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Book I





Chapter 1

 


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

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

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

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

“You cannot,” she whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I can,” said he, softly.

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

“Yes,” said He.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Where shall we go?” asked the woman.

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

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

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

 


 



Chapter 2

 


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

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

She smiled, “Garren! What has happened?”

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

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

Astoria looked grim, “what happened
here?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her mother looked confused, “defenses?”

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


 



Chapter 3

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

 


 



Chapter 4

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes sir,” said the three new recruits.

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

“No sir,” said the three in unison.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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