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A Brief Note on Reading Order for the
‘Chronicles of the Brethren:’ you may pick up any book in the
series and begin reading, but for maximum enjoyment, it is
suggested by the author to begin with ‘The
Serpent and the Unicorn’ and then read the ‘In Shadow’
series in order, this is the third book of the series.
“The
Shadow of the Unicorn” is the first book in the series
and should be read first, followed by “To
Shadow Bound”.
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“I must return home Lady,” said the
distraught apprentice only a day after his Oathtaking, “I fled
under the most disgraceful of circumstances, abandoning my father
to toil alone on that blighted farm, and I feel I must return and
make my peace with him before I can fully enter into my service
with the Brethren.”

“Very well,” said the Lady of Astoria, “you
have my leave to go to your father, settle your affairs as you
must, and then return to us. May the Master ride with you,
Alec.”

He beamed at her, “thank you, my Lady, I knew
you would understand. At worst he’ll set me to work hoeing beans,
from which I might need rescue, but I know I must do this thing,
else I’ll never be easy in my own heart.” He bowed deeply, smiled
brightly, and withdrew; she would never see him again. A raven,
perched on the battlements, watched the boy ride off with a keen
eye and then flapped off with a triumphant cry.

 


Girth the Pig Lord, as he had taken to
calling himself though his swine herd now consisted solely of an
aged sow, sat out front of his collapsing abode and drank to his
own health and prosperity, imbibing a generous mouthful of his
neighbor’s homebrew and gazing upon his bean field, overrun with
weeds, with a genial indifference he thought befitted a generous
monarch, for of a truth, that is what he considered himself. Ever
since his worthless son and ungrateful hired hands had vanished
like dew in the sunshine, he had not the heart to go on with his
daily toil, but rather traded a pig for a barrel of the awful
liquor brewed by his neighbor and now drank the stuff by the jug;
swapping another pig for more of the vitriolic substance as needed.
If it did not keep food on the table or improve his lot in life, at
least it numbed his sensibilities to the point that he thought his
circumstances were not all that regrettable. Thus he sat, morning
and evening, day after day as his beans ran to ruin, his pigs
dwindled, and so did he.

“Is this all you have to show for your
efforts?” came a mocking voice.

Girth looked up in annoyance at an overly
bold raven perched on the hut’s crazily slanting roof; what
business did the creature have in berating a man surviving the best
he could in a cruel and bitter world? “Be gone!” huffed he, “I know
my business and it’s best you kept to yours. Off with ya!”

“So you’re just going to sit there until you
molder into nothing like your forsaken pig shed?” scoffed the
bird.

Girth looked disconsolately at the shed,
which had collapsed in on itself a fortnight prior, its sole
occupant had no choice but to live outside, not that inside had
been much of an improvement anyway, but now she had no choice in
the matter at all. Was it his fault the structure hadn’t lasted
more than fifty years? It wasn’t like he knew anything about
patching a roof and he might have fallen off the ladder and hurt
himself. He growled at the bird, “what do you want, besides to
lecture a man fallen on hard times through no fault of his
own?”

“Indeed,” laughed the bird, “I have come to
make you an offer.”

It was the man’s turn to scoff, “what can you
have to offer me?”

“Whatever you want,” said the raven, “for
though humble in appearance, in truth, I am lord of this wretched
sphere.”

“Just like them fairy tales my worthless son
used to read,” said Girth thoughtfully, “what can it hurt? Very
well, Prince Birdy, I want to be rich, famous, and have the power
to revenge myself on all those who have wronged me.”

“Certainly,” said the bird, “but it cannot be
achieved without a price?”

“Now hold on there finchy,” snarled Girth,
“you said nothin’ of cost! You can’t have my last pig, if that’s
what yer thinkin’.”

“I don’t want your putrid swine,” sneered the
raven.

“That’s alright then,” said Girth, warming
anew, “I ain’t got nothin’ else of value. Give me what I want and
all else I have is yers for the askin’.”

“Lovely,” said the bird, “I shall return
shortly. When your son arrives, ask him to stay for tea.” He eyed
the appalling brew with disdain and said, “or whatever you have to
hand will suffice.”

Girth snarled, “that wretched boy is coming
here?!”

The raven nodded, “and is vital to our plans.
If you chase him off, all is lost. Pretend to be civilized until I
return.”

Girth noisily released a painful build up of
abdominal gas and said with a grimace, “very well, you’re not the
only one that can be all decent and well-mannered, ya over grown
sparrow! Don’t be long, I don’t know how long I can stomach the
lad.” With a mocking cry, the raven winged off even as Alec topped
a distant hill and looked down on the ruin of what once had been
his home, not that it had ever been what one might call pleasant;
his father must be in far more dire straits than he had at first
assumed. Digging in his heels, he cantered down the hill, eager to
be reconciled to his father.

 


“Hag!” came the harsh cry from the
kitchen.

The hunched old woman hastened into the front
of the house, ready to give so impertinent an intruder the fright
of his life; it was very unwise to so disturb a witch! But the
raven perched upon the windowsill, staring at her with far too keen
eyes, was no rude simpleton but rather a creature before whom all
mortals must tremble. Quaked she, “yes, milord?”

“There is a small duty to which you must
attend,” croaked the creature, “come!” She donned her cloak and
hastened after the bird, as he flapped off into the woods. After an
interminable walk, she emerged into a small clearing from which
came a piteous cry. “Here,” ordered the raven. She hastened to him
across the glade, from whence came the hopeless keening. She
lurched back in horror as a scrawny wolf lunged at her, his eyes
full of malice and pain and confusion; the raven laughed her to
scorn and mocked, “the brute cannot get far, he is caught in a
trap, you see. He is also mad, so if you value your own life, see
that he does not bite you. Take your knife and draw blood from the
creature.”

She stared at the lupine horror and then at
her avian persecutor and back again, wondering if she would rather
not deal with the ravening wolf, it was certainly less dangerous.
Knowing better than to question or argue, she used what spells she
could to calm the ferocious and desperate beast, but all to no
avail. In the end, she bloodied the wolf and it her. She glared at
the mocking bird, “now I too will succumb to its madness!”

“What is that to me?” hissed the bird, “Now
come, your task is not yet complete.” She shuddered but followed
after in grim silence. Next she was told to enter an abandoned
house, half collapsed with neglect and age, wherein she was
instructed to find a great spider. She found just such a specimen,
getting bit for her trouble, but she crushed the disgusting
creature and smeared the greenish ooze upon the dagger, still red
with the wolf’s blood. With another shudder, she exited the
dilapidated house and silently followed the raven back into the
deepening dusk.

After walking all night, they emerged into a
hilly country of scattered trees and wandering streams; it was a
pleasant land but seemed thoroughly unpeopled, but not quite. A
little farmstead, in worse condition than the house she had
recently vacated, sprawled below them as they crested a small rise.
“That is a mess,” said she in dismay.

The raven laughed darkly, “wait until you see
the creature that lurks therein; it will make the wolf seem
urbane.” She caught his cruel mirth and hastened down the hill,
eager to be done with the whole debacle, but also morbidly curious
as to what the Fiend intended.

“It is about time,” snarled the man at the
raven as it settled on an old stump beside the ramshackle hut. The
woman shivered in dismay, waiting for the Fiend to destroy the
insolent man, but he only smiled derisively at the repulsive
creature. A boy standing just inside the doorway watched the scene
with a frown; the woman’s smile deepened as she took in his uniform
and its significance.

Smiled she, “where are your manners sir? To
keep a lady standing outside in this wind is the epitome of
rudeness!”

The boy blanched, “forgive us madam, we had
not expected any visitors, but that is no excuse. Please, come
in.”

She smiled grimly, “aye lad, that I will.”
Just like one of the Brethren! They all went in, shutting the door
firmly behind them. That night a raven winged off into the darkness
with a raucous cry of triumph while a wail broke the night, as
piteous as the wolf’s cry but tinged with a fury this world could
ill-contain. Some hours later, a great, hulking shadow lumbered off
into the wan grey mists of dawn, whimpering, snarling, and mumbling
incomprehensibly to itself.

 


Jace stood before the Lady of Astoria as she
told a curious tale, “Alec came to me a month ago, asking leave to
visit his father and reconcile their differences, but he has not
been seen or heard from since. His father does not live far from
here, so it is not distance that delays him. He said he might need
rescue if his father put him to work hoeing beans, but I thought he
was in jest. Go find him, rescue him if you must.”

“Beans, my Lady?” said Jace with a frown.

She nodded, “why the odd look?”

Jace smiled sheepishly, “pigs and beans once
held a significance for me. I begin to wonder if I actually know
the boy’s father.” She gave him directions to the farm and he
nodded, “that’s the place. It will be interesting to see how old
Girth is getting on.”

He bowed deeply and made to leave but she
stopped him with a question, “how are you getting on without
Cieren?”

Jace smiled ruefully, “I miss him, but it is
certainly time for him to be off on his own.” He laughed, “to think
I once balked at the very idea of an apprentice, now I’m not quite
sure what to do without one! But I shall adjust, Lady, fear not.”
He bowed again and slipped away ere the tears betrayed him. This
would be his first assignment without his former apprentice and he
was feeling it keenly. He mounted his unicorn and rode off into the
mounting day, the creature reassuring him that he was not so truly
alone as he felt. He patted the great neck affectionately and knew
the beloved creature had the right of it. With a rising eagerness,
they pressed on, but it was anything but eagerness that led them
into the dell wherein Girth had once dwelt.

There were only weeds in what should have
been a bean field while the farmstead itself had the feel of a
place long abandoned. The pig shed had collapsed and the house was
on the brink of doing likewise. Nothing stirred, save the grass in
the wind, but a palpable evil hung about the place. Feeling as if
he was desecrating a tomb, Jace tentatively pushed open the cottage
door, hand on his sword hilt. He gasped in dismay and horror at
what he saw, hastily withdrawing to take a closer look at the
farmstead while he thought through the terrifying possibilities.
Beside the pig shed, he found the remains of both a horse and a pig
in a similar state to those in the collapsing hovel: a shriveled
husk of dried skin pulled taut over bone, as if some great spider
had sucked the very life and fluid right out of them. The remains
of a woman and a boy in an apprentice’s uniform lay in the cottage;
he shuddered to think what this might mean. The place reeked of
blood magic, so anything was possible.

He saw to the remains of his slain comrade
and the mysterious woman and then followed a faint but obvious
trail of evil, felt rather than seen, which the unicorn sensed even
more keenly than Jace. For a day and a night they followed the
trail, an obvious mar and desecration upon the very face of
creation, coming at last to the creature’s lair. The unicorn
screamed his unease and fury at such a desecration of the created
order while Jace shivered, sensing an evil here that was both
unnatural and tainted with madness. Drawing his sword, he climbed
down into a great hole in the earth, dug by monstrous claws. The
unicorn stood at the top and whinnied mournfully as his master
vanished into the depths of the earth.

There were several chambers, some empty and
others containing silk wrapped bundles like flies enmeshed in a
spider’s web, but these were men rather than insects. He knelt
beside one such individual and breathed a sigh of relief to find
that he lived still. He checked two others and frowned, all were
alive and apparently healthy, save for their insensible state. What
did the fell creature live on, if not flesh and blood?
“Nightmares!” grated a horrid voice behind him.

Jace was on his feet in a moment, sword in
hand, but there was nothing there. He frowned, his strange eyes
piercing the very depths of the darkness; the monster had been
there but a moment before. He felt something behind him and turned
again, catching a brief glimpse of a giant, spiderish form with a
wolf’s head and teeth, glowing an eerie green from within, but it
moved so fast it was lost to sight before he could act against it.
He foolishly dashed after it into the depths of the cave, only
realizing too late that he was playing directly into its claws. He
heard it laugh, “you are an interesting little morsel, you will not
decay like these others, but will live on to nourish me forever!”
He felt the bite of fangs in his shoulder as the light within him
stirred and then went out even as he fell into darkness. Outside a
unicorn screamed in horror and dismay, as the creature bound its
victim in silk and deposited him in the far corner of its lair,
perhaps for all time.
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Jace blinked at the dark mist about him,
something was wrong, but he could not say exactly what; he shook
his head but could not clear his thoughts enough to concentrate.
There was more, something more, but at the moment he could not say
what nor did he care. He blinked again and found himself falling,
falling, forever falling. It was the Abyss, it had no bottom, he
would fall forever and none but himself would know it. He frowned,
it had not always been this way, had it? Yes, it had, insisted some
feeling he could not name or identify. He nodded dazedly, as an
overly tired child, and resigned himself to an eternity of
darkness. But his eyes opened and suddenly he was lying on a couch,
his leg in a cast and a cheery fire on the hearth. He smiled wryly,
what a dream! Of course he was not in the Abyss; he wasn’t dead,
yet. He had fallen into a gorge and broken his leg, that was
all.

He picked up one of the numerous books that
lay piled within his reach, he frowned at the mathematical text,
wondering why it seemed strangely significant yet at the same time
wondering who would put such a dull book among those given him to
read during his convalescence? Casting it aside, he turned to a
book of history and lost himself therein. Adan and the others came
to visit him, but he was sulky and wanted no part in them,
especially Adan, this was all his fault after all! Why did he have
to go join the Brethren, a thing in which Jace could never have a
part? The Lady had said so herself, Jace frowned, she had, hadn’t
she? But that unnamed sensation, a voice without a voice, soothed
his consternation and he blithely followed whither it led. He grew
more and more sulky, lying on that couch for weeks on end with
nothing to do but pour over old books and listen to witless men
prattle on about things that made no sense!

His friends and family came to see him less
and less, his grim demeanor driving them away; good riddance! The
other Students forgot about him and everyone else moved on with
their lives, leaving Jace alone, so alone! He wasn’t part of
anything any more. Ella said she had found someone else, Jay
smirked knowingly, and then he never saw either of them again. His
sister was so incensed by his rudeness and ceaseless whining that
she refused to visit him and Adan he drove off with threats of
violence or worse, the fool had abandoned him for the Brethren;
Jace wasn’t about to let Adan console his conscience at his
expense. No, in shadows and darkness was where he belonged; it was
all he loved or needed.

At last his leg healed and he could rise from
his couch. He rose, and as soon as his strength returned, he fled
Astoria. The Lady watched him go, hating to lose so promising a
student, but so much did he brood and complain of the harshness and
unfairness of life, that it was something of a relief. He hated
life, hated himself, hated the Brethren and all they stood for most
of all. He would have his revenge. Some deep part of him asked,
‘revenge for what?’ but again he was soothed into blissful oblivion
by a song without melody. He was alone in the world, a nameless
wanderer without a home or friend to call his own. He wandered for
countless days, was hungry most of the time, and often suffered the
indifference or hostility of strangers. He fell in with men as
desperate and lost as himself, preying upon those that were weaker
than themselves or happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong
time. It did not matter, they were the predators and took what was
theirs by right, what others had denied them or would not give
willingly; they were only trying to survive. Again, Jace’s heart
bewailed this grim reality, but a dark mist shrouded it in silence
and life continued on.

He was fed, most of the time at least, but he
was still discontent. He wanted something else, something more. The
darkness beckoned and he heeded it with a morbid joy; the light had
nothing to offer, perhaps the shadows did. Through blood and
darkness, evil and death he walked, growing more and more powerful
but loathing himself the more for it. He had everything, except
hope. ‘Yes!’ cried the deepest part of his soul, but a shadow
engulfed it once more in silence. Who needed hope when one had
power? But power is a fickle thing and does not last, especially
when life grows difficult and darkness looms on the horizon. When
doom fell upon him, he had nowhere to turn, nothing to fall back
upon, but the darkness, and it consumed him utterly.

He was a wraith, a being of shadow without a
name or home, only a lust for blood and death. His stricken soul
cried out within him, had he not once fought creatures such as
this? Was this tale not a lie? But a fog crept in and silenced the
outrage, leaving only a dull silence, as is proper for a wraith
without even a name.

 


Baye heard the unicorn’s awful cry ringing in
his mind and wondered which of his comrades had met a bitter end;
his heart clenched as the man’s name rang in his mind. Without
further thought, he turned his own mount and raced in pursuit,
wondering what fell fate could have befallen a Shadow to so upset
his unicorn. Smiling grimly, he mused that with Jace, it would
undoubtedly be strange indeed. As they had been returning to
Astoria, the place was not far; he had even wondered if he should
pursue the rumors of a fell beast in the forests thereabouts: the
Blight of the Wildwood. Many of the folk in the vicinity had
mysteriously disappeared, taken from their beds as they slept with
none the wiser as to their fate, while those who had ventured after
the creature or its victims had never returned to tell the tale.
Gripping his sword, he set himself to confront something
dreadful.

Jace’s unicorn met him on the brink of the
great hole in which the monster laired. He said he could yet feel
Jace within, but could not waken him; it felt as if his mind
wandered in a dark and endless fog. Baye nodded, assured the
creature that he would retrieve the boy, and then gazed down into
the pit, wondering how best to assault the beast in its own lair.
The answer was quite simple: he put a hand to his head, feeling
slightly dizzy, and then fell senseless into the cave. The creature
found him there, a thing of flesh and blood but with no mind upon
which it might prey, a pity, for it was of the same stock as that
other that would feed it forever and never die or need to be
replaced. He lay the body aside, knowing it was best to sate
himself on the nightmares induced by his awful poison rather than
to glut himself on flesh and blood, but bad dreams were far from
satisfying, no matter how nourishing, when his own flesh lusted
after just that. His own half-mad mind soon forgot about the
senseless creature, but not so his stomach, which had not had
satisfaction since the night of his horrid transformation.

 


Baye felt the light stirring within himself
and knew his Master was up to something, the next moment his
physical shell plummeted into the pit while his mind or spirit or
whatever it was, was drawn inexorably into a dark and twisted
dream. He smiled grimly, knowing he walked the corridors of Jace’s
mind, knowing he must find the boy and free him from this prison of
his own dreams, wrought by a deadly poison. He walked in a dark
wood on a winter’s night with no moon or star to cheer the way.
Hissed a wretched voice, “you walk the paths of death, fool.”

Baye frowned at the darkness, sensing a
wraith lurking in the deeper shadows, “Jace?”

The creature cursed, “I have no name! The
world has forgotten me and I the world.”

Baye shook his head, “come out of the shadows
lad, you are not forgotten nor forsaken.”

“You and your inane babble!” snarled the
shade, “You know nothing of the darkness, nor of pain or loneliness
or misery. You are one of THEM aren’t you, those wretched creatures
who claim to know the truth and dare to say it sets them free!
Those who cast me out and left me to rot in this wretched
form!”

Baye said in his firmest angry mentor voice,
“enough!”

Something within that wretched shade suddenly
shuddered at that tone, knowing that voice and fearing to anger it
further, whimpered he, “who are you?”

Baye said gently, “do you not know?”

The creature huddled deeper into the shadows,
“one of my betrayers no doubt, who turned away from me when I
needed you most.”

Baye frowned, “what?!”

The wraith drew itself up and wailed, “the
Brethren would not have me! I had no place among the Students or
even civilized men. I have done terrible things, trying to fill the
void that is my heart! Now look at me, I am naught but a
shadow.”

“Lies,” said Baye quietly, “all lies. Do you
not know what and who you are? You have triumphed over grimmer
shadows than this, lad. Remember, it was once said to you that you
are never forsaken nor forgotten. That is why I am come. Abandon
the darkness; return to the light!”

Snarled the shade, “the Master has forsaken
me and I shall turn my back on Him!”

“Nay lad,” said Baye with a patient smile,
“we may run from Him but He ever pursues. Now take my hand.”

The wraith loomed out of the darkness, “yes,
your hand, and your entire being! I will gorge myself on your life
force, that at least is a service you can render me.”

“Jace!” snapped Baye in his disgruntled
mentor voice.

“Sir?!” gasped the confounded shade. It
blinked in confusion, “Sir? I was cast out by the Brethren, never
became a Shadow...” Frowned he, “how do I know of the Shadow? This
is all nonsense!” He smiled and suddenly he was a simple boy again.
He ran to his friend and embraced him joyously, “I am an
idiot.”

Baye chuckled, “nay lad, this fiend possesses
a strong poison that twists your dreams and realities into a dark
echo and you lost yourself therein; it reeks of madness, this
beast, which can only twist the mind further.”

Jace frowned, “where are we?”

Baye laughed, “inside your head.”

Jace shook said head ruefully, “why can’t I
have a normal adventure for once? What is wrong with rescuing a
princess or bringing a bandit gang to justice?”

“You’re a Shadow lad,” said Baye with a grin,
“that isn’t in our job description.”

“How do we get out of here?” asked Jace in
concern, “I can’t seem to wake up.”

Baye’s eyes seemed distant, as if he looked
upon a far shore no one else could see, but an eager smile grew on
his face as he returned to the present, “our grim host will soon
set us free; destroying himself in his own greed.” Jace frowned,
and Baye said, “don’t forget the Widow, lad.” Jace shuddered but an
eager smile sprang forth to match Baye’s own.

The creature could not help itself, it really
couldn’t, it needed flesh and blood, just a little; a little could
not hurt, certainly, it wasn’t as if the fool would ever provide
him sustenance by any other means, so it was just as well. It took
a small bite of that forbidden flesh, what little it had of a
rational mind protesting all the while, and immediately began
writhing in agony, legs flailing in all directions, as it collapsed
in on itself.

Baye gave Jace a broad smile as he felt
himself being pulled back to his physical shell, said he, “I’ll
wake you in a moment lad.” Then he was gone, but he had no need to
waken the boy, only loose him from the webs that still bound him,
for upon the fiend’s demise, he wakened of his own accord. The same
could not be said for its mortal victims, which lingered on in
darkness and evil dreams. It took most of the afternoon for them to
find all of the webbed prisoners and then send them back to
wherever it was they had come from, the light cleansing the poison
from their beings and restoring life and a sound mind as they
miraculously awoke from their disquiet sleep, safe at home.

The last captive freed, Baye turned to Jace
and asked, “ready to be on your way?”

Jace shivered, “the sooner the better! I
never was fond of spiders, after this, ugh!”

Baye grinned slightly but said in concern,
“how are you faring? Those dreams could not have been an easy thing
to endure, nor are you yet free of the brute’s poison.”

Jace smiled wryly, “I’m fine, I’ve endured
far worse, as to his poison, I think it was inactivated the moment
he succumbed to his own greed.”

Baye frowned, “are you certain?” He held out
a glowing hand, “perhaps we should be sure.”

Jace held up his own hands and said
defensively, “I’m fine, really.”

Baye nodded, “if you say so.”

They climbed out of the pit only to find a
horde of wraiths surrounding them, crying out in dismay at such a
desecration of their esteemed master’s power and demanding
recompense. Baye’s person began to glow warningly, “quiet,
fiends!”

Jace cried out in terror, “no! I must get
away from that awful light! My brothers!” His wail died away with
distance as a shadow with glowing eyes fled after the retreating
wraiths.

Baye gaped in horror, ready to pursue, but he
felt an immediate check in his spirit, quite disheartened, he
glanced about morosely hoping for some answer. A magpie sat in a
nearby bush and chirruped reassuringly. Tears sparkled unshed in
the man’s eyes, “has he betrayed you, Lord? Does the Abyss gape
before him?”

“Easy child,” said He, “his heart is still
Mine, though his mind knows it not. The monster’s poison drives him
mad. I cannot condemn a madman for his madness any more than you
would blame a leper for his spots. My Enemy is about to learn that
when one plays with fire, one is apt to be burned. All will be
well. There is a purpose in this, as in all things.”

Baye bowed his head, “yes Lord, but it is
difficult to stand aside and do nothing as my friend suffers.”

The little bird stared off whither the boy
had fled, tears glistening in His fathomless eyes, “aye child, this
I know too well, for I bear it for each of My children, some of
whom shall never come home.” With that, He vanished, leaving Baye
to ponder the tremendous implications of His words, glad once more
that he was a mere man and not required to bear the sorrows of the
world.

 


The wraiths huddled in darkness, the rising
sun sending faint streamers of odious light into the dim chasm in
which they hid. “That was an utter disaster,” snarled one of them,
they had no names or other identifying features, each exactly the
same as the others: a hopeless and bloodthirsty shadow cowering in
fear and despair until the Abyss finally swallowed it whole.

“That’s what you get for trifling with the
Master’s pets,” came a bitter voice.

“Can’t help it,” snarked the first, “orders
are orders.”

“I suppose,” sulked the second.

They reverted to silence as the light
intensified, uneasy with the deadly brilliance so close; this was
not one of their preferred haunts, but it was all they could find
before the imminent dawn burnt them to dust, so they huddled in the
corners and waited for that awful light to fade.

“It wasn’t always like this,” mused the
second wraith that had spoken.

“No,” said an uneasy shade next to him, “once
we had names and lived among men. Once we were part of life and it
of us. Now we are just shadows without names, life, or
purpose.”

“That sounds like treasonous talk,” snarled
the first to have broken the silence.

“It is the truth,” moaned the third.

“Truth is deadly,” snapped the first.

“I can’t live a lie,” said the second.

“Just pipe down,” hissed the first, “some of
us want a little quiet.”

The chastened pair exchanged a curious glance
and slunk deeper into a crevasse that opened at their feet, or
rather the amorphous blobs that were supposed to be feet. In this
crack, the third wraith studied the second, not that there was
anything to see, but he felt something, something he could put no
name to, but it called to something deep within his own being,
something that had not been stirred in many a long dark year.
“You’re different,” it hissed.

“Yes,” said the second.

“How?” asked the third.

“I don’t know,” came the perplexed reply,
“but it has not always been this way.”

“You have something,” said the third.

“I do?” said the second.

“Yes,” purred the third, eagerly, “and I want
it.”

“But what is it?” said the second, “How do I
give it to you if I don’t even know what it is?”

“Your hand,” said the third, “give me your
hand! I will discover this thing for myself.”

The second shrugged but offered the shapeless
appendage to his fellow, a glint of silver flashed unnoticed in the
darkness as the third touched the second’s outstretched arm. “Yes,”
chortled the wraith, “yes, I knew there was something. You have
hope. I want that, nay I need it! Give it to me!”

The second blinked dully, “take it then, I do
not know what you are going on about. It has always been this way
and always will be, where is the hope in that?”

“Hmmm,” said the third in wonder, “it is not
a thing to be taken by force or bought at a price, rather it is a
gift. And all can partake freely thereof! Very curious! Why do you
not share this with everyone?”

“Share what?” grumped the second, “I have
nothing, I am nothing!”

“No, no!” contradicted the other, “This thing
is far larger than any of us, but it beckons, oh how it calls to my
very soul! Yes, yes, I will go! I sought it all my life, thought I
had found it in this dreadful existence, but I was looking in all
the wrong places, threw aside that which was most important! What a
fool, but not an utterly condemned one! You must tell them, tell
them all!”

“What are you babbling about?” groused the
second, “There is nothing but darkness, always darkness.”

But there came no reply, for the third wraith
glittered with a silver light and then melted away like threads of
mist in the morning light. The second blinked, “that was odd, and
I’m not certain, but perhaps even a little rude!”

“What was that?” came a tentative voice, “It
was something bright and shiny, nay dazzling! I felt it, I did! I
want that too.”

The second frowned, “what are all you
senseless fools babbling about, there is nothing! Can we not just
exist rather than pining after what can never be?” Mumbling to
himself he said, “it has not always been so.”

“No,” said the fourth, “once we were people,
with names even. I miss that. But you,” said the voice eagerly,
“you reek of it; it calls to me!”

The second nearly howled in frustration,
“what are you going on about?”

“That’s what I want to know,” asked a fifth,
squeezing into the crack, “I feel it too, whatever it is.”

“Then take my hand,” snarled the second
vexedly, “it seemed to make that other one happy, if such as
ourselves can ever achieve such a state.” He sighed, “I think I was
happy once, when I had a name...did I ever have a name?”

The pair eagerly took his outstretched hands,
crooning in delight and wonder as things were suddenly revealed to
them that were yet hidden from the mind of the perplexed second.
Each sparkled like a summer rain shower as the sun bursts through
before dissipating into a warm mist. The second shook his head,
“quite uncanny, I don’t know what the fools are up to?”

“Don’t you?” pleaded another, “I felt it, the
draw is intense, show me, please!” The second sighed and held out
his hand, tired of arguing.

As the day waned, the first wraith stirred,
ready to marshal his troops, such as they were, into action, for
night was upon them and the disheartened horde needed something to
enliven and embolden them before their next assignment, a night of
terror and rampage and blood was just the thing. “Look alive you
sluggards!” called the first wraith, but there came no answer.
Frowning, he cried again, “where are you!?” But only silence
answered him.

Twenty wraiths did not just up and vanish,
not during broad daylight at least. He began creeping among the
scattered stones at the bottom of the crevasse, looking for some
sign of either an enemy or his missing troops, but he found
nothing, nothing but a slight crack in the rock. There was nowhere
else for them to have gone, he had spent the day at the far end of
the chasm and the other ended in a sheer wall of stone; the
sunlight walling them all in as surely as a captive in his cell.
With a shrug, he ventured into the crack, finding a sole wraith in
the shadows therein. “Where are they?” demanded the first.

“Who?” asked the oblivious second, “this is
all there has ever been or will ever be. Who are you?”

“This is ridiculous!” snarled the first,
“What happened to them? Traitor!”

The second laughed at this outburst, “what
can a servant of evil be but a traitor? No honor amongst thieves
and all that, remember?”

“But you are no servant of evil,” said the
first, drawing back a step in sudden fear.

“I am a wraith,” hissed the second, “have
always been, will always be! Thus I am a servant of evil.”

The first laughed harshly, “no, it is not so,
no matter your guise or what you think upon the matter, in your
heart of hearts, you are not one of us. I feel it, even if you
cannot. What is it? This thing that I suddenly yearn for above all
else? Has it a name?”

“It does,” sighed the second, “even if we do
not. The others called it hope, but I call it a delusion! It
destroyed them, it will destroy you too, then I will be all alone
again.” He laughed bitterly, “alone, always and anon, as it was
meant to be.”

“You make no sense,” said the first, “I
believe you quite mad, but this hope as you call it, is quite real.
Aye, and I want it.”

The second shrugged, “do as you wish, but I
did warn you.”

The wraith sat alone in the darkness, always
alone, always in the dark, and suddenly he was bored. His
companions...what companions? It had not always been this way, yes!
Companions, those annoying shadows with the fiery eyes, annoying
but at least he wasn’t alone. And bored. Oh, but he was dreadfully
bored! If he hated anything it was boredom; where had that thought
come from? But it was true. He remembered a place, rather vaguely,
but it must be better than here, anything was better than here. He
set forth immediately, before his mind betrayed him and he forgot
completely what it was he had intended at the first; the other was
right, he was mad! At least if one was mad, he could not be bored,
could he? He frowned, one might not know he was bored but he
certainly could not aspire to rational thought. He laughed
manically, that was verging on a rational thought! Oh dear, what
was he doing again?

 


The moon cast her mysterious light deep into
the chamber, but the odd patterns of light and deep shadow did not
trouble the servant, whose keen eyes could penetrate the depths of
utter night. What he was doing here, at this hour, was beyond his
ability to comprehend, but over the years he had learned to trust
the uncanny sense of urgency that he ought to do something, no
matter how seemingly foolish or silly it might be; it had served
him well in the last thousand years and would no doubt do so again
over the next millennium. So here he was, in the Lady’s audience
chamber in the middle of the night, waiting for who knew what. Then
he saw it, a flicker of darkness in the deeper shadows; a glimmer
of fiery eyes in the wan moonlight: a wraith.

Jared’s blood ran cold, wondering how the
creature had gained access to this part of the castle without help;
there was a traitor within the keep and he must discover whom,
before dispatching the wretched creature. Said he, “who goes?”

The shade blinked in astonishment and
confusion, “goes where?”

Jared frowned at this nonsensical answer,
“who are you?”

“I do not have a name,” said the thing rather
dully, “or at least I don’t think I do.”

“Who let you in?” asked Jared, completely
befuddled by this aberration. He expected hostility, vain threats,
or even despair, not confusion and inanity.

“I let myself in,” said the creature.

“You can’t just waltz in here of your own
accord!” said Jared in growing alarm, was this some new trick of
the Enemy’s?

“Walking through a wall is quite a simple
matter,” said the creature, as if speaking to a dolt, “if you have
the knack for it.”

“Enough,” said the Captain, holding up his
right palm, a silver unicorn graven thereupon, flashing with its
own light, “don’t make me force the matter.”

“Pretty,” said the wraith, as if an entranced
child of five.

“So be it!” said the Captain; the thing was
mad! “Reveal!” said he with all command.

“Oh,” said the shadow in dismay, “this seems
familiar,” it groaned in agony and collapsed to the floor, “and
rather uncomfortable.” An awful light burst forth and would have
reduced the Captain to nothingness were he not wrought of the same
stuff.

There was something very strange going on
here, which must mean Jace was at the heart of it. The Captain
knelt beside the stricken form, still glowing like steel fresh from
the forge, a burst of light passing from one to the other wakened
the prone figure from its faint. He blinked up blearily into
familiar, expectant eyes and smiled sheepishly, “Captain?”

Jared snorted and hauled the boy to his feet,
“mind telling me what is going on?”

Jace glanced about curiously, cloaking
himself in obscurity once more, said he vaguely, as if still unsure
himself, “there was a spider. And then darkness. And now I’m
here.”

He eyed the captain quizzically, “can you
tell me more, sir? I don’t remember much else.”

“You rascal!” came the astonished but joyous
voice of Baye as he strode into the room, “Do you have any idea the
angst you’ve caused me or the chase you’ve set me?”

Jace shook his head, “actually I do not.” He
smiled wanly, “it did involve a spider didn’t it, or perhaps a
wolf?”

Baye laughed heartily as he greeted the boy
warmly, “you really have no clue, do you?” He then told the tale,
astonishing Jace as much as the Captain. “I just want to know what
you were up to in the interim,” said Baye in consternation,
“running off impersonating a wraith as you did!”

The moonlight faded and shadows engulfed the
room, “he destroyed an entire covey of my best wraiths!” came the
irate voice, “do you have any idea how long it will take to replace
twenty of them? And he can’t even have the decency just to destroy
them with that wretched light, rather he tantalized them with hope,
not even knowing what it was he did, and the fool things deserted
me for your precious Master! I demand recompense, boy!”

“Go lick your wounds and sulk, fiend,” came
the cheery voice of the magpie, perched on the arm of the Lady’s
chair, “this is what you get for meddling in things I decreed
forbidden ere I wrought the stars. Off with you!”

The raven perched upon the windowsill
squawked indignantly but flew off into the night, the moonlight
returning in its wake. “You have not seen the last of him, my dear
ones, but fear not,” said the chipper bird, “for I am stronger than
he and ever at your side.” He flitted off into the night, leaving
the three Shadows to share a wondrous smile, ever delighting in His
presence.

Baye held up a glowing hand and touched it to
Jace’s shoulder, for a moment obliterating all physical trace of
the lad, save a burst of blinding light. Jace raised his eyebrows
indignantly as he again took physical form, asked he, “what was
that for?” He grinned wryly, “is it not bad enough I had to endure
the Captain’s order of Reveal for a third time?”

Baye grinned sheepishly, “sorry lad, but the
last time I saw you, you still carried the spider’s poison and went
dashing off into the woods declaring the wraiths to be your long
lost brothers. Had I known about the Captain’s interference, I
would have refrained, for it would be unnecessary, but as a
precaution, I thought it justified. Only light, through and
through, no taint of poison to be found.”

Jace nodded, “thank you for all your efforts
on my behalf, my friend. It was well justified.” He frowned at the
Captain, “how could that poison affect me so?”

Jared shook his head, “it is hard to say how
the black sorcery of our enemies works, but I think it took a full
burst of our Master’s light to burn off the vile stuff.”

“Something we gave our fellow captives,” said
Jace with a thoughtful look, “but which I neglected to receive
myself.” He smiled at Baye, “will I ever learn to be sensible?”

Baye chuckled, “not while this world lasts,
but perhaps in that which is to come? Anything and everything is
possible there.”

“I suppose,” said Jace with a grin, before
they all succumbed to the inevitable humorous interlude, more at
the joy of their reunion than for any true hilarity in the
exchange.
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Ten years prior, a little girl stood with a
young boy in a dank cell, their eyes far too wide and each
strangely quiet as they waited, for what they could not say. The
little boy began to cry again, in confusion and fear, but the girl
shushed him though there was no pity in her heart nor did she know
fear, but she did have an idea, a dreadful idea, but it just might
save her life. They had already witnessed something no mortal man
should have to endure, let alone children, especially involving
their own parents, but witness it they did, and then the
perpetrator had carried all four of them to this horrid place and
made them wait in this dark, drippy cell, coming for them one at a
time; two had already walked through that door, never to be seen
again, leaving only the girl and her little brother. The dark man
had scolded the other two bitterly, demanding they stop their
incessant whining and mewling, as he led them through the door; it
was this that had inspired the girl.

So it was she consoled her brother, not out
of any sisterly affection, for she had never had any, nor love for
her lost parents either, but she was certainly interested in her
own survival, and being possessed of a keen mind and a very
unchildlike demeanor, she had devised a plan to make herself useful
to their captor, a man she found vastly intriguing, thus sparing
her life and indulging her curiosity. When the man came again and
the little boy burst into tears, she said loud enough for the
villain to hear, “there, there, it will be all right little one,
why I am sure mama and papa await you, just beyond that door!”

The boy’s tears ceased and he turned hopeful
eyes upon the girl, “really?”

“Yes,” assured the girl, “and they would like
you to be brave, for you are a courageous young man, are you not?”
He nodded avidly, his thumb in his mouth, as she continued, “and
they would be so proud to see you being brave.” He nodded and she
turned to the dreadful man, “would you like me to accompany you and
the boy?”

The man studied the bold girl with a half
smile on his lips, “you are a cunning one lass, unless I miss my
guess. Perhaps you could be useful to me in a way other than that
which I had intended for you. Of course, bring the bairn and then
we’ll see what is to be done with you.”

She nodded, took the little boy’s hand, and
marched with him through the door, very curious as to what the man
intended for both herself and the child. Afterwards, the man smiled
thoughtfully at the girl, “you didn’t flinch, scream, or balk lass,
quite impressive in a girl your age. What do you say to becoming my
assistant, eh? You could keep the house, not too tidy mind you, and
see to the cooking and all that, not to mention helping me with my
work. It would free up my time immensely that I might devote it
utterly to my research rather than to the more mundane necessities
of life.”

She nodded, “very well, but only if you
promise to involve me in your work and not think me a simple
housekeeper or mindless lackey.”

He chuckled, “you wouldn’t let me, even if I
should try, lass; you don’t lack for spunk nor boldness neither!
You have yourself a deal.” They shook hands and her ambitious smile
matched his own.

 


A cloaked shadow followed the foolish warrior
as he approached the lair of the Blight of the Wildwood; he frowned
incredulously as the man stood peering into the pit one moment and
the next he toppled head first into the gaping hole, as if he had
been knocked senseless by an unseen foe. Scratching his head, the
man wondered what next was to be done, for he was not brave or
stupid enough to enter the Blight’s den, yet he knew a man who
would pay a king’s ransom for the least bit of the monster’s
poison. He sighed, sinking to the ground beside the tree behind
which he had been hiding, hoping time would reveal something, else
he might sit here until either he or the monster succumbed to old
age.

But something did happen, he heard far too
much activity going on below, for the monster was nearly silent in
its movements, and then some hours later two men emerged, one the
overbold warrior. But all thought fled him as a sudden dread and
horror fell upon him; it felt as if an evil fog had rolled in,
dimming the light and filling the clearing with nearly palpable
dread and despair. He hunkered down behind the tree, praying
desperately that this new menace might overlook him, though he
wasn’t sure anyone or anything was there to listen, desperation
made a man do funny things. But the feeling soon dissipated and he
could look up once more. The second of the pair was gone and the
first stood there for a moment, before mounting his beast and
riding off into the waning night.

The man smiled eagerly, but dared not leave
his hiding place for a very long time, waiting to be sure some
dreadful thing was not lying in wait for him. At last, he could
contain himself no longer and burst from his place, dagger in hand,
but nothing happened. Smiling sheepishly, he replaced the weapon in
its hidden sheath and crawled to the edge of the hole, peering down
into it for a very long moment, but it was now or never. He drew a
deep breath and took the plunge. He found the dead monster, but
strangely, no sign of its victims; with an indifferent shrug, he
returned his attention to the beast. Cautiously he approached, but
it did not stir. He smiled eagerly and drew forth his knife and
very carefully cut out the glands containing the beast’s strange
poison. Gingerly he tied each closed with a leather thong and then
placed each in a separate waterskin, just in case one decided to
leak. Smiling to himself, he hurried out of the creature’s lair and
off to make his fortune.

The man’s delight far surpassed anything the
treasure hunter could have imagined, but alas, his reward was not
near so great, and in threatening to take back his find for so
paltry a sum, he unfortunately made his last mistake. “Must you
always be so lethally efficient, my dear?” asked the dark man of
his adopted daughter, “I am sure I could have negotiated the fellow
into a more reasonable frame of mind; now he’ll never find anything
for me again, and this is undoubtedly the most interesting
substance that has yet come into my possession. Think what we can
do with it! Not only does it induce a wakeless sleep, but also
nightmares and madness! But alas, he will now never have the chance
to find me anything so interesting again.”

“Forgive me, papa,” said the girl, though
with no real contrition; she had never been afflicted with the
baser emotions most men considered normal. “But he had no right to
speak to you so rudely,” finished she.

He smiled at her, “yes, I forget your concern
for my esteemed reputation. Think no more of it, have one of the
minions see to the mess while we withdraw to the lab and see what
we can make of this fascinating poison.” She nodded eagerly, rang
the bell to summon one of the nameless laborers they kept about the
place, and then followed her father into the dank and musty cellar,
whither lay the laboratory wherein all manner of strange and
dreadful things had been made or taken apart. The man had taught
her everything he knew, one day soon, she would take his place as
the head of research and development for the Brotherhood of the
Serpent, but not quite yet.

 


A few months later, the man lay on the sofa
in the sitting room, blood spattering the side of his mouth
whenever he coughed; he had wasted to almost nothing in the last
two months, leaving his daughter to take up his work as he was
forced to lie abed, slowly dying. So busy was the girl with her
research, that she hardly spent any time with her stricken father,
but to her mind, he should just end it all quickly rather than
taking up precious time and resources wasting away as he did,
though it was her poison that was inflicting the malady upon him,
but as long as it didn’t interfere with her work, he could do as it
pleased him.

That evening, he weakly called her into the
sitting room and croaked, “I have one last secret to pass on to you
child.” She eyed him keenly, no little annoyed, thinking she had
long ago sapped all the knowledge from his mind, but she nodded
curtly and he continued with a gasp, “you have ever been a child
after my own heart, thus I never fully trusted you, but as I am
soon to pass from this mortal realm, I must tell you all. First, I
had intended a special use for the Blight’s poison, but never got
the chance. You must go to Astoria.”

A coughing fit silenced him and she frowned,
“Astoria!”

The man smiled maliciously, “yes, the home of
our greatest foes. There you must find a man of a certain order
within the Brethren, a sect as secret as our own and also our
deadliest enemies; you must find one of these so-called Shadows and
use the poison upon him. I have altered the poison and the results
should be quite amusing.”

“Very well,” said she, smiling thoughtfully,
“I believe I know just how to accomplish that which you ask.”

He nodded proudly, “good girl, I knew you
would. I’ve never met a keener mind or a crueler one. Am I correct
in guessing this is no natural illness but rather something of your
contrivance?” She smiled wickedly and he coughed, “excellent child,
excellent! You shall be the head of the Brotherhood one day. Now go
to the cabinet and bring me that clear glass sphere in the top
drawer.”

She frowned at him, wondering at such
approbation for an otherwise atrocious act, but then smiled darkly,
of course he would be proud of her, after all, he was the one who
had taught her just that! She stood and retrieved the object,
handing it to him and resuming her seat, watching with morbid
curiosity. After another coughing fit, he said weakly, “the
Brotherhood has been without an Eye for some time. You must never
let one of the Brethren even touch it, or disaster will result, but
it is the rightful property of the head of the Brotherhood. My
final act will be to restore the Eye to the Brotherhood and it will
come into your keeping, but beware, for the true head will be drawn
to it and will use lethal force to obtain it, if he must.”

She smiled wickedly and he laughed proudly,
“exactly girl! Kill the man, and any who follow, and eventually
that role, and the Eye, shall rightfully be yours.” He smiled
sadly, “my only regret is not being able to see what use you make
of such prodigious talent.” He stared into the sphere and grew
suddenly misty as the orb darkened; argent lightning flashed in its
heart as he vanished completely and the Eye settled on the divan
cushion as its holder disappeared. Naia stood slowly, intrigued by
what she had just heard, but not quite trusting her so-called
father, even at the last. A Shadow? There was only one way to find
out. Secreting the Eye in a secure place, she donned her finest
gown, black but not in mourning, for she refused to wear any other
color and never felt anything even remotely resembling grief,
mounted her horse, and set out for Astoria.

 


She stood before the Lady of Astoria, a
picture of tragedy and grief, careful to say nothing that was not
completely true. After making the proper courtesies, the Lady
studied her with a gentle eye, but there was a fire lying beneath
that peaceful veneer that immediately earned Naia’s respect, the
only esteem or consideration of which she was capable of bestowing
on another living soul; her father had once been in possession of
it, but once she had outstripped him in knowledge and skill, and he
was of no more practical use to her, she had made an end of him
without a second thought, so little did she value any life but her
own. Said the Lady with all graciousness, “how may we help you, my
lady?”

Naia dropped another curtsy and began in a
pleading tone, “ah, Lady, my tale is one of woe upon woe. I was but
a child when this dreadful man, who called himself my father,
murdered my true parents before our very eyes, my siblings and I.
He killed them in their turn but instead of slaying me likewise,
allowed me to live if I would keep house for him, among other
tasks. This has been my lot for nigh on ten years, but he died at
last, thus freeing me of his influence, yet I know he is not alone
in the atrocious crimes that were his greatest interest and sole
pleasure, for ere he died, he hinted that others of his persuasion
would come, seeking a certain artifact or the arcane knowledge he
compiled over the years.”

“And what would you have of me?” asked the
Lady of the petitioner, a worried frown marring her face, “These
are grave accusations madam, and I will do my utmost to see that
these practices are expunged from the earth.”

“Precisely, madam,” said Naia in feigned
relief, “when these men come, as my so-called father promised, I
would be much relieved if one of your servants is there to stand
between myself and these reprehensible fellows. You can mete out
justice to such foul men and I would then be free of their
influence, able to get on with the rest of my life, such as it
is.”

The Lady’s brow furrowed, “why not just
remain here, my lady, where it is safe and you can begin anew? Why
return home when you know these men are coming thither?”

“It is all I have Lady, humble as it is,”
said she with forced tears, “I cannot leave the only home I have
ever known, especially now that I am its mistress and not subject
to the wiles of that awful man, and while I appreciate your
generous offer, I know these men would not rest until they had
found me. I might hide here for years, but eventually they or their
spies would find me and deal with me accordingly; I would be a
veritable prisoner within the walls of your keep until my dying
day. Besides, would you miss this chance to rid the world of such
fell men?”

The Lady smiled grimly, “you have a fierce
heart, my lady, and your reasoning is quite sound. I know just the
man, and will send him with you forthwith. If he cannot keep you
safe and deal with these dread sorcerers, none can.”

Naia bowed deeply and smiled sadly, “thank
you, my Lady,” and then withdrew as the Lady sent a servant running
to find Jace.

As the Lady briefed him on his next
assignment, the boy smiled broadly at his sister, “it sounds a
simple enough assignment, my Lady.”

The Lady snorted, in a most un-Lady-like
fashion, “therein should you take heed, sir, for you are not known
to pursue such bland adventures.”

He bowed contritely, “well spoken, my Lady,”
before grinning in that annoying fashion of his, “but someday I
hope to experience such a phenomenon.” He bowed himself out and she
shook her head as she watched him go.

He met the Lady Naia in a small sitting room
as she was finishing her tea. He bowed, introduced himself, and
asked politely, “when do you wish to leave madam?”

“At once,” said she, “if that is
possible?”

Jace nodded and motioned towards the door,
“whenever you are ready madam.”

She nodded, stood, and studied the boy with a
frown, “you have a fire in you sir, much like your Lady. Are you
perchance related?”

Jace grinned impishly, “technically, she is
my sister.”

A tight smile graced her lips, “your sister
in arms or a sister by blood?”

Jace shrugged, “she had a brother once, but
he was executed for treason and murder a few years ago.”

“At her order?!” said Naia, her respect for
the Lady unconsciously growing by an order of magnitude, as Jace
nodded, “even so, madam. Lead on, if that is your intention.”
Rather annoyed with herself for succumbing to such a distraction,
she hastened from the room and Jace followed quietly after. He
fetched his horse from the stables while she mounted hers, still
saddled and awaiting her in the courtyard while a servant came
running with provisions for their journey. They were on their way
so quickly and efficiently that even Naia was impressed.

As twilight deepened into darkness, Jace drew
rein at a likely looking place along the road, said he in some
chagrin, “I did not even ask if you would like to travel in such a
manner that we might spend each evening at an inn or would you
prefer to camp and travel as quickly as may be?”

She smiled slightly at him, “an oversight, to
be sure, but you have not misjudged my intentions; I favor speed
over comfort and am not overly comfortable in social settings, if
you understand me?”

Jace nodded, “that I do, my lady. I had quite
an awkward childhood in my own right, not near so traumatic as
yours, but I can at least appreciate your circumstances.” He went
about setting up camp and she watched him as a snake studies an
unwitting mouse.

She was not of a chatty disposition nor of an
overly social turn, as she had warned, thus did they travel on in
relative silence, neither speaking unless necessitated by their
journey; a fact she truly appreciated about the fellow, he was not
one to prattle on needlessly, if there was not a reason to speak,
he held his tongue. Jace was fascinated by the strange creature,
for she was certainly of a keen mind though she held herself so
tightly he could learn little else of her, though he sensed some
evil aura about her, but he himself had once been tainted by such
an aura after being the victim of blood magic, with her tragic
history, he did not find it at all surprising in her case
either.

She was just as perplexed with her traveling
companion, noting an oddity here or a comment there that another
might easily overlook, but it certainly confirmed she had indeed
acquired one of these mythic Shadows. One night, a fell bird came
to her in a dream and spoke thus, “what you intend is of my
devising and you must proceed accordingly, any deviation might well
result in disaster, and that is a very bad thing indeed. But if you
succeed, you shall find the resulting circumstances quite amusing.
This creature must be punished for his insolence and you are the
means by which I shall accomplish my revenge. Now this is what must
be done...”

She awoke with a start and felt curious eyes
upon her, she glared at the insolent boy and snarled, “cannot a
lady sleep without being ogled?”

Jace started, “forgive me madam, but I felt a
heavy sense of some great evil suddenly engulfing you and was
trying to discern the cause.”

“Evil dreams,” said she dismissively, “now
let me sleep.” He bowed contritely as she rolled over and then he
continued to watch the night. An evil smile grew on her lips as she
stared off into the formless dark of the wood about her, the Fiend
had revealed much about this so-called Shadow, his skills and
vulnerabilities, and what was intended for him. It would be amusing
indeed, but she restrained herself to a sardonic grin when she
wished to laugh aloud, for she could not go rousing his suspicions,
at least no more than she already had.
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At last they reached the sprawling manor
house that had been her home since the dark man had taken her as
his own kith and kin. She rode into the yard only to find three
horses tied to the hitching rail, she gasped to Jace, “they have
come! Are we too late?”

Jace drew his sword as he slid from his
saddle, “fear not madam, I shall attend to the fiends immediately.
Remain hidden until I return.” With that he dashed into the
house.

She smiled in anticipation and entered the
cellar via a hidden door on the far side of the house, eager to
retrieve the poison and discover if it would work as anticipated.
Tainted dagger in hand, she ascended to the room wherein she had
hidden the Eye, which would undoubtedly draw its rightful possessor
like flies to a carcass. Too bad he would not be in possession of
it long!

 


Jace found no one on the first floor and took
the stairs two at a time as he dashed for the second floor, but
that too was abandoned. His only hope lay in the attic. Ascending
the ladder quickly, he threw open the trapdoor, and swiftly stood
in the midst of the room with sword bared; three men stared at him
in astonishment, as if they had never seen a sword before, but it
was the dark orb in their possession that drew Jace’s gaze. Said he
with menace strong in his voice, “give me the orb.”

“You did not say please!” mocked one of the
men, “I do not take orders from such insolent fools!” He tried to
cast some dark spell over the wretch, but it failed utterly.
Frowning he demanded, “one of the Brethren then? It figures, I at
last come into possession of the Eye and you show up to ruin my
moment of triumph.”

Jace’s entire being began to glow slightly,
“I can destroy it and you sir, with but a thought. This is your
last chance, relinquish the sphere and seek the Master’s grace, ere
it is too late!”

They eyed him warily but none seemed intent
on repenting of a lifetime of evil just at that particular moment,
nor of heeding his warning either, with a sigh Jace said, “very
well then.” The light flared forth, only bright enough to blind
rather than kill, for he did not know if the lady was within range
of that deadly radiance, and it vanished the moment it had
accomplished what he intended. The men cried out in dismay, their
leader dropping the orb as he put his hands over his sightless
eyes. Jace bent down to retrieve the sphere when he felt a sharp
pain in his calf. As he collapsed into darkness, the last thing he
saw was a triumphantly smiling woman standing upon the ladder,
halfway into the garret, dagger in hand.
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