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Praise for
The Outcasts, Book I: The Lies of
Autumn

 


“Finally, some original
fantasy…(T)his is not your typical fantasy adventure. While evil
leaders give orders… It is the darkness in all of us that
represents the greatest danger of all, and it is that darkness that
threatens the realm and the fellowship's attempt to save
it.”

--LP on Amazon

 


“…(O)nce I started reading it, I
couldn't put it down…There are many great things at work in this
story. The characters are complex and …each has his or her own
conflict as well. The plot is full of surprises.”

--Diane Mulligan, author of
The Latecomers Fan Club

 


“This is a great book. Combining
classic fantasy elements and themes with witty dialogue and
unexpected revelations... The book’s exciting plot is only
surpassed by its powerful message of tolerance.”

--Zach C on Amazon

 


“This isn't your typical fantasy
story. Sure, it has the magic. It has the adventure. But it also
has a decidedly modern edge. It has characters who are not only
navigating a mysterious quest, but navigating their own
emotions…With twists and turns that will leave you on the edge of
your seat, this is a book that you won't put down.”

--Sara H on Goodreads

 


“This book is an excellent debut
work that stands out within a genre that too often relies on tired
tropes and rehashed storylines… Abdella successfully balances the
challenging interplay of fully realized characters and requisite
action scenes, which keeps the story engaging and satisfying… the
concept that a band of outcasts from a broken society would be the
only salvation for the same society that cast them out was an
excellent twist.”

--Wallace H. on Amazon

 


“It's not about the action
(although there is plenty), it's about the relationships…While Mr.
Abdella excels at all of the traditional elements of fantasy
writing…he is really playing a much more significant game. By
developing fully realized characters, complete with distinct
prejudices, heart-breaking betrayals, and a steady growth towards
new perspectives …his story is less about the external battles
against orcs or trolls or goblins, and more about the internal
battles that all people face when encountering those who differ
from themselves. (He) should be congratulated for writing a
compelling first novel, and for providing a story that promotes a
powerful message in today's divisive world.”

--KB on Amazon


“If you do not change
direction, you may end up

where you’re heading.”

 


 


--Lao Tze
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 Chapter 1: A
Perfect Moment

 


 


Let us get it out of the way before we go any
further: he did not kiss her.

Marcus wanted to kiss Octavia, at least part
of him did. She was attractive in an unconventional way and he’d
always been drawn to unconventional beauty. She seemed willing
enough to kiss him back and that willingness itself was alluring.
Her eyes were half-closed while she listened to his tale, and her
pink lips seemed unusually girlish and inviting as the sun slid
down the darkening sky. Those lips were about a finger’s length
from his own and so his opportunity was there. Marcus needed only
to decide that he would kiss Octavia and he would be kissing her.
It was so simple. But, like all creatures who walk the black earth,
Marcus was not so simple.

His Wizard side and his Human side were
forever tangled in a delicate combat which resembled an elaborate
Elvin dance. Which side triumphed in any given circumstance was
impossible to predict, for there was no pattern to discern. This
time, his Wizard side appeared to carry the day, which was somewhat
surprising. For one thing, the surroundings were undeniably lovely:
the orange sun dipped softly into the horizon while he began his
story. Halfway through the narrative, the silvery moon rose and
suffused the immaculate white beach with its ethereal light. Anyone
with blood in their veins would conclude that it was a good
environment to kiss a woman, even one such as Octavia who might not
be as susceptible to the charms of sun and moon as a typical Human
might be.

Yet the surroundings were also decidedly
unlovely for they included the inconvenient facts that two of their
fellowship—Griffin and Hermes—were dead, another—Quintus—was dying,
and hope was as elusive as that moonlight dancing on the pure sand
of Aurora Point. Most crucially, the tale Marcus told to Octavia on
that night was no romantic story meant to seduce. It was sad and
dark. The nature of the tale weighed against a kiss. Perhaps Marcus
failed to kiss Octavia because his heart was heavy from telling her
about the great tragedy which had long defined him. Or perhaps it
was because his thoughts strayed to his dearest friend, Quintus,
caught between life and death only twenty feet away. But neither of
those facts were the truth of the matter, if there is such a
thing.

The closest thing to the truth is that Marcus
knew that if he did something, if he kissed Octavia, it would
change the moment inalterably. If he did nothing, the moment would
not change. In his view, he and Octavia were sharing a perfect
moment. As a result, he chose to do nothing, so that he could
preserve the moment as it was without defacing or breaking
it.

The grave Wizard and the brave warrior clung
to one another as if the world were due to end, which—in a way—it
seemed likely to do, at least in their minds, for they did not know
the truth of that matter. His deep voice bared his darkest sadness
in tones she’d never heard that voice take. Her fierce green eyes
glistened with tears, which he had only seen once before. She could
hear his heart beating as she lay her head on his broad chest. It
beat just like a Human heart, she mused. They were not so
different, despite what many claimed. He gazed into the tangled
mess of her red hair as if it were an enchanted forest. At times,
she stared directly into his violet eyes while he counted the
freckles on her nose. To him, the moment was already perfect, so he
simply could not kiss her—even when the cover of darkness made such
an act more viable. His courage fled and he left things as they
were. Whether she had any inkling of his struggle, Marcus did not
know. Humans were inscrutable to him, female ones even more
so.

It must be said that in the coming months, he
was very grateful he made this choice and counted himself wise for
letting the moment be. And yet, an equal number of times, he cursed
himself and his wizardly logic for his inaction because he truly
had wanted to press his lips against hers. It was a simple act,
even if it was fraught with so much else. Marcus had kissed many
women of all four races in an attempt to stanch his grief since
that sinister day all those years ago. But, at that perfect moment,
he had never wanted to kiss any woman as much as he wanted to kiss
Octavia Flavius, only daughter of a northern blacksmith. Yet he
didn’t do it, which just goes to show you that even the bravest of
Wizards may fear something that most other beings find so very
uncomplicated and not at all frightening.

 


***

 


Gwendolyn was grateful that Synthyya had
brought a tent. In her haste to get them out of the City of
Spirits, Synthyya had neglected any number of items which Gwendolyn
later felt would have been useful. She’d never seen the scattered
Wizard woman as focused and as serious as she had been on that
evening. Nor had Gwen ever felt a horse run so swiftly as when they
headed for the ivory beaches of Aurora Point, land of the first
sunrise in the Four Realms—the easternmost part of the mainland and
eternally the preserve of Elves like Gwen. The horse had been a
fast one, but Gwen suspected air magic from the Wizard had sped it
on its way—carrying both women to the safest place Synthyya could
imagine. Gwendolyn had visited these beaches before, but only now
did she truly feel the power of this place. The water seemed
fiercer and wilder than she’d remembered as a child. The sand was
so soft and so fine that Gwen had mistaken it for flour when she’d
first been taken here as an Elfling—long before Griffin’s betrayal
or her parents’ imprisonment. There had been much frolicking in
those days; there was much grieving on these ones. Gwen still felt
a leap in her heart when the first rays of the sun spirit emerged
over the water and she knew why the Wizard woman had chosen this
place. There was a unique light in this land and it seemed as good
a defense against the darkness as anyone could expect. And darkness
hung thickly around the heart of Gwendolyn since Alexia had first
arrived with the dire news of the fellowship’s betrayal, her
brother’s death, and Quintus’s fate.

Nevertheless, Gwendolyn was grateful Synthyya
had remembered to bring a tent because it gave her privacy while
the Elf tended to Quintus. It was her tent, the one they’d taken
from the Sunset Elves in what seemed to be a different lifetime for
a different Elf girl. In this very tent, crafted by ingenious Human
engineering, she’d first tasted the kisses of Alexia. The privacy
had covered those kisses and the thrill they contained. Now the
privacy afforded by the tent merely covered her hopelessness.
Alexia sat outside in the form of a dog, refusing to become mortal
again for her role in Gwen’s grief. The tent hid Alexia from Gwen.
The tent hid Gwen from the others. And the tent hid Quintus’s death
from the world. He was not yet dead, Gwen knew. But she realized
that he would die. The tent could hide it and give him the dignity
of a quiet death. But it could not prevent it. No engineering was
so ingenious as to stop the slow march of death. Gwen refused to
leave Quintus’s side, hoping she could be there when he passed from
this world. She knew that would be the last perfect moment of her
sad and broken life.

Her brother, Griffin was already dead. He had
conspired with Alexia to kill the man she adored, the gray-eyed
Ranger, who lay motionless in this tent. Griffin’s determination to
eliminate Quintus had even led to him betraying the Fellowship of
Outcasts and their quest to end the strife between the races.
Marcus had said something about Griffin being good in his last act,
but none of those words found fertile ground with Gwendolyn. She
was furious at her brother, furious at Alexia, and—illogically, of
course—furious at Quintus for allowing himself to be killed. She
saved the most anger for herself. If she had been there, they would
not have killed Quintus. Of this, Gwen was certain. Synthyya’s
decision to protect Gwen had cost Gwen her reason for living. The
only man she still loved who was not currently dead or dying was
the half-Wizard Marcus, and she knew that he alone understood her
feelings. He alone feared Quintus’s death as much as she. He alone
seemed to think Gwen could heal the Ranger. She’d tried everything
she had learned, but nothing had worked. Marcus’s owl seemed to be
dying as well, which convinced her that she had no Elvin skill in
healing. She only wished Marcus did not expect her to possess such
talent because of her race. She was grateful when he came and laid
his hand on his unconscious friend to keep her company, but she did
not wish to hear more of how she could stop this. She could not. No
one could. The tent protected her from Marcus’s confidence in her
abilities. She wanted to be furious at him, too, but she could not
find the anger in her heart. She was a wise little Elf and she knew
why she could not summon anger towards the half-Wizard: He had
returned her brother’s body. He understood. That shielded him from
her wrath.

 


***

 


The young Wizard had such happy eyes. Quintus
knew that he had never seen those eyes when they were happy, of
course. But as the fog set in, he thought he saw a younger Marcus
with happy eyes, such as they were before the war. Yet the eyes
grew sadder and sadder for Quintus could see that the Wizard’s
friends were turning against him. Other Wizards had tossed away the
bonds of friendship with a callous disregard which infuriated
Quintus. If they’d been Marcus’s friends; if they had truly loved
that Wizard, then they would not have abandoned him. Quintus wished
that he could change the moment—rush in and declare: “I am with
you, Marcus. Your mother’s blood neither frightens nor disgusts
me.” Somehow, he knew that he could not truly enter this moment
because it was not his moment.

Quintus did not know how he ended up in this
moment at all; he didn’t know exactly where he was or what was
happening, but he saw Marcus’s eyes grow sadder when neighbors whom
he had known his whole life taunted him with slurs. Only midway
through the experience did Quintus recognize that he did not speak
the ancient Wizard language and did not understand the words they
were using. Yet somehow, Quintus understood their meaning fluently.
Hatred was as universal as love, he thought. Quintus found himself
at the Wizard university or “Domus Sapientiae” as the words
carved on the front read. Time was moving strangely. Was this a
dream? Quintus did not know. Nor did he know why the instructors he
saw at this Wizard university had given Marcus poor grades, but he
knew instinctively it was unfair by the way the teachers carried
themselves. None of it made any sense, but Quintus knew it was
wrong.

He saw the outside of his friend’s home
nestled deep in the mountain range which Humans call the Dragon’s
Claws. Of course, Quintus had never laid his gray eyes on Marcus’s
old home, but he knew something magical was happening to him and he
decided he could not fight it. As he gazed at the structure,
Quintus recognized the vandalism. He could not read the slurs
magically inscribed, but he knew they were slurs about Marcus’s
humanity. Quintus suddenly saw a boy and a girl Wizard outside the
home. They were blurry, their forms growing hazy even as he
concentrated on them. Other small Wizards were mocking them,
laughing at them, making them feel as if they ought not exist. Who
were these Wizard children? Then it occurred to Quintus, it was
them. Marcus’s children. He had heard bits and pieces about
the boy and the girl over the last nine years, but he had never
seen them. Of course he had never seen them! How could he? And why
was he seeing them, now? He had never traveled to the Dragon’s
Claws and could not know how the Wizard’s Realm looked. He had
never met his friend’s children. Quintus had been only 15 when this
moment had happened in Marcus’s life halfway across the known
world, so it had to be a dream. Yet it all seemed so real, even if
a bit gauzy at the edges.

Quintus shook his head and the world fell
away. He saw only the blue sky stretching out for all eternity as a
backdrop for the One. Yet it was not a sky. There were two skies,
each as blue as the other and filled with love. Even the utter
blackness at the center of each sky exuded love. Where was he? What
was happening? The skies shrunk into circles against the white of…
Gwendolyn. He was seeing her beautiful face and staring into her
blue eyes. Marcus was next to her, his violet eyes looking
especially mournful. Gwen’s lips were moving, but Quintus could
hear none of it. She had been crying, so he reached to comfort her
with his arm but it did not move. The syllables became more
distinct. Three syllables. Quintus concentrated as hard as he
could, for nothing could be as important as those syllables. She
repeated them again and again.

“I’m sorry.”

He tried to tell her that he didn’t
understand. That he didn’t care what she might be sorry about. That
he loved her truly and madly and passionately. But no sounds
escaped of his mouth. Gwen wept and wept and Marcus comforted her
stiffly because Wizards were not good with emotions. Only slowly
did it occur to Quintus what was going on: He was dead. At the very
least, he was dying. He remembered a little: Alexia’s warning.
Griffin’s betrayal. The arrow which pierced him. The Wizard’s
spell. The last fight with Owyn. He remembered seeing Marcus and
Octavia. He remembered seeing treetops. Were these visions a
symptom of death? Was it magic? Did he truly see Marcus’s children?
How could he find himself in an event that happened so long ago? He
stared at Gwen’s face as she wept. A blurry Marcus was just to his
left with his eyes closed and his hand on Quintus’s shoulder.
Quintus Agrippa Aureus realized that death was beckoning and Gwen’s
“I’m sorry” referred to her inability to save him. She had lost all
hope. He was doomed. Yet some part of him defied the situation and
dared to hope that perhaps Gwendolyn was wrong.


Chapter 2:
Epics

 


 


She could not sleep. It wasn’t the place.
Octavia had slept in far worse places. In fact, she had to admit
that the rhythmic pounding of the waves was calming and the sand of
Aurora Point was softer than any bed on which she’d lain. It would
be false to say she wasn’t tired. The last several days had
exhausted her physically and mentally. Bruises had flowered in many
places under her skin, dried blood reminded her of other injuries
about which she’d conveniently forgotten, and leaden eyelids told
her that she’d had precious little rest since securing the unstrung
bow—the first part of some magical weapon which could destroy a
malevolent Wizard of almost mythical proportions. Or so she had
been told. Octavia was beyond exhausted, yet still, she could not
sleep. She pretended to. From time to time, her eyes fluttered open
to see Alexia, still stubbornly in the form of a dog. The black
animal with a sleek coat had been keeping her vigil outside the
tent where Gwen and Quintus lay. But the Morph had long since
succumbed to slumber. Octavia wondered if Alexia dreamed as animals
do when she took their form. The thought tickled her for a moment
before the darkness crept back in. Octavia saw Marcus, still
sitting where he’d told her the tale, gazing across the boundless
sea at black nothingness. Octavia could not sleep because she could
not stop her brain, which tortured her with questions about whether
she’d done the right thing.

His story had been told to her like an epic,
delivered slowly in measured tones. It was the story which defined
him, after all, so it had to be epic, didn’t it? It was the story
which made him unlike any other being in the Four Realms. It was
the story which made him Marcus. It was the most incredible story
Octavia had ever heard. Like some tune played at a tavern, she
could not get the tale out of her head. Nor could she stop
questioning the choices she had made while he’d told it to
her.

“Not many know this story,
Octavia,” Marcus had begun, “But I think you know that you have
become important to me. This is why I tell you…” His tone was
stilted as she’d grown accustomed whenever the Wizard discussed
feelings. He was trying to tell her that he loved her in some way,
or so she surmised. Certainly she was important to him. He had
recently turned away from their quest to save the world in order to
rescue her from the Elves. “Actions, not words,” Wizards were fond
of saying. His actions had made his feelings clear. She was
important. “Every life is sacred,” the Wizards’ words said,
although he was the only Wizard she’d ever met who’d actually lived
those words. Octavia hoped she had been direct about the fact that
he was important to her, as well. After all, it was Octavia who
saved his life from the treacherous Morph, Hermes. They had saved
one another many times during the previous few months. They were
important to one another. This, she knew. She knew this, yet she
felt that she knew nothing.

“As the politics of the Wizard
world changed, my wife changed with them,” he had explained,
“Looking back, I can see she grew more distant, more cold in
degrees. But such things are hard to discern in a Wizard,
sometimes.” He had permitted himself a pathetic smirk. “She would
say awful things about Humans, but she was in service to the
Empress, so I always presumed she said such things for appearance.”
He shrugged. “When it was just the two of us, I pressed her on this
issue a few times, but she was elusive. She’d never spoken in such
ways prior to the war. She had once loved me, Human blood and all.”
He paused to gather himself. “Things in the Gray Mountains grew
worse for those who loved Humans and words to describe Humans grew
sharper and uglier. Months went by and it became clearer that my
wife had stopped loving me because of my heritage, and so I now
believe she said such horrible things to wound me. A full Wizard
can stop loving, I guess. The problem was that I could not. I still
loved her in a distinctly Human way.” His violet eyes met Octavia’s
green ones.

“How could you?” Octavia had asked,
her lip quivering.

“We do not choose who we love, do
we?”

She bit her lip. “We do not,” Octavia agreed.
“And you had children, right? So that makes it harder, I would
guess.” He looked into her eyes again, this time for several silent
minutes. It almost seemed like he was counting something. When he
spoke again, his voice was hoarse.

“I did have children, Octavia. I
did…” He paused again. She could think of no words to fill up the
emptiness, so she waited for him to resume. “I had a son and a
daughter. The girl came first. She was so clever. Always curious,
always questioning, always thinking. From the first words she
uttered in our language, it was clear to me that we were…the Wizard
word is ‘concordia’. We were of one heart. The boy came
second, about two years later. And I found that I loved him in an
entirely different way. He was happy and sunny, sort of like Gwen
is. They both adored when I told them stories.”

“What stories did you tell them?”
she asked. The question she wanted to ask was swallowed. She knew
it would be answered. She did not want it to be.

He smiled for an instant. “Children’s stories
about dragons and ogres, brave Wizards with wonderful powers, and
naturally, Trajanus, the hero who always brought justice. My
daughter loved the stories about dragons. My son loved
Trajanus.”

“My brothers loved to hear stories
of Trajanus, too.”

“Those are great stories,” Marcus
sighed. “Octavia, this is not a great story. Perhaps, I
should stop.” The moon had come out and it was dark, but the pale
light of the orb in the sky bathed the beach in a magical glow. She
wondered if he wanted to stop. She wondered if she were
unworthy.

“If you want to stop, you may,” she
said. “But I would like to hear it, if you feel that you can
continue.” He swallowed audibly and nodded
imperceptibly.

“The Gray Mountains changed for me.
I had not changed. I was always the Wizard with the Human name from
his Human mother. Everyone knew this from the beginning,” Marcus
insisted. “Of course, I was teased as a child, but children will
tease each other about anything.”

“I was teased about my voice by
other children,” Octavia said weakly. “They always fell back on the
joke that I was really a boy dressing as a girl.”

“I like your voice,” Marcus
observed. “It is unique. A high voice is not what makes a woman.
You are a lovely woman.” He paused and looked at her queerly. Had
he said she was “lovely?” What did he mean? Before she could
counter, he had resumed his story: “When I had 20 years, there is a
ceremony to celebrate that. We call twenty years a viginti
amongst my people and it is an accomplishment worthy of
celebration. It is actually the first time a Wizard would honor
what Humans call a ‘birthday’. We feel that achieving 20 years is
an accomplishment whereas one year is not.”

“Wizards,” Octavia said with a
smile and a roll of her eyes. He did not return the
smile.

“No one came to my ceremony. Even
my father did not attend. My friends said they would, but then did
not. My wife was needed by the Empress at the last moment. My
children were too small to understand, although I suspect my
daughter recognized that something was amiss. She was so very
clever, even at such a tender age.”

“How old was she when this
happened?” Octavia asked.

“She had three years,” he said
longingly.

“What happened next?” Octavia
prodded him.

“In the next four years, my friends
melted away. I was still pursuing my studies at the House of
Wisdom, which is what Wizards call a university, and my daughter
was due to begin soon. When a child has seven years, they begin
their formal study of magic. This should have been a great joy. Yet
the university had changed for me. I found that teachers who had
once been kind had turned cold. I began to receive poor marks
despite successfully casting spells.”

“What about Synthyya?” Octavia
asked. “Wasn’t she your teacher? She would never do such a
thing.”

“Synthyya had been exiled as I
reached my viginti. The official explanation was that she
had gone completely mad. Later, there were official explanations
for the departure of Zarqqwell and Dariuxx, too. I barely knew
Synthyya or Zarqqwell at university, but Dariuxx was the only
teacher who refused to hate me for being half-Human once it became
fashionable to do so. I took as many courses with him as I could.
Then he was gone, too. I knew nothing of the politics. It was a
very difficult time for me, Octavia. Wizards with whom I had lived
my entire life suddenly treated me as if I were something else. I
could turn to no one for solace because there was literally no one
in my world who was like me, a hybrid.”

She rested her head on his chest in the hopes
that this mute gesture might communicate to him that she could be a
source for solace. Of course Octavia could have just said that, but
she feared the words and hoped the gesture would be enough. She did
not know if he understood. She half-expected him to weep, but his
eyes remained dry. Wizards, she knew, were the only creatures who
could not cry.

“My wife grew more and more
influential in the Empress’s court. The worse things got worse for
me, the better things got for her. I felt as if our life together
had become business-like, almost contractual. The war had begun to
rage while I tried to pursue my studies amongst teachers who had no
interest in teaching me. I was a year from completing my studies
and I knew no Wizard would take me as an apprentice when I left the
House of Wisdom. My wife was indifferent to this fear, telling me
that it was all in my head and that no one treated me any
differently. But I knew she was wrong, especially once I saw how
the war began to affect my children. They were a quarter Human, of
course.”

“Were they mocked by other Wizard
kids?” she asked.

“If that were all, Octavia…” he
said, his silence pregnant with meaning. “Of course they were and
this was to be expected. But now I saw fully-grown Wizards turn
ugly with hatred and treat my children as if they were worth
nothing. These were Wizards I had respected before the war; some I
had loved. Seeing my children treated as inferior beings by those
who should know better seemed, at the time, to be the worst feeling
imaginable.”

“Nothing could be worse,” she
blurted out. She knew better.

He looked so kindly at her. “Octavia, perhaps,
this is enough.” He patted her hand and made to get up. She grabbed
his wrist and yanked him down. If she had been too rough, he did
not acknowledge it.

“No, I want the entire story,
Marcus,” Octavia demanded and her dark green eyes flashed with
wrath for those who had done this to him. What she did not say but
thought deep within her heart was, “I am worth it. I am worth your
story.”

“My father could have stopped it
all,” he said, his words curling in anger. “I have always felt that
he could have prevented what happened. Not the war, of course, but…
These were his grandchildren, Octavia! I was angry at myself for
failing to prevent it, but as years piled on, I felt that he was
the one who deserved the blame. I was too close to the situation.
He was not so near. I was no one, less than no one. He had power
and influence. He was a member of the Curia, the Archpriest
of earth magic. My father had to know where all of this was
headed. Octavia…”

She sat up, looked into his violet eyes, and
placed her hand on his. She nodded. Octavia had figured out the
ending of the tale, but still she wanted him to tell her. “Go on,
Marcus,” she whispered.

“On that terrible night, I walked
into our domus, that’s our word for ‘home’, and saw my wife
grinning. It’s so stupid, but I was delighted because she had not
looked so happy in four years since things had turned. I had a
fleeting moment where I thought it was all going to end well. Then
I saw why she was happy. It has been twenty-two years since that
moment. I remember almost nothing else before or after that moment,
but I remember vividly the very slice of time that I realized the
cause of her joy.”

“O Marcus,” Octavia said softly,
her voice thick with pity.

“I heard her say, ‘You need to see
this.’ She was so happy with herself, as if she’d done some great
deed in an epic poem. Then I saw them.”

“Your son and daughter?” Octavia
asked.

“Yes,” he replied hoarsely.
“She…”

“She killed her own children!”
Octavia interjected and her sorrow curdled into anger. He nodded.
“But she was their mother. Sacred Golden One, have mercy on us all!
What did you do next? Did you try to kill her?”

“I do not know,” he said, “I
remember nothing else from that day except my father standing at
the edge of the cursed desert wishing me luck in my crossing. The
next thing I remember is waking up on the island with Synthyya,
Zarqqwell, and Dariuxx trying to convince me I had a reason to
live. That is my story, Octavia. That is why I am as I am. I have
lost everything and this is why I am so grave.”

Emotions flooded her as she stared at him.
Should she tell him about the tragedy which defined her? Should she
weep? Hold him in her arms? Run away? Issue brave threats about
what she would do to this woman for her crime? Kiss him? For
several long minutes, she looked at him and he looked at her. She
was certain he was going to kiss her. It was so ridiculous. And
yet, it made sense in the moment. Octavia closed her eyes and
prepared for the kiss, but did not come. She opened her eyes again
and decided it was fortunate that he had not kissed her. He was
already so broken and he needed someone who was whole. Octavia
Flavius knew she was not whole. She was as broken as he was. She
didn’t have children who were murdered, but she was irreparably
broken all the same. She could not kiss him. Yet she feared that
Marcus was still contemplating touching her lips and she feared
what would happen if he did. In her former life, what she did would
have been called a “tactical retreat.” But Octavia knew those were
just brave words to mask the fact that she was just a scared little
girl who had no business kissing Wizards or indeed
anyone.

“I am tired, Marcus. Do you mind if
I go rest?” she asked.

He opened his violet eyes which dazzled her in
the moonlight so much that she almost lost her nerve to be afraid,
if that were a thing. Marcus nodded. “Of course. I am going to sit
a while longer.”

“Quintus will survive. He is
strong,” she said. He nodded. “And the world might survive, too. We
have the bow, right?”

“We do. Good night, Red.” Had he
called her that before? She fled before she could analyze it
further. In some ways, the story of his tragedy felt like it had
been one of the worst moments of her life. If it were one of those
foolish epic poems, it should end with Marcus finding new love and
exacting revenge for this horrible crime. Perhaps his children
would have only been sleeping and not really dead in a particularly
optimistic and poorly-crafted tale with magic saving the day on the
very last page. But Octavia knew well what the Historian had once
counseled, “It’s not that kind of story.” Marcus’s children were
dead, revenge was not an option, and if he were to find new love,
Octavia knew it could not be with her.

 


***

 


“Marcus, can I wake you?” Gwendolyn
asked.

“Yes,” he said groggily, “What news
is there?”

“I know you need to rest to restore
your magic.”

“That does not matter,” Marcus
insisted, sitting upright. “How is he?”

Gwen looked utterly despondent. “Not well,
Marcus,” she said. “Octavia and Alexia are looking for more healing
plants, but I cannot do much more. I fear we are too
late.”

“I will not accept that,” Marcus
said, his words growing icy. “Quintus must live.”

“I agree,” she said, throwing her
arms around his neck and weeping. “But Griffin was the healer. I
know very little of that art. We need my brother and he…” She tried
to stifle a pathetic sob.

“You love Quintus.” Marcus’s eyes
glowed faintly under the hood of his cloak.

“That is not enough,” she
replied.

He studied her. Suddenly an owl swooped down
and hooted at him. Marcus scowled, shook his head, and declared
something in his ancient Wizard language. The bird took
off.

“Who sent that owl?” Gwendolyn
asked.

“Synthyya.”

“Has she found the Historian?” Gwen
asked.

“She did not say,” he said,
dismissing her question with a terse wave of his hand. “Listen to
me Gwen: Quintus must live. He must live so that he can love you
and you can love him. He must. I will accept no alternative.” He
looked deep into her eyes. “Gwendolyn, I would die for him. Do you
understand?”

“Marcus, there has already been
enough death,” she said. “So much death. I cannot believe that my
brother is dead.”

His voice shifted into a softer tone, “I have
told you that Quintus insisted that Griffin was good in the end.
Let us not talk of what happened until Quintus can explain
further.” He looked lovingly at the sad little Elf. “You should
perform the ritual for Griffin, today.”

“You know about our rituals?” she
asked.

“I studied Elves at the Domus
Sapientiae,” he explained. “It is why I can read your language
and comprehend your religion. I know that you have death rituals
which are important. You need to make a wax death mask of his face,
take a lock of his hair, say the prayers to your spirits of the
dead, and bury him deep in the ground. He will go to the Forest
Above the Clouds if you do so, correct?”

“Marcus, he broke the fellowship
and killed Quintus,” she whispered. “Perhaps he does not deserve
any of that.”

“He is your brother and Quintus is
not dead,” Marcus insisted.

“I cannot believe you brought me
Griffin’s body,” Gwen marveled. “All that distance, as wounded as
you and Octavia were, with Quintus’s body, as well? Why
bother?”

“You are familiar with the Epic of
Freyhalden?” Marcus asked. She nodded. So the Wizard did
understand. She had wondered if it was a coincidence. Marcus seemed
pleased that she recognized it. He spoke reverently, “It is my
favorite story in the world.”

“That’s Benarius? Ben the Bard,
right?” Gwen asked. He nodded. “My schooling was not as vast as
yours, wise Wizard, but I have seen the Epic of Freyhalden
performed and I know it well. Two cities at war for a hundred
years, right?”

He nodded and smiled. “And how does the Epic
end, Gwendolyn?”

“With a sister burying her
brother,” she replied. Her love for Marcus swelled.

He smiled impishly. “Not with some great
victory, the fall of a castle, the slaying of a
monster?”

“No,” she answered. “The sister
buries her brother. I have seen the poem performed many times. It
ends with ‘She buried her brother to make right the
world’.”

He stared at her a long while and finally
nodded with a smile. “Synthyya will bring wax with her; we can use
our magic to open the earth for Griffin’s body,” Marcus explained.
“You will wish Griffin peace on his journey. Then, we will save
Quintus. The world will be right, Gwen.”

“We will save Quintus?”

“Together, Gwendolyn,” he promised.
She smiled, embraced him tightly and kissed his cheek.

Only after she left his presence did he allow
his face to fall at Synthyya’s words, delivered by the owl, in
response to his question. “I do not think you are right. She
cannot save him, Marcus. There is no magic in Elves. Whatever there
was, drained away long ago. There is knowledge, but there is no
enchantment. Do not confuse the two. You must let Quintus die and
prepare for what is to come.”


Chapter 3:
Ghosts

 


 


Octavia did not like gathering herbs with a
dog. She desperately wanted the Morph to resume her mortal form so
they could speak about all that had transpired. But Alexia merely
barked and brooded. They’d found a cluster of plants according to
Gwen’s description, but Octavia did not have much confidence in
healing plants or Elvin lore. Quintus had been shot with arrows,
bashed with blunt weapons, and left to bleed. After four years of
being a soldier, Octavia knew which wounds killed and which wounds
left you broken but alive. Quintus’s wounds appeared to be the
former, although she dared not say it. Her own wounds were the
latter, and she was not sure which was worse.

The soldier within her whipped her head around
at every snapped twig or bird cry. Octavia presumed that Elves
lived nearby, but she had not seen one on the beach or in the
surrounding lands. Nor did she know if the Dark One knew where they
were and was planning an attack. Synthyya had claimed this place
was safe, but what did she truly know? Synthyya had not known that
Hermes was a traitor. And while the Wizard woman had insisted that
the Historian could not be part of those traitorous machinations,
Octavia felt otherwise. How could he who had magically watched
their comings and goings have missed treachery in his own house? If
Titus had colluded with Hermes, then the forces which opposed the
fellowship knew everything and all became unimaginably difficult.
In fact, the only alternative to Titus being a traitor was that
Titus was dead. Perhaps that was better. Either he was in on the
plot with Hermes or the traitor had informed on him and orcs had
slain the Historian. Octavia could think of no other possibility.
The choice was between bad or worse, which was usually how things
went.

When Octavia and Alexia returned with the
plants, a familiar voice lifted her heavy heart. “Dear Red!” the
voice called in honeyed tones.

“Synthyya?” Octavia asked, dropping
the valuable herbs and running headlong into the Wizard woman’s
arms. Synthyya seemed taken aback for Wizards rarely embrace, but
she understood Octavia better than Octavia understood herself, so
after a moment of surprise she returned the gesture as much as her
nature allowed.

“Did you find the Historian? Is he
in league with our enemies?” Octavia asked. “It is so, isn’t it? He
has betrayed us, too, hasn’t he?”

“I know you have difficulty with
trust, so I forgive you the insult,” Titus interrupted. Octavia
wheeled around and her face grew crimson. There stood Titus the
Historian, whom she’d presumed to be a traitor or dead—an
unexpected ghost, standing before her.

“We thought…I am sorry, sir,” she
fumbled with her words.

“You thought that Hermes and I were
working for Dominus Maleficarum and his allies?” the
Historian asked. “And that we lured you into a trap?”

“You can understand why we thought
this,” Marcus stepped in to defend her. Octavia heart quickened at
his use of the word “we.” He had never subscribed to her theory,
but now he was standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Octavia. “Hermes
nearly killed us both and it was you who inserted him into our
fellowship.”

“Aye, Hermes was wicked, and I
curse the stars that none of the Custodes saw it,” the
Historian grumbled. “I blame myself above all for the danger you
were in, the losses you suffered. I assure you that I have also
suffered losses due to Hermes’s betrayal.”

“Titus has survived,” Synthyya
announced, smoothing today’s ink-black hair and replacing a hat on
top of it. “And there is hope in that.”

“Hope,” Gwen said softly. “Hope…”
Alexia nuzzled Gwen’s smooth legs and whimpered.

“Alexia,” the Historian declared in
a powerful voice, “please grace us with your mortal form. We have a
funeral to conduct, do we not?”

For the first time since she had told Gwen of
the breaking of the fellowship, Alexia morphed. She did not know
why an old man’s voice, no matter how powerful, so moved her, but
it did. She held Gwen in her arms, but Gwen hung limp.

“You have lost an Elf, as well as a
Morph,” The Historian observed. “The prophecy that you would lose
members of your fellowship was valid. I know we will likely lose a
Human, too, and for that I grieve in ways you cannot understand.
Gwendolyn, Marcus, I am so sorry about Quintus.”

Octavia spoke up, “Hermes told me that Marcus
would be the first to die. Was that part of your prophecy? Sounds
to me like some silly tale told by old ladies who claim to read the
future by examining the length of your eyelashes and the half-moon
on your thumbnail.” She felt that she could defend Marcus as well.
She knew well his skepticism about the prophecy and she could make
that her own quite easily. Octavia was skeptical of most things. It
came naturally.

“The prophecy is valid,” Titus
insisted. “Hermes deceived you, Octavia. Try to think about why he
would say such things about Marcus and what he sought to
accomplish.” She bit her lip and remained silent. “It is a lesson
for all of you. The testing time is far from over as you seek the
arrow shaft amongst the Morphs in the Darkest Forests.”

“Another Elf should be here by
nightfall to take Griffin’s place,” Synthyya explained. “And we
have both a Human and a Morph to complete the prophecy once again.
Other members of the Custodes are seeking them out and will
see to it that they are brought to us.”

“Must we have two of each race, one
from each gender?” Alexia asked. “This seems foolish and
unnecessary. We know who we can trust here.” Alexia felt Marcus and
Octavia’s eyes burning, as they looked at her. They were not
entirely wrong to judge her, Alexia conceded.

“Synthyya and I believe the races
are important, two from each race,” the Historian answered.
“Perhaps the genders are less important. The texts are somewhat
divergent on that fact and the two of us prefer the looser reading.
We recognize that trust is essential. We trust the beings we are
bringing in to replace those who have fallen.”

Gwen erupted into tiny sobs as Alexia held
her. Marcus stood up, his violet eyes flashing with anger. “I care
nothing of your prophecy. If more Elves or Humans or Morphs or
Wizards wish to join us, then they are welcome—provided they are
faithful to our cause. But let me be clear that we have not lost a
Human, yet. Quintus still breathes and we have not come here to
bury him, today.” His fury was a cold fury, restrained yet
biting.

“Marcus, we can speak later on
this,” Synthyya said, gently.

“Quintus will survive,” Marcus
snarled at his old teacher. Octavia was shocked at the wrath which
erupted in the Wizard. She actually flinched when she heard his
words.

“Marcus,” Titus said calmly,
“Synthyya has told me of your beliefs. But I know more history than
you, dear Wizard. And I am sorry to inform you that there is no
basis for what you believe. Sometimes we hope for things, but no
matter the force of our hopes, there are some events we cannot
undo.”

“I respect your knowledge,
Historian,” Marcus replied darkly. “And I revere Synthyya’s
understanding of this world, as well. But I shall keep my own
counsel on this matter.” He bit off each word in his last sentence.
Octavia found herself touching his arm in an attempt to calm him.
If he noticed her intervention, he did not acknowledge
it.

“Of course, Marcus,” Titus said
with an accommodating bow. “But I should correct you on this, at
least: you cannot address me as ‘Historian’ any longer. My office
has passed to my successor. You shall meet her in due course. I am
now simply ‘Titus’.”

“Were you removed from your
office?” Octavia asked. “Because your henchman betrayed
us?”

“No, brave Octavia,” Titus chuckled
merrily, “it is because I am old and not long for this world. I
watched the betrayal helplessly as it happened outside the Elvin
Hall and knew I needed to make arrangements to transfer my office
before our enemies came for me. It was a blessing that I did so,
for as dark as things may be, they could well be darker. I shall
tell you that story later, but for now, we must perform the rites
for Gwendolyn’s brother. Are you ready, Gwendolyn?” She nodded,
slowly extricating herself from the arms of the unclad Morph. “Do
not dwell in the darkness of death, sweet Elf,” Titus said,
thrusting a flower under her nose. “We are the living, so I ask you
to breathe in the scent of this lovely flower and remind yourself
that you are alive. Even as you mourn your brother’s death, you
cannot forsake the beauty of this life.” She smelled the flower,
which was delightful and made her dizzy for a brief moment. Titus
then pulled it back, tucked it into a pocket, and
smiled.

Synthyya appeared not to notice and turned her
attention to her student. “Marcus,” she commanded, “use some fire
magic to melt this wax over Griffin’s features.” It was an
authoritative tone, but not necessarily an angry one. If Synthyya
was vexed at the tone he had taken with her, she would make that
clear in due course. He knew this to be so, but he did not bristle
at her command. Marcus melted the wax and watched as Synthyya then
magically cooled it. She lifted the mask from the dead Elf’s face
and handed it to Gwen.

“I have made the wax mask, so that
I might look upon Griffin’s face when he enters my thoughts,” Gwen
said, trying to remember the sacred words. “But he will no longer
enter our homes or our woods. Griffin has left our world, but he
has not forsaken the spirits of nature. Octavia, will you take your
dagger and cut a lock of his hair for me?”

“Of course, Gwen,” Octavia said,
her hand trembling slightly with emotion as she performed the task.
She gave the blond hair to Gwendolyn and then held her tightly in
her strong arms as if to communicate that she shared the grief as
best she could. Gwen nodded sweetly, her eyes seeming so far away
from where they were. She looked different to Octavia, but that was
to be expected.

“We are devoted to the earth and to
that earth we return. There can be no marker or symbol because we
all belong to the earth and the earth to us in equal measure,” Gwen
chanted. “I would like to bury my brother in the sands of this
Ivory Beach, facing the sea. Can this be done?”

“As you wish, sweet Elf,” Synthyya
replied, nodding to Marcus. “Can you assist me with the earth
magic, Marcus?” He seemed surprised, but remained the loyal
student. They joined hands and raised their staffs, so that the
sands shifted and a hole opened up. Gwen planted a kiss on each of
Griffin’s hands and gestured to Octavia and Alexia, who dragged the
corpse into the hole and gently lowered him, so that he was facing
the sea. Gwen sang a beautiful song in Elvish, which only the
Wizards and Titus understood. But Alexia and Octavia could hear the
mourning in the tune, even if the words were a jumble of unfamiliar
sounds to their ears. With that, Marcus and Synthyya returned the
sands to where they had been, covering the body of Griffin who lay
forever at Aurora Point, land of the first sunrise.

“May my brother frolic in the
Forest above the Clouds as the spirits of the dead watch over him,”
Gwen finished.

And so they buried Griffin y Bryniau,
hoping his last act had redeemed his wicked choices. Gwendolyn
could not have known this, but at that very moment Titus was
weighing his own good and wicked acts, and hoping fervently that
the former outweighed the latter.

 


***



The Elf-girl knew she wasn’t supposed to speak
with strangers, especially ones who offered pretty gifts. But the
Wizard seemed kind and the girl knew that Wizards and Elves were
friends. He had told her that he was a friend and she wanted very
much to believe him. She had no other friends. Other Elves only
noticed her long enough to recognize that she resembled a rat. With
her small eyes and large nose, she could not help but concur.
Mathilda never thought she’d be friends with a Wizard, so she
brushed aside her parents’ advice about strangers to make room for
her new friend.

“It is beautiful,” the small
Elf-girl said to the Wizard.

“See how much it looks like a
pear?” he asked.

“Yes it looks so much like a pear,
yet it is white and hard,” Mathilda marveled, her small eyes
growing slightly larger as she examined it. “Is it
enchanted?”

“Of course it is,” the Wizard
replied. “Feel how warm it is.”

It was warm to the touch like bread a few
minutes out of the oven. “What would you want me to give you for
such a beautiful gift?” she asked, her voice quavering a little.
She drew back from the Wizard involuntarily. What would he want in
return? Had she not been warned of such situations?

“It is a gift, Mathilda,” he said
kindly. “I know you are a good little Elf-girl and yet all those
around you laugh at your expense. They call you names, don’t they?
They are cruel to pick on one such as you, and I will make it
right. I promise that if you bring this ivory pear to the
marketplace during the fourth hour, everyone will see amazing magic
and none of them will laugh at you ever again.”

Could it be so? Mathilda tried to calm her
breathing. “What will I see?” she begged.

“You must be patient,” the Wizard
explained. “Bring it to the market and I assure you that every Elf
in your town will see things they will never forget, little
one.”

“Will you be there?” she asked in
her mellifluous voice.

“I would not miss it,” he replied.
“When the magic within this pear comes forth, it is a marvel that
cannot be equaled.”

 


***

 


Gwen walked into the tent to change the
dressings on Quintus’s wounds and she opened her mouth to scream.
But no scream escaped her lips. If it were possible for her
alabaster flesh to grow paler, then it would have, for she felt all
the blood drain from her face. Again, she tried to scream and
again, she was mute. She looked at the corner where Marcus’s
injured owl lay, hoping it might open its eyes so that she had
someone with whom to share this moment. The Wizard’s creature did
not stir. Nor did Quintus.

“It is okay, Gwen, I mean you no
harm.”

Gwen thought for a moment. If he meant her
harm, he would probably say that he meant her no harm. Then again,
if he truly meant her harm, wouldn’t she already be harmed? She
felt the walls of tent spinning and thought she might faint, but
she steadied herself. She could not scream for Marcus because her
voice had abandoned her throat. Alexia and Octavia were again
seeking herbs at her request. Synthyya was at the other end of the
beach, speaking with Titus. No one could help her. But whatever was
happening, she would not let this creature harm Quintus. Not
again.

“Griffin?” she asked, almost unsure
of each syllable.

“Gwen, please forgive
me.”

“Are you alive? Are you here? Am I
mad?” she asked, slowly approaching him.

“I am not alive,” he said. “Nor can
I be sure if I am here or if you are mad. I am sorry for what I
have done.”

“You have ended my life,” she
screamed. Gwen wanted to pound on his chest, but was terrified that
he was a ghost and if her fists did not strike flesh, then it
confirmed that she was insane and seeing the dead brother whom she
had just buried. She demurred. At least her power of speech seemed
to return, until she realized that she was still making no sound,
but that Griffin’s words to her and her words to him were exchanged
entirely inside her head. This was not a good indication of sanity.
“You have killed all that I love, brother.”

“I have done a grievous thing,
sweet Gwendolyn,” he admitted, “But I hope the Spirits will judge
me kindly for all that I did was for love of you.”

“You betrayed our fellowship,
nearly killed Alexia, and slew Quintus,” her own words echoed
inside her head. “How could you? For love? What love?”

“I was so foolish,” he answered. “I
was intelligent, but only now on the other side do I realize that
intelligence is not wisdom. I thought I was saving you when, in
fact…”

“The Dark Lord used you,” she
spat.

“You can blame some malevolent
Wizard, but I bear this burden on my own, Gwen,” he explained
mournfully. “I made my choices and seeing you so hopeless is the
worst punishment I can imagine—far worse than seeing my soul fed to
the Devourer. But please do not lose your hope, sweet
sister.”

“Quintus lies cold, he barely
breathes, and he rarely opens his gray eyes. He is my
hope.”

“You have it all wrong,” her
brother said. “Perhaps, you are his hope.”

A thought occurred to Gwen as she brushed
aside her brother’s turn of the phrase. “Griffin, you were the top
of your Healing class. Tell me what to do! What herbs should I use?
What techniques can save Quintus?”

“He is far past herbs and Elvin
lore,” Griffin said with an odd smile. “Whether Quintus lives or
dies, you must make peace with me. Your quest remains and you are
the hope, Gwendolyn. You are the hope…” He began to
fade.

“Griffin, Quintus told Marcus you
were not evil, what did that mean?” she demanded as he grew fainter
and fainter.

“I believe that a good act can
redeem a wicked one,” Griffin said. “I died doing right by Quintus.
I will be judged for all my actions, but you must forgive me and
turn away from the darkness. Do not forsake the light within in
you…”

“Griffin! Will you return to me?
Can we talk longer? Can you tell me what you mean?” she demanded.
But he faded from view like a dream when morning breaks. When he
had disappeared, Gwen was left pondering if she had been dreaming.
If she was, it was understandable, she told herself. She had not
slept well and had endured a horrible few days. But what if it had
not been a dream? If that were true, then she had to deal with
darker realities far beyond what she could handle at this very
moment.


Chapter 4:
Light

 


 


“May I enter?” Marcus
asked.

“Of course, dear friend,” Gwen
answered, her blue eyes tortured with redness from
weeping.

“You have cried yourself raw and
with good reason,” he observed without the appearance of sympathy
infiltrating his voice. He did not mean it like that, but it was
how he was made. Wizards are Wizards, of course.

“You do not cry, do you,
Marcus?”

“Wizards are not capable,” he
explained.

“If you allow yourself…”

“It is not like that,” he said
softly. “We simply cannot.” They let the silence between them stand
for a good while. “But it does not mean that we cannot be sad, even
if we cannot make tears.”

“I am despondent,” Gwen observed,
resting her head on his shoulder. He noted that she wore her long
blonde hair braided like a stereotypical Elf in a lazy story filled
with formulaic characters. But despite the tight braided crown of
hair and pointed ears, this was no typical Elf. He convinced
himself of this fact for much hung upon it.

“I know that you are sad, dear
Gwendolyn.” He held her as he’d once held his children, softly
stroking that golden hair. “But while grief is the hollowest
feeling imaginable, we cannot let it define us. The Morphs would
remind us that today is all we have.” He tried to smile, and she
appreciated the brave attempt.

“Today, I buried my brother,” she
observed. “Tomorrow, we will likely bury the man I love most in all
the Realm. You must be strong, Marcus, and accept the truth. Titus
and Synthyya are right. Quintus will die.”

“The truth? What is that?” he
muttered with enough anger baked into his voice that she shivered a
little. He held her gaze for a moment and then his hard features
melted into softness. “Octavia and Alexia found some Elvin herbs
and gave them to me so that I might bring them to you…” He
brandished them in his right hand.

“Marcus,” she said, her voice laced
with something brittle, “I cannot use them like Griffin did.
Nothing matters, now. He is lost.” She almost told him about the
ghost of her brother, but it sounded too absurd.

The Wizard violently threw the herbs against
the side of the tent and grabbed her by her slender shoulders. “We
cannot let him die. Do you understand me?”

“I love him, too, Marcus, but I do
not have the skills…” she pleaded.

“Quintus must live,” he said and a
dark fury crept into his violet eyes.

“I cannot…”

“You can,” he said firmly, studying
her for a moment and focusing on her Elvishly braided hair. “I do
not care what Titus or Synthyya tell me. You are no ordinary
Elf.”

“I am better than most with the
bow,” she allowed. “But how…”

“I am not speaking about the bow,”
he cut her off. “At least not strictly about the bow. I believe
your skill with the bow is a symptom of something larger. Light is
in you, Gwendolyn.” He paused and his eyes suddenly looked
helpless. “Magic is in you.”

“There is no magic in Elves, you
know that,” she cooed sweetly. She sounded more like
herself.

“This is what Synthyya and Titus
assure me,” he nodded. “They swear that any magic Elves once
possessed has long drained away. Still despite all of their
intelligence, they lack wisdom. Synthyya should know better. She
taught me to distinguish between the two. I am certain that she and
Titus are wrong in this matter. There is magic in you,
Gwendolyn. That is truth. I can feel it right now.”

“Did you say ‘intelligence and
wisdom’?” she asked, her pale blue eyes widening. He nodded with a
confused expression. She paused and then shook her sweet head,
“Marcus, Elves cast no spells.”

“Then perhaps you are not an Elf,”
he thundered, “but there is light in you and I know this to be so
even as I sit here. I know well the magic of light. It is the one
element with which I have any Wizardly skill. You are filled with
it, Gwen. Perhaps your light can ward off the darkness?” He
gestured to Quintus’s prone form.

“This is no fairy tale,” she
replied, her patience fraying. “Although I am grateful for any
light you see in me, he needs healing. Would you have me kiss him
on the lips and see his wounds disappear? ’Tis a lovely story for
Elflings, but not a solution to Quintus’s condition. Light does not
save one from death. Is not the magic of darkness concerned with
life and death?”

Marcus thought deeply for several minutes. At
the end of his grave pondering, he raised his eyebrows as if
considering something. Then, he touched her cheek gently with his
hand. “Darkness? Light? Magic? No magic? What is there left for us
to lose? Why not kiss him, Gwendolyn? Kiss him.”

“Are you mad, Marcus? I have kissed
him many times since you brought him here and still he lays, as if
in sleep,” she declared. “But we both know it is not
sleep.”

“I do not suggest just any kiss,”
the Wizard explained. “I want you to take all of the love you
possess for Quintus and for everything on the black earth. I want
you to focus all that is good and light inside of you onto one
kiss.” He was desperate. This much she could tell. “I will focus
any magic I possess into you in case my light magic can assist with
the task.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose and gave the Wizard a
bitterly skeptical look. “I will kiss him because we both love him,
but I think you have been touched by madness, dear Marcus.” She
said it to deflect herself from pondering her own
sanity.

“I have never been more sane,” he
said solemnly. “Listen to me. All of your love goes into this
simple act. Search your very being for every hint of love which
dwells within. Bind it with the light that is in you which helps
you move quickly or fire the bow or comfort the animals. Does this
make sense?”

“No, Marcus, it does not,” she
replied. “But I have nowhere else to go but here, so I will do as
you request—for your love of him and mine. And also for my love of
you and yours of me. But if I do this and he still sleeps, then you
and I must make our peace with the truth in all its harshness.” He
made no gesture, nor did his face change one iota. Whether he had
heard, understood, or agreed with her was left to the realm of
unknowing. Still she pitied Marcus so much that she decided to kiss
Quintus. Of course, there was a small spark of hope still within
her that perhaps the wise Wizard knew something she did not. He
had spoken of intelligence versus wisdom, she marveled, just
as the ghost had. Something must be occurring beyond her
understanding.

Marcus clasped Quintus’s limp hand in
brotherhood and gestured to her that this was the moment. Gwendolyn
closed her eyes and kissed Quintus as she had done hundreds of
times in her reckoning. She felt the Wizard’s other hand on her
back. Without looking, she knew the creases on Marcus’s sad face.
He loved this man as much as she did. Gwen wished she could absorb
the sadness like the soil absorbs the rain which falls so forlornly
from the skies. But Gwen knew she could work no magic and save no
lives. She was an Elf, not some fantastic creature as Marcus had
conjured in his desperation. Still some part of her hoped faintly
that the Wizard was right and there was some power deep within her
to turn back the inevitable. Hoping hopelessly, if that were
possible, Gwen tried to concentrate on how she and Quintus had
first wandered together after her freedom had been granted, and the
way Quintus had set her heart scampering like a rabbit. With her
eyes closed and her focus narrowed, Gwen felt the brush of the
breeze on her face and the warm sun of that day on the back of her
white neck. She heard the rustle of the leaves as they walked and
felt her heart contracting in defiance of her attempts to appear
calm before this good man who had saved her from Thorbad, the cruel
Elf who had meant her harm. Deep within her stomach, she knew it
would do no good and that the Wizard’s grief had made him lose his
iron grip on reality. Still it felt nice to dwell for a moment in a
pleasant memory of new love, before all of this darkness had
invaded her world.

Marcus had refused to close his eyes because
he knew that the darkness of his eyelids would overpower his faint
thread of hope
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