
ill-gotten plunder, though the thought did not bring much joy to
his haggard face.

The man had little of value save his sword
and a few odd coins. Worse, the thought brought a terrible reminder
of the fate to which he had abandoned the man. Certainly he was a
stranger and might have put himself in mortal danger had he stopped
to help; what right did the fool have to demand aid of Zark at such
a time, especially at such a risk to himself? Zark consoled himself
with this grim logic and another mug of ale. Well past midnight,
and swaying with the aftereffects of drink, Zark made his way
towards his room. In the feeble light of the candle, he saw a face
in the mirror that drained all the color from his own, dropping the
candle in his terror. He picked up the struggling flame before he
set the inn afire and stared with horror again into the mirror but
saw there only his own ragged and wan visage. He laughed
tremulously, blew out the candle and sought his bed.

Long did he lay awake wondering if it was
simply a trick of the light and his addled nerves or did he truly
see a ghost? Trilby stood in the room, apparently unseen by mortal
eyes, save perhaps as a brief reflection in the mirror. Trilby
watched the man frantically set his candle upright before flinging
himself desperately into bed, after which Trilby suddenly vanished.
Over the next several weeks, only moments to Trilby’s senses, the
apparition appeared again and again for brief moments reflected in
mirrors, standing water, and even the still surface of a mug of
ale. Zark was a mess. He was desperate to rid himself of the
vision, but the more he drank the more often it appeared. He tried
to ignore it and his own conscience but the latter gained a greater
voice with each glimpse of the apparition. He rode to other inns,
tried to avoid reflective surfaces, and tried never to be alone,
but ever the vision and his own mind reeled with desperation and
guilt over what he had done. Finally he fell into a deep sleep,
exhausted with his own feverish guilt and endless anxiety.

He was not surprised to find the ghost in his
dreams. Zark said to the figure, “why must you haunt me? You have
driven me near to suicide with your endless appearances and my mind
is fraying at the edges! I have done nothing wrong so leave me in
peace.”

Trilby smiled, “had you done nothing wrong
your conscience would not be bothering you and brief glimpses of me
would in no way unsettle you.”

“You are dead,” whined Zark, “can you not
leave the living in peace? What power have you over me or what can
I do to rid myself of your presence?”

Trilby laughed, “I gain nothing by haunting
you, as you would call it, nor have I any way to influence you for
good or for ill; neither can you do anything for or about me. I
however can tell you how to rid yourself of this inexorable
guilt.”

The man was desperate for peace but skeptical
about such an offer from such a source, “and who is to say I have
done anything wrong? I would have gotten myself killed had I waited
around to help you!”

Trilby said, “then why does your conscience
bother you so?”

Zark growled, “you tell me, oh man who knows
my conscience so well!”

Trilby nodded calmly and sat down, saying,
“if you had been in such fear for your life, you should have taken
one look at the situation and ridden on in terror. Cowardly
certainly, but perhaps justifiable in the circumstances, but you
did not simply ride on, you lingered long enough to take any
valuable trinkets and then fled without a second thought when it
became clear your own life was in danger. If you had time to rob
the moribund you certainly had time to render aid even if you
failed in the attempt.”

Zark sighed, “very well I am guilty as you
suggest. Now what am I to do about it? How am I to rid myself of
your awful presence and the nagging guilt of my own heart?”

Trilby smiled gently, “you can do nothing but
the Master can certainly heal the most grievous wounds of heart. It
was He that sent me thus.”

Zark scoffed, “so some character out of the
storybooks sent a ghost to guilt me into confessing his existence?
I think not. My soul shall not be blackmailed thus. Neither do I
believe in him you claim to have sent you. Be gone fell spirit and
leave me in peace.”

“You are wise not to trust this lying ghost,”
snarled a strange and vicious voice, “he wishes nothing less than
the total annihilation of your soul!”

Zark backed away from a great, two-legged
reptile with flaming eyes that suddenly appeared in the midst of
his dream. While Trilby’s presence unsettled him, this monstrosity
chilled him to the bone. “What have you to do with me?” gasped
Zark.

“Believe him not,” said Trilby grimly, moving
to stand between Zark and the monster, “he is a fell servant of the
Nameless One and certainly not to be trusted.”

“And who are you to treat with me fool?”
snarled the beast, “Your master shall one day bow to mine and then
you shall not escape your due. Leave this pitiful creature to me,
the sphere of the living is no longer of consequence to you!”

Trilby said grimly, “the Master has sent me
thus and so shall it be until He draws me back. I will not yield
for the likes of you.”

Zark said to the serpent, “and what has your
master to offer if I do not like the words of this deceased
prophet?”

The serpent hissed rapturously, “why power
undreamed and freedom from all fear, guilt, and anxiety.”

“What must I do?” asked Zark skeptically,
“Must I lay my soul at your master’s feet as some might demand of
me?”

The creature scoffed, “you have only to reach
out and take it; my master cares nothing for such groveling as some
would ask.”

Trilby said, “that is because his master
gains your soul regardless, unless it is in the Master’s keeping!
You need not acknowledge him master yet he is your master
nonetheless.”

Zark sneered, “I am a logical man and not
prone to fits of fancy, especially as encountered in a dream after
such anxious days and much drink. I will bow to neither of your
schemes and must therefore work through my fits of conscience in my
own way.”

Trilby said quietly, “you may quash your
conscience or deaden it but that will not spare your soul from
eternal darkness nor from much pain and sorrow while you tread
mortal soil. The Master alone can spare you from both if only you
will humbly submit to Him.”

“You are a fool to ignore me wretch,” sneered
the serpent, “this pathetic ghost can do nothing to touch you in
the mortal world, but my master has servants who lack no such
talent. You will submit to me or you will not live long
hereafter.”

“Enough!” shouted Zark, “Both of you
blathering apparitions be gone and leave me in peace. I need no
superstition in my life and I certainly shall not succumb to such
fanciful threats as these. Be gone both of you!”

“You have been warned,” laughed the serpent,
“submit to my associates in the near future or regret it for all
eternity.”

Zark asked, “and what awaits beyond death for
those who submit to your dark master?”

The serpent hissed mysteriously, “they find
the reward appropriate to their service.” It laughed darkly and
suddenly vanished.

The bitter chill left Zark’s bones and he
looked again to Trilby, “and what of you? Will you continue to
haunt me all my days? I shall not submit to such strange logic. I
must deal with this thing myself and I need not your Master’s pity
nor forgiveness to do so.”

Trilby shook his head grimly, “ware the
monster’s words, for he is right in saying darker days are coming.
The Master is ever there if you are only willing to seek Him. I
shall bother you no longer.” Suddenly Zark was alone in his own
mind and his dreams turned to things dark and frightful that
vanished upon waking.

Zark awoke the next morning refreshed and
finally managed to ignore the raging voice of his conscience, which
eventually fell silent or became an unheard thought in the darkest
reaches of his mind. He had done what any rational, self-serving
human being would have done. The man was certainly doomed, there
was no logical reason why he should share that fate, nor why the
spoil should be left to the mindless brutes. He laughed to himself
and continued upon his road with a lighter heart; the dark warnings
of the reptile were soon forgotten but they were not in vain.

 


Trilby found himself again in the swirling
mist lit through with the flitting lights, tears stung his eyes as
he knelt again before his Maker, thinking himself a failure. He
could not raise his head to meet those fathomless eyes but he felt
himself drawn to do just that by a power he could not deny. He
found there love, such love as no mortal heart could fathom and
sorrow far greater than his own. "Weep not child, for you have not
failed Me," spoke that voice so gentle yet so firm, "we can only
offer, it is for each thinking soul to accept or deny Me as he or
she will. I will not force Myself upon an unwilling soul yet
neither can I draw them back once they have irrevocably denied Me.
Come, there is one last chance you can offer our reluctant friend,
perhaps this time he shall choose wisely? You ride again into
mortal danger and either way, your sojourn shall be short among the
living. Neither shall you go alone." He smiled deeply and joy
tingled in the air while the flitting lights quickened their dance.
At the familiar whicker, Trilby turned his head to look upon his
dearest friend and sundered companion: the unicorn that had
preceded him in death.

He flung his arms joyfully around the great
creature's neck as the unicorn greeted his friend just as
enthusiastically. Content in their reunion, both looked upon the
Master, Who said, "this ride shall be short, but for one soul's
sake it is vital. I shall certainly ride with you."

Trilby pulled himself into the saddle and the
unicorn screamed in eagerness, pawing the air. A small rent
appeared in the mist like a window upon another world. Together
they dashed out of the quiet peace of the Master's presence again
into the mortal world of sorrow and grief. It was a dark night and
the moon was low on the horizon, but there was light enough to see
a lone rider with half a dozen dark horsemen in close pursuit. The
unicorn came quickly upon them and momentarily sent the clumped
horses into a panicked frenzy while their riders struggled to
maintain control. The exhausted horse of their quarry ran all the
faster at the terror just behind him, but he had not the endurance
to go much farther. He collapsed in a sweaty heap in the midst of a
clearing, throwing his rider, who hastened to his feet with sword
drawn. The immediate threat past, the pursuing riders again gained
control of their mounts and followed after the menace that had just
appeared to interfere in their schemes. As they raced madly into
the clearing, they drew forth their bows and felled the terrible
creature with arrows; again the unicorn screamed in agony and
vanished from sight. Trilby stood, shaking his head grimly,
wondering how often the poor creature must die thus. He drew his
own blade and stood betwixt the dark men and their prey.

“Spare his life if you can lads, as he will
come in handy tonight if things proceed as they must,” laughed one
of the dark men as they dismounted and drew their swords to
confront their prey. Trilby wondered what on earth they were
talking about but planted himself firmly between the approaching
men and poor Zark, who was white as death from the harried chase
and the realization of who was defending him.

“You!” gasped the man, “I thought you had no
power over the living?”

Trilby laughed grimly, “I live again, at
least for the moment, though it is likely neither of us is long for
this world. Remember well what I have said, for tonight you may
forever rue your previous stubbornness.”

Zark growled, “I want no part of anyone’s
superstition, least of all yours.”

The leader of the dark men said, “we will
certainly kill your friend there man, but you need not share his
fate. Join us and your life will be spared, else you can join him
in an unmarked grave.”

Zark sneered, “what right have you to pursue
me this night and interfere with my previous plans? I just want to
be left in peace.”

“Sorry lad,” laughed the man, “orders are
orders. We could care less for such a paltry thing as the rights of
the individual. Now will you be joining us or will this be the
end?”

Zark snarled, “I will not believe in your
nameless master.”

The dark man laughed, “you need not believe,
simply obey.”

The men kept their distance but they had no
qualms about using their bows at close range. Three bowstrings sang
in the night and Trilby went to his knees, grimacing in pain;
arrows protruded from both of his legs and his abdomen. “Take him,”
ordered the leader. Two of the dark men approached the wounded man;
Trilby had not the strength to defend himself and they easily
captured him. “Now what of you?” laughed the evil man, “You have
one choice left to save your life. Kill this fool, promise to obey
our orders, and you shall not only live but gain power
unimaginable. Well?”

Zark grinned sardonically, “I have no wish to
die. My conscience has already haunted me with my part in this
man’s death, why not give it something to be truly upset about? I
still do not believe in your grim master but the power you speak of
is tantalizing and surely better than death. I shall submit to your
wishes.”

“Do not do such a thing!” gasped Trilby, who
only earned himself a bloody lip for his trouble.

Zark laughed, “finally I can put my past to
rest, at least as it concerns yourself. I give you back to the
Master who has sent you and given me such pains in the
process.”

They handed the man an ugly dagger and Zark
heard the dark man say, “kill him and seal yourself to our cause,
gain power undreamed!”

Zark laughed hopelessly, “I hardly know what
it is I do, but it is surely better than death.”

The dark man laughed uproariously, “you care
not that this man was willing to give his life for yours?”

Zark shrugged, “the more fool he, let us
tarry no longer.” He plunged the blade into the irritating man’s
heart and actually found the sensation quite agreeable, but even
more pleasant was the amazing power he felt welling within himself,
power enough perhaps to rival the very gods he once denied.

 


Zark found himself paired up with the speaker
of the previous night as something of an apprentice in a little
society they called the Brotherhood of the Serpent. He had
certainly seen one of their hideous serpents, but still doubted the
veracity of their devotion to the so-called Evil One, but the
strange abilities he now possessed must surely stem from somewhere.
More importantly his objectionable conscience now seemed cloaked in
a stifling veil of darkness and nearly ceased to bother him. They
rode south for some days and finally came to a little cluster of
farms where Lurch said they had business. It seemed their whole
reason for being was to work to further the plans of their much
feared master by fomenting discord and chaos in the wide world. The
local lord was a tyrant and had raised taxes to the point of
stifling his once prosperous farmers. A few rebels in this part of
the land were refusing to pay their share, saying their children
were starving and this was causing some others to think twice about
doing the same. The whole domain was in danger of rebelling against
their lord. Usually such discord would benefit the plans of the
Brotherhood, but as this lord was a tyrant they wished to ensure
his continued success. They were to murder the leaders of the
opposition and terrify the rest into cooperation.

Zark asked, “are we to kill only the men or
everyone?”

Lurch laughed, “I hope you do not have a soft
heart boy, because we will kill them all, even a newborn babe.”

Zark felt his heart sink but philosophically
reminded himself that it was better them than him. He sighed and
settled in to wait until all had gone to bed when they could strike
at their leisure. The darkest watch of the night had come when
Lurch motioned for them to move. The first farm on their list of
targets had been silent since they had arrived after nightfall. A
dog barked as they made their entrance but some fell spell of
Lurch's quickly silenced the annoyance. They crept in the kitchen
window with swords bared and suddenly Lurch found himself under
attack. A man in the uniform of the Brethren had lain in wait for
this long expected attack and whirled about in a deadly dance with
his foe. Zark crept in swiftly after and dealt the ambusher a
mortal blow to the chest, but not before their foe had done the
same to Lurch. Both fell clutching at their wounds and breathing
raggedly. A shrill equine scream of grief and rage filled the night
and the creature ran to the door and desperately began kicking at
the strong oaken door, hoping to reach his stricken master’s side.
Zark stared from one to the other, not knowing what to do.

“Finish him fool and then make an end of the
rebels,” growled Lurch.

Zark threw down his sword, “I am not sure I
wish to serve you any longer. It seems the threat against my life
is ended and I will leave you fine gentlemen to die for your
separate causes. Good evening.” He screamed as a dagger, thrown by
his former associate, pierced his own chest.

“Think you that you can escape so easily?”
growled Lurch, “You shall die with the rest of us traitor, and then
your soul is lost for all eternity after what you have done.”

The dying Brother gasped out, “never too late
to seek the Master.”

Zark laughed derisively, “it seems he has
done much to aid your plight. I will perhaps acknowledge his
existence, is that enough?”

Lurch laughed, “even the Nameless One does
that. Would you prostrate yourself before him as these pathetic
fools are wont to do?” The unicorn outside gave a pathetic whinny
and disappeared into the night, having felt his master die. Lurch
laughed to see his foe precede him in death but did not linger long
after, dissolving thereupon into a fetid puddle of goo.

Zark stared in horror from the corpse to the
puddle and back, wondering what was left for him to do. He would
not acknowledge the Master no matter what it cost him. The room
darkened, save for the gentle glow of a unicorn that suddenly
appeared before Zark. It was the Master himself come to give the
wretched man one last chance. Zark snapped, “I do not care who or
what you are, I do not need nor want you. Be gone and leave me in
peace!” The Master said nothing but the sorrow within those great
eyes deepened greatly and Zark found himself on the brink of tears,
yet he would not relent. He would die as no one’s slave. And so he
did. The darkness deepened around him and the Master gave him one
last look, this of a judge passing sentence and Zark knew there was
no dispute. He quivered at the wretched life he had left behind but
quailed before all eternity that lay ahead with nothing but the
dark and his own uneasy thoughts for company. The Master vanished
and then all was darkness ever after.




 


A Reluctant Queen

 



“You will marry the King of Saracen whether you like it or not
child,” scolded the King to his second oldest daughter of fourteen,
“your elder sister is far too homely to make a pleasing wife and
the alliance will certainly prevent a war! You leave at dawn with a
grand entourage upon your nuptial journey.”

“But father!” gasped Katia, “The man is
nearly sixty and has been married eight times. It is said his
previous wives have succumbed to a broken heart, if not worse. I
will not live to see twenty!”

The King sighed, “perhaps it is just rumor.
But whatever may come, you will do as you are told and consider
your sacrifice an honorable duty to your people.”

Tears stung her eyes, “such alliances have
not prevented him from making war with his neighbors in the past,
what is there to prevent him now?”

The King frowned, “you listen too much to
that prattling Advisor from Astoria. You would be better served to
perfect your womanly charms rather than listen to political history
lessons from that old fool. Women were not meant to think! Go to
your chambers and prepare for the morrow, I will not change my
mind.”

She gave him one last desperate look and ran
from his presence sobbing; his heart quailed a moment in pity, but
he sternly rebuked himself that it was a political necessity and
she must learn to sacrifice just like he had for the good of Itria.
He was drawn back from his silent thoughts as the aforementioned
Advisor cleared his throat and stood in the corridor, waiting the
King’s pleasure. “What is it now?” demanded the King.

The man said patiently, “I am sorry to bother
you Majesty in this desperate moment. My business is not urgent and
it can wait.” He bowed deeply and retreated the way he had come.
The King scowled after him for a moment but was soon lost again to
his silent brooding.

The Advisor found the sobbing girl in a quiet
corner of the gardens and said quietly, “I heard your dire news
when I came to speak with your father. What are you going to
do?”

She looked upon him with surprised eyes,
“what am I going to do? What is there to do but my duty?”

He sighed, “what you said to your father is
correct. You will not live long in the presence of such a terrible
lord and even such an alliance will not keep him from attacking
Itria. Could you prevent a war, it might perhaps be worth the price
but this is nothing but suicide. You cannot remain here.”

“What am I to do?” gasped the girl.

He smiled gently and said, “that you must
decide for yourself. I would advise you to ride for Astoria, but as
to the how that you must devise on your own, for if I knew your
plans I would be forced to betray them if questioned upon the
subject.”

She nodded grimly, thanked her dear tutor for
his advice, and vanished into the castle to begin devising her
plans for escape. He stared after, wondering what would come of the
poor girl. She retreated to her rooms and summoned her most
faithful servant and said, “I must leave tonight and in secret else
all is lost. We may never see one another again. You have served me
faithfully since we were little more than girls and this is perhaps
the last thing I shall ask of you.” She briefly outlined her plans
and both wept at the thought of forever being sundered but not long
enough to interfere with their desperate plans. Katia was certain
that the King would suspect that she might try to escape this night
and knew she would never be allowed into the stable or especially
out of the castle gates, but a servant could go almost anywhere at
anytime unquestioned for they would not dare such unless ordered
about by some person of importance.

The girl went to the kitchens and said her
mistress did not feel like eating and then both withdrew to the
princess’ chambers until late in the evening. When all was silent,
Katia slipped into the livery worn by the servants. The real
servant went to the kitchens and took what provisions her mistress
might need upon the journey. Katia packed the necessities for such
a journey and met the servant in a small corridor outside the
kitchens and took the parcel of food. They made their farewells and
the servant returned to their chambers while Katia made her way to
the stables. At this hour of the night, all were gone to bed save
one junior stable boy who would wake the others if an emergency
arose. He gaped to see the princess in the guise of a servant in
the stable at such an hour, but quickly helped her saddle a plain
looking horse and secure her baggage behind the saddle.

“You must cut your hair,” said the boy
bluntly.

She stared at him, “what?”

He smiled shyly and said, “if you wish to
escape unnoticed you must look the part of an errand boy sent with
some vital message. Your beautiful locks were never seen on such a
lad.”

She nodded grimly, and almost reverently, he
helped her trim her hair roughly with a belt knife. He gave her a
shapeless hat and she smiled grimly, “thank you for your help.”

He bowed awkwardly and said, “you have ever
been kind to me lady. I do not know your trouble but I will keep
your secret. Farewell.”

She climbed into the saddle and rode swiftly
away, the guards upon the gates did not bother stopping a messenger
obviously leaving in haste on some desperate business of dire
importance. It was a busy night for messages apparently, for after
the girl left, three other riders left one after the other. The
guards scratched their heads but made no move to stop the
emigrants.

 


Katia rode on well into the morning, hoping
to put as much distance between herself and the castle before she
was missed and pursued, but her horse stumbled, nearly unseated
her, and refused to go further. With much frustration she slid from
the saddle to inspect the horse and find the reason for his
reluctance to go on. The reason was quite obvious, the creature had
thrown a shoe and the offending foot was now lame. She sighed and
led the animal off the road and out of sight, wondering what to do.
She glanced around desperately for inspiration, near to panic at
the delay; her eyes fell upon a small cottage set some distance
back in the woods. She smiled and hoped the local herbalist could
help her. Katia secured the animal behind the cottage and then
returned to the front and knocked upon the door. A comely woman in
her middle years beckoned the girl to enter, wondering why a girl
with a bad haircut in the King’s livery stood at her door.

“I need help,” gasped the princess, “my horse
has thrown a shoe and can go no further until attended to and I
must leave Itria at once.”

Intrigued, the woman said, “calm yourself
child. Come, have some tea and we shall discuss your problem.”
Katia chafed at the delay but desperately needed the help so
endured the woman’s hospitality as patiently as she could. She was
not sure if she could trust the woman, but perhaps her pitiful tale
would touch the woman’s heart. Katia poured out her story and the
woman’s face was one of infinite patience and calm, but her eyes
widened in surprise and speculation as the girl spoke. “And what
would you have of me child?” asked the woman once the girl had
finished.

Katia said, “I need another horse or perhaps
a place to hide. Whatever happens I must not be found by those
seeking me.”

The woman smiled and said, “then you had best
change clothes and stay for a time, until we can safely smuggle you
from the country.” The girl smiled deeply and in her joy, drew the
woman close in a grateful hug.

The woman clad the girl as a peasant boy and
did what she could to disguise her female attributes. If one did
not look too close, the girl was easy to overlook as just another
peasant lad going about his chores. The King had sent out soldiers
to find the girl when it was discovered that she was fled, but it
was a large country and the girl could be anywhere within or beyond
its borders by now. Two days passed and the girl began to relax,
hoping that perhaps she was finally out of danger. She did odd jobs
for the woman and began to wonder if perhaps she might not accept
the woman’s offer to stay on indefinitely and learn the art of
herbs and healing. That night they sat over supper and the girl
asked, “I had thought to ride to Astoria and seek refuge there, but
I am very interested in the healing arts. Are they not practiced by
the Brethren?”

Her host smiled and said, “there are some I
am sure with some minor skill, but it is not their main area of
interest or purpose. Their intent is more upon justice, peace, and
the passing on and preservation of lore and history rather than in
healing and other more useful skills. They do not go in for the
crafts and skills necessary for civilized life, leaving such things
to lesser folk. I am sure they think they are doing something good
for the world, but craftsmen and artists they certainly are
not.”

A look of confusion played across Katia’s
face at this statement of irreverence for a group she had respected
all her life. The woman smiled, “child, I have no use for your
precious Brethren. If they ceased to be life would still go on for
the majority of us, but if all the blacksmiths and healers vanished
from the face of the earth civilization itself would collapse.”

Katia said carefully, “I have heard rumors
about certain healers, it is said that their skills spring not from
nature but from a more sinister source. Is this part of your
antipathy towards the Brethren?”

The woman scoffed. “we are an independent and
stubborn lot, not easily placed in a box like your Brethren, who
are all the same. We can believe, think, and act however we please.
A certain number of us certainly lean towards what some call the
dark arts to aid our healing abilities, but there are others that
hold that these arcane skills are not as bad as all that for they
say the power comes not from an evil source but from the benign
spirits of the woods. Of course it is only some of us that go in
for that sort of thing. Others are strictly dealers in herbs and
natural cures, staying well away from anything of a more
supernatural nature; these of course have a much less successful
practice but they assure me that their lives and minds and perhaps
even their souls are much lighter and freer than those who delve
into the mysterious.”

“And of which persuasion are you?” asked the
girl with wide eyes.

The woman laughed, “I do not go in for evil
dabblings, of course. Drink your tea and then I have more work for
you to be about.” The girl nodded dutifully, much relieved at her
host’s assertions, took up her cup, took a long draught, and with a
gasp of surprise slumped unconscious on the table.

A sinister voice said, “what was that about
evil dabblings?”

The herbalist laughed, “I am no witch but I
do know a thing or two about herbs. I never said I was a saint
either, nor am I one to turn down such a chance at profit. She will
sleep for six to ten hours, after that you are on your own.”

The dark man nodded and went to collect his
prey. He had been lurking about the castle for months by the order
of his much dreaded masters and had been doing his best to foment
war between Itria and Saracen. When he saw the girl flee after her
father’s proclamation he knew his chance had come. He had ridden
out in pursuit of her and followed her to this place, where he had
made a profitable offer to the woman, who readily agreed. He placed
the girl on the horse and then crawled up behind her in the saddle.
It was a dark night so he rode slowly that his horse not stumble
along the way.

He mused as to what he should do with the
girl. He could return her to her father and perhaps gain a trusted
place within his court. He could give her into the hands of her
affianced Lord and perhaps do the same. Or he could dispatch her
and blame it on one side or the other and the more easily foment
war. Or she could quietly disappear and the King of Saracen might
ride to war all the sooner. He sighed, the best option was
certainly delivering the girl into the hands of the Saracen King
and telling a tale of heroic escape and treachery on the part of
Itria. He smiled, such a story would do nicely and provide him with
ample reward as well as progressing his master’s plans. His
introspections were cut short as his horse stopped abruptly.

The dark man glanced up and found another
rider blocking the path with his sword at the ready. The dark man
growled under his breath, it was the Brethren’s Advisor to the
King. “Let her go,” said Markor.

The dark man scoffed, “and how did you find
me?”

Markor smiled, “I followed you after you
followed the girl. Let her go and I will spare your life.”

The dark man scoffed, “and what is my life
worth if she is lost to me? Move aside or she dies.” He held his
knife to her throat to show he meant business.

Markor sighed and said, “will you take me in
her stead?”

The dark man scoffed, “and what would that
avail me? She is a valuable prisoner, you are just another
nuisance.”

Markor’s response was cut short by a grunt of
pain as an arrow grazed his shoulder. The two men looked around in
confusion as half a dozen men armed with bows and swords surrounded
them. Their leader laughed, “throw down your weapons lads and you
might not get hurt. Now who are you and why are you detaining my
lord’s bride?”

The dark man scowled, “and who might you be?
I have big plans for this girl and you dare stand in my way? You
are as annoying as this pious fool! Move aside ere you regret it.”
The men did not cower in terror as he had hoped, instead they
laughed uproariously. He had the power to manipulate them, at least
individually, but it seemed the presence of one of the Master’s
servants and a unicorn hindered that ability significantly.

Once the men had quieted in their mirth, the
leader said, “we are Knights of Saracen come to fetch home our
Lord’s beloved, whom you are holding captive at the moment. One of
my spies saw her flee and alerted me to the danger. We were waiting
in Itria to escort her to her waiting fiancé and now we shall do
just that. I would put up that dagger if I cherished my life. Now
who are you?”

The dark man snorted in irritation, “my
annoying friend is the Brethren’s Advisor to the King of Itria and
was trying to stop me from taking the girl. I am a man with great
designs on this girl and what she will mean for my future. I will
give her into your keeping if you will tell your lord the part I
played in her capture.”

The soldier laughed harshly, “you will be
lucky to keep your life fool. As for your friend, I am sure the
King will be delighted to make an end of him. He has no use for
such as he and nothing pleases him more than to watch them die
horribly.”

The dark man said, “my life is forfeit unless
I gain something out of this failed scheme, so what does it matter
if you spare my life? Perhaps I should just kill the girl and be
done with it.”

The captain’s eyes widened and he said, “let
us not be hasty now. I will put in a good word to the King and I am
sure he will hear you out.”

The dark man turned to Markor, “does he speak
truly.”

Markor nodded, “he tells the truth.”

The dark man smiled, “see that you do not
disappoint me or you will regret it sorely. But take my advice and
kill the fool and his mount before they cause further
problems.”

The captain laughed as one of his men
relieved the dark man of the sleeping girl, “there is no point in
killing a perfectly good horse. You cannot tell me you believe in
those stories the Brethren pass around that they actually ride
unicorns! He will die soon enough.”

Markor and the girl were quickly bound and
kept in the center of the group as hostages while the dark man was
allowed to move about as he pleased. He chafed at his helplessness
to use his dark powers to affect the men. Had they done as he had
asked and killed the annoying pair, they would have been powerless
before him. As it was, he was now fully dependent upon them for his
future longevity. His masters were not keen on failure and made
startling examples of such when they could. He did not wish to
become such a byword if he could help it. The girl woke sometime
the following morning when the small company had made camp for the
day.

They traveled only at night until they were
safely beyond the borders of Itria. She gasped to find herself in
such a predicament but was even more startled to find Markor in the
same situation. He smiled ruefully but had no plans as to how to
get out of this strange situation. The unicorn was ready to fight
his way out or more likely die trying but his master held him firm
while there was yet some hope of escape, but the closer they got to
Saracen the dimmer that hope became.

The dark man whispered quietly to Markor one
day as the others dozed, “I have a plan to free ourselves and the
girl, after that we can discuss this matter further.”

Markor nearly laughed, “I cannot cooperate
with you even did I wish it.”

The dark man growled, “what did your precious
Oath ever gain you? Can you not see that you are going to die!
Forsake your vows and save your life fool.” Markor shook his head
grimly and no more was said upon the matter.

They soon left Itria far behind and were well
into Saracen and soon within the royal palace. The King soon had
the whole party standing before him in the great hall. He laughed
grimly as his captain told the tale. He looked the girl over as one
might a spirited horse, liking what he saw. The King said to the
girl, “your father is a fool to think that by sacrificing you to my
appetites it would spare his Kingdom. Even now I am massing for war
upon your pitiful country. You however will serve as an amusement
while you last. Take her to her chambers.”

“And who are these fools, captain?” asked the
King, examining the dark man and Markor.

The captain said, “one is the Brethren’s
advisor to the girl’s father and the other had a hand in capturing
your renegade bride.”

He looked over the two carefully and said to
the dark man, “you seem a cunning fellow, what would you have for
aiding my men in the capture of the rebellious girl?”

The man smiled in his most sycophantic manner
and said, “I wish nothing more than to serve as your aid and
advisor my lord.”

The King laughed darkly, “would you now? I
have and need no advisors. I am wise enough to know my own mind.
You are a fool to think that flattery will gain you anything with
me; I am no such fool. In fact, I can see that you are of a
dangerous and devious mind, perhaps equal to my own. I will suffer
no such rival or danger within my own realm. Thus you will share in
the fate of your scrupulous friend here and amuse the court this
afternoon, and tomorrow I shall be married.”

The dark man’s face turned several shades of
red and was nearly purple with rage as he said, “you dare defy me!”
The King laughed and the guards escorted them away.

“Now what?” asked the stunned dark man of the
captain as they were escorted from the King’s presence.

The captain smiled in anticipation, “the King
has quite a menagerie of rare and terrible beasts, now and then he
likes to amuse the court by pitting his pets against his enemies.
He has just acquired a Great Northern she-bear and he is quite
eager to see if she is as dangerous as rumor holds. I do not think
it will be long and you will discover this for yourselves.”

He left them together in a small holding cell
to wait while the preparations were made for the afternoon’s
entertainment. “This is all your fault,” growled the dark man to
Markor, “if you had had the decency to either die or cooperate I
could have dealt with those soldiers quite easily. Now we are both
dead men and your precious princess is doomed to the same fate as
before while Itria will feel the wrath of Saracen. You are quite a
failure I think.”

Markor said evenly, “things seem hopeless I
suppose but while life lasts there is always hope. I may not
succeed but others shall take up what I lay down.”

The dark man threw himself down in one corner
and sighed, “do you Brethren never despair? What is the fun in
tormenting a man who will not give up?”

Markor laughed, “how can one despair who
trusts in the source of all hope?”

The dark man growled, “where is your hope
now?”

Markor shrugged and said, “we shall see.”

Preparations were quickly made and within an
hour, the court had gathered around the arena the King had had
built for just such an occasion; the prisoners were shoved out a
small door into the great sandy circle, surrounded on all sides by
high walls behind which sat the spectators in tiered seats. The
spectacles were open to the public and attendance was required of
all who could come. It served as a very efficient example of what
happened to people who disagreed with the King.

A gate on the far side of the ring was opened
and a huge bear lumbered out into the arena, blinking after the
darkness of its cage. The creature was huge and each paw boasted
the largest claws either man had ever seen. She sniffed the air and
looked about her in confusion. She was hungry and worse, grumpy
from being roused from a nap and forced out into the bright
sunshine. She approached the walls but found she could not scale
them or reach the eager spectators on the other side. Then she
noticed the pathetic humans in the ring with her. She gave a great
roar, and in a lumbering run, charged the prisoners. The dark man
shouted in triumph, “I may be a dead man but I die of my own
volition. You however must face the wrath of the bear!”
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