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Chapter 1: The
Darkness

 


 


The flames crackled with an
appealing sound which oddly made Clovis remember his childhood. If
he closed his eyes, he could almost see his mother baking flatbread
over an open flame a hundred sun cycles before. The smell of his
mother’s bread had always made him feel safe when he’d been a small
Elfling. There was, of course, no such feeling now. The crackling
sound had once signaled comfort, but that was a very long time ago.
Clovis sighed deeply, aware that he no longer sighed any other
way. This fire was
not indicative of flatbread baking; in his long lifetime, Clovis
had observed the association shift inalterably. Too often in his
adult life, the crackling fire conjured up darker images—villages
being incinerated, ancient monuments being burned, and dead Wizard
friends being cremated. He could not return to the safety of the
flatbread baking any more than he could change what happened with
Synthyya. The flames cremating her form threatened to lick the sky
and Clovis, the Elvin cleric who so loved the world, dared to
smile. Given the sorrowful context, his smile was out of place, but
wasn’t everything these days?

All mourned Synthyya, daughter of
Zarina, whose funeral pyre the fire devoured. A pair of Morphs
within earshot lamented that even a great Wizard like Synthyya, who
had stood up to the Dark Lord himself, could not turn back death
with her powers. As Clovis listened more intently, he heard several
other mourners marvel at the fact that Synthyya had bravely
defeated the Dark Wizard and his monstrous army only to succumb to
a faceless disease. Clovis rolled the bitter irony around with his
tongue as the smoke rose above the ancient buildings of the Ruined
City, curling silently into the dark sky. Wizards believed the
smoke would carry the animus—the part of Synthyya which made her
unique—to her gods, should she merit that honor. Clovis wasn’t sure
what he believed would happen to Synthyya now. It was out of his
hands, like so many things. What the Wizard gods might believe
about Synthyya’s actions were well beyond the scope of his practice
as an Elvin cleric. He focused only on the crackling of the flames
which bathed the darkness in an eerie orange light.

When the crackling finally quieted,
Clovis swept the somber scene with his dark eyes. Myriad Elves,
Wizards, Morphs, and Humans stood to pay homage to a teacher, a
warrior, and a wise woman who once sat on the Curia, the highest
council in the Gray Mountains. Those who could weep let their tears
roll down their cheeks. The Wizards, who by their nature could not
produce tears, did appear graver than usual—if that were possible.
Clovis thought it fitting that all four races mourned her because
Synthyya had spent her life seeking to mend the tears in the fabric
of this world. It was also appropriate that the mourning was in the
Ruined City, for long had she preached the merits of the Classical
Civilization which had built it. Those who grieved her loss
remarked that Synthyya was far away now and in a better place.
Clovis nodded in acknowledgement of this thought, which he believed
likely to be true in one way or another. Some mourners cursed the
disease which took her, while others thundered at Ularriq, the
Wizard Emperor whom Synthyya had labeled the “Dark Lord.” Rage all
they will, Clovis mused, but their wrath cannot bring the dead back
to life. Nothing could do that, he firmly believed; even if the one
they mourned had insisted otherwise in a brief conversation which
still haunted Clovis.

He tugged at his blue cloak and peered
at the pyre. The crackling fire had blazed so hot—magically
amplified as it was—that it appeared even her bones had been
consumed during the cremation. When the inferno was finally a spent
force, only a small pile of gray dust remained. Clovis shook his
head and bemoaned the fragility of life. Even a powerful Wizard or
a long-lived Elf had precious little time to make their mark before
being reduced to a small pile of dust scattered by the wind. He
missed Synthyya. Clovis had known her for a very short period
before she slipped away into the darkness. But what he knew of her
was that she was good. He knew her student Marcus on whom so much
now rested, and Clovis knew in the depths of his being that Marcus
was good, as well. They were good. There was that to soothe
him.

Before she hurried to meet her fate,
Synthyya had made several audacious requests and Clovis meant to
honor them as any cleric would. The fire, with all its lovely yet
inappropriate memories of baking bread, had finally surrendered to
the inevitable and only the night remained. The night seemed darker
than Clovis could imagine. But Synthyya had made her peace with the
darkness and the Elvin cleric knew he must do the same. With a
silent prayer to his Spirits, Clovis steeled himself to begin the
process of fulfilling her requests. He paused only slightly to
consider whether he was doing the right thing.

 


***

 


“How long, Quintus?” Marcus
asked the darkness.

Long had Marcus relied on
his alter ego to
inform him of the time which had lapsed while he recharged his
Wizardly power. There had been occasions when a few short hours of
sleep felt like a week and others when Marcus swore he’d been down
for a month, even if he’d only succumbed to the darkness for a few
short minutes. When sleep took him, Marcus lost all sense of the
world and he depended on Quintus to help him return to normalcy. If
Quintus were so kind as to proffer a steaming cup of Elvin elixir,
then that helped even more, Marcus mused. Regardless, amidst the
darkness of sleep, the Wizard looked to his Ranger friend like a
navigator looks to a star—a certain, fixed pinprick of light in a
swirl of chaotic darkness. As his power returned during his
slumber, Marcus might see vivid images in his mind—sometimes past
events occurring as if they were present, but other times
ridiculous things which bore no resemblance to anything which could
occur. This recent dream was so absurd that Marcus felt he may have
been down for a week and longed for Quintus to soothe him with a
statement like, “Only ten hours, brother.”

Before Quintus could utter such an
answer, Marcus remarked aloud, “Oh what dark dreams invaded my mind
during this rest, Quintus!” Marcus had dreamed that he was sharing
a cup of Elvin elixir with the Dark Lord himself, who had accused
Synthyya of lying and brought up Marcus’s own father as an example
of the deceit.

“Synthyya used dark magic
to change your memory, Marcus,” the Dark Lord in his dream
explained. “She erased Sargon’s act of saving you and instead
filled your head with lies about me. I am not a monster who seeks
to consume the world. If anyone is the Dark Lord, it is your old
teacher. She used the magic of darkness on your mind, not
I!”

“Are you
not a monster who seeks
to consume the world?” Marcus asked evenly, trying to deflect the
subject from his father. He desperately wanted to hear more, but
knew he was dealing with a Wizard who currently had the upper hand
and Marcus did not wish to betray a hint of weakness to his
adversary.

“Am I ambitious?” the Dark
Lord asked as he sipped his elixir. His eyes were watery and darted
around the room suspiciously. His hair seemed blacker than it was
supposed to be, although Marcus could not quite work out what was
strange about the color. “Of course I am ambitious. Am I willing to
govern the creatures of our world? I would be well-suited for that
role, despite the jealousy of others past and present. Do I wish to
consume the world and spread evil? That is a preposterous tale told
by confirmed liars to you, a half-Wizard with a certain weakness
for the epic. I will not insult you with sweet lies like Titus and
Synthyya do. But you wish to know the truth about your father, do
you not?”

Marcus flinched and reached for his
cup, hoping to delay his response. But he’d forgotten that his cup
had slipped from his grasp and shattered a few minutes before when
the Dark Lord had first mentioned Marcus’s father, Sargon. Marcus,
the half-Wizard, had not controlled his actions as a Wizard must.
How disappointed his father would have been about the dropped cup
and Marcus’s lack of self-control. He knew that the Dark Lord could
sense his eagerness to know about his father, which meant Marcus
had failed to control his emotions, as well. “My relationship with
my father is not a thing you could know, even though you may sit
upon a throne in the Gray Mountains. Power does not equal
knowledge.”

“Well-said, Marcus,” the
Dark Lord observed with a smile. “But in this matter, I do have
knowledge and it has nothing to do with the power I wield. You see,
when Qaidafa killed your children…” He paused and seemed to be
suppressing a smile with some effort. “I see your wife’s name still
pains you even a viginti
later.” It was more than a viginti, Marcus knew. It had been 23
years, not 20. His breathing quickened and his blood began to
course through his veins more swiftly.

Mercifully a Low Elf in black armor
came in with a replacement cup of elixir and Marcus drained it
slowly while he thought of what to say. Marcus coughed a
little—whether it was the mention of his children or the Dark
Lord’s noxious cologne, he could not be certain.

“You know nothing about
that,” Marcus replied bitterly, his ragged voice a ghost of
itself.

The other Wizard shrugged. “Says you.
I can tell you that Qaidafa and the Archpriest Xanthu—her lover…”
He paused and drank in Marcus’s hopeless attempt at stoicism. “They
were supposed to kill you as soon as they showed you the bodies of
your daughter and son. You—a hybrid—were incapable of stopping one
of them, let alone both Wizards. And just as your death seemed
certain, Sargon himself entered the domus and surprised your
assailants. He cast a particularly effective earth spell which
trapped them in stone up to their chins for quite some time.
Empress Xenia needed the help of several Wizards to free them when
she arrived later. By then, Sargon had fled and his son, the
half-Wizard with a Human name, had disappeared. I’d have been
impressed with the spell if I liked Sargon, but I must confess that
I never cared for him during the brief time we were
acquainted.”

“How could you know any of
this?” Marcus demanded, his voice rising in pitch against his will.
“Were you there?”

“No no,” the Dark Lord
replied softly. “I was not there. I couldn’t be, you must
understand. I know the facts because Xanthu and Qaidafa told me the
details later on. If it helps you, you should know that Sargon was
quite brave before his execution by the Empress. He promised to all
gathered that they would someday suffer the revenge of his beloved
son. That sounds nice, doesn’t it? ‘Beloved son.’ A bit dramatic
for my taste, but Sargon had a weakness for Humans and their drama,
didn’t he?”

“He was not the only one
with a weakness for Humans, unless I am mistaken,” Marcus noted
coldly.

The Dark Lord’s thin lip curled into a
snarl before he relaxed and tried in vain to sound flippant. He
tried too hard, Marcus observed. It was clumsy and transparent, not
at all what one would expect from the wicked Dark Lord of the
stories. “Yes, you know about Lucretia, Marcus,” he declared,
affecting a confidence which failed to paper over his surprise and
wrath. “I expected Titus to tell you that story. In this matter, he
did not lie, which is uncharacteristic of him.”

“And you know my lineage, I
presume?” Marcus asked. His companion nodded, but tried to give the
impression that he was not especially bothered by the fact that—if
Synthyya had spoken the truth—the Dark Lord was incapable of
harming Marcus. Both men sat awkwardly for some time until Marcus
broke the silence. “In light of my lineage, I feel that I should
clarify a particularly important issue: Can I leave? Or am I a
prisoner?”

“You know that due to your
lineage, I cannot harm you which would make it difficult to stop
you from leaving, should you find my company to be disagreeable,”
the other Wizard answered with a forced smile.

“That is a true statement,
but not an answer,” Marcus pressed.

“Let us say that I believe
we need to spend time together, so that you understand my point of
view and do not simply accept the lies you’ve been fed, Marcus, son
of Sargon.”

“So what exactly prevents
me from walking out of this tent?” Marcus asked.

“I cannot directly harm
you,” the Dark Lord replied, adjusting the jeweled rings on his
fingers so that each one lined up with the others. “This is quite
vexing, given that you are half a Wizard. However, there are 25,000
soldiers in black armor who can stop you.” Both men held one
another’s gaze for a long Wizard moment. “Let’s take another angle,
shall we? Let us discuss what we can do about our disagreement.”
Marcus narrowed his eyes when he heard his enemy refer to their
struggle as “our disagreement.” He involuntarily felt for his sword
which was surprisingly still there. The Wizard Emperor saw the hand
move to the sword and nodded in resignation. “Oh yes, Marcus, we
must get this out of the way, mustn’t we? Very well. You know that
I am the cause for the darkness which has marked your life. While I
did not kill your children, I certainly benefitted from their
murder and richly rewarded the Wizards who slew them. How is that?”
His face contorted into a grotesque smile.

Marcus’s Human blood boiled in his
veins. The image of his dead children and the fact that this was a
banal conversation over cups of elixir completely unhinged Marcus,
who drew his firesword and swung it at the Dark Lord’s chest. A
hair’s width from his target, Marcus stopped involuntarily. He
swung three more times, but could not finish the blow. He tried to
constrict his enemy’s throat with air magic, but the Dark Lord
simply sat there and drank elixir. He swallowed an especially large
gulp of the beverage as if to make clear that his throat had not
been closed by the spell. Defeated, Marcus sheathed his sword and
resumed his seat.

“That was a lesson worth
learning, wasn’t it?” the Dark Lord asked with a satisfied smile.
“You cannot cast a spell or use your enchanted sword to harm me
because I have surpassed death. No creature who walks the black
earth can hurt me and that includes you. The difference between you
and the other beings who walk that black earth is that I cannot
hurt you due to Lucretia’s blood within your veins. Neither of us
can harm the other. Isn’t that delightful?” He paused as if he
expected Marcus to answer. When he did not, the Wizard merely
shrugged and went on, “It will be easier to talk if we know that we
cannot kill each other. My name is Ularriq and I’d ask you to use
that name and stop calling me ‘the Dark Lord’ in your head. While
you are immune to my magic, I can have you killed and I promise
that I will expend very little effort to kill each one of your
friends. But it does not have to come to that.” He smiled
malevolently. “I know much that you do not, so perhaps you can turn
from me and focus your wrath to those who deserve it. There is much
you do not know and much for you to learn about those who have
manipulated you.”

“Am I your prisoner?”
Marcus asked.

“That depends upon one’s
point of view,” Ularriq replied.

Marcus meant to push the issue, but
the dream had ended or a new dream had begun.

“Quintus?” Marcus asked
again. “How long have I been in the darkness, brother?”

The Ranger did not answer back, which
was supremely odd. Marcus began to raise himself from his prone
position and noticed that his hands were bound. He tried to call
upon his magic, but it was gone. There had been no dream. He was a
prisoner of the Dark Lord, bound with Wizardsbane, and adrift
amidst a swirling sea of lies and truths.

 


***

 


Quintus stared at Hector with a cold
fury, magnified by the grayness of his eyes. Gwen had been attacked
and she had fled into the darkness of the forest outside of this
fortress in the militant Far South. An Elf could be killed on sight
and Quintus needed Hector to try to take the form of an eagle to
assist with locating her. It was technically illegal for a Morph,
but Quintus had no patience for rules which might stand between his
beloved wife and safety.

“I need you to do it for
Gwen,” Quintus growled. “And we have no time—they are pursuing her
like a hare and we’ve seen her blood.”

“I love Gwen, but I can
only be a wolf,” Hector replied.

“I will track on the
ground, but we need eyes in the sky,” Quintus declared. “Someone is
trying to kill my wife. You will not lose the ability to be a wolf
if you change into an eagle. You morphed into an eagle when you
were young, didn’t you?”

“Many times, but after the
ceremony, all is different,” Hector said stoically. “If I try to
become an eagle, I could lose everything. Is that fair to ask of
me?”

Quintus winced. “Perhaps it is simply
a rule your people follow out of custom, nothing more. You are a
Morph who makes music. What do you care of their rules?”

“I do not believe it is
just a rule. It is about my nature. If I try to do this for you, I
could be forever changed, Quintus. Will you truly ask me to risk
what I am?” Hector asked. His dark eyes were mournful.

“For me? Never,” Quintus
replied. “For Gwen?” He could not pronounce the word “yes” in that
moment, but Hector knew what was in the Ranger’s heart. Quintus’s
breathing had accelerated and sweat glistened on his forehead. He
composed himself and turned towards the woods. “I am following the
trail, Hector. We have lost too much time as it is and darkness is
descending.”

“I cannot do what you want.
I know you love her, but…” Hector protested.

Quintus turned and looked at the
unclad Morph for a moment. “Have you ever heard a song and wished
it would never end?” he asked. Hector nodded gravely. “That is how
I feel about Gwen.” With that, the Ranger turned on his heel and
plunged into the woods, an arrow nocked in his bow and his senses
heightened.

Hector knew he could run faster than
Quintus if he changed into a wolf and had four legs rather than
two. He pondered that course of action, but his mind kept returning
to the truth that Quintus had accepted him. He was the Morph who
made music in defiance of his culture’s norms. Quintus Agrippa
Aureus did not care about that. In addition, Quintus was Julia’s
cousin. Julia was Hector’s truest friend. Her cousin was asking him
to try to become an eagle for the first time in over a hundred
moons because his beloved wife was in danger. Did Hector love
Gwendolyn? No one could refrain from loving that Elf. Beyond their
friendship, Hector knew there was another consideration. Gwendolyn
was the archer who would loose the arrow at the Dark Lord with the
enchanted weapon. Too often, Hector could be selfish. This, he
knew. Yet a Human like Quintus could not know what he was asking by
demanding Hector try to morph into a different form. It was
forbidden. It was dangerous. It risked his very nature. For any
Morph, this was too much.

The footsteps behind him were so soft
that only a Morph like Hector could hear them. The scent of a Human
wafted slightly closer and Hector knew that the Baroness’s
man-at-arms was advancing in what he supposed to be a stealthy
manner. Hector could let this Human kill him and the Morph would
return to the life-force to be reborn in another body. It would
relieve him of this decision. This was tempting. He need not do
anything but stand there and let the Human send him into the
darkness. Then this life’s problems would evaporate. Quintus would
not begrudge the dead, would he? The shadow the clumsy man cast
indicated that he had raised his sword and so Hector needed to make
his decision.

The angry soldier swung at air as a
golden eagle took flight.

 





Chapter 2: The
Passenger

 


 


The murmuring had gone on for several
minutes now and Julia was concerned. There was pointing and
gesturing at her from several crewmen with leathery faces and dead
eyes. The dead eyes concerned her. She did not know who these
people were, but men with vacancy in their eyes lived under no
codes. This, Julia knew. And as the only woman on the ship to her
knowledge, it would only take one of those men with dead eyes to
give in to darker thoughts and Julia would have nowhere to run.
That was the problem with boats. The water seemed almost black even
though the Golden One shone high in the sky. They were far from
shore and Julia was regretting her rash actions last night. Did she
really have to take Octavia’s place on this ship? Beatrixx was very
clear that Octavia alone could perform this act and so Julia now
theorized that it must require some sort of physical strength.
Julia did not know anything about what she was supposed to do on
this voyage and feared asking one of the dead-eyed crew to explain
it. But if her task required strength, Julia lamented her lack of
that asset.

So why did she take Octavia’s place?
It was clear that Marcus considered Julia a friend and it was as a
friend she needed to part from him. However, she countered herself
in her own head, Julia also believed that the Wizard felt stirrings
in his heart for her. And when he kissed her, Julia almost dreamed
that Marcus could love her. Perhaps part of him did love her. But
not all of him. This was clear: he was drawn to the awkward
Northern girl with the flaming hair. Even if Octavia Flavius barely
read books or never spent a thought on the Classical
Civilization—Marcus seemed inexplicably drawn to the Northern
warrior. They’d already experienced much together and maybe that
bonded them. It was foolish, but even Wizards could be
foolish—especially a half-Wizard. Marcus seemed unable to extricate
himself from the entanglement of his history with Octavia and
devote himself completely to Julia. At least that is what Julia had
concluded when Marcus had refused Beatrixx’s order to return to the
Ruined City. He’d been willing to risk everything to avenge
Octavia’s rape at the hands of a Human officer. It was not the
first time Marcus, son of Sargon, had risked everything for the
deep-voiced girl from the North.

Julia leaned over the side of the
ship, grateful she had not eaten anything. The swells of the water
shifted the ground beneath her. As the sun warmed the day, she
cursed herself for acting so rashly. In the light of day, it was
clear to Julia that it was not love for Octavia which had led to
his refusal of Beatrixx’s command. Julia knew that Marcus possessed
a deep sense of justice. This was certainly a result of the tragedy
he had endured. The more she thought about it, Julia had never seen
Marcus embrace or kiss Octavia or give her reason to believe he
even wanted to. They had an intense friendship, but Marcus was an
intense creature. Octavia’s hair was unique and her figure was
alluring, but there was something wholly unattractive about the way
she walked and talked. Marcus doubtlessly saw her as a friend and a
comrade, much as Julia saw Hector. Wouldn’t Julia seek to avenge
Hector’s wrongs? Quintus’s? Alexia’s? Alexia. It was the Morph who
had encouraged Julia’s thoughtless course of action, softly
agreeing with Julia’s insecurities and subtly stoking the flames of
her self-doubt. Alexia never told Julia to report to the captain of
this ship, but she directed it nonetheless. Octavia’s departure
should have been a wonderful stroke of luck for Julia, and somehow
she had turned that luck into disaster. Now Julia was the one on
the ship with the dead-eyed men giving her odd glances while the
Wizard she loved was already a day’s sail away.

“Will he seek to
avenge me if I am
raped?” Julia asked herself with a shiver.

As if in response to her silent fear,
a sailor approached Julia in a faintly threatening fashion. “Take
down your hood,” he snarled.

She did as she was told, but felt the
inside of her wrist for the concealed knife she carried. She was
reassured by its presence, but not excessively so. Julia could
surprise the sailor and cut him, but there was nowhere to run after
she did that. She would wait to see how things developed. The man
grinned in a hideous fashion, revealing his dearth of teeth. Julia
observed that his gapped smile would be faintly comical in another
situation.

The captain then strode into her view.
He was her hope. Even a small ship like this one was an independent
kingdom once on the open sea, and the captain was king of all that
his could see. He was more than a king. The Elf king was checked by
his Council of Elders and the Wizard monarchs needed the support of
priests and teachers to enforce their commands. Even the Overkings
and queens of old were limited by the Council. A ship’s captain
answered to no one but his crew. But they needed him more than he
needed them, so they would bow to any reasonable command he issued.
Julia’s breathing slowed and she felt her pulse return to normal.
The captain must know of the task Beatrixx needed Octavia to
perform. He would not let the dead-eyed sailor harm Julia. She
dared to smile.

“Good morning, Captain,”
Julia said cheerily.

He studied her with a scowl. “It is as
you said,” the captain said to the gap-toothed man, ignoring
Julia’s greeting. “Her hair is not red. She is no
Northerner.”

“I am from Vinland
originally,” Julia explained, perplexed.

The captain unrolled a scroll and
squinted. “Are you named Octavia Flavius?”

“I am not,” Julia answered.
“I have taken her place.” The captain seemed monumentally confused
and then a bit bemused.

“Why in the Four Realms
would you do that?” he asked.

“I don’t know…”

“What should we do?” the
sailor with all the missing teeth asked. The captain rubbed his
stiff beard for a moment and shrugged.

“Our orders were to dispose
of a red-haired girl named Octavia Flavius,” he responded. “I
suppose those orders are still in force. I just fear that payment
might be held up if we dispose of the wrong girl. But our orders
were to kill the passenger and she is the passenger.”

“Seems clear to me,
Captain,” the crewman nodded.

“We are required to provide
a lock of hair as proof of death,” the Captain read. “So clip some
of her hair and I’ll try to set it right when we turn around. The
sooner the better. We are still in winter’s grasp and the Northern
Sea is filled with fury.”

“Our task was to eliminate
the passenger. Their job was to get her to board our ship. If they complain we
killed the wrong girl, that’s not our fault, is it, Captain?” the
sailor asked.

The captain shrugged as if it were a
paperwork mistake for clerks to sort out. The sailor then looked at
his captain in a more malevolent way. The ship’s monarch considered
and then nodded in assent to the silent request. “Do what you will,
but remember to clip some hair before you pitch her overboard.” The
king of his wooden kingdom walked away muttering.

Julia’s mouth fell open, but no words
escaped. The gleam in the sailor’s eye indicated that her worst
fears had come to pass. The dead-eyed sailor with the gapped smile
had been ordered to cut some hair and pitch Julia overboard, but in
between, he was permitted to do whatever he wished with her. The
knife on the inside of her wrist would not save the passenger and
she knew this. She would lie in a watery grave. The only question
left to Julia was whether to leap into the water now to deny this
man his wicked reward. That was the right choice, she decided. But
Julia suddenly found that her legs did not work and she could not
even jump. She closed her eyes and cursed herself again for her
rash decision in taking Octavia’s place on this ship.

 


***

 


“Where could he be?”
Octavia bellowed.

She had not been gone long. Her visit
with her father had lasted an hour, perhaps two at the most. And
yet when Octavia returned to the tavern where she’d left Marcus,
Alexia, and Julia, it seemed as if the whole world had changed.
Synthyya was dead. Beatrixx had a mission for Octavia, but Alexia
deftly passed that to Julia, who had boarded a ship to the Spice
Islands. Octavia shook her head, comforted by the weight of her
helmet. That trip was perilous during the winter and it seemed very
possible that Julia’s ship would sink. By ensuring Julia was the
passenger, Octavia’s path to Marcus had been cleared by the Morph
so desperate to prove her friendship. But Marcus himself was also
gone. Alexia had reported that while in the tavern, something had
come over him and affected him deeply. She was adamant that
whatever it was occurred before Beatrixx brought news of Synthyya’s
death. Could Wizards feel such things as the death of their
teacher? Was it something else? Was he ill? Or did he just need
some fresh air? And if that was all he needed, why did he not
return?

Octavia felt she knew Marcus well
enough that he would never abandon his friends or their quest. That
much was true. Thus something had happened to him and he was dead,
wounded, or imprisoned. Another question lurked deep in her heart:
Why had Octavia been earmarked as a passenger for a trip which
qualified as suicide in the winter? Did Beatrixx wish the Northern
warrior to be dead? What would have happened had Alexia not stepped
in and convinced Julia to board that vessel? Octavia shivered, but
knew it had nothing to do with the cold. She could not wrap her
mind around the words “Synthyya is dead.” So she chose to put that
tragedy aside for the moment. She tried to congratulate herself on
her control of her emotions. Octavia thought it very
Wizard-like.

For an hour, she and Alexia walked
around the streets which surrounded the tavern, questioning
passers-by and calling out his name. Not even an echo returned
their imploring voices.

“Why did Marcus walk out?”
Octavia asked.

“He did not say. There is
no explanation for his disappearance,” Alexia said.

“Can’t you track
him?”

“Quintus is the Ranger,”
Alexia replied. “I depend on scent to track, but the cold and the
snow make it impossible in any form I try. Only a Ranger could read
the signs in broken twigs and small hints.”

“We don’t have a Ranger,”
Octavia observed evenly. “Marcus did not simply dissolve into air.
No one has seen a Wizard? It defies logic. A Wizard always arouses
people’s attention in the North.”

“Could he have gone to the
Human army to wreak vengeance on Felix Flaminius?” Alexia asked.
Octavia seethed that the Morph had revealed that secret, but it was
an interesting theory. Marcus knew that Octavia had been violated
by a superior officer and he might seek to avenge that crime. Part
of her leapt at the possibility that he cared so deeply he would
kill the monster who had hurt her. Part of her felt betrayed that
Alexia told a story which was not hers to tell. She wanted that man
dead, but she did not want Marcus to do it. Particularly if it
placed him in danger.

“I don’t know,” Octavia
replied.

“It would be like him to
head into the danger for sake of you, Red,” Alexia suggested, a
wicked smile crossing her luscious lips.

“Would it?” Octavia asked,
trying to affect a bored tone. “He is a Wizard, Alexia. Abandoning
us without a word and plunging into a Human army to kill its
commander is not a logical choice—even for vengeance. It makes no
sense.”

“He is only half a Wizard,”
Alexia observed with sparks dancing in her eyes. “He is Human on
his mother’s side. Humans act on their heart’s
impulses.”

“Often to our detriment,”
Octavia said with a sigh.

“Why do you sound so glum,
Red?” the Morph asked, snaking a tan arm around her friend’s square
shoulders. “You are the hero of your own story.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“We all write stories in
our heads and I fear that in your head, the story is about how
Marcus will never love Octavia. You make him the hero. Foolish
Octavia! You are the hero of your own story. If you love that
Wizard, then the story shall be about how Marcus falls in love with
heroic Octavia.”

“You are deranged,” Octavia
muttered, although her lip curled slightly into the faintest wisp
of a smile.

Alexia grabbed Octavia by her square
shoulders. “Julia is gone, perhaps for a turn of the moon or
perhaps forever. Marcus may be using his magic on the man who made
you broken. With that act, he will be bound to you and this bond
will unite the two of you. Things have fallen your way, dear
Octavia.”

It was a lovely story, but Octavia
could not abide by it. There was too much wrong with Alexia’s tale.
Octavia spun on a boot heel and turned her back on the Morph. For a
moment, all that could be heard was Octavia’s breathing which
erupted from her mouth in foggy plumes before it disappeared into
the cold. “Octavia?” Alexia finally asked with a wide grin. “Didn’t
you hear me? Things are falling your way, my friend.”

The warrior turned back to face her
friend, but this time there was no wisp of smile. Instead her green
eyes were flashing with anger. “Synthyya is dead. Julia may be
dead. Marcus may be dead. And you cannot stop smiling. I do not
share your optimism, Alexia. We have a bowstring which does not
attach to the bow. We are separated from Quintus, Hector, and Gwen.
Beatrixx may very well wish me harm. Things are decidedly not
falling my way!”

“You cannot allow yourself
to be happy for even one moment!” Alexia snarled. “All that I have
done for you and still…”

“Be silent.”

“I will not…” Alexia fumed.
Octavia grabbed the Morph in her strong arms and put a hand across
Alexia’s mouth.

“Be silent,” she repeated.
“I hear something.”

Alexia suddenly heard it, too. She
cursed herself that she had gotten so worked up she had missed the
sound of another creature in their midst.

 


***

 


Beatrixx heard the voice
through a gray owl. There was no mistaking its words. The Historian
had been reprimanded by the other Custodes. They believed Synthyya’s
death had not been necessary when a cure had been procured against
all odds. Gwendolyn and Marcus—the only two Outcasts who truly
mattered—were both missing. The decision Artemisia and Beatrixx had
made to send Octavia to her doom as a passenger on the Golden Purse
had not been cleared with the others. The disaster with Julia
boarding the ship instead of Octavia had unsettled matters,
particularly because the Custodes
suddenly wanted to Julia to be Marcus’s wife and
overqueen of a new world. Beatrixx hung her head as she absently
stroked the feathers of her own owl, a white bird with large golden
eyes. She had to admit that the Custodes’ anger was well-placed.
Would the ship’s captain spare Julia? Beatrixx felt that her
instructions were clear: kill the red-haired girl. Julia did not
have red hair. But Humans rarely abided by clear instructions in
Beatrixx’s experience. “Octavia was never supposed to be part of
this,” Beatrixx whispered to her snowy owl, pointedly ignoring the
gray one perched on her windowsill. “Nor was Alexia.” The white owl
with golden eyes nodded knowingly. “I’ve made such a mess of
everything,” Beatrixx lamented. “If only Titus still breathed and I
did not have to be Historian. I have so many other demands on me.”
Her owl nuzzled her as if in sympathy.

The other owl, the gray one
in the window, perched there wordlessly. It had said nothing since
delivering the reprimand, but its continued presence indicated an
answer from Beatrixx had been demanded. Its dark eyes were
themselves an accusation. Beatrixx took a deep breath and composed
herself as she prepared her response to the Wizard who would report
her message to their leader. “When you receive this owl, you may
relay the following to the Defender and the others: ‘The situation
with Artemisia is beyond my control. So was the death of Synthyya.
The potion was a hoax; there was no magic in it. Synthyya died her
natural death and the fellowship is short both a Wizard and an Elf
to fulfill the prophecy. I recommend that Clovis the cleric take
the place of Ardor as the second Elf. Who do you recommend as a
second Wizard? I will take steps to find Marcus, Gwendolyn, and
Julia, so the Outcasts’ quest can continue. Despite the ill news, I
would offer that our situation has never been stronger due to the
Battle for the Ruined City.’” The gray owl with dark eyes took
flight immediately to deliver the message in Beatrixx’s voice to
the Wizard who commanded the military strategy for the
Custodes. He would have
to break the news to her, which calmed Beatrixx slightly.
She did not relish being in the room with the Defender of the World
when the failures were catalogued.

“It was Alexia who did
this. She should never have become part of the fellowship,”
Beatrixx said to the owl. “You know what I mean, don’t you?” The
snowy owl nodded as if to understand.

 


***

 


Artemisia was bitter. The
master-at-arms had defied a direct order in conjuring up a plan to
kill Gwendolyn. He had been the one to suggest that Gwen tour the
pyramid being built and now it appeared that this was meant to
manipulate the Elf in the hopes she might quarrel with Quintus. The
master-at-arms had ordered the watchmen to shoot the Elf. This
unraveled much of the Baroness’s plan and she knew there would need
to be consequences. The Count of Peace’s great hope of Marcus
marrying Julia seemed to be unraveling, too, for that treacherous
Morph Alexia had managed to convince Julia to be the passenger. “It
should have been Octavia,” the baroness cursed in her
head.

As if that were not enough, Synthyya
had refused the cure which Artemisia had procured at great cost.
And then Beatrixx apparently had snatched the potion, as if it were
hers to take because it was magical. “Just like a Wizard,”
Artemisia fumed. “Never sharing their magic with others, but
keeping all to themselves.” She cursed the day she had decided to
put aside her distaste for Wizards in service of a greater cause.
Without doubt, that had been a grave error in what had otherwise
been an unblemished career of always choosing the right path. Why
didn’t Synthyya take the cure? Why did she die when she did not
have to? “There must be more to the story between those two Wizard
women to which I am not admitted,” Artemisia thought ruefully.
“Another example of Wizards not sharing.”

With Synthyya dead—needlessly, in
Artemisia’s view—the prophecy’s collapse continued. There were too
many Humans in the Outcasts, although if Julia were dead, that
would better balance things. Artemisia tried to maintain focus.
Even if they were down to two Humans with Julia drowned in the
Salted Sea, they were short an Elf and, with Synthyya dead, a
Wizard. The Dark Lord was winning, which meant that the Count of
Peace was losing. The Baroness had pegged all of her hopes on the
Count and those hopes now languished. The Morphs had been nearly
wiped out by some force which had leveled the Darkest Forests. The
Council was hopeless and the Human world would soon splinter. The
Wizards and Elves would see their enemies either divided or
annihilated. With those victories, they would never hammer out a
just peace as the Count sought. “No one ever stopped fighting when
they were winning,” she lamented. Artemisia could not help but
believe she had been partly responsible for the failure. She had
misplayed her hand in the Far South, misjudged those around her,
and misunderstood the impact that meddling with Wizards would
bring. She felt it was all her fault. That was the last thought
that the Baroness Artemisia, member of the Human Council, ever had
drift into her head.

They kicked away the stool and the
noose strangled the life from her.

 





Chapter 3:
Complicated

 


 


“Good morning, Marcus,”
Ularriq greeted him with a garish cheerfulness which belied the
situation. Two Elves clad in black armor, one a Sunset Elf and one
a Low Elf, shuffled in with a silver pot of Elvin elixir and a tray
of warm breads and colorful fruits.

“This is what we are doing,
now?” Marcus asked, arching an eyebrow. “We are breakfasting
together? And greeting each other with ‘Good morning’?”

“Why not?” the other Wizard
asked with a shrug. He turned to the Elves and his voice deepened.
“Leave us.”

“Yes, my Lord,” they said
in unison as they scurried away.

“I like Elves,” Ularriq
observed, pouring a mug of the dark liquid. “I particularly like
how they address us as ‘my Lord’ to respect the power we command. I
expect Humans to do the same. It’s the courtesy which binds us,
don’t you agree?” He offered a mug to Marcus who eyed him
suspiciously.

“Is there a potion in this
cup, too?”

Ularriq sighed. “Marcus, we both know
I needed to have someone fasten the Wizardsbane on your wrists so
you did not do something foolish. No more potions. This is simply
elixir, so take the cup and enjoy some breakfast. Now, don’t you
agree that being addressed as ‘my Lord’ by Elves and Humans is good
form?”

“What about Morphs?” Marcus
asked, daring to take the smallest possible sip of the steaming
brown liquid.

The Dark Lord’s face fell and his mask
of cheerfulness slipped away. “Morphs have no place in my
world.”

“Like the Gnomes, I
presume?” Marcus asked with narrowed eyes.

“Marcus, some creatures
reproduce slowly and it is natural for them to die out eventually,”
Ularriq explained, popping a grape into his mouth. “You see white
rabbits in the North but no brown ones, right? If there were any
brown ones, they’d be easily caught and eaten by predators. They
would die out as the gods intend. Gnomes reproduce slowly and so do
Morphs. Certain creatures are not made to last forever.”

“And Humans? They replace
their numbers swiftly, so does that make them superior to Wizards?”
Marcus asked. He knew he could not cast a spell or escape this
moment, so he had decided to needle the Dark Lord. It was a
complicated form of resistance and for now, it was the only path he
saw forward. It seemed to be working because the all-powerful evil
Wizard seemed unusually thin-skinned and insecure. Had Marcus not
been in extreme peril, he might have chuckled at this strange
dissonance between what he had expected and what was
true.

“Marcus,” Ularriq replied,
his patience fraying and his calm demeanor unraveling stitch by
stitch, “reproduction is not the only indicator of superiority. In
fact there are entirely too many Humans and we must curb their
numbers for their own good, much as the herder culls his goats.” He
seemed positively shocked that his breakfast companion did not see
the wisdom of his views.

“Your war seems to be quite
successful at reducing Human overpopulation,” Marcus observed
tartly. He saw lines on Ularriq’s pallid face which betrayed that
Marcus’s resistance was beginning to anger him. This pleased Marcus
and he eyed a crescent-shaped roll and wondered if consuming it
would undermine his resistance.

“The war is one way, but
there are others to keep the number of Humans in check,” Ularriq
snapped like a petulant boy. He cruelly tore a roll with his teeth
and Marcus suppressed a laugh with some effort.

The Dark Lord is utterly ridiculous,
Marcus thought. He inhaled deeply and the scent of the bread wafted
into his nose, chipping away at his noble resistance. “Reducing
some populations and eliminating creatures not meant to last
forever? You think yourself a god, don’t you?”

Ularriq shrugged. “Some Elves whisper
that I am the Wizard god of darkness and I do not disabuse them of
that notion. It is said that I have made a star disappear from the
night sky. It is better to leave them with comfortable fictions
rather than uncomfortable truths. What is one to do about Elves?”
He permitted himself a stifled chuckle and looked to see if Marcus
shared it. He did not and the Dark Lord ground his teeth at the
failure. “I never claimed to be a god or a mythical Wizard villain
from old stories. It was Titus and Synthyya who labeled me ‘the
Dark Lord’ and it has proved useful amongst the gullible. The point
I am making, Marcus, is that Humans, Elves, and Wizards are meant
to survive while Morphs and Gnomes are not. I do not make these
decisions. It is a natural process.”

Marcus nibbled at the
crescent-shaped piece of bread, trying to avoid tipping off his
companion that it was uncommonly tasty. “You speak so
smoothly, my Lord,
but what of our kind? Wizards do not reproduce like Humans or even
Elves. According to your stated beliefs, we should be marked for
doom, as well. But I assume Wizards are the exception for you. How
deliciously hypocritical.”

Marcus fixed a hard gaze on his enemy.
He had to admit that he was disappointed. The so-called Dark Lord
was shorter than average and did not appear to be extraordinary in
any way. He was fastidious in his appearance with a trim beard and
carefully styled dark hair, unlike the Dark Lord of fairy tales
with his flowing white mane and tangled silvery beard. In the
stories, the Dark Lord’s violet eyes glowed like braziers. But this
Wizard’s eyes were pale violet, somewhat watery, and not at all
glowing. If he were 1,000 years old, his hair would not be as black
as it was, so Marcus presumed some sort of magic was involved. For
the vanity of appearing youthful? How absurd. His posture was
slightly stooped, his shoulders slender, and Marcus thought himself
at least a hand taller than this evil Wizard. Of course, by now
Marcus had worked out the reason that Ularriq did not resemble the
Dark Lord of the spooky stories. He wasn’t the Dark Lord at all.
This intrigued Marcus while he poured the dark liquid down his
throat, hoping the Elvin elixir would sharpen his wits as it
usually did.

Ularriq stared at Marcus for a very
long time with no emotion. Finally he smiled broadly and drank his
own morning elixir. “It is a fair point. Wizards have reproduced
slowly in recent times, but that wasn’t always the way.”

“I seem to have forgotten
that you have seen many more years than you appear,” Marcus
observed blandly. He drank his cup and waited for a potion to take
effect, but none did. Marcus broke down and consumed the rest of
the buttery crescent bread, convincing himself that resistance on
an empty stomach was usually futile.

“Both issues revolve around
the same axis,” Ularriq declared. “Wizards abandoned the dark magic
because some teachers called it ‘wicked,’ but their narrow-minded
views ended up shackling the Gray Mountains for generations.” His
violet eyes tried to burn with intensity, but the effort was for
naught. “The god of darkness is essential for many things,
including a long life, a healthy mind, and a successful childbirth.
You’ll recall from your schooling that the god burst from his
mother’s womb against all odds. A return to worshiping all six gods
will increase our reproduction and return us to the numbers we once
had long ago. Reproduction will increase once all magic is
utilized. Right now, Wizards try to bear children as if one arm
were tied behind their back.”

“Or their wrists were bound
with Wizardsbane?” Marcus offered, holding up his hands.

Ularriq looked wounded and his
nostrils flared with indignation. “Is it tight? No, it is
comfortable. Are you dead? You are not, Marcus. Could I have had
someone slit your throat while you slept off the potion I gave you?
Quite easily. Look at your hand—the one which was wounded by the
Burner. Had you noticed that it has been healed? The Archmaster of
Earth himself mixed a potion for you, which we applied as you slept
and your hand is now whole. Think upon these things. Is this the
mark of one who is your enemy?” Ularriq asked.

“Potions are the work of
Wizards who go beyond accepted magic,” Marcus declared, inspecting
his hand. It had been healed of the wound he’d received pulling
from Octavia’s neck an arrow laced with the Burner. Why
would his enemy do this?
He tried to control his surprise and delight.

“Ah yes ‘potions are as
evil as dark magic.’ So say your teachers,” Ularriq snarled as he
shrugged those narrow shoulders. “And yet your wound has been
healed. By me, the Dark Lord himself.” He chuckled bitterly. “Can I
presume that you no longer believe me to be the Dark
Lord?”

Marcus paused as his eyes
flitted back and forth from his hand to the other Wizard and he
nodded in resignation more than anything else. “I believe you are a
Wizard, nothing more,” Marcus replied. “Perhaps one with great
power, but not one with whom I am terribly impressed. And I was
prepared to be very impressed with Dominus
Maleficarum. You say you are not my enemy,
but I am clearly a prisoner and my friends are doubtless concerned
about my absence. If we were allies, I would not be bound with the
Wizardsbane and unable to cast spells. I’d be able to assure my
friends of my safety. Am I to assume I cannot dispatch a message to
indicate I am alive? I’m sure they are worried for me.”

“My friends worried about
me once when I was imprisoned,” Ularriq observed dreamily. “They
lived and died and their children lived and died while I was
confined in the enchanted dungeon those ignorant fools constructed
for me. Anxiety will not kill your friends and you will not spend
so long in that Wizardsbane as I spent in the Wasteland.” He bared
his teeth like an animal.

“I played no role in your
imprisonment unless you wish to blame me for Lucretia’s actions,”
Marcus noted. “And blood guilt is an illogical belief for a Wizard
to hold. Your imprisonment happened 1,000 years ago, so how could I
be responsible?”

“A thousand years?” Ularriq
laughed and then cut it off as he appeared to think better of it.
“You seem conflicted, Marcus. Ask yourself if it’s possible that
Titus and Synthyya have fed you a story peppered with half-truths
to serve their purposes.”

“What stops you from doing
the same?”

“They have told you that I
am Dominus Maleficarum, the very personification of evil and that I wish to drag the
world into war. I am telling you that I want peace between Wizards,
Humans, and Elves—you can see that all three races coexist in this
battle camp and they all wear the black armor of my cause to show
unity. Or do you believe that you alone seek unity? Because the
wicked Dark Lord wishes to sow dissension, right? Or does your
experience with me not fit with the stories that have been told to
you? Did Titus tell you I champion the emancipation of the Low
Elves? No, I suspect he did not.”

“Peace?” Marcus fumed.
“Your new wife was the one who began the war between the realms.
Her war against the Humans triggered the entire conflagration. Does
she act contrary to your wishes? Will you have me believe that
Xenia is pursuing this war over her husband’s objections?
Truly?”

“Xenia’s actions have a
purpose,” he explained. “Sometimes only war can bring lasting
peace. You are no longer young, Marcus, son of Sargon. Surely you
understand these matters can be complicated.”

“Complicated? I understand
that the war ruined my life,” Marcus seethed. “You may as well be
the Dark Lord of fairy tales for me. The war you have begun has
made me an outcast for a viginti
before I ever got tangled up with Titus and this
quest. Your war took the lives of my teachers. Your war ruined this
world for all of my friends. Your war killed my children.” Marcus
rose to his feet, his eyes glowing with wrath.

Marcus felt he’d made his point, so he
sank back down into his chair and reached over at the breakfast
with his bound hands. He bit into a plum which was ruby-red and
bursting with flavor. Plums weren’t in season. How did Ularriq get
a plum so ripe in winter? How did he even know that Marcus liked
plums? Did he have a spy? Was it magic? Magic. Suddenly Marcus was
able to put the murder of his children in some kind of context.
Part of him had always suspected it, but only now—sitting across
from the one Synthyya had labeled the “Dark Lord”—did it finally
dawn on him.

“My children’s murder was
more than murder. It was a spell, wasn’t it?”

“Quite a useful spell,”
Ularriq admitted. “And Qaidafa performed it well. The death of two
children at the hands of their own mother. It is unthinkable, but
so very potent. Such an act released so much power that I was freed
from my prison. But I did not cast the spell or kill your children,
so blaming me makes as much sense as me blaming you for Lucretia’s
betrayal all those years ago. A thousand, did you say?”

“I do not care that you say
you want peace or that you wish to improve the lives of Low Elves
or increase Wizard reproduction,” Marcus said coldly. A long period
of silence ensued. “She killed them to free you. I do not need to
respect logic in this matter. I am fully capable of hating you and
wishing you dead, whether it makes sense to you or not.”

“Yes, this is the crux of
the matter: You wanting me dead. I have been told of a weapon which
can overcome my magic and destroy me,” Ularriq said as casually as
if he were discussing the sweetness of the fruit. “Titus is so much
cleverer than I have credited him. It is said you are halfway to
assembling this enchanted bow and arrow. I should offer my
congratulations.” He held Marcus’s gaze for a long moment before
his warm smile curdled into something more sinister. “But we both
know you have far to journey on that path, my friend.”

“Are we friends, now?”
Marcus asked icily.

“Must we be enemies,
Marcus?”

 


***

 


With a quickness never seen in any
other part of her life, Octavia spun around and seized their
assailant. Alexia prepared to morph, but wanted to see who the
adversary was before choosing a form. The adversary who had crept
up to them was a slender girl with red hair which marked her as a
native of the North. She could not have been more than 17 or 18
years old. The girl was clad in ragged clothing and her white feet
were bare. Octavia had her pinned to the ground and held a dagger
against the girl’s soft throat. A quick inspection with Alexia’s
sharp eyes indicated that she bore no weapons. This was not proof
that the girl did not pose a threat, Alexia noted to herself. It
merely meant that any threat she posed would not be a conventional
one.

“Who are you?” Octavia
growled in her deep voice. “And why do you sneak up on me and my
friend?”

“My name is Salvia,” the
girl responded without emotion. “Kill me if you must.”

“You seem unafraid,”
Octavia observed with some measure of confusion. “I have you pinned
to the earth with a blade at your throat and you do not tremble or
beg for your life. You hide your fear well, Salvia.”

“You may ask your Morph
friend,” she replied. “She will not smell fear, for I have none
left.”

“How do you know she’s a
Morph?” Octavia asked suspiciously.

“It is winter in the North
and your friend is walking around the woods naked,” the girl
laughed. “She is either a Morph or a fool. What kind of Morph are
you?”

“It’s complicated,” Alexia
replied. “Why are you out here without anything on your feet? Seems
unwise for a local who understands the weather patterns of this
land.”

“I have escaped from the
massive army encamped over that ridge,” she explained.

“What army?” Octavia asked.
“Legion XI? They can’t have more than 5,000 soldiers. That hardly
qualifies as ‘massive,’ Salvia. Why were you their prisoner?”
Octavia’s voice softened by a degree. If this girl escaped from
Legion XI, then she might be a victim of its commander. Octavia’s
voice softened, but not her grasp of the dagger.

“I am not speaking of
Legion XI,” Salvia replied. “If you’d get off of me and sheathe
your dagger, I can show you the massive army. They have five times
as many soldiers as the Legion has.”

Alexia did the math. She
could not read, but she could count. “There is another army here with 25,000
soldiers? That’s quite a fairy tale. Don’t let her up, Octavia.
She’ll run.”

“It is nice to meet
you, Octavia,” the
girl said with the cock-sure attitude long associated with women of
the North. “If I try to run, I daresay your Morph friend can outrun
me.” Octavia nodded in deference either to the logic or the
attitude and let the girl up, but did not sheathe her dagger. The
girl appeared unperturbed and walked over to the edge of the woods
where the land sloped down into a snow-covered valley. With a
dramatic gesture, the girl waved towards the army. “With the
heightened senses of a Morph, you managed to miss this army?”
Salvia giggled incredulously. “It is no fairy tale. I think you can
see that I did not misuse the word ‘massive’ in describing it. I
know there are 25,000 men and women down there because the Wizards
are always bragging about its size.”

“Wizards? Whose army is
this?” Octavia asked as she gazed down at row after row of tents,
warriors in black armor, and the curling smoke of thousands of
cooking fires. 25,000 did not seem unreasonable.

Salvia shrugged. “A Wizard commands
it, but there are Elves and Humans and there are…” She fell
silent.

“And what?” Alexia
insisted.

“You would not believe me,”
Salvia said, averting her eyes.

“Try us,” Octavia replied,
trying to keep her breathing in check. She’d never seen these
soldiers in black armor and she knew the banners were not those of
the Human Council.

“There are orcs,” the girl
whispered. Alexia and Octavia looked at each other and
nodded.

“Who is the Wizard who
commands the army?” Octavia asked.

“Some say it’s the Wizard
Emperor, others say it’s the Dark Lord himself,” Salvia answered
softly. There was a sudden quiver in her lip which Octavia could
tell was uncharacteristic.

“Which is it?” Alexia
asked.

“It depends on who is
talking. There are those who swear only the Emperor or only the
Dark Lord is in the camp; yet others insist the Emperor and the
Dark Lord are the same Wizard,” the girl explained. “I have not met
him. I am merely one of the Lost Girls. I’ve been a prisoner for…I
can’t exactly tell you how long for I have lost the thread of time.
Weeks, I suspect.”

“How did you escape from
such a force?” Alexia asked with a degree of awe leaking into her
voice.

“Yesterday everyone was
ordered to their tents, even the guards,” she explained.
“Apparently the commander—Emperor, Dark Lord, or both—was luring
another Wizard into the camp, so no one was allowed outside, lest
the target be spooked. I took advantage of the absence of guards to
slip away.”

“Describe the Wizard being
lured into the camp,” Octavia demanded, her voice taking on
hysterical tones.

“I barely saw him,” Salvia
answered. “He walked into the commander’s tent, so I presume he has
been taken.”

“What did he look like?”
Octavia yelled, grabbing the girl by her slender
shoulders.

“I only caught a brief
glimpse as I scaled the hill. He had a gray cloak—very plain.
Tattered boots. He wore a sword. Seemed unusual for a Wizard to
wear a sword. Kind of overkill if you ask me.”

“Marcus,” Alexia and
Octavia said in unison.

“You think the Wizard has a
Human name?” Salvia asked.

“Again, it’s complicated,”
Alexia explained.

“Thank you for telling us,
Salvia,” Octavia said, as she strode over and picked up her axe.
“Alexia and I have a friend to rescue. I expect you will flee and
head to your home.”

Salvia looked at Octavia
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