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After the Gods created Man, they gave him Woman to be his friend and companion as he journeyed through life. To woman they gave a chest containing blessings for her descendants. Woman was told never to open the chest, lest these precious gifts escape. Curiosity finally led Woman to open the chest and the divine blessings were lost--all but one.

Elpis shook his silver mane as the darkness surrounded him. How long had it been since he had been last called? As the first born of those who guarded the final blessing of the gods he was only summoned when there seemed to be nothing left but defeat and despair. There were other guardians in the mortal realms; they were the ones who should be answering the normal calls. He stepped onto the ancient path and felt the ground pull at his hooves and the air grow heavy with the despair calling to him. When the darkness cleared, he found himself standing on a beach. He tossed his head and a golden glow from his horn surrounded him, pushing back the chill that hung like the touch of death. The stench of rotting bodies mixed with the salt spray of the ocean, creating a palpable fog. Red tinged water swirled around his hooves as he carefully followed the call that brought him here.

He stepped around a large outcropping of rocks and saw a man sleeping next to a small fire. He stepped closer and lay down beside the man. The ornateness of the man's armor and sword, which lay under his right hand, indicated he was a person of some importance in this place and time. Elpis studied the rugged face for a moment, noting the streaks where tears had flowed during the man's dreams.

He bowed his head, and gently, as to not wake him, touched the man's forehead with his horn. With practiced ease he entered the man's thoughts and began drawing the despair from his soul.

~ * ~

Odysseus shook his head as he surveyed the battle area. Bodies of both Greek and Trojan warriors lay together on the blood-stained sand. In death, their differences appeared to vanish. He wondered how many would meet as companions in the Elysium Fields of the afterlife.

The leader of the Greek armies turned toward the ocean to hide the tears he felt burning a path down his face. He refused to leave the area until the last Greek soldier's body was collected and prepared for the funeral rites tonight. So many lives, he thought. And, for what? Is one woman worth such a high price? It was a question he had heard many asking each other as well as in prayer to the Gods. The Gods, of course, refused to answer. After all, men were nothing more than playthings for the Gods’ amusement.

He turned and glanced back at the high walls surrounding the city of Troy. Her defenders alert in their observation of the activity on the beach. Despite the temporary cease-fire to collect the bodies, it wouldn't take much to start another deadly rain of arrows from those walls. His men had found no way into the city and by now, most of them knew that was the only way they were going to defeat the Trojans and return Helen to her husband Menelaus. There had been discussion before this last battle of quitting the field and returning home. Something Odysseus had strongly opposed, but was now beginning to accept.

Odysseus felt something bump his back and he spun around, his hand going to his sword. There was nothing and no one there. He looked down at the ground and noticed a single print; small and delicate, but similar to a horse's hoof. He stared at the print for several minutes. Could the solution be something as simple as this? And it did seem so simple. After so long on the field, with so many dead it seemed unlikely, but there was something about that single print in the sand. He glanced back at the walls of the city and nodded. The Trojans claimed Poseidon as their patron and the horse was sacred to the Sea God. Perhaps there was a way to breach those walls after all. 

~ * ~

Elpis woke suddenly. A shrill neigh pierced the stillness of his grove then ended abruptly. He felt his heart tighten in a grip colder that the touch of Nyx herself. The area of the call was close to where he had visited before. But, this time it wasn't the defeat of a single individual that was calling him, it was stronger; it was the despair of many. He stood and reared, neighing a challenge into the wind; calling for the one who guarded the gift for the city now buried in fear and defeat. It was a call that was not returned as it should have been.

The unicorn neighed again and stepped into the darkness that now hung before him. He found himself standing in a walled city, people running in different directions, fires dancing brightly. His nostrils burned from the smoke filling the city and his ears were deafened by the screams of the dying.

A man with a brightly polished sword stepped in front of him, not seeing him. Elpis snorted and took a startled step back. It was the same man he had visited before. The one whose sense of defeat had called him to this area. The one to whom he had brought the gift. Elpis felt his knees buckle and he dropped to the ground. Slowly, he bowed his head and touched the blood-stained ground with his horn in silent benediction to the unicorn who had once been the guardian of this now lost city. The most precious of the gods' gifts, hope, had been abused and was now gone from this place.

~ * ~

Elpis fought against the despair that threatened to engulf him as the death scream of another unicorn echoed in his soul. The screams had been coming more frequently over the centuries and he had lost count of the number of times he had heard that shrill neigh. Each time he thought he was ready for the pain, but he never was. How can one be prepared for the pain involved with losing a part of one's self--a part of one's own soul?

This time was the worst. It felt as if the pain from all the previous deaths had been multiplied together. He tried to neigh his challenge, but fell to the ground, his legs too weak to support him. His vision blurred, and then all he could see were swirling lights. His breathing became labored and he gasped, trying to keep his lungs functioning. He felt his heart drumming erratically as if it was desperately trying to escape the confines of his chest.

He closed his eyes and forced himself to take long deep breaths. He fought for a semblance of calm until the pain passed. He got slowly to his feet, his legs still shaking, his body trembling. Elpis shook himself and a spray of water fell from his body. He raised his head and neighed a weak challenge to the cloud of despair that hung over his grove. As the blackness thickened, Elpis took a deep breath and once again stepped onto the ancient path.

The unicorn had to fight for every step he took on the path. The ground protested loudly as he pulled each hoof free from
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