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            The Second Coming!  Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?
--from The Second Coming by William Butler Yeats

      

    

This book is dedicated to my lovely wife, Edith:

My anchor, my savior, and my true Aurora. You stood by me for the four years it took to build another world, and for the times I was on the other side of this one. This book exists because you chose to believe in the soldier behind the shield.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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The very first lines of this novel are: “The retired soldier lived in a house in the Southern piney woods, and he lived all alone. He was old, and he knew it, and his hair was no longer the careless sandy blond color of his prime, but rather the color of snow falling on a moonlit night. But his eyes were still clear and unwearied, and he still moved through the woods like a shadow on the ground.”

These lines were purposefully written to contrast with the opening of Peter S. Beagle’s immortal novel, The Last Unicorn: “The unicorn lived in a lilac wood, and she lived all alone. She was very old, though she did not know it, and she was no longer the careless color of sea foam, but rather the color of snow falling on a moonlit night. But her eyes were still clear and unwearied, and she still moved like a shadow on the sea.” 

This entire novel was written as a deliberate counterpoint to Beagle’s work and its sequels, Two Hearts and The Way Home. While Beagle’s writing is outstanding, it often left fans hungering for a deeper reunion with the unicorn—a connection that never truly materialized. In Beagle’s world, the unicorn Amalthea was incapable of love or regret in her natural form; she only felt those human weights when transformed into a woman. When she reverted to her true self, she abandoned the prince who loved her to return to a cold, solitary immortality. Prince Lir pined for her until his last breath, a shadow of the man he once was.

The unicorns in this novel are fundamentally different. They feel both love and regret profoundly, and they do so in abundance. They are not merely magical creatures; they are the ultimate restorative force for a man who has been broken by his own world.

Thomas, a 74-year-old retired Army officer, is a man discarded by a society that feels he has nothing left to offer. Betrayed by his wife and estranged from the daughter he raised, he enters a portal that opens in the woods, feeling he has nothing left to lose. He immediately reconsiders when he is attacked by orcs and a fire troll, and though his lifelong marksmanship skills serve him well, a poisoned orc arrow leaves him dying on the forest floor.

Impossibly, the Queen of the Unicorns, Aurora, finds him. She refuses to leave him, neutralizes the poison, and brings him back to the realm of Celestoria. There, she does more than just nurse him back to health; she restores his youth and offers him a sanctuary he never thought possible.

Thus begins an epic adventure where an ex-soldier becomes the unlikely savior of a world that actually wants him. Yet Thomas must rise above a dark prophecy of human betrayal and face the haunting imagery of William Butler Yeats’ The Second Coming. Using the concept of Spiritus Mundi, this novel posits that in the face of an apocalypse, the universe calls forth exactly what it needs: a tactician with a soul of fire and the magic of the ages.

A “holy Trinity” of shapeshifting unicorn mares not only love and nurture him, but take him into their “soul wombs” to remake him and prepare him to face the evil demi-god, Darkon.  But their love will demand the highest of prices—a living sacrifice to bring him back from the shadows.

Ultimately, The Unicorn Prophecy is a tribute to the transformative power of the female persona, whether human or unicorn. It explores a truth often lost in our modern world: that even the toughest soldier, the most disciplined warrior, needs a sanctuary where he can lay down his shield and be allowed to be vulnerable. 

It is my hope that this story reminds us that when a man is truly loved, respected, and nurtured—and allowed to be vulnerable—he does not become weak; he becomes a "Merlin" of his world, capable of bridging divides and even defying the god of darkness.
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Chapter 1
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The retired soldier lived in a house in the Southern piney woods, and he lived all alone.  He was old, and he knew it, and his hair was no longer the careless sandy blond color of his prime, but rather the color of snow falling on a moonlit night.  But his eyes were still clear and unwearied, and he still moved through the woods like a shadow on the ground.

It was more difficult than ever to climb the tall ladder into the deer stand.  At 74 years of age, he was not the man he used to be.  It was not just a matter of a loss of strength; his sense of balance was affected also.  At last he made it to the top, and gingerly stepped into the stand.  He carefully unslung his rifle, taking care not to bang it on the stand’s metal rails.  This rifle was a Weatherby Mark V in .300 Weatherby magnum, and it was his pride and joy.  After decades of his hunting with it, the rifle still looked new. 

He sat on a revolving stool, which allowed him to survey vast stretches of the meadow with nothing more than a lazy swivel.  Cradling the rifle in his lap, he put it on safe, opened the bolt, reached into his pocket and pulled out four .300 Weatherby factory rounds with 150-grain bullets.  When fired, these would leave the muzzle of his rifle at around Mach 3.5, carrying some two tons of kinetic energy.  He pushed three cartridges into the magazine and a fourth one directly into the chamber, pushed the bolt forward and turned the bolt handle downward.  The rifle was now fully loaded.  Then he opened the scope covers on the Leupold 4-12X scope, and switched on the electronic dot at the intersection of the crosshairs.  He was now ready for action.  Attired as he was in full camouflage, including a camouflaged face mask and camouflaged gloves, he seamlessly blended into the branches of the surrounding tree and its brown, ready-to-fall leaves.  

Yes, Thomas was ready for any deer or coyote that stepped into the meadow.  But he really wasn’t hunting deer.  He had actually grown tired of hunting.  He had enjoyed being out in the woods and matching his wits with game animals, but then became disenchanted with the actual killing of a beautiful animal like a deer.  He still considered coyotes fair game, as they would eat people’s dogs and cats—and fawns—but he no longer wanted to shoot a deer.  In fact, he had let the last deer he saw live.  It was a doe, and she had already been wounded by another hunter.  It was obvious that she was limping, and a fellow hunter had told him that someone had wounded a doe, but that it had gotten away.  He had looked at the doe through his rifle scope, and saw her nervously looking around.  No, he would not add to her troubles that day.  He never flicked off the safety and his finger never touched the trigger as he watched her through the scope.  She grazed for a time and then limped off, never knowing that she had been in the crosshairs of a rifle scope, and that her life could have been ended in an instant.  Thomas felt good about letting her go.  She had been shot once, and had survived.  She deserved to live.  

Suddenly Thomas saw a bright light appear near the far edge of the meadow.  It was actually a ring of light.  He had never seen anything like this.  Was it some kind of ball lightning?  But the sky was clear and there was no way it could be lightning.  A will-o-the-wisp?  He had seen one before, but this was too bright to be one of those.  Then something even more extraordinary happened.  A horse stepped through this ring of light, a very graceful horse with a pure, snow-white coat.  He looked at the horse through the scope, ensuring that his finger never got near the trigger—even though the rifle was still on safe.  

There was something strange about this horse, however.  First, it had a slender tail, like a lion’s with a tuft of hair on the end.  Second—and he turned up the scope’s power from 4 to 12 to make sure he wasn’t imagining what he saw—was the horn protruding from the center of the horse’s head.  He estimated it to be about two feet in length.  Unlike the horse, it was silver, and it seemed to have a spiral pattern.  If he didn’t know better, Thomas would have thought he was looking at a unicorn.  Yet it could be nothing else.  And here it was, right in this meadow.

The unicorn sniffed the air and looked around in all directions.  Thomas continued to study the creature through the scope.  It was smaller and leaner than a regular horse.  It was, he thought, the most gracile creature he had ever seen.  

Although Thomas had been as still as a statue, something made the unicorn look up right at him.  It continued to stare, as if unable to decide if there was something in the tree that shouldn’t be.  Then with a snort, the unicorn turned around and trotted back through the ring of light.  A few seconds later, the ring of light disappeared.  No apparent trace remained behind either of the ring of light or the unicorn.

Thomas was sure he had seen a real unicorn.  Just as amazingly, he had seen some kind of portal open between this and another realm, another world.  Thomas looked at his watch.  It was 9:43 a.m.  He ensured that his rifle was still on safe, and then unlatched the magazine floor plate to let three cartridges drop into his hand.  He placed these into his coat pocket.  Then he opened the bolt slowly to remove the round from the chamber.  He gingerly cupped his hand over the rifle’s action so that the cartridge would go into his hand, and not onto the floor of the deer stand or drop onto the ground below.  Then he closed the bolt, slung the rifle over his shoulder, and carefully climbed down the ladder.  Once he got to the ground, he went over to that part of the meadow where he had seen the ring of light and the unicorn.  He saw some footprints in a muddy spot where the unicorn had been.  But were these unicorn tracks or deer tracks?  The hoof prints revealed a split hoof, like a deer’s.  Did unicorns have split hooves?  Thomas did not know.  

He pondered what he had seen.  He didn’t have a wife to tell, as she had run off years before with a man old enough to be her father.  His daughter from that broken marriage hadn’t contacted him in months.  His closest friends had died, one from Covid.  He felt alone in the world.  But not just alone—also old, used up and of no worth to anybody.  The only jobs open to a 74-year-old retired Army officer were Wal-Mart greeters and store Santa Clauses.  He didn’t want either of those.  Thomas looked around the meadow and it seemed like he was out of place even here.  He began to trudge back in the direction of his truck.  After what he’d just seen, anything subsequent to that would be anticlimactic.  If he hurried, he could still get breakfast at McDonald’s.  He hurried.

His rifle, now in its case, and backpack were stowed out of sight in his truck. He parked his truck at McDonald’s and went in.  Some other senior citizens were gathered around a row of tables.  Thomas knew none of them, however.  The years he could have been making friendships in his home town had instead been spent overseas in various assignments.  He ordered a breakfast croissant, hash browns and coffee, and ate alone and in silence.  But he could not forget what had just happened in the meadow.

When Thomas returned to his home, he checked his rifle again to make sure it was empty before taking it into the house.  He then wiped down the metal of the gun to make sure it wouldn’t rust and returned it to the gun safe.  He always looked after his guns first after returning from afield.  After doing these things, he didn’t know what to do with himself.  He took off his hunting clothes and hung them on a hanger, which he then hung on a hook in his “gun room”.  

What to do next?  There was only one thing to do, thought Thomas.  He would pack his backpack with Weatherby and handgun ammo, and take both his Smith & Wesson .44 magnum revolver and Glock 10mm pistol with him back to the meadow the next morning.  He wanted to be there in case the ring of light—the portal to another realm—opened again.  If it did, he would step through it just as the unicorn had done.  

And if he could not come back, who would miss him?  His cheating wife who had deserted him decades ago?  His daughter, who barely knew that he was still alive?  His dead friends?  The people at the church he’d stopped attending because no one there ever befriended him?  No, he thought.  He would not be missed.  

Nonetheless, he wrote out an email to his daughter, Jennifer.  While she had always been aloof, especially after the divorce, she had not been openly hostile.  The email was just one of those “how are you doing, miss you, hope to see you soon” kind of things.  He wanted her to know that he was at least thinking of her.  He wished she could have shown him some affection from time to time.  But she had gone from boy crazy as a teen to university to getting married and having two kids—so he almost never got to see her.  Well, if he disappeared, she at least wouldn’t think he never thought of her.  He would also make sure that she knew he loved her.  She wouldn’t have to wonder about that.

Thinking he might possibly come back even if he managed to go through the portal, Thomas logged onto his electric company’s web site and set up automatic payments, so that the electricity would not be cut off—with resultant spoilage of any food remaining in the refrigerator.  

Thomas then set about “packing for Mars”.  That was the title of a book he had read about human space exploration.  The book gave good advice about what one should pack for a journey into space.  The emphasis was on “minimalist” packing.  The bulk of items in his backpack would be ammunition.  Of course, ammunition was very heavy, so he couldn’t just fill his backpack with ammo.  He also packed a change of underwear, some soap, a shaving razor and some deodorant.  After all, he didn’t want to stink if he traveled to another realm.  He wanted to make a good first impression on the denizens he first encountered.  In a front pocket of his backpack, Thomas secreted his Bushnell 10x25 binoculars.  Finally, he threw in a food packet known as an MRE, or “Meal, Ready to Eat”.  He had bought some from a military surplus store to take with him on his hunting, fishing and bird watching trips.  It was “spaghetti and meat balls”, which was far better than “ham and eggs” or “tuna with noodles”.  

He was a meticulous packer in any event.  After he had optimized his packing list, he picked up the pack.  It was heavy enough.  He would also be carrying his Weatherby Mark V, his Smith & Wesson .44 magnum revolver and his Glock 29 in 10mm.  The revolver would be carried in a Nylon shoulder holster, while the Glock would be carried in a holster on a gun belt.  On that same gun belt would hang a Cold Steel tanto knife in a Kydex holster.  He would be, he thought, “loaded for bear.”  

Thomas laid out everything he would take on the couch in the living room.  He thought to add his cell phone.  Would his cell phone be operable in a realm that was literally out of this world?  He doubted it.  But while it might not be able to communicate, it could do many other things  The problem would be recharging it.  Might as well take his Kindle Fire tablet, as well.  It had about 200 books stored on it.  To ensure he would have sufficient battery power to operate his cell phone and Kindle,  he stuffed a solar panel charger into the backpack with a charging cord.  

That was when Thomas spotted the bottle of holy water on his bookshelf.  He’d purchased it during a visit to a shrine in the country of Georgia. Holy water—what good would that do him?  He didn’t know.  But he thought it would be a good idea to take it.  Maybe there were demons or vampires or werewolves where the unicorn had come from.  It couldn’t hurt.  

He hefted the backpack.  It was plenty heavy.  Hopefully he would not have to carry it far if he managed to go through the portal.

Now all Thomas had to do was try to rest and relax until the next day, and make sure he got up in the morning to be in the meadow at the same time as today.  He knew this would be one of the most difficult days of his life.  He resolved to get up by 4 a.m., and be at the tree stand by 6 a.m.  When the portal opened, he would run to it as fast as his 74-year-old legs could carry him.  

Thomas took a shower, set his clock radio and phone alarms for 4 a.m., and lay down on his bed.  He was tired.  He had seen things possibly no other human being had ever seen.  The thought crossed his mind about calling some government agency about it.  No, he thought, he would not do that.  The government messed up everything it touched.  His experience with the Veterans Administration hospital and the Social Security Administration validated that.  A year ago the Social Security Administration cut off his retirement pension because they didn’t receive answers to a questionnaire they had supposedly mailed.  But Thomas had never gotten it.  And if you needed more evidence of government ineptitude, there was the Department of Motor Vehicles.  He remembered renewing his driver’s license and everyone in the building being herded around like cattle by a loud-mouthed female state trooper who thought she was giving orders to a chain gang instead of tax-paying citizens.  

Thomas turned on his nightstand lamp and turned off the other lights in the house.  He lay under the covers, thinking that he would just doze for a little while, and then get up and have some dinner before going back to bed.  
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Chapter 2
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The next thing Thomas knew, his alarms were going off.  He got up, shut off the alarms and headed for the bathroom.  He washed up in the sink, shampooing his hair there to straighten out his “bed hair”.  If he took another shower, he knew that his skin would dry out and itch.  As he applied shaving cream to his face and began to shave, he asked himself if he had just dreamed it all.  He got some of his best ideas while shaving.  Since he had grown a goatee and moustache, there was less to shave and it took less time to shave.  After rinsing off the remaining lather, he toweled off, sprayed his body with his “wet earth” odor concealment spray, dried his wet hair with the hair dryer and went to the bedroom to find underwear and socks.  He would put on the same clothes he had on yesterday—the camouflage coat, pants, shirt, hat and face mask.  

It was still pitch dark when Thomas left his house and threw his cased rifle and backpack into the back seat of his truck.  He was now wearing his gun belt and shoulder holster.  The seat belt tugged uncomfortably against his holstered Glock.  At least it would be a short ride to his “back forty”, the land that he had bought as his own “nature preserve” and private hunting ground.  As Thomas became less and less enamored of deer hunting, he posted “No Hunting” and “No Trespassing” signs on the boundaries of his property.  He politely declined strangers’ requests to hunt on his property.  A few had entered his property without his permission, and he always called the sheriff to remove them.  Thomas always felt that the hunting pressure was very high in his county, and he wanted to give the deer a sanctuary where they knew they would not be hunted.  Although Thomas was often in his deer stand during hunting season, he did nothing more than look at the deer through his rifle scope.  He did shoot several coyotes every year, however.  Coyotes killed people’s dogs and cats, as well as fawns, and that was the reason Thomas killed the coyotes.  

Thomas’ Toyota Tacoma truck started easily.  He pointed his fob at his house to arm the burglar alarm.  He knew that he might not come back, if the portal opened again, but he didn’t want to make things easy for any burglars.  He drove slowly down the gravel road from his house down to the public highway.  Pressing a button on a control unit clipped to the sun visor opened his electronic gate.  Thomas’ truck crept forward and Thomas pressed another button that closed the gate.  He turned right onto the highway.  His hunting property was about one kilometer away.  

Five minutes later he was turning onto the gravel road that led to his hundred acre “wildlife preserve”.  The gate was electronic, and powered by a solar panel.  Thomas pressed a button on a fob and it opened.  Once through, Thomas closed the gate behind him.  He had the electronic gate installed because getting out of the truck and unlocking a padlock meant he would be in the glare of his headlights, and his night vision would be ruined.  This way he didn’t get his retinas bleached by the halogen beams of his truck.  

It was now 5:30 a.m., and the property was pitch dark.  Thomas drove a little while until he came to the big oak tree that marked the beginning of the trail to his deer stand.  The night air was cool, but not especially cold.  The moon had already set.  Thomas looked up and saw the constellation Orion the Hunter through the windshield of his truck.  He opened the door and got out of his truck.  Then he opened the back door and retrieved his cased Weatherby and his backpack.  He considered using his small flashlight, but he would try to navigate his way to his stand by starlight.  

Most importantly, Thomas didn’t want to disturb anything that could interfere with the portal reappearing.  And, although he had absolutely no intention of shooting a deer, he was still very conscious of noise discipline—something he had learned in the Army.  His .44 magnum revolver and Glock 10mm were already loaded and in their holsters, the revolver in a chest holster and the Glock in a belt holster.  He uncased the Weatherby, placed the safety in the “on” position and opened the bolt, drawing it to the end of its rearward travel.  Then he took four cartridges from the right lower pocket of his camouflage coat and inserted three into the magazine, putting the fourth one directly into the chamber before closing the bolt.  His rifle was chambered in .300 Weatherby magnum, which at one time was the most powerful .30 caliber rifles on earth.  It was still one of the most powerful.  Thomas knew that with such power in his hands, he need not fear any animal in the woods—not that he did, anyway.  No bears or cougars had been sighted in these woods for decades—just coyotes.  And Thomas was more than prepared to defend himself against them.  

Thomas placed the zippered gun case on the truck’s back seat, pulled out his backpack and shuffled it onto his shoulders, cradled his Weatherby in his arm and closed the driver’s side door as quietly as he could.  Then he locked the truck with his key—he didn’t want the fob making all kinds of racket and flashing the lights.  Outside his glass-and-metal cocoon that was the truck, Thomas was now part of the woods.  

He began the 300-meter trek to his deer stand at the edge of the meadow.  He knew the trail well.  Even in the dark, he could still make his way.  He concentrated on being quiet.  Some hunters sounded like a bull moose crashing through the woods, but not Thomas.  He could glide silently over leaves and twigs.  It was a trick he learned from the deer themselves—he’d place the toe of his boot to go below the leaf layer or any twigs so he was stepping on the silent soil itself, instead of the crunchy leaves or twigs on top, just like a deer would do with its hooves.  It wasn’t the fastest way to walk, but it was surely the quietest way to walk.  

It took about 20 minutes to get to his tree stand.  Thomas thought about climbing the stand, but thought better of it.  He didn’t want to see the portal open and then break his neck trying to get down the ladder as quickly as he could.  No, he would wait at the base of the tree, ready to move as quickly as he could across the meadow and through the portal—that is, if it reappeared.  Thomas was hoping that it would reappear at the same time as yesterday.  

He tied his camouflage face mask to his head, so that except for a very small patch of skin and his glasses, he looked exactly like a tree—well, maybe a tree that was holding a rifle.  Glancing at his watch, he noted that it was now 5:52 a.m.  The night air was cold and crisp.  Thomas had taken his time walking to the stand, so he hadn’t broken out in a sweat.  

If the portal opened at the same time as yesterday, he would have a nearly four-hour wait.  But he didn’t want to take any chances.  He didn’t want to stand for such a long period of time, however, as his back hurt when he stood for long periods.  In addition, he was carrying a lot more weight than usual:  a rifle, a backpack filled with ammunition and outdoor paraphernalia, a heavy stainless steel revolver, a Glock pistol, and knives.  So he took a seat at the base of the tree and began his vigil while watching the meadow.  

He closed his eyes.  He focused his attention on his hearing.  Although it was a rather cold December morn—for the South—he could still hear bullfrogs croaking.  Nothing else was stirring, however.  His eyelids grew heavier and heavier.  He was tired.  He felt the weight of his years upon him.  His rifle lay across his lap.  He thought that if he dozed just a little bit, it wouldn’t hurt anything.  Truth be told, he dozed in deer stands even as a young man.  As was his habit, Thomas wrapped the sling around his arm so that no one who came upon him could take his rifle without awakening him.  

Thomas woke up with a start.  He looked across the meadow.  It was bathed in sunlight.  Then he noticed the portal.  It was there!  It was open!  Thomas cursed himself for falling asleep.  He picked himself up as quickly as he could and walked as fast to the portal as his legs could carry him.  The edges of the portal were shimmering with an ethereal white light.  Holding his rifle in front of him with both hands, he threw himself through the portal without a second thought.  
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Chapter 3


[image: ]


Thomas felt his stomach lurch as he stepped through the portal, and he was dizzy for a moment.  The first step, he knew, was to look around.  He was in a clearing—like the meadow he had just left, but not quite the same meadow.  He hadn’t completed a sweep of the area when something whizzed past his head.  He saw some very large and ugly bipedal creatures wearing some type of armor.  They were shooting arrows at him!  Thomas ran for the wood line behind him; he noticed that the portal was no longer visible.  Suddenly he felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder.  He had been hit!

He made it to the wood line as more arrows flew past him, some hitting the trees ahead of him.  The pain was unbearable.  But Thomas knew he had to fight back.  He could not let those savage creatures take him.

Thomas took cover behind a large tree, flicked off the safety and looked through the scope.  Several of the creatures were coming toward him.  He placed the red dot of the scope reticle on the creature’s chest and fired.  The thunderous noise from the shot startled all the creatures, except the one Thomas had shot that went down like a sack of rocks.  Thomas worked the bolt as fast as he could and shot two more of the creatures, which also went down.  The others—Thomas counted five left—retreated toward the wood line on the other side of the clearing.  God, that arrow hurt!  Thomas started to feel woozy.  Nonetheless, he quickly stuffed three more .300 Weatherby cartridges into his rifle’ magazine, shoved one cartridge into the chamber and closed the bolt.  

Suddenly a huge creature emerged from the edge of the clearing.  It must have been over 25 feet tall, Thomas thought.  It was carrying some kind of box held by a strap that went over the creature’s shoulder.  The thing looked like some kind of huge troll to Thomas.  Following behind the creature were some ten orcs, advancing like infantry behind a tank.  

The creature reached inside the box and took out what looked like a ball of fire.  The creature then hurled it in Thomas’ direction.  The fireball hit to Thomas’ left and set several trees on fire.  The creature pulled another fireball from the box, and threw it at Thomas.  This one landed closer, to his right, and set more trees on fire.  Thomas now figured that the creature had bracketed him; the next fireball would probably be dead on.

Thomas placed the red dot of the reticle on the creature’s forehead.  Thomas was feeling nauseous and was weakening, but he was determined to make this shot as good as possible.  The red dot described small circles between the ugly, malicious eyes of the creature and its mouth.  Thomas began to slowly squeeze the trigger.  When the circles seemed to get no bigger and no smaller, Thomas gave the trigger a last little push and the Weatherby fired.  

The creature reacted immediately, looking as if it had been hit in the head with a huge sledge hammer, and in fact, that was just the effect the bullet had on the creature.  The bullet had hit the creature right between the eyes, smashing through the skull, turning the brain into pudding and then exiting at the back of the creature’s head, leaving a huge exit wound.  A 180-grain bullet traveling over three times the speed of sound is going to have an effect on any living thing, even if it’s a 25-foot-tall troll.  

The troll then pitched forward and came crashing to the earth face first.  Thomas’ had three cartridges left in the magazine, and the rest of his ammo was in his backpack.  He drew his Glock 10mm and began firing at the remaining creatures who were frozen in shock at seeing the great troll go down.  One orc was hit and went down.  The others suddenly decided that they had some other place to be.  

Thomas knew that he was losing blood.  He wondered, too, if the arrow had been poisoned.  The pain was excruciating.  Strangely, he thought about “Otzi”, the Stone Age man who had been found in the Italian alps.  “Otzi” had met his end due to an arrow that had clipped the “ice man’s” left subclavian artery.  His killer or killers finished him off with some blows to his head.  

“Wow,” thought Thomas to himself, “this is just great.  I go through the portal right into an ambush, and now it looks like I am going to die right here.”  He thought that if the portal had still been open, he could have gone back to “his” world and called for help on his cell phone.  He instinctively knew, however, that this new “world” was without cell service or paramedics.  He thought that he might faint any moment.

Suddenly Thomas heard what he thought were approaching hoofbeats—as if a fast horse were galloping toward him.  “Probably something or someone coming to finish me off,” Thomas thought.  He didn’t have the strength to dig any ammunition out of his backpack and top off the magazine in his Weatherby.  Instead, he undid the safety strap that was holding his .44 magnum in its chest holster, and waited to see what was coming.  He’d empty the revolver into any new enemies, and save the Weatherby rounds for something like another huge troll. Whatever might be coming to kill him, Thomas planned to sell his life as dearly as possible.

What burst into the clearing was the most beautiful horse he had ever seen, without any rider.  Only this wasn’t a horse.  Thomas noticed that this creature had a single horn projecting from its forehead, and had a long, slender tail like a lion’s—and with a tuft of hair on the end.  Thomas blinked and then immediately recognized this creature as the unicorn he had seen the day before.  

The creature walked toward him at a slow but steady pace and stopped in front of him.  Its eyes were a beautiful deep blue.  The unicorn’s coat was the purest white, and he noticed that the creature had split hooves, like a deer.  Both the horn and hooves were silver.  For all his wonderment, however, he felt like he would lose consciousness at any moment.

The unicorn’s horn began to glow blue, and a tendril of blue light arced from the horn to Thomas’ forehead.  He felt a tingling, a tickling, inside his head.  Then the unicorn spoke to him in English.

“I am Aurora, Queen of the Unicorns,” said the creature.  “I have touched your mind so that I might know your language and enable us to communicate.”

Thomas looked at the unicorn and the only thing that he managed to say was, “I am Thomas.”

“You have been injured,” said the unicorn.  “The orc arrows are poisoned.  I must take you back with me so that you can be healed.  First, I must remove the arrow from your shoulder.”

“Beautiful being,” said Thomas, as he went to one knee, “I am dying.  I know that.  Those creatures will undoubtedly return with reinforcements.  Please leave now.  I know that I am beyond saving, so please save yourself.  Just take my weapons so that they do not fall into the hands of those evil creatures.  I am glad to have seen such a beautiful being before dying, Queen Aurora!  Thank you!”

“I will not leave you,” said Aurora, who was now regarding him with unmistakable compassion in her eyes.  “Now, please be very still.  I promise I will not hurt you.”

Thomas was transfixed by the unicorn’s beautiful blue eyes and her soft voice.  She was, he thought, the most beautiful, the purest, the most lithe and graceful being he had ever seen.  “My lady,” he said weakly, “please go now and save yourself.  I know that nothing can help me.”

“I can,” said Aurora, “and I will.  Now, be still—and be quiet!  We have no time to waste!”

Aurora walked around Thomas and placed her horn against the protruding orc arrow.  He immediately felt a surge of energy, a surge of strength, go through his body.  The orc arrow vanished, though a wound still remained.  

“I have neutralized the orc poison and stabilized you,” said Aurora.  “You will require more healing once I take you into the unicorn realm.”  She knelt beside him.  “Now, quickly, climb upon my back and told tight to your weapons.  We will be traveling fast.”

Thomas hesitated to get on her back, but she insisted.  “Quickly!” she reiterated.  Thomas slung his Weatherby across his back and re-fastened the safety strap on his revolver holster.  Then he climbed aboard the unicorn.  

She stood up and then began a canter in the direction she had come.  “Hold onto my mane,” she said.  Thomas did so.  Then Aurora broke into a gallop.  She wove through trees and leaped across streams and raced up and down hills.  She seemed to glide above the ground, however, and Thomas scarcely felt the shock of her hooves as they made contact with the ground.  It was almost as if they were flying.  Thomas could feel Aurora’s powerful muscles rippling under her satin white coat.  She was smaller, slimmer and trimmer than a horse, and she ran faster than Thomas could imagine any horse ever running.

“It is very close,” said Aurora, after Thomas had estimated they had traveled some 15 or 20 minutes.  “Are you all right back there?”

“Yes,” answered Thomas.  “I’m still here!”  But his consciousness was fading fast.

Aurora slowed down to a canter again.  Thomas felt tired, but also felt relief since the unicorn had slackened her frantic pace.  It had all been a bit much for Thomas, and before long he had lain across Aurora’s back, resting his head on her mane.  

“Thomas?” She got no answer.  She sensed that he had lost consciousness.   Not wanting her passenger to fall off, she adjusted her gait so that she kept him centered on her back.  

Aurora and her unconscious rider passed through another portal, one that opened at her command, and in a very short time they were at the gates of the walled unicorn city of Alicornia.  
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Chapter 4


[image: ]


Perhaps a kilometer before they had reached the city gates, Aurora transmitted a message through her horn to her sister, Princess Starlight.  She asked Starlight to have attendants in waiting who would be ready to receive the queen and her strange guest.

The guard unicorns recognized their queen as she approached and opened the gates.  Starlight met Aurora just beyond the gates.  

“Welcome back, sister,” said Starlight with a smile, “I see you have brought a human back with you.  I sense that he is still alive, though wounded.  Did you bring him here for interrogation purposes?”

“No, my dear sister,” said Aurora.  “This human is not my prisoner.  He will be our guest.  I found him after he had slain a number of orcs and a fire troll.”

“How did he manage to slay a fire troll?” asked Starlight incredulously.  “Not even the most fell elvish warrior wishes to confront one of those terrible creatures?  Ah!  Is that some kind of new weapon that is slung across his back?”

“Yes, it is,” said Aurora.  “He is not from our realm—he comes from the realm I visited yesterday.  He came through the portal this very day.”

“Oh, I am sorry, my queen,” said Starlight.  “Attendants!  Levitate this human and take him into the palace. And be very gentle with him, for he has been wounded.”

Two unicorns levitated Thomas off Aurora’s back and removed the rifle that was attached to Thomas by its sling.  Both Thomas and the rifle were floated side-by-side and in between the two attendants.  

“Where shall we take the human and the object at his side, my queen?” asked one of the attending unicorns.

“Take him to my chambers,” said Aurora, “and lay him on my bed.  Place the strange object on one of the couches.  But wait a moment ...“

A tendril of blue light leapt from Aurora’s horn to Thomas’ forehead.  His breathing became deeper and more relaxed.

“I have put him into a deep sleep,” said Aurora.  “Here, turn him over with the wound in his shoulder toward me.”

“Do you want to heal his wound?” asked Starlight.  “I can do that for you, my sister.”

“Oh, you know me,” said Aurora.  “I like to finish whatever I start.  But thank you, anyway.”

As Aurora stepped toward the sleeping Thomas, her horn glowed blue and became pure energy.  She placed the tip of her glowing horn into the arrow wound.  Thomas briefly glowed the same color of blue as Aurora’s horn.  He gasped slightly, and then was still.  When Aurora withdrew her horn, the wound immediately closed and was healed.  Her horn then returned to its normal, spiraled solid state.  

“He was shot with an orc arrow,” said Aurora.  “He had very nearly succumbed to the poison before I arrived.  Would you like to know what he said to me?”

“Did he beg you to save him?” asked Starlight.

“No, just the opposite,” said Aurora.  “He knew that the poison was killing him, but he had no thought of himself.  Instead, he asked me to leave him there before any more orcs or fire trolls returned.  And to take his strange weapons with me so that it would not fall into the hands of the enemy.”  

“Now that,” said Starlight, “is quite unusual for a human.  I will long remember being pursued by bands of humans who wanted my horn—they would have killed me for it.  They placed a much higher value on their own lives than on mine.  This human was most unusual, indeed.”

“Yes,” agreed Aurora.  “He is definitely not like most of the humans in the realm beyond our gates.  This human displayed a true nobility of character.  In the grip of death, he placed a higher value upon my life than his own.”

“What will you do with him?” asked Starlight.  “Perhaps I should remind you of the prophecy before you proceed further.”

Aurora and Starlight watched as the attendants bore Thomas to the palace.  

“I will further heal him,” said Aurora.  “When I first touched him with my horn, I could sense that he has a number of physical ailments—such as a weak heart that could fail at any time.  He is also affected by a number of conditions that humans attribute to ‘old age’.  I also sensed that he had been through a lot of emotional trauma.  He has obviously fought in wars.  In any event I plan to restore him to full health.”

“And the prophecy?” pressed Starlight.

“I have sensed no guile or evil whatsoever in this human,” said Aurora.  “I am aware of the prophecy that a human being would betray Celestoria.  The human being who would do that is very likely somewhere in the outside realm of elves, dwarves and men.  I am absolutely certain, however, that it is not this man.”

“He might betray us without meaning to,” said Starlight.  “We should not let him exit our lands without an escort.  Our city has been hidden from the other realms for aeons, and I wish it to remain that way.”

“As do I,” replied Aurora.  “But I would not be his captor.  I will leave any escort details to you, my dear sister.  But I would not keep him a prisoner here.  If we were to do that, we would be in the same league as our enemy.  And he will be free to leave if that is his desire—though I sensed that he feels he has nothing to which to return in the realm he just left.”

“He sounds like a true exile, a refugee,” offered Starlight.  “Well, I must say that I am looking forward to talking with our most unusual visitor.  I am sure that he has much that he can tell us about the realm he left.  We should learn as much about it as we can.”

“Yes, my sister,” said Aurora, “I am sure that he will be willing to answer all of your questions.  Let me first heal him and nurse him back to health, however.  He has been through quite a lot, and I want to gain his trust before plying him with many questions.”

“Of course,” said Starlight.  “And you know that I am ready to assist you in any way that you may desire.”

“Thank you, dear sister,” said Aurora.  

“Now, if you will excuse me,” said Starlight.  “I have a reconnaissance patrol to conduct with selected members of the palace guard.  I want to see if our human’s encounter with the orcs and the fire troll have really stirred them up!”
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When Aurora entered her chambers in the palace, she saw that Thomas had been laid upon her bed per her instructions.  He was still fast asleep.  Aurora regarded this strange being now in her bed.

She had observed men in the outside realm, in the kingdom known as Caerthandor, but she had never seen a man like this one.  He had a weapon that could slay a fire troll.  Yet he was also vulnerable to orc arrows.  He was old.  When she had placed her horn in him to neutralize the arrow poison, she had sensed a number of things.  First, this human had a weak heart.  It could fail at any time.  He also had a number of other physical infirmities.  Even if he had not been shot with an orc arrow, he would likely not have lived much longer.  Had she not rescued him when she did, he would be dead by now.  She wondered what brought him into the realm of elves, dwarves and men.  Somehow, Aurora felt that she had seen this human before.  But how could that be?  

Aurora called for her two “lady unicorns in waiting” and instructed them to bathe Thomas and make suitable clothes for him.  “When he wakes up,” instructed Aurora, “I want him to feel clean and to be in comfortable clothes.”

“How did you come upon this human?” asked Mistymane, one of the unicorns in waiting.

“How did he become wounded?” asked Nightshade, the other unicorn in waiting.

“He had been wounded by orcs,” replied Aurora.  “He had just entered this world through a portal that existed in his own.  He fought off the orcs and killed a fire troll, but he was dying from the arrow poison when I reached him.  I brought him here for healing and recuperation.  I will need your help to take care of him.”

“Yes, my queen,” said the unicorns in unison.  

Aurora walked over to Thomas and touched his forehead with her horn.  “Continue to sleep, brave visitor from another realm.  When you awaken you will be clean and wearing clean clothes.”

She turned to her unicorns in waiting and said, “Mistymane and Nightshade, please bathe the human very, very gently.  He is quite fragile.  Make some suitable clothes for him—standard livery.  He will sleep until I wake him.”

“We placed his possessions, including what must be his weapons, on the couch over there,” offered Mistymane.  

“Shall we get a bed for him in another chamber?” asked Nightshade.

“I will let him sleep beside me in my bed so that I can monitor him through the night,” answered Aurora.  “It has been many, many years since I healed a human, and I want to make sure that there are no complications.”

The unicorns in waiting bathed the sleeping Thomas and then dressed him in clothes they had produced magically.  His shirt and pants were made of a silk-like material.  The shirt and pants were secured by buttons in front.  The front of the shirt had the image of a unicorn’s head upon it.  The unicorns levitated Thomas back into their queen’s bed and covered him with a silk coverlet.

“While bathing him we noticed that he had a number of battle scars on his back, arm and leg,” said Mistymane.  

“He had been severely wounded in the past,” continued Nightshade.  

“Thank you for looking after our guest so well,” said Aurora.  “You may retire for the evening,” said Aurora, after Thomas was placed back in her bed.  Both unicorns bowed slightly and then began to walk away.

After the two unicorns departed, Aurora walked over to Thomas and touched his forehead again with her horn.  She then backed up several steps.     

Thomas blinked his eyes awoke to find himself lying on some kind of low bed.  It was very soft, with an exquisitely soft coverlet, which he was under now.  His head had been resting upon a pillow with an outer covering of silk.  He asked himself how he came to be where he was.  Had he dreamed about being shot with a poisoned arrow?  He reached with his hand to the back of his shoulder where the arrow had struck.  There was no wound, just a bit of tenderness at that spot.  He quickly noticed that he was in different clothes.  He was now clothed in a shirt and pants presumably made of silk, with gold embroidering around the shirt cuffs.  Buttons of what appeared to be ivory fasted the dark blue shirt in front.  He also felt clean.  He surmised that he had also been bathed, as there was no trace of blood on his body.  In fact, he felt as clean as if he had just stepped out of the shower.

He looked up and saw Aurora—the unicorn who had saved his life.  

“My name is Aurora,” she said, “in case you forgot my name in all the excitement. I removed the arrow from your shoulder and neutralized the poison.  Always remember that all orc arrows are poisoned.  I am glad that I found you when I did.”

“My lady,” said Thomas, as he tried to get up from the bed, but his legs were too wobbly.

“Please,” said the unicorn.  “Do not try to stand just yet.  Just rest where you are.”

“I must be dreaming,” he said, “but I nevertheless thank you for saving my life.  My name is Thomas.  And, no, I could not forget your name.  Not ever.”

“You are now in the land of the unicorns, known as Celestoria,” said Aurora.  “No enemy can penetrate this realm.  You are safe here.  However, there are some problems I detected within your body when I removed the arrow from you and neutralized the poison.  Your heart is very weak and is in need of further healing.  As I am a unicorn, I have the power to heal your body.  With your permission, I will restore you to full health.  May I begin now?””

“My dear Aurora,” Thomas said, “what is wrong with me?”

“Your heart is damaged,” replied Aurora evenly.  “It could fail at any time.  Your lower vertebrae have deteriorated.  You have problems seeing clearly.  And other vital organs have a number of problems that need correcting.  My attendants also saw a number of scars on your body, indicating that you suffered from a great trauma in the past.  But it is because of your heart that I want to begin the healing process right away, if you will trust me to do so.”

“I am not a young man any more, my lady,” said Thomas.  “The years have taken a toll on my body.  And yes, my body has suffered trauma in the past.”

Aurora slightly cocked her head, and he gazed into her deep blue eyes.  He could not bring himself to look away.  

“May I begin?” she asked.  “You have been through a lot, and your heart has undergone tremendous stress today.  The sooner I begin the healing process, the better.”

“Beautiful being,” he finally managed, “you saved my life, which would have surely been ended by that poisoned arrow, and you brought me to safety.  I hope to learn more about you, and doubtless you wish to learn more about me—but I trust you with all of my mind, heart and soul.  You may begin whenever you wish, with all of my gratitude.”

“Very good,” said Aurora.  “I am now going to do something that will not hurt you, but you may feel an intense tingling, and you might even lose consciousness for a while. But do not worry.  I will be taking care of you.”

“Go ahead,” he said.  “Any time you wish.  I could not trust any being more than I trust you.”

“Can you stand with my assistance?”  she asked.  She approached him.  Please hold onto my neck and I will escort you to a special chair we have prepared for you.  

Thomas stood and placed his left arm around Aurora’s neck.  Her coat was incredibly soft.  Her neck was soft but firm.  He could feel powerful muscles rippling under her coat.  

She guided him to a chair covered in a red velvet material.  He thought it resembled a throne.  As he began to sit, she lowered her neck so that he would be supported by her until he was securely seated.  

“Now,” said Aurora, “I am going to change the composition of my horn so that it will penetrate you without harming you.  It will ‘phase’ into you.  I merely touched you before to neutralize the arrow poison and heal your wound, but this time I must actually push my horn into your body.  I will first concentrate on completely healing your heart.  You have vertebrae in your spine that are weakened, so I am going to penetrate all the way through your back.  The healing energy released will also heal other organs in your body, and purge anything that should not be there.  Be assured that you will not feel any pain or suffer any ill affects afterwards.”  

Aurora’s beautiful blue eyes held him transfixed.  He finally managed to answer.  

“Very well,” he said.  “Please proceed.  And thank you.”  

Aurora stared at his chest.  Her blue eyes were now luminous, shining with an otherworldly light all of their own.  She nodded toward him, and the buttons of his shirt opened, and the garment parted to expose his chest.  Then her entire horn began to radiate an ethereal blue light, and turned nearly transparent as if it were a blue mist illuminated by moonlight.  She stood before him and lowered her head so that the point of her shimmering horn was only inches from his breastbone.  

“You may place your hands on my neck,” she said.  “Do not worry.  I will not hurt you.”

He did as Aurora instructed.  He placed his hands on her neck, feeling her silky, satin coat and corded muscles underneath.  Besides having a long, lean body and long, graceful legs, her tail was like a lion’s and could curl in all kinds of ways, and she smelled of jasmine.  Gazing into her face, he saw eyes that were full of wisdom and compassion—and power.  She held his gaze with her own.  He had complete trust in her.  Here was a being that was the closest thing to an angel that he had ever seen.  He thought nothing about how his chest—his heart—was now completely exposed to the long, sharp horn of a unicorn.

Aurora centered the tip of her shimmering horn on his chest.  “Now,” she said, “I will penetrate you, but my horn will not hurt or harm you.  It will heal you.” 

She pushed the tip of her horn into his breastbone.  It did not hurt.  He felt a gentle warmth radiating from the tip of her horn.  She gradually pushed her horn into him until her forehead was flush against his chest, and the tip of her horn was protruding from his back.  But it did not hurt.  What he did feel was a tremendous feeling of well-being, as if each cell in his body were being rejuvenated.  She was right.  There was a tingling feeling, like electricity radiating from her horn into his body.  Aurora closed her eyes, and the tingling feeling increased.  He felt power surge from her horn into his heart and up and down his spine, where it radiated throughout his body.  He gasped, not in pain, but in what was some indescribable state of pleasure, like a huge release of endorphins in his brain.  In fact, the experience was totally euphoric.  His arms closed around her neck as he embraced both her and the healing she offered.  He felt so close to her, with her forehead still pressed against his chest and her magical horn all the way through him.  He closed his eyes and savored the moment of this most intimate encounter with the most beautiful being he had ever seen.

He did not know how long Aurora had her horn in him, but time seemed to stand still.  He actually did not want this to end.  Her head was pressed steadily against his chest, and his hands remained clasped around her neck.  He had a fleeting thought: “I have a unicorn’s horn right through my heart and out my back.  And I like it!”  

So impaled upon Aurora’s horn, he could not move.  And he didn’t want to.  The thought flickered through his mind that this powerful, magical being could have killed him with her horn at any time, but she was using it to heal him.  And she had saved his life even before this.  

At last, Aurora withdrew, and once her horn was completely out of him, its shimmering began to decrease and it returned to its familiar silver form and shape.  The light in her eyes dimmed until they were as when he first met her.

“I have now healed you,” said Aurora.  “Your heart is strong again.  Your bones and internal organs have been restored to full health and function.  How do you feel?”  She stood to her full height and looked down at him.  

“That was a very intense experience,” he managed, still feeling the euphoria he did when Aurora’s horn had penetrated him.  “I thank you for healing my body.  I truly do feel young again.   I will never be out of your debt.  If there is anything I can do to show my gratitude, just say it and I will do it. Thank you, my queen.”

“You are quite welcome,” said Aurora. “I am glad to have been able to help you.  That is my reward.  You are indeed a very brave human to go against orcs and to take on a fire troll, which even the elves greatly fear.  You are either a great wizard or a fell warrior.  Though a wizard might have used arrow-defeating spells.”  She cocked her head to the right and looked at him quizzically.   “Do you truly regard me as your queen, though you come from another realm?”

“I would that you would be my queen,” said Thomas, “for you have now saved my life at least three times in one day.  As for being a wizard or a fell warrior, I fear that I am neither. I was a soldier many years ago.  I come from another place and perhaps even another time.  I stepped through a portal and found myself under attack by those orcs.”

“I do not want to ply you with questions right now,” said Aurora.  “There will time for that later, if I may.  But while I healed your heart and the rest of your body, I also detected that your spirit had also been wounded.  I want to help heal that, also.”

“My spirit?” I asked.  

“Yes,” said Aurora.  “You do not have to talk about it.  But if you will allow me, I will also attempt to heal the wounds you have suffered psychically.”

“I have known much pain,” I managed.  “Death, the loss of loved ones, and betrayals . . .” He looked at this beautiful, powerful and compassionate being and could have lost himself in her deep blue eyes.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I am not the only one who has suffered such things.”

“The healing of the spirit begins with its proper nourishment,” said Aurora.  “And then rest.  Plenty of rest.  Now, if you will trust me further, I will provide you the nourishment you need.  For the next several days, you should be on a diet of unicorn milk.”

“Unicorn milk?” he asked, somewhat incredulously.  

“Yes,” said Aurora.  A glass of unicorn milk appeared out of thin air, and hovered in front of Thomas.

“Please take it and drink,” said Aurora.  “You need nourishment after what you have been through.”  She did not tell him that the milk was from her own body.

Thomas took the glass and drank.  The milk was sweet and smelled of cinnamon.  From the first draught he took from the glass, he felt his energy being restored.  He drank the glass of unicorn milk quickly.  

He felt himself staring at the unicorn queen.  Then he knelt before her.  

“Who am I, that thou art mindful of me?” he said.  

“What does that mean?” she asked.  “Why are you kneeling?  Do you feel faint?”  There was deep concern in Aurora’s voice.

“No, my queen, I am fine.  What I said was an expression from my people, found in our holy book,” he said.  “A human asked why God, who is all powerful, would care about us insignificant humans.”

“I am not God, or what we call Elyah,” said Aurora, “and I may have the powers and magic of a unicorn, but with that also comes a sense of caring about other living things.  And that includes you, of course—my fell warrior or wizard, or whatever you may be.  I hope to learn more about you tomorrow.”

Thomas tried to get up, but could not.  Aurora came to him and knelt slightly, offering him her neck once again for support.  He was hesitant to lean upon the Queen of the Unicorns, especially the one who had saved his life.

“It’s all right,” said Aurora.  “Or, if you wish, I could levitate you.”

“The physical assist will be just fine,” said Thomas, who felt he was being too much trouble for this magnificent being.  Thomas put his arm around her neck and she gently lifted him to his feet.  He smiled at her weakly and blinked his eyes sleepily.  

“I can stand now, my queen,” said Thomas.  “Thank you.”

Aurora could see that he was having trouble keeping his eyes open.

“Oh, forgive me.  Unicorn milk makes humans sleepy,” she said.  “Come, she said,” as she moved to her bed and lay down upon it.  She then moved to lie
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