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      The young man pushed himself to the front of the boat. Eyes ablaze, hair whipping across his cheeks, he raised his hand to shield his face from the gust of wind that splashed up from the bow as the ship began to crest the sandbar.

      We’re here, he thought. We’re finally here.

      Heart on fire and mind rolling in waves of delirious pleasure, Odin jumped from his place near the bow and ran toward the second deck. Above, standing directly below the crow’s nest, Captain Jerdai smiled and screamed for his men to adjust the sails. “Adjust the sails!” he cried. “Adjust the goddamn sails!”

      The western wind would not stop them. This he already knew, but he couldn’t help but feel a sense of trepidation as yet another gale blasted the ship. It groaned once, indignant to the men who tried to adjust the Annabelle so, but eventually caved and the sails were adjusted.

      “Odin!” Nova called, waving him over from his place near the stairway. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re almost there!” Odin cried, a smile nearly splitting his face in half. “We’re home, Nova. We’re home!”

      The man’s face brightened three shades of red, and he rushed to join him on the deck.

      The Ornalan channel was no more than three hundred yards away.

      We’re almost home, he thought, smiling, reaching toward the bay before them. After all this time⁠—

      “You ready, Odin?”

      “Ready for what, Nova?”

      “To be home.”

      Ready couldn’t describe it.
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        * * *

      

      They approached the Royal Ornalan Channel as if they were creatures discovering a world rich and bountiful. The ship slow, controlled by men and mages; the water harsh, yet calming upon their pursuit; the wind fierce, but slowly settling—as they drew closer, toward the place where ships came and left more than often to deliver supplies to the castle, there stood an ancient gateway that was marked and scarred by both the weather and previous attempts by pirates. Upon either side of the wrought-iron gate, arranged into both the deep water and the rocky shoreline beside it, stood two towers, both of which appeared like men long and distant and basking beneath the sun.

      “Look at it,” Nova breathed, wrapping his hands around the railing.

      Yeah, Odin thought but could say little in response to his friend’s declaration.

      Within the twin towers, both of which remained solid and independent of one another, stood two men, bearing what appeared to be crossbows or some other form of advanced long-distance weaponry. Each conversed to one another with a series of hand signals, those of which Odin could not discern or even understand, before the one in the western tower cupped his hands over his mouth and began to yell.

      “What’s he saying?” Odin asked.

      “He’s saying,” Miko said, stepping forward, “that we need to remain back a hundred feet.”

      Only one hundred? Odin thought. Surely if men were intent on breaking into the channel they would simply fire rocks or something similar into the wrought-iron gate.

      While waiting for captain Jerdai to approach and signal to the men that he was indeed of Ornalan lineage, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and took slow, deep breaths, trying desperately to maintain hold on the nerves that threatened to spill over and make him into a completely different person. Not usually prone to such attacks, but not immune to them, either, he thought of his previous life within the castle grounds and then of the duties that would come within the next months, those which would surely seal within his heart a declaration of honor that would mark him as beneficial among his kingdom.

      I can do this, he thought. I know I can.

      Beside him, Nova shifted, crossed his arms over his chest, and let out a low grunt. It was more than obvious that he wanted to be off the boat and on castle grounds.

      When Jerdai stepped forward, the two mage brothers in tow, Odin sighed.

      “It’ll only be a moment,” Jerdai said, clapping his shoulder.

      Had the captain sensed his distress? Either way, it didn’t matter, for it would only be within a few moments that they would enter the channel and dock within the harbor.

      “How’s it feel to be home?” Domnin asked, casting a glance over his shoulder as both he and his brother held their hands prone, alight in fire and holding the ship steady.

      “Amazing,” Odin said.

      Such a word couldn’t describe his feeling. Knotted, deeply, inside his chest, it constricted around his spinal column and wove tendrils throughout his ribcage. The pressure alone was enough to make him uneasy, as he seemed in preparation for a grand snake’s meal, but he could deal with it, especially with both of his friends nearby.

      Jerdai raised his hands, cupped them to his mouth, and yelled, “I am Captain Jerdai Solemn of the Elnan Peninsula! I come bearing the king’s men upon my ship!”

      “Who might these men be?” the tower guard called back.

      “Odin Karussa, his knight master Miko, and their friend Novalos Eternity!”

      “Wait while we relay your request.”

      Though it was almost impossible to tell just what was happening within the watch tower, the action became clear a few moments later—when, from its heights, a falcon appeared, spreading its wings and soaring toward the castle on the treacherous winds emerging from the west.

      “It won’t be much longer,” Miko said, clasping his shoulder.

      Odin sighed.

      He could only hope.
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        * * *

      

      It took but an hour’s time for the gate to open and for passage to be allowed. Rising, slowly, like a snail making its way across a long hot road, the gate lifted to reveal the essence of the sea—seaweed, some plant life, even a fish or two, which crashed into the water slowly after being lifted from their mortal prisons. At the revelation, Nova perked up, instantaneously shifting to and fro on both of his feet. Miko himself managed to take a step closer and examine the world. Odin, however, could do little but stare.

      Only a few moments, he thought, swallowing a lump in his throat.

      As the boat entered the channel, cresting the land as though meeting a lover for the first time in years, the front sail came down and the ones at the side were raised. Pointed east in order to catch the ever-changing wind, they puffed out like cheeks from a small mammal and expanded with the air that would bring them one step closer to the small, private dock reserved for Ornala’s most prestigious fleet.

      Within the room he’d called home for the last few months, Odin watched as the castle came into view.

      After all this time, he thought, it still looks beautiful as ever.

      Pearlescent, golden, like a sun rising over the mountains and the moon giving birth to her most splendid of rays—even after two years, it still looked the same, possibly even better than the first time he saw it when he was a boy. Seeing such a thing was enough to instill awe within his heart, a harp of strings within his chest that was endlessly drummed by the excitement coursing through his veins.

      “Are you ready?” Miko asked.

      Odin turned. Since his injury on the island, the Elf had taken to staying in bed whenever possible, preferring the comforts of wool and linen instead of the sun and wind. Though he seemed perfectly capable of walking, he seemed content to stay in bed, something that both troubled and comforted Odin.

      He’s resting, Odin thought, nodding at the creature he’d called sire for more than two years. That’s good.

      But did that mean something else was wrong? A mere flesh wound couldn’t have stopped him, a towering hulk of muscle, could it?

      It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that he’s awake and doing well.

      “Sir,” he said, stepping forward, grimacing as the boat shifted. Someone cried out on the deck, and Jerdai screamed something he couldn’t discern. “Do you need something?”

      “No, Odin. Thank you, though.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Nodding but unsure of himself, Odin seated himself on his knight master’s bed and stared at the wall before him. It took but a moment for the Elf’s long fingers to reach out and touch his arm.

      “You’re almost home, Odin. How does it feel?”

      “It feels great.” He smiled. “Better than I could have ever imagined.”

      “Are you looking forward to it?”

      “More than anything, sir.”

      Miko smiled. His teeth appeared even brighter in the strange half-light the ship’s windows offered.

      Standing, Odin made his way to the window once again and looked out at the castle.

      Home.

      The thought made him smile.
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        * * *

      

      Above, Odin watched as Jerdai and several of his ship hands began to maneuver the boat into the harbor. Struggling with both the sails and a series of ropes, they wove the ship and its several parts as though it were an instrument and struggled to press it within a space that was not at all suited for a ship as large as the Annabelle.

      “Sir,” Odin said, stepping toward Jerdai. “Is everything fine?”

      “Everything’s fine,” the captain said. “Look.”

      The man pointed. The two mage brothers stood nearby, hands alight with magic fire. Even from this distance, Odin could feel the tension in the air. Lightning crackling in the sky would have been the best way to describe what he now felt, slicing the calm in the air and lighting it with tension as though a fire were burning through a forest, but he didn’t bother to dwell on the thought. He merely nodded and fell back so the ship hands could do their work.

      I wonder why they didn’t ask me for help.

      “I’m not part of the crew,” he mumbled.

      “You say something?” Nova asked, stepping up to his side.

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about.”

      Odin nodded. His eyes strayed to the dock and the slanting hill it sat before.

      There, standing at the very top, was a man he’d been longing to see for the past two years.

      Daughtry.

      “Sir!” Odin cried, rushing to the side of the ship. “Sir! Daughtry! Can you hear me?”

      The mage didn’t reply. Instead, he raised a hand and waved, starting down the hill and making his way toward the dock they were now just pulling into.

      “We should go below and help Miko gather his things,” Nova said, pressing a hand against Odin’s shoulder. “We can see your friend later.”

      “I know,” Odin replied.

      He turned and made his way down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s happened?” Daughtry asked, frowning as Odin helped his knight master navigate the troublesome planks that made up the majority of the private dock.

      “An accident,” Miko said, face veiled beneath the hood of his cloak. “I am fine. It’s only a flesh wound.”

      “Only a flesh wound?” the mage asked.

      Miko nodded. The frown that painted the high mage’s face was enough to make Odin hurt on the inside.

      He’s going to question us.

      Of course he would. What kind person would not ask about a man who’d been injured in the field, much less a man who’d been given knight status to train one of the kingdom’s own squires?

      Shaking his head, Odin adjusted his arm across the Elf’s back and straightened his posture, not in the least bit willing to reveal that his mood was sobered by the events talking place around them. “Sir,” he said, bowing his head before reaching forward to take the high mage’s hand. “It’s an honor to have you greet us.”

      Nova gave a slight nod. Daughtry smiled and reached out to touch each of them, especially Miko, whose darkened shoulder he squeezed as though fragile and full of delicate bones. “It’s great to see you all, especially you, sir Miko. Would you like a healer to tend to you?”

      “My wound has been tended to.”

      “Yes, but you are still weak.”

      Parfour stepped up beside them. Face still swollen and blackened beyond compare, his very presence was enough to make Daughtry frown.

      “What’s happened here?” the mage asked.

      “We’ll explain,” Miko said. “But not now. This isn’t a public matter.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you well?” Odin asked, pulling the sheets over Miko’s body.

      “I am well,” the Elf said, reaching out to touch Odin’s arm. His nails traced the curves of Odin’s flesh before he pulled his hand away. “Go. Speak to the mage. Tell him what has happened, and try to get an audience with the king. Tell him…tell him why I was injured and why that boy looks as though he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life.”

      “I will, sir. I’m more concerned about you, though.”

      “I am fine. Parfour is the one I am worried about.”

      “Daughtry’s seen to it that he’s visited a healer, sir. He should be in the infirmary now.”

      Miko nodded. Falling back, he braced his back against a series of pillows and let his head fall to an array of blankets done up to allow him the maximum amount of comfort. Here, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them to look at Odin’s wary face. “Odin,” he said.

      “Yes sir?”

      “Go.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Nova said, pressing a hand against Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “What about—” Odin started.

      “Bohren can wait, just as my wife can.”

      Content with the situation at hand, Odin turned, grasped the doorknob, and made his way into the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      Daughtry greeted him almost immediately. “Come in, come in,” he said, gesturing Odin into his office and maneuvering around the mountains of paperwork. “I hope this isn’t anything too pressing. Sorry to say this, Odin, but I’ve been swamped with work. The king has tasked me with taking estimates of just how many mages are in our country and just how many we can employ within his service.”

      “It’s about the boy, sir. The boy with the bruised face.”

      Daughtry’s expression darkened. “Something told me this reunion wasn’t going to be all pleasantries.” The man sighed, seating himself on the opposite side of the desk. He took a moment to organize his papers so they could see one another before leaning forward and bracing his elbows against the table. “What happened? The brief version, if you would.”

      “The Tentalin Monks have been abusing and raping the boys that are sent to the island.”

      “What?”

      Odin grimaced. While he’d expected such a response, he hadn’t expected the urgency in the mage’s voice. Raw, taut, like a muscle beating firmly in the open—Daughtry’s face reddened and his mouth curled into a frown. “Sir,” he said.

      “Have I heard you correctly, Odin, or have I misheard something you’ve said?”

      “No, sir. You heard me correctly, I’m sorry to say.”

      It took several moments for any form of response to come after the words that passed from Odin’s lips. Obviously troubled, his lips still down-turned and his eyes somber and light, the mage simply sat there while examining Odin as though trying to determine just whether or not the words he’d heard were true. For this, Odin couldn’t help but squirm, and when Daughtry finally managed to stand and pace around the desk, he tried his hardest not to move or even breathe. He remained seated, knowing all the while there was nothing he could do, and tried as hard as he could not to tremble with his own unsung rage.

      You don’t know, he thought, tempted to turn and face Daughtry but once again unsure if he should. You don’t know how badly I wanted to reach over and kill that man.

      “They hurt Miko, too,” he said, breaking the ice with his pickaxe of words.

      “This just gets better and better.”

      “Miko was stabbed while he was waiting for a boat to return to the island,” Odin said, standing. He waited for Daughtry to turn his attention on him before he continued. “He knew of the laws, so we left the island on a single boat so Jerdai wouldn’t break the trespassing treaty.”

      “Of course.”

      “And we couldn’t all fit in the boat. Miko waited behind, and he…he came back on his own, in the boat, but he was hurt, sir. He’d been stabbed on the island, by one of the monks.”

      “Whatever became of the monk?”

      “He fled into the woods.”

      Daughtry sighed. The mage’s response was enough to make Odin cave to his own inhibitions.

      “Sir,” Odin said. “What are⁠—”

      “There isn’t much I can do until the court hears this story, Odin. As a fledgling knight in our kingdom, your testimony will be what ultimately drives the decision to do something about this, but the boy will have to speak.”

      “Sir—”

      “There’s no way around this. Either that boy speaks before the court or his companions sit in agony.”

      You don’t know how angry I am, sir. You should’ve seen it.

      Miko, arm taut, with his sword extended toward Beal’s neck—he could have easily killed that monk then and there, but he’d refused based solely on the fact that better punishment was deserved. But where did that leave Parfour’s peers? Where did that leave the other boys that they’d left behind?

      “Sir,” Odin said. This time he waited for Daughtry to say something before he continued. When he didn’t, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then paced a few steps forward. “Can I ask something of you?”

      “Ask what you will, Odin.”

      “Is there any way you can get me an audience with the king?”

      “Such matters will warrant the highest urgency. You know this.”

      “I know, sir…” Odin sighed and shook his head.

      “Your voice,” the mage said. “It’s pained.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “What troubles you?”

      “I want to be the one who goes back to that island.”

      “What?”

      “I want to be the one who arrests Beal and the other monks.”

      Face lit in a dour expression, the mage reached up to run his hand along his clean-shaven jaw and regarded Odin with eyes that seemed darker than they normally were. The brilliant blue, so ice-like and crystalline, seemed to be nothing more than water, dark pits in which the ugliest of creatures slept. He took the moment of silence he was offered to look Odin over before he spoke. “You’re saying you want to go back to that island with hate in your heart?”

      “To serve justice to those who need to be punished.”

      “You know what happens in these kinds of situations, Odin. People get hurt.”

      “Sir…” Odin took a deep breath. He eased the fist he held before him down to his side and settled back against the chair, knowing more than well that anger, in this sort of situation, would do him no good. “You have to gain me an audience with the king.”

      “Why is it you who wants to do this, Odin?”

      “Because I feel I owe a debt.”

      “To whom?”

      “Parfour…my knight master…myself.”

      “Let me tell you what,” Daughtry said, walking around the desk. “Seat yourself, Odin.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want you to write a full report, in your own words, to present to the king. Of course, you’ll have to do so orally, as such a pressing matter will need to be addressed face to face, but I want you to write down everything that happened. Don’t skirt on the smaller details. Say everything you, Nova, or your knight master might have done before you took the boy from the island. We want to make sure this is done correctly.”

      “Of course,” Odin said, accepting the parchment and quill the mage offered.

      When he looked down at the blank piece of paper, he sighed.

      His heart on his sleeve, Odin dipped his quill in the inkwell and began to write.
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        * * *

      

      “Everything all right?” Nova asked.

      Odin nodded. Pushing the door closed behind him, he slid the lock into place and looked back at his knight master, who remained sleeping in his bed with the curtains drawn across the windows. “Everything’s fine,” he said.

      “Are you sure? You look⁠—”

      “Stressed?” Odin asked. When Nova didn’t respond, Odin laughed and reached up to run a hand through his hair. “Of course I’m stressed, Nova. I’ve been dealing with my magic teacher for the past three hours.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Telling and writing about what happened on the island.”

      “This needs to go before the court before anything gets done, huh?” Nova asked. “They won’t do a goddamn thing until or after?”

      “No,” Odin sighed. “They won’t. And that won’t happen until after I speak with the king.”

      Seating himself upon the loveseat, Odin leaned forward and stared at the ground. In doing so, he was forced to look at his hand.

      If I didn’t have enough problems, he thought.

      Their blood had mixed, but what did that mean? He didn’t feel any different, at least not yet.

      You can’t think about it—not now, not with so much else going on.

      “Where’s Parfour?” Odin asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Nova replied, seating himself beside Odin. “All I know is that he was supposed to be looked over by a healer.”

      “Do you want to walk with me?”

      “What?”

      “Walk with me. To find Parfour.”

      “We should probably leave him be,” Nova said. “At least, I think that’s what we should do.”

      “Nova…” Odin shook his head. Standing, he started for the doorway but stopped before he could get there. He sighed and looked over his shoulder. “You really think we should leave him alone?” he asked.

      “If he wants one of us,” Nova said, “he’ll send someone to look for us.”

      Odin could only hope so.
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        * * *

      

      He lay in the dark with his eyes toward the ceiling and his mind in the sky. Chest hurting not only from nerves, but the oppressing weight bearing down upon him, Odin sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes, shaking his head as his hair shrouded his vision.

      It’s all right, he thought, reaching up to set a hand above his heart. It’s just nerves.

      He was too young to die of a heart attack—that much he already knew. However, that didn’t help dull the overwhelming pain any.

      Deep breaths. In, out, in…

      Easing himself back into bed, Odin closed his eyes and tried to lose himself in thoughts other than his own. First, a spring bloomed in his head, and an Ogre bathed in its young’s blood trampled through it, then an arctic wasteland exploded over his vision, and a Kerma shot an arrow at his face.

      Stop. Just stop.

      Everything did.

      Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin eased himself into a sitting position once more and sought out his friends. Nova snored in the far corner under the covers, while Miko lay soundly with his head propped up against a pillow, his chest slowly rising then falling in easy, rhythmic patterns.

      How can they sleep?

      Did they have the same fears as him, the same concerns about Parfour, the future and the boys on that island, or did they simply just ignore them for fear that, should they think about such things, they would simply be swallowed whole by their emotions?

      I just…

      He didn’t finish the thought. Instead, he stood, dressed, grabbed his sword, and made his way out the door.
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        * * *

      

      He stood in the training yard attacking a wooden dummy, his sword proving the test of its steel and the dummy standing idly by. Odin slammed the blunt handle of his weapon into the thing’s face and laughed as a jagged crack split halfway up its head.

      Yes! he thought. Yes!

      How such innocent swordplay could excite him, he didn’t know, but he continued hitting the dummy nonetheless. First stabbing, then slashing, he beat the thing to a pulp until the sand from the bags sagged at his feet and its head lay yards away from where it was initially placed. By the time his arm fell to his side, he was sweating dangerously, rivers running down his face and fjords making their way through his lips.

      “That was quite the sight.”

      Odin looked up. Weapons Master Jordan stood nearby, cloak veiling most of his face and sleeves covering his tanned, scarred skin. “Sir?” He frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard something and thought I should investigate,” the man said, taking a few steps forward. “It’s been a long time, Mr. Karussa. I thought I wouldn’t see you again.”

      “Why?”

      “Your situation did not promise the best.”

      “I’m not a quitter, sir—I’ve been away the past two years.”

      “Doing what, if I may ask?”

      “A lot of things.”

      The weapons master smiled. He took a wooden sword from its rack and stepped forward, eyes falling to the real, black metal at Odin’s side when he stepped up alongside him. “He’s a beautiful piece of work.”

      “He is,” Odin agreed, looking down at his sword.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you, Odin.”

      “What, sir?”

      “To get you out of the tower. To teach you what it was to fight.”

      “I have my share of scars, sir.”

      “As do I, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have fared with better teaching.”

      Odin said nothing. He merely watched as Jordan raised his arm, stretched his sword, then lashed out at the dummy before him. It went sailing around its wooden pole like a ragdoll before returning in place before him.

      “Sir,” Odin said. “Can I confide in you?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m angry.”

      “At what?”

      “The Tentalin Monks.”

      “Word has spread of their corruption.” The man nodded, pulling his hood away from his clean-shaven head. A jagged scar Odin had not seen in the past made its way across the left side of his temple all the way up to where hair would have normally sprouted from his head. “You’re in an awkward position, young Karussa, though I don’t blame your anger.”

      “How do I fight it?”

      “As you are now—from within.”

      “Sir…I can’t fight a dummy each and every time I get angry.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says…” Odin paused. He smiled after a moment’s hesitation. “No one.”

      “That’s exactly my point, Odin. If you feel angry, express it. Use your anger to your advantage. Use it to fuel your wants, your desires, but most of all, use it to show yourself that it’s human nature to feel what you are feeling.”

      “I want them to suffer, sir. I want them to suffer just as they’ve made those boys suffer.”

      “And they will, in time. But for now, be content with the knowledge that the court will soon know their place in this world.”

      Odin nodded. He slid his sword into its sheath and was about to start for the archway before Jordan’s hand fell to his shoulder. “Odin,” he said.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Good luck this winter. It’s not far off.”

      “Thank you,” Odin said.

      Bowing his head, he fled into the castle.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you contacted your father?” Miko asked.

      Odin looked up. “No,” he said.

      “You would do best to do so now before the snow begins to fall.”

      “Will it soon?”

      “I feel it will, yes.”

      Standing, Odin made his way to the table situated in the corner of the room and pulled a piece of parchment from the rack. He gathered a few writing materials and settled down to begin but stopped before he could do so. “Sir,” he said, looking back up at his knight master. “Do you need something?”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Something to eat, maybe another pillow?”

      “No, Odin. That’s not necessary.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Odin set his hand to the quill and began to write, first of his adventures and of the years he’d been at sea—of the Sirens and of the horrible storm—then of Neline and Ohmalyon, of the Kerma he’d fought and the Ogres he’d met. He thought briefly to write of Miko’s injury and what would be happening within the coming months after he became a knight, but he didn’t want to worry his father.

      Besides, he thought, he’ll be here soon.

      His father didn’t need to know explicit details, at least for the time being.

      After signing his name at the bottom of the page with the notation I love you, Odin folded the parchment and reached for the wax. He was just about to heat and seal the letter when a knock came at the door.

      Nova grunted then stirred from his place in the room.

      “Who could that be?” Miko asked.

      Odin stood and looked out the peephole.

      Outside, framed in the light piercing out through the wide array of windows in the front corridor, the mage brothers stood arguing amongst each other, one reaching forward to knock again, the other moving to stop him.

      “They might be sleeping,” Domnin said.

      “They can sleep later!” Iklard cried. “They can⁠—”

      Both brothers stopped speaking when the door opened. Grins broke out on their faces when they saw Odin. “Hello,” they said.

      “Hello,” Odin said, stepping aside to let the two of them inside. “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Domnin said, nodding to Nova in the corner then letting his eyes fall to the Elf before them. “Are you well, sir?”

      “I am well.” Miko nodded, scooting farther up in his seat. He brushed the blanket higher up his waist to cover himself and stretched an arm back to prop his head up, muscles tensing and expanding as he did so. “How long are both of you here for?”

      “Another few days, at the least.” Icklard shrugged. “Where’s Parfour?”

      “I assume in the healer’s quarters.” Odin sighed, brushing a hand over his brow. “I haven’t seen him for the past day.”

      “Ah well. As long as he’s being tended to, right?”

      Right.

      Reseating himself, Odin looked at the two brothers and smiled as they settled down on the loveseat. Nova, who’d since woken, remained in bed, eyes closed and naked back glowing in the afternoon light.

      “Sorry about that.” Odin smiled. “We’re still recuperating.”

      “As are we,” Domnin said.

      “What’re you talking about?” Nova grumbled, rolling onto his back. “You two are always on a boat.”

      “That doesn’t mean we don’t get tired of it.” Icklard smiled.

      “What all is Jerdai in the area for?” Miko asked, drawing all eyes on him.

      “Mostly food storage. Why? Did you need him for something?”

      “No. I was just interested. Give him our regards.”

      “Especially mine.” Odin smiled. “I’m glad to hear that things are going better between the two of you.”

      “Thank you,” Domnin said, bowing his head. “It’s…a relief, to say the least.”

      Odin stood. Domnin and Icklard took leave of their seats and started for the door just as Odin was heading toward it. “Sir,” Odin said, turning his attention toward Miko. “I’m going to walk the grounds. I’ll request that breakfast be brought. Nova, answer the door when someone knocks on it.”

      Nova mumbled something just before they left.
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        * * *

      

      “You haven’t seen him since yesterday?” Domnin asked.

      “No.” Odin sighed. “I haven’t.”

      “Like I said earlier,” Icklard said, sliding his hands into his pockets, “just as long as he’s all right.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about, him not being well.”

      “You could always go visit him, you know?”

      “Nova said I should leave him be.”

      “Why is that?” Domnin frowned.

      “Because,” Odin said, then added, “‘He’ll send someone if he wants to be visited.’”

      Both of the brothers stopped. At the crest of the training grounds, they watched a group of pages spar against one another—some with swords, others with spears or stave-like weapons. Odin, who’d continued walking even in their absence, stopped to look back at the two of them. “You think I should go see him?” he asked.

      “If you’re asking me,” Icklard said, “you’re more likely to have a rock fall from the sky and land on your head than to expect someone to ask to be visited in the infirmary.”

      “I’d like some company if I were ill,” Domnin said. “That’s all the opinion I can offer.”

      “I’m going to go find him,” Odin said. “Will I see you again before you leave?”

      “We wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” Icklard said.

      “So yeah,” Domnin said. “You will.”

      Odin turned and headed for the castle.
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        * * *

      

      He made his way through the halls and progressively increasing waves of pages, eyes set ahead and head held proud. Several people stopped to offer him congratulations and to ask about his journey, but Odin didn’t bother with the pleasantries. Instead, he simply told them that it had gone well and that he had to be on his way.

      When he came to the infirmary, he sighed, took a deep breath, then entered the ward.

      Lying in a bed just beneath a window in the far corner of the room, Parfour dozed in the sunlight, small frame fragile even despite the atrocity of his face.

      He’s healing, Odin thought, but how quickly?

      A healer lifted his head from his place at a desk. Odin smiled and raised a hand to signal his entry.

      “Hello, sir,” the man said. “Can I help you with something?”

      “That boy in the corner,” Odin said. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s doing better than he was a day or so ago. Why?”

      “I’m the one who brought him back.”

      “You must be the Odin he was speaking of,” the man said, offering a hand. “My name’s Ramya. I’m one of the healers who works in this ward.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” Odin said, accepting the man’s hand and squeezing it. “Especially since you’re taking care of my friend.”

      “Physically, he’s doing a lot better,” Ramya said, turning his head to look at Parfour. “Emotionally, though…I can’t say for sure. He hasn’t wanted to talk about what happened, which is expected, all things considering.”

      “Did you physically examine him?”

      “What about it?”

      “Is he all right?”

      “If you’re asking if he was raped, yes, he was.” Ramya sighed. He ran a hand along the side of his head—across the ornate tattoo covering his eye and the right side of his face—and took a deep breath, expelling it from his lungs as he turned his head up to look at Odin. “I hate to say it, sir, but it looks as though he may be blind in his right eye.”

      “I expected as much.” Odin frowned. “As far as you can tell, will he be all right? I mean, regarding the rape and everything?”

      “He should be fine. Physically, he’s healed. The human body has a miraculous way of doing such things.”

      “Can I see him?”

      “I’d rather not wake him. He’s had trouble sleeping.”

      “Will you send for me when he wakes?”

      “I will, sir. Thank you for your concern. It’s much appreciated.”

      “It’s an honor,” Odin said.

      When he turned to leave the infirmary, he couldn’t help but ball his fist at his side.

      I swear, he thought, on my grave that he will pay, Parfour. He will pay.

      Beal’s head would fall in the public eye before this was over. He’d make sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      “How is he?” Miko asked.

      “Who?” Odin frowned.

      “Parfour.”

      “Oh.” Odin shook his head. “I don’t know. He wasn’t awake.”

      “What about your walk with the brothers? I hope that at least went well.”

      “That went fine,” Odin said, sitting at the foot of his knight master’s bed. A thought occurred to him a moment later, one so deviant and suspicious that it made him frown. “Sir…how did you know I went to see Parfour?”

      “I figured you would, eventually.”

      “I spoke to the healer who’s been tending to him. Ramya was his name. He said his physical wounds are fine but also said he was likely blind in his right eye.”

      “For one eye blind, one is better,” Miko said, reaching out to set his hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Are you all right, my friend?”

      “I’ll be all right, sir. I’m just angry. Incredibly, incredibly angry.”

      “Anger is a fickle emotion. It can do so much good yet can do just as much, if not more, harm. Have you been channeling it into other things?”

      “Walking,” Odin said. “Thinking. Fighting practice dummies.”

      “Don’t ever use your anger to hurt another person, Odin. I’m sure you’re aware of this, but such misplaced emotion is never used for good, especially when it is not thought out beforehand.”

      “I know, sir. Don’t worry.”

      “Good.” Miko smiled. “I had Nova give the page who brought our food your letter.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. Your father should be receiving it within the next few days.”

      Odin closed his eyes.

      His father—how he couldn’t wait to see him.
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        * * *

      

      In the days that followed, Odin paced himself as much as he could. Whether he was walking with the brothers or sparring with the young men and Master Jordan in the field, he kept his mind preoccupied and tried not to think about Parfour, the monks that had hurt him so, or his upcoming meeting with the king, which had yet to be set. Though it hurt his heart to do so, and though it troubled his mind to know that he was keeping his anger at bay, he couldn’t help but breathe at the welcome distraction such events offered.

      Waist-deep in the Ornalan lake, Odin tilted his head back and took a deep breath. Water pouring from his hair and snaking along his back, he reached forward and shivered as the gentle current sifted through his fingers and along his naked body.

      Peace, he thought.

      Not even the birds were cawing. No children to bother him, no noise to disturb him, no thoughts to trouble him—in that moment, he was solely to himself, to nature, and to everything it had to offer.

      Taking a quick breath, Odin spread his arms and fell back.

      Water engulfed him.

      How long will it last? The peace, the quiet?

      “The calm before the storm.”

      Now floating amongst the fish, shrimp, and whatever other creatures may be dwelling within the water, Odin closed his eyes and tried to imagine himself within a pool of warmth, a place where nothing and no one could disturb him. This place—so beautiful, tranquil, and ripe with the world—was filled with trees, within which birds were housed and ants made cities of bark. In this place, all good existed and nothing wrong happened, and in this place, the choir sang songs that could heal the wounds of the young. He imagined people would run there, should they have been allowed to run, and that they would laugh, chasing one another amidst the trees and the animals that lived there. They would dance, they would sing, they would cry, they would sigh—ultimately, they would live wondrously and without any form of regret, for it was this place within the world that was solemn, that was calm, that was peace and longevity and everything the world had to offer.

      This place would be his and his alone.

      Nothing could stop him.

      Something disturbed the water.

      Odin opened his eyes.

      A lone boy of about thirteen looked down at him. “Hello,” he said.

      Pushing himself forward, Odin balanced his forward momentum on the balls of his feet and turned to face the child. “What’re you doing here?” he asked.

      “We just finished training,” the boy said. “What about you?”

      What am I doing here? Odin thought, watching the boy with calm eyes. Resting? Relaxing?

      “Enjoying the day.” He smiled, reaching out to swipe his hand through the boy’s hair. “Are you a page?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was once, too.”

      “What are you now?”

      “A squire, almost a knight.”

      The boy smiled. “I want to be like you someday,” he said, reaching up to brush his frilly bangs away from his eyes. “I bet you’ve been in a lot of battles, haven’t you?”

      “Not many, but a few.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “What’s what like?”

      “To fight someone for real, not for play?”

      Nothing like you think.

      “It’s like holding your breath,” Odin said, wading out of the water, “and not being able to come back up for air.”
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        * * *

      

      Odin had just begun to pull his jerkin over his shoulders when a knock came at the door.

      Who could that be? he thought.

      It couldn’t be a page with dinner, because it had arrived already, and it couldn’t be Daughtry or one of the brothers, as the mage was swamped with statistical analysis and the brothers had already visited with them today.

      Stepping forward, Odin opened the door.

      Ectris Karussa stood in the doorway, a smile on his face. “Odin.” The man laughed, taking him into in his arms. “Oh my God. I can’t believe I’m looking at my son.”

      “Father,” he said, wrapping his arms around the older man. “You came.”

      “Of course I would.” Ectris laughed. “It won’t be much longer here before you become a knight. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Thank you,” Odin said, closing the door behind him.

      “Hello,” Miko said.

      Ectris turned to face him. A frown crossed his mouth, etching his face in indecision. “Are you not well?”

      “We had a bit of an accident on the island,” Odin said.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t want to worry you,” he continued, “so I didn’t write about it in the letter.”

      “What Odin means to say,” Miko said, “is that I was stabbed and a boy we rescued was horribly beaten and raped.”

      “By God,” Ectris said, seating himself at the table. “What the hell happened?”

      “A whole lot of no good.”

      “Are you all right?” Ectris asked, allowing his eyes fall on his son.

      “I’m fine,” Odin said. “I’m worried about Parfour and angry as hell, but other than that, I’m fine.”

      “Good,” Ectris said. He then turned his eyes on Nova, who sat at the opposite side of the room. “Hello, Nova.”

      “Hello,” Nova replied.

      “How have you been?”

      “Antsy to get back home, but other than that, I’ve been well.”

      “When do you plan on leaving?”

      “Within the next few days.” Nova sighed, looking up at Odin. “I’ll be back by the time the initiation ceremonies start, though, don’t you worry.”

      “I’m not.” Odin smiled.

      When he returned his attention to his father, Odin could hardly believe his eyes. Though remarkably handsome at his growing age, his beard had since begun to gray, and his normally dark eyes had lightened with age. What once used to be hard pits of black now appeared like dark beads of amber, coffee beans from a faraway land just freshly immersed within their water.

      You’re still getting along just fine, though, he thought.

      “How was your trip up here?” Odin asked, reaching for and then tightening his grip on the man’s hand.

      “It went well,” Ectris said. “I came up with a merchant caravan, just like I always do.”

      “Is the weather down there getting bad?”

      “Not yet, but it will be. I hope you’ll be well when you decide to head to Bohren, Nova.”

      “I’ll probably go with the caravan myself,” Nova said, leaning forward in his seat on the couch. “Don’t want to be traveling alone in the weather, though it may be faster if I do.”

      “I’d worry if you went by yourself,” Odin said.

      “As would I,” Miko said. “Have you considered having your wife escorted by some of your father-in-law’s men, Nova?”

      “I have, but I’m looking forward to going home after all this time.”

      “I’d imagine you would.”

      “You’ve done a great thing coming with me,” Odin said, standing then reaching out to grasp his friend’s hand. “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”

      “I won’t be gone for long.” Nova laughed, slapping Odin’s hand then pulling him into a hug. “Trust me, bud—I wouldn’t leave you alone longer than I needed to. Who’d watch you with Miko laid up?”

      “I’ll be well in no time.” Miko smiled.

      “I guess I better find somewhere to stay for the night,” Ectris said, standing.

      “Stay with us,” Odin said.

      “Oh, I couldn’t⁠—”

      “I insist,” Miko said, reaching out to take the man’s hand.

      When Miko’s thin fingers slid between Ectris’ thick, callused hands, Odin smiled.

      Things were going just as planned. Nova would leave to get his wife then would return when the winter came and the squires returned from their pilgrimages. After that, the knighting initiations would begin.

      With this thought in mind, Odin smiled.

      Four years later, he thought.

      Four years after he’d embarked on his quest, he would finally become a knight.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you leaving?” Odin asked.

      “We’ll be,” Icklard said, adjusting the pack across his shoulder and reaching out to shake Odin’s hand.

      “Where will you be heading?”

      “Back to Elna,” Domnin said, turning his head from his place near the distant windows and offering Odin a small nod when he frowned. “At least for a little while, anyhow.”

      “We’re set to head along the coast until we get back to the harbors.”

      “What will you do, then?” Odin asked.

      “What we always do when we’re off for shore leave,” Icklard said. “See our families.”

      “Or in my case,” Domnin said, “hang around the harbor.”

      Smiling, but unsure how to take Domnin’s admission, Odin shook Icklard’s hand then stepped up to the window to join Domnin, becoming all the more aware of his current situation in the world when his shoulder brushed up against the older man’s arm and created friction between the two of them.

      How must it feel, he thought, to be so, so different.

      He didn’t want to imagine it, though when he did, the thoughts summoned up the urge of one man garbed in a white coat walking among several in black. Like a sheep who’d wandered into the wrong flock or a man who’d taken it upon himself to make trouble for the rest of the world, Domnin walked as though alone. While not particularly different in size, shape, or appearance, his emotions and his attractions likely spoke of things that Odin couldn’t even begin to imagine, if only because he had never been in any sort of relationship with anyone.

      Don’t think about that—not now.

      As promised not only to himself, but his kingdom, he would allow his heart to remain still until later, after he’d served his kingdom and felt as though his body would allow him to find another.

      Sighing, still defeated at the notion that the brothers would be leaving, Odin took a few steps back then turned to face the two of them. “I guess I should say goodbye,” he said, opening his arms to accept each of them into his embrace. “I need to go and check on my knight master.”

      “Give him our regards,” Domnin said, embracing him with one arm then stepping back so Icklard could do the same.

      “You’ll do great,” the younger brother whispered, clapping Odin’s back. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

      Though saddened as the brothers turned and made their way down the corridor, packs over their shoulders and their casual banter echoing back toward him, Odin knew he would see them again.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Odin asked.

      The snow had begun to blow in over the past few days, and with it came a chill that Odin hadn’t felt since Neline. Hands in his pockets, winter coat pulled over his head, he watched Nova adjust the last few bags on his saddle, his mood dampening by the minute. Though he knew his friend would soon return, he didn’t want him to leave, despite the fact that he would be seeing his wife for the first time in years and that it would bring him immense happiness.

      How long will he be? he thought. Two weeks? Three?

      Fourteen to twenty-one days wouldn’t be that long. By that time, the squires would be returning from their pilgrimages, and thus Nova would return, arm-in-arm with the woman he loved.

      “I’ll be fine,” Nova said, jarring him from his thoughts. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I’m trying not to,” Odin laughed. “This weather, though.”

      Nova led his mount out of the stable. That very action brought a pang in Odin’s heart at the thought of Gainea, his horse, slowly being returned from Elna.

      “This weather is nothing,” Nova said, mounting his stallion. “I’ve ridden in worse.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.” Nova reached down to grip his hand. “I’m gonna miss you, buddy.”

      “I’ll miss you, too,” Odin said, squeezing his friend’s hand. “Please be careful, all right?”

      “I will. Give Parfour my best, and tell Miko I said goodbye. Thank him for me.”

      “I will,” Odin said.

      With the front gate to Ornala’s outer district wide open, Nova tightened his hood around his head, gave Odin one final wave, then took off into the snowstorm.

      The sight of his best friend leaving forced a pang of guilt in Odin’s heart.

      He’s going back to something good, he thought, yet here I am feeling hurt about him leaving.

      Good friends always returned. He had to keep reminding himself of that.
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        * * *

      

      As Nova had instructed, he went to see Parfour. With Ramya at his side, Odin knelt beside the sleeping boy’s bed and reached out to touch his hand.

      “Parfour,” he said. “Parfour. Wake up. It’s me, Odin.”

      The boy’s lips shook. Eyes trembling beneath their lids, he rolled his head around his shoulders and moved back onto his side, squeezing Odin’s hand and expelling a breath from his nose. For a moment, Odin thought that Parfour wouldn’t wake—that his dream, whatever it was, had eclipsed and would not set him free—but when Parfour opened his eyes, Odin smiled, regardless of the film that shadowed the boy’s right pupil.

      So, he thought, he is blind.

      “I figured I wouldn’t be able to see,” the boy said, rolling his head to look at both Odin and the healer. “Odin.”

      “How are you?” Odin asked.

      “Better,” Parfour said, squeezing Odin’s hand. “How do I look?”

      “Much better than you did before.” Odin smiled, pushing Parfour’s hair away from his face. “Does anything hurt?”

      “My eye,” he said. “My face. My body.”

      “Everything?”

      “Everything,” Parfour said. He laughed as he leaned forward to push himself upright. “High Healer Ramya, sir. Can I have something to drink?”

      “Of course,” the man said. “Give me a moment.”

      When Ramya turned and made his way out of the infirmary, Parfour leaned forward and took a deep breath. Despite the film across his brown eye, paling his pupil to a pale yellow and making him seem more serious than ever, he still held a boyish youth that Odin envied. At his age, he should have been fighting practice dummies in a courtyard, pretending to be a knight or a hero slaying a mythical dragon, yet here he was lying in an infirmary with both the world and himself against him.

      What must it feel like to have everything stripped away from you, to become a person not modeled for reason, but necessity? Did you craft yourself in an image, a person stronger than you really were, or did you eventually just fall into something in order to survive?

      He did it because he had to, Odin thought. Because he had no other choice.

      “Odin?” Parfour asked, looking up when Ramya had returned with the water.

      “Yes, Parfour?”

      “I’m going to have to tell them, aren’t I?”

      “Tell who what?”

      “The court. What happened to me.”

      “If you want to help the others,” Odin said, “and I know you do, you’ll have to tell them what happened.”

      “I’m afraid, Odin.”

      “I know you are, Parfour, but you have to be strong. You can’t let what they did to you control you forever.”

      “I…” The boy shook his head. “Never mind.”

      “You gonna be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.” The boy sighed, lying back down once he took the drink he wanted. “I’ll just be blind in one eye.”
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        * * *

      

      The snow continued to thicken within the coming days. Like men sprinkling sand over a grave, it came in drifts, not flakes, and covered the entirety of the courtyard and training grounds within a matter of days.

      Seated in the windowsill and watching the snow fall, Odin raised his eyes when his father stirred in the corner.

      He’s still asleep, he thought.

      Ectris rolled his head around his shoulders until it fell to the opposite side. Behind him, Miko continued to doze, though whether or not he was truly asleep Odin didn’t know.

      He hasn’t been out of bed for days.

      Despite the fact that the healer had said he hadn’t been poisoned in any way, his knight master’s injury didn’t sit well in his heart. He should be up by now, shouldn’t he? He was strong, a monolith of masculinity and beauty. A simple flesh wound shouldn’t keep him down.

      Maybe he’s meditating.

      Could you really meditate a wound away, though? He’d heard rumors of mages putting themselves in self-induced sleeps in order to allow the body respite from pain, but that was only in instances of great pain, in agony that could not be endured within the waking mind.

      It doesn’t matter.

      Standing, Odin made his way to the bed and pulled the sheets further up Miko’s body, sighing when his hand fell and traced the smooth flesh on the Elf’s arm. Such a beautiful creature, such an amazing person—for him to be injured was like the world to be on fire and no hope to be found within the ashes.

      With a shake of his head, Odin turned his attention back toward the window.

      Here soon, he wouldn’t be able to see out it. Frost would line its glass panes.

      The more it snows, he thought, the closer it is until they come.

      When the snow fell, the knights would return with their squires.

      It wouldn’t be much longer. He knew that.
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        * * *

      

      He passed beneath the stone passageway that separated the Outer and Royal districts and began to make his way through town. Garbed in black and with his hood over his head, he watched men and women loitering about the streets. Vendors long-since removed from their work due to the weather loitered beneath the porch of the inn, desperate to sell their wares to individuals loaded with money, while a group of nuns made their way along the sides of the roads from house to house, first knocking upon doors, then beginning to sing of holy things and of the Gods and Goddesses. Once, when one took Odin upon her consideration, she raised her head and offered a slight nod, as if knowledgeable of his pursuits, but Odin did little to return her gaze, as it seemed in that moment that his presence was much less wanted and all the more desired to be pushed aside.

      It doesn’t matter, he thought. Don’t think about it.

      He made his way up the road through the slowly falling teardrops of ice and the snow that blanketed the roads. Thick on the sides, unshoveled and slick on the road itself, he found it difficult to navigate his way toward the very home he’d been taken into upon his entry into the capital but knew more than well that it was necessary for his overall sanity.

      Were he not to speak with Daughtry within the next few moments, he would surely fall to the temptation of madness.

      Sighing, pausing to take a moment to console himself, he brushed the snow away from his eyelashes and pressed forward, up the slight rise in the road and toward the house that lay at the corner of the city, tucked neatly against the wall and tall enough at its highest peaks in order to merit a look over at the wild terrain of the Ornalan Plains.

      It took but a few moments for him to grace the stone-lined pathway that led up to High Mage Daughtry’s house and for him to step up to the door.

      When he knocked, he shoved his hands in his pockets and tried his best not to shiver.

      Would Daughtry be home at this time and hour?

      “He said he’s been working,” Odin mumbled.

      If that were the case, then surely Daughtry would not be home, but the idea begged Odin to question whether or not the tension between Ornala and Germa had risen within the two years he’d been gone. He’d heard nothing of war, of disagreements, and of forward pursuits, but did that really mean anything when one really, truly thought about it?

      No.

      The sound of a lock being twisted out of place entered his ears.

      Odin looked up.

      The door opened.

      A little girl whom he’d not seen in nearly four years looked up at him. “Hello,” she said.

      “Hello, Anna,” Odin said, offering a smile that seemed especially strained considering his situation.

      “Hello,” the little girl said, eyeing him with eyes so startlingly green it unnerved him even to look at her.

      “Do you remember me?”

      “Umm…I…” Anna paused. She tilted her face up when Odin pulled the hood from his head and revealed his eyes. A smile crossed her lips soon after. “Odin.”

      “You remember me.” He smiled, reaching out to place a hand on her hair.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Training to be a knight.”

      “Wow,” the little girl said, eyes straying down Odin’s body until they came to rest on his sword. “A sword.”

      “It is.” He smiled. “Is your father here?”

      “Father!” the little girl cried, turning to crane her head further into the house. “Odin’s here!”

      “Odin?” Daughtry asked, appearing from the threshold that Odin remembered led into the kitchen. “Oh. Odin. Hello.”

      “Hello, sir,” Odin said. “May I come in?”

      “You know you can.”

      After stomping the excess snow off his boots, Odin stole into the house and turned to marvel at its ingenious brickwork interior before his eyes fell to Daughtry. His heart sank almost immediately.

      Oh well, his conscience whispered. You know what to do.

      “I assume you know why I’m here,” Odin said.

      “I figured you’d be restless without knowledge of what’s going on,” the high mage agreed. “Please, come into the kitchen. I’ve tea being made as we speak.”

      Stepping into the kitchen, Odin glanced at Anna, who remained at his ankles like a friendly cat, then turned his attention to Daughtry, who strode across the vast room and to the oven before choosing to seat himself at the table.

      “I know it’s been a long time since we’ve spoken last,” the mage said, raising his eyes as he poured both himself and Odin a glass of tea, “and I apologize for that. I’ve just been so busy with my work that I’ve had a hard time focusing on anything else.”

      “What have you found out?” Odin asked.

      “That there are very few mages left in our country.”

      Odin frowned. While he’d expected such a thing, he hadn’t anticipated the answer he’d received. “How much is ‘very few,’ sir?”

      “My estimates range anywhere from fifty to one hundred.”

      “That’s all?” He frowned.

      “Considering we are a predominantly human population, that’s quite the amount.”

      “I know sir, but…”

      “But…what?” Daughtry asked.

      Anna hopped into the chair beside Odin. She stood instead of sitting. “Daddy thinks the king will start the draft soon,” the little girl said.

      “What?” Odin asked.

      “It’s a policy being put in place by the king.” Daughtry sighed, taking his seat opposite Odin.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It would be like a regular draft, but in this case, it would be magic-based.”

      “How does he plan on recruiting mages into his military, though? It’s not as though you can simply pick and choose and expect whoever you find to have magical talent.”

      “Which is why there would be a vast array of mages from the surrounding Golden Cities sweeping the outlying towns and villages in order to find those with the Gift.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “The situation is becoming dire.” The mage sighed, sipping his tea.

      “How bad is it, sir?”

      “Scouts have reported activity within the country of Germa. Now, this could just be nomadic populations moving throughout the desert, but you can never be too sure, especially considering how badly the Germanian king has wanted to take some of our country for his own.”

      Unsure what to say, Odin merely sat there, the tea in his cup slowly going cold and his heart fluttering rapidly within his chest.

      “Regardless,” Daughtry said, “that isn’t what you came here for. What you’re here for, if I understand correctly, is about the status of your meeting with the king.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Though I haven’t explicitly spoken to him since delivering the report to his assistant, I’ve heard—from the assistant, like I mentioned—that King Ournul has read the report you’ve made and is outraged.”

      “Of course.”

      “He’s interested in meeting with you at your earliest convenience.”

      Odin blinked. Surely that couldn’t be it? “Sir?” He frowned. “Why did you⁠—”

      “Don’t think I was keeping anything from you, Odin, as I wasn’t. I’ve only just heard back from the king’s assistant yesterday and was planning on visiting you today.”

      Sighing, Odin crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back in his seat, and stretched his legs out under the table. While it relieved him to hear that the man who was his closest contact to the king had been planning on meeting with him soon, it did little to console the fact that he’d had to wait for so long.

      What could he have been doing, he thought, to have taken him so long?

      He knew the king was busy—knew that, of all things, a simple report from a squire would have gone unnoticed fairly quickly—but when a matter such as the Ornalan people’s children being raped and abused was so present, how could anyone, especially the king, avoid it?

      Whatever the case may be, he couldn’t allow it to trouble him right now. “Thank you for your time,” Odin said, standing. “When you can, tell the assistant that I would like to be delivered to Ournul’s presence as soon as possible.”

      “Will do.” Daughtry nodded.

      When Odin turned and made his way toward the door, he couldn’t help but wonder how the tides of his country would turn.
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        * * *

      

      He stood before the throne room with the assistant at his side. Mind heavy, heart thundering, stomach in knots, his thoughts ready to consume him—his body was a construct of pain and his mind an instrument of torture as he tried his best to keep from trembling in the face of such horrible adversity but found it almost impossible to do so. Even his hands—which, at that point, had been glued to his pockets in an attempt to keep them from shaking—began to tremble, as if playing a chord meant to instill within those around him the greatest sense of fear imaginable.

      The assistant, a young woman by the name of Dora, placed her hands at her back. Her pursed lips and her somber expression seemed to indicate that she was aware of Odin’s tumultuous mood.

      What does she think, he thought, of a man who’s ready to break down and cry?

      Whatever she thought he couldn’t necessarily care about. At that moment, all he needed was to speak to the king.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Dora said.

      “I’ll be ready in a moment,” Odin said.

      Would he really, though? Truthfully, he wondered if he could even stand before the king without being reduced to inane rambling, as it seemed the last time he’d met him their meeting had been nothing more than an initiative approach, but here and now he held much more significance than he did as a simple fourteen-year-old boy with a magical talent. In his heart, his mind, his lips, and his throat, he was to deliver a speech that would enslave a group of men—that would, for all intents and purposes, mark them as something horrid and as people who should be encaged. That alone was enough to make him shiver, but in standing before the twin doors, so stone-like and partially gilded in swirls and vines, it seemed all the more troubling.

      You can’t keep standing here forever, he thought. Just go on and get it over with.

      The sooner he approached the king and made himself comfortable in his presence, the sooner something could be done.

      With a deep breath, Odin released his hands from his pockets, gave a brief nod, then turned his attention to Dora. “I’m ready,” he said.

      The young woman gestured the guards to open the door.

      It took but a moment for them to take within their hands the twin handles carved in the form of a dead cat’s face and to pull the doors open. Within its confines, so dressed in golds and reds and browns, the chandeliers hung high and the crystals that dangled beneath their surfaces twinkled in the light reflecting from the twin series of windows that bordered both sides of the room. In his haste, and in his ignorance to look upon the situation, Odin barely saw the king, if at all, and when he looked upon the olive-skinned man who reminded him so much of his mage brother friends, he almost didn’t consider the fact that he was standing in the presence of the most powerful man in the country.

      “Odin Karussa,” the king of Ornala said.

      Odin’s heart faltered within his chest.

      For a moment, he didn’t breathe.

      When breath finally came into his lungs, Odin sighed and gave a slight nod. “Yes, sir,” he said.

      “Come. Guards—please close the doors.”

      The two men that stood beside the king held steady as Odin and Dora approached. Each of their hands strayed to their sides, as if admonishing Odin to be wary of his attempts. Even a slight lanky figure at the side of the room, who remained in the shadows but whom Odin could identify as a mage, watched silently, arms crossed over their chest and form all but hidden in the darkened corner.

      “Sir,” Odin said, falling to one knee.

      “It has come to my attention that there has been…unsavory activity within the Tentalin Isles—most specifically on the island of Ohmalyon.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please rise.”

      As asked, Odin pushed himself to his full height, grateful for the kind but strong voice emanating from the man before him.

      “Your report specifically mentioned that you took from the island a young man by force,” Ournul said, leaning back in his seat to examine Odin with dark eyes. “Is this true?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And this young man is currently undergoing treatment within the infirmary?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell me—why did you take him from the island?”

      “Because I knew he was being abused, sir. He’s blind in one eye because of what those men did to him.”

      “I hope you’re aware, Mr. Karussa, that your testimony will not be enough for me to merit an engagement on an island that isn’t part of the Ornalan territory. The boy himself will have to speak before the court.”

      “I’m aware, sir.”

      “Tell me—what conditions are the boys back on the island in?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I suspect they’re being contained somewhere within the monastery.”

      “Contained?”

      “In a room.”

      “I have not personally visited the Tentalin monastery. Would you happen to have any idea where such young men might be contained?”

      “No, sir. I don’t.”

      “I see.” The king paused. His eyes shifted from Odin, to Dora, then back again. “There are many matters to be attended to right now, and as I’m sure you’re aware, there will have to be a hearing to discuss the proper procedures that will have to be played out.”

      “You can’t do anything until then?” Odin frowned.

      “Charting a boat to an island several hundred leagues away will cost taxpayer money, my son. You as well as I know this.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And it would not be in good favor for me to just charter a boat without necessary initiation.”

      “Of course.” Odin had to resist the urge to ball his hand into a fist at his side.

      “Mr. Karussa,” the king said, leaning forward and bracing his elbows on his knees. “I’d like to take a moment to thank you for your time, and for returning one of the children of my kingdom home. It takes a brave man to do such a thing.”

      “I only did what I thought was right sir.”

      “As I’m aware.” Ournul gave a slight nod. “Unless there is anything else you believe is necessary to this meeting, you may leave.”

      “My knight master was stabbed by one of the monks.”

      “Stabbed?”

      “While me and my friend returned to the boat off the coast. He couldn’t fit in the canoe with us, so we left him behind. He returned injured.”

      “That is quite the accusation.”

      “My knight master will speak of what happened to him, if necessary.”

      “This will be noted,” the king said, “and considered greatly.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Odin said, bowing his head.

      “Will that be all, my son?”

      “That will.”

      “Again, thank you for your time. You are excused.”

      Dora turned and began to lead Odin out of the room.

      Before he could leave the entryway, Odin stopped.

      A ball of fire coiled within his chest.

      “Is there something else?” the king asked.

      “No, sir,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “How was the meeting?” Miko asked.

      “Uneasy.” Odin sighed, settling down atop his bed. “I was nervous the entire time.”

      “That’s understandable. You were before the king, after all.”

      “Sir…I mentioned the attack.”

      “As you should’ve,” Ectris said. Odin chose not to reply.

      “That is fine,” Miko said. “You need not worry about that.”

      “You’re willing to testify before the court on what happened to you after me and Nova left the island with the boy?” Odin asked.

      “There is no reason not to. While I do not believe what happened to me is the main issue here, I do believe what they did to me shows their true intentions, especially when it comes to matters relating to the boys stationed upon that island.”

      Nodding, Odin leaned forward and braced his hands at either side of his head. His father, quick to reciprocate, set a hand on his back and began to massage his spine, though the gesture did little to contain the nerves that threatened to spill forth and turn him into the greatest monster he could ever possibly imagine.

      “Are you all right?” Ectris asked.

      “I don’t know,” Odin said, turning his head up to look at his knight master, who watched him with eyes calm yet with the slightest tinge of unease.

      “All will be well,” Miko said. “You as well as I know that.”

      Do I? Odin thought. Or am I just thinking I am so I won’t have to worry about everything?

      Rather than say anything in response, Odin sighed, stood, and made his way to the door, but not before looking back at his father and knight master. “I’m going to the infirmary,” he said. “I need to take my mind off things.”

      “Are you sure that will help your conscience?” Miko asked.

      Odin chose not to reply. He opened the door and departed the room instead.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re here,” Ramya said.

      Looking up from his place at Parfour’s bedside, Odin watched as a group of young men and knights in shining armor entered in through the castle. Stellar even in this pale, white light, their armor shined and cast rainbows of color across his vision, summoning tales of valor and pride throughout his consciousness. One, he saw, bore a broadsword across his back, another two weapons that looked to be short staves slung together with chain. The sight alone was enough to inspire pride in his heart, as it was no more than a few weeks back that he himself had returned from Ohmalyon with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      They’re amazing, Odin thought, swallowing a lump in his throat.

      “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” he said, looking up at the tattooed healer.

      “It’s quite a sight,” the man agreed, seating himself behind his desk. “I expect a wave of new patients, though. This damn weather is bound to bring frostbite.”

      Ramya stood as a knight entered the infirmary carrying a young man. Bound in cloth, face pale and nearly blue, the knight looked upon the healer with sad eyes then bowed his head to look at the young man. “I’ve failed,” the man said.

      “You’ve done no such thing,” Ramya said, setting a hand on the knight’s arm. “Come. I can help him.”

      While Ramya gestured the knight to an unoccupied bed at the opposite side of the room, Odin looked up at Parfour and smiled when the boy’s face fell to a frown. Though likely doubtful of Odin’s true emotions, Parfour managed to return Odin’s gesture with a smile of his own.

      “You think you’ll be ready to join Miko once this is all over?”

      “Join him?” Parfour frowned.

      “You haven’t been told anything?”

      The boy paused. “No,” he said, eyes falling to his hand. “What’re you talking about, Odin?”

      “Miko wants you to be his assistant once I become a knight.”

      “What?” the boy asked.

      “Yeah.” Odin smiled. He reached out, grabbed the boy’s arm, and applied a gentle squeeze. “He wants to help you, Parfour. He thinks you deserve a second chance.”

      “I think everyone does,” Parfour said. He paused for a moment then added, “Well…most everyone.”

      Frowning, Odin leaned forward, wrapped an arm around the boy, then broke apart when another knight entered the infirmary. A young man with a splinted arm pressed against his chest looked miserable as ever.

      How are they going to participate in the initiation ceremonies if they’re so badly hurt?

      In the corner, Ramya worked his healing magic across the young unconscious man as though summoning him back from the dead. Lime-green light bathing him in a splendid hue, he waved his hand first over the young man’s face then down to his chest. When the boy began to cough, Ramya stood and pressed a hand to the knight’s armored shoulder.

      He’s a miracle worker, Odin thought, awing over the sight of the young man opening his eyes before him.

      It was no wonder Ramya had been given the tribal seal of healing, though where he’d come from, Odin couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t Kadarian—that much was already clear. He could, however, be a mix, which could explain the hue of his skin.

      It doesn’t matter. He’s performing miracles here.

      Any healer who could bring a boy back from near death deserved recognition. Ramya received just that when the knight bowed his head and reached out to clasp his shoulders.

      “Odin,” Parfour said.

      “Yeah?” he asked.

      “Do you think I deserve to be asked to serve your knight master?”

      “I think you deserve everything in the world,” Odin said. “Especially that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Have things been going well with Parfour?” Miko asked, tying his skirt off below his waist.

      “He seems to be doing better,” Odin said, pressing his knight master’s cape over his shoulders. “Are you well, sir?”

      “I’m well,” Miko said, looking down at the bandaging on his side. “I may ask you to change this later, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not.”

      Odin secured the cape at Miko’s neck and stepped back to examine his knight master. Though not as strong in posture as he usually was, he still looked very much intimidating and all the more beautiful.

      You look so weak, he thought, but still so powerful.

      Miko raised a hand to his side and channeled purple light into it.

      “What are you doing?” Odin asked.

      “Dulling the pain,” the Elf said.

      “It still hurts?”

      “It will until it’s fully healed. I’ll probably have trouble with this side for a while.”

      “Have you been injured like this before?”

      “Once, a long, long time ago. I’ve nearly forgotten what it was like to feel pain.”

      “Sir?”

      “It’s a beautiful thing, to know that I can still feel,” the Elf said, looking up at Odin. “I’ve mentioned it before, but if I haven’t, I apologize for keeping it in the dark. When you are as old as I am, you begin to relish simple things even if they do cause you distress.”

      “I’m glad a part of you likes it.” Odin sighed. “I still feel guilty.”

      “We’ve been through this before, Odin.”

      “I know. Still…” Odin shook his head. He settled down on his bed and looked over at the unoccupied spot in the room, where Nova would have been had he not left for Bohren. “I miss him.”

      “As do I,” Miko said. “He’ll return, though, with his wife in tow.”

      “I hope they take a carriage or something to keep them covered. I’d hate to see his wife in the snow.”

      “I’m sure they will. His father-in-law is the mayor of Bohren, after all.”

      “I forgot about that.”

      “You shouldn’t worry about Nova, Odin. I’m sure he’s arriving in Bohren at this very moment.”

      “Do you know if he has?”

      “I have a feeling.” Miko smiled.

      Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s getting closer,” Ectris said. “It won’t be much longer before the ceremonies will begin.”

      “I know,” Odin said. He tilted his head up to look at his father and smiled when he saw the smirk on his face. “What’s that look for?”

      “You.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I know you’ll do just fine come the day you walk out in your mask and loincloth.”

      Smiling, Odin turned his attention toward the window, frowning when he saw that the panes had completely frozen over. “You should probably light a candle soon.”

      “I will. Don’t worry.”

      “Can I discuss something with you, Father?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think it’s right that I want to go back to that island?”

      Ectris didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he struck a match and lit a lantern in the corner of the room, nodding when the light pierced through the darkness and offered them a more suitable environment.

      He’s not answering you because he’s thinking of how to reply. You already know that.

      Still, that didn’t quell the tremble in his heart any.

      “Father?” he asked.

      “You asked me if it’s wrong if you go back to that island,” the man said, raising his head to look Odin in the eyes. “Do you want my honest answer?”

      “Yes?”

      “I think it would be wrong, yes. People have probably already told you this, Odin, but your will is fueled by your anger. You don’t know what anger can do to a person.”

      “I know what it can do,” Odin said. “I’m living it right now.”

      “Which is why I think it would be wrong for you to go,” Ectris said, “but that isn’t any business of mine. If you do intend to go back to that island and arrest those men, that’s your business, not mine. Just know that your anger is what’s driving you forward.”

      “They deserve to be punished!” Odin cried, slamming his fist on the table.

      Ectris blinked. Odin grimaced as his hand throbbed once, then twice. He pulled it from the table and let it fall to his lap with the most humility he could offer.

      “See?” Ectris asked.

      “They hurt those boys,” Odin said, bowing his head to his chest. “They deserve imprisonment, if not death and torture.”

      “In our society, equal punishment is not given. People kill someone and they go to jail. People rob and they are never robbed back. People burn down houses and they are not burned in return. Do you see, Odin, that regardless of whatever you want to happen, that is not the way the law will have it?”

      “Yes,” Odin said.

      “Then know that even though you want something to happen to them—even if you want them to be hung by their innards and stuck like pigs—that will never happen.”

      “I know, sir.”

      “Let go of your anger, Odin. If you don’t, it’s likely to consume you. I should know. It’s consumed me more than a few times in my life.”

      That night in the tent four years ago, when he’d used magic in front of his father and was slapped because of it—that had been true anger, compulsion fueled by fear and the need to deal out punishment because of it. If for some reason that consumed him, Odin knew he would do something horribly, horribly wrong.

      Let go of your anger. If you don’t, it’s likely to consume you.

      If he wasn’t already consumed by it, how much longer would it take for that to happen?

      He tried not to think about it. If he did, it was apt to swallow him even quicker.
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        * * *

      

      His dreams began the night a snowstorm tore across the Ornalan countryside.

      Lying in a clearing surrounding by aging willow trees and glowing mushrooms, Odin opened his eyes to find a world so beautiful he could only begin to comprehend it. Wildlife skirting in the trees, insects bathing within the dew, wildflowers surrounding his form in an almost perfect, human-like shape—had he a voice, he would have expressed his awe, but since he didn’t, he merely lay there and watched the deer in the distance, who seemed to examine him with eyes beady yet glowing at the exact same time.

      Where am I? he thought.

      Though something told him this could be a dream, he couldn’t discount the possibility that he had somehow slept-walked into this area, despite the cold and the warring winds. Before he’d fallen asleep, he’d seen what looked like ice forming inside a gale, twisting about like a waterspout seen far off in the distance, but that didn’t mean the weather couldn’t have cleared. Mother Nature was an amazing thing. She could change the weather if She wanted to.

      Right?

      Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin wiped cobwebs from his body and watched as silver spiders disbanded from his clothes. Sparkling, they fled into the tree line and up the willows’ dense foliage. At one point, Odin thought he saw a sparkling web trailing behind one of them, but the thought was quickly lost as he watched their reflections flickering along the willows, casting impossible shards of light across the horizon.

      Why were they wrapping me up?

      Wasn’t it custom for some creatures to bury their dead then eat them alive? If so, why did the spiders feel the need to encapsulate him within their webs, and why was he here in this clearing, much less allowing the wilderness to blossom around him?

      Wherever I am, he thought, standing, I’ve been here for a very long time.

      Once firmly on his feet, Odin turned and examined the rest of the clearing. Most of it was what he expected, given the nature of this place—more wildflowers, orchids blooming in a cluster amidst the trees, a few stepping stones along what appeared to be a small river. What he didn’t expect, however, was the source of said river: a waterfall, cascading down from a cliff that lay some ten or fifteen feet above him.

      “Hello?” he asked.

      What felt like hundreds of birds erupted from the trees around him.

      Expecting the worst, Odin threw himself to the ground, hands over his head.

      What have I done? Oh, please don’t let something hurt me, please don’t⁠—

      Something pawed at his face.

      Raising his head, Odin looked up to find the strangest and most ethereal thing he had ever seen.

      Hello, Odin Karussa, it said. You’ve finally awoken.

      Before him stood a creature that, though small in stature, held much more significance than Odin could have ever possibly imagined. Pressed back on its hind legs, its attention alert but set, a squirrel much like what he would have expected in the Ornalan highlands looked back at him, its beady eyes winking in the light and its fur glistening in what appeared to be freshly fallen dew. Golden, with a brown stripe running along its sides and back, and with a wisp of blonde fur atop its head, it looked like an unruly child who’d pondered its way through the dirt. What set this creature apart, however, was a crown on its head, one of which appeared to have been spun out of golden wire and was inlaid with red stones.

      “Did you—” Odin began then stopped. He swallowed a lump in his throat. “Did you just talk to me?”

      Yes. I did.

      “Who are you?”

      I am Neferini, the Demigod of Lesser Life.

      “Demigod?” Odin asked, crawling back. “Where am I?”

      You are on the farthest northeastern island in the Judarin Island chain.

      “Judarin? That’s impossible.”

      How so, young one?

      “Because I’m in Ornala,” he said. “I have to be.”

      Says your laws of magic and the rules that bind them.

      Blinking, Odin watched the squirrel take a few careful steps back on its hind legs then turn and look at something on the cliff.

      There, sitting at the very top of the rock face, were two cats, one gold and the other pure white.

      “Who are they?” he asked.

      Tetala and Samona. The cat Demigods of Flowers and Insects.

      “Tell me what you want with me,” Odin said. “Let me go.”

      We mean you no harm, Neferini said, eyes straying to watch the cat demigoddesses disappear behind the cliff. We bring you a message, human, of good.

      “What message do you bring me?”

      That evil is coming to your kingdom. That war will come.

      “What?”

      War, human. War. Know that word, because soon, it will be upon you.
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        * * *

      

      Odin bolted from sleep. Upright, heart hammering in his chest, he reached up to wipe sweat from his brow and took in a deep breath of air when he realized his lungs were close to bursting. The notion of the dream still close in his mind, as though the cobwebs still lit strings on his arms, he leaned back and took slow, deep breaths, trying to both calm himself down and make sense of what just happened.

      It couldn’t be, he thought. It just couldn’t.

      The Judarin Isles were forbidden, wrapped in mist and surrounded by dense, rocky shores. Even if he were to attempt to go there, he would never make it past the wicked storms and the gales that were said to throw ships to the bottom of the ocean, so how he could have ended up there, even in a dream, was beyond his recognition, especially considering he’d been in bed this whole time.

      Unsure, Odin bowed his head and reached up to run his hands through his hair.

      “Are you all right?” Miko asked.

      Odin looked up. His knight master lay watching him from his place in bed. “I’m fine,” he said. “I just had a dream.”

      “About what?”

      Do I tell him?

      Already knowing that Miko would read his thoughts if he kept silent, Odin threw the covers off himself and crossed the short distance to his knight master’s bed. Once there, he seated himself at the end of it and took yet another deep breath. “I dreamed that I was in the Judarin Isles.”

      “Pardon?”

      “The Judarin Isles, the⁠—”

      “I know what you mean,” Miko said. “I just don’t understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Usually only those with strong connections to the gods dream of the Judarin Isles, and even then those are few and far between.” At this, Odin grimaced. Miko sighed and stretched himself forward. “I wasn’t commenting on your lack of faith.”

      “I know.”

      “I shouldn’t even say lack of it. I know nothing of your faith or what you believe in.”

      “It’s fine, sir. Don’t worry about it.”

      “What did you dream of?”

      “Neferini,” Odin said. “She…he…it…told me that war was coming.”

      “War?” Miko frowned. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure, sir.”

      “Have you ever read of Neferini before?”

      “Only as a child. Even then, I knew little about her. I only knew she was a squirrel. I didn’t even know she had a crown on her head.”

      Miko’s lips pursed. Unsure of what he’d just said, Odin sighed and started back for his bed but stopped when he felt a hand on his arm. “Odin,” Miko said.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “What was the crown made out of?”

      “It looked like golden wire.”

      “I made the face I did because there’s argument about just what lies upon Neferini’s head.”

      “Sir?”

      “There are some that say she wears a crown of gold because she is a creator, a ruler over which life is created and molded within her desires. Others say her crown is nothing but an imitation, a false thing created from wood and twine.”

      “There were gems on it.”

      “What?”

      “Red gems. They lined the crown on her head.”

      “Whatever it was,” Miko sighed, “this is out of my league.”

      “Sir?”

      “I suggest you see a priest, Odin, preferably as soon as possible. This dream…it just may be more than a dream.”

      “What if it isn’t?” Odin asked.

      As if he’d just struck him a deadly blow, the Elf did not respond. His lips tightened to a frown, and fine, nearly invisible wrinkles appeared on his brow, furrowing lines that resembled something an old man might have had near the very end of his life. Odin wasn’t sure how to take it, so he simply stood there, looking the Elf in the eyes and waiting for him to respond.

      Does he know? he thought. Can he read my thoughts?

      “Regardless,” the Elf finally said, “you should at least talk to someone who knows of the divine. I can’t counsel you in that.”

      “Sir?”

      “I don’t know what you believe, Odin, and quite frankly, I don’t mind what you do. All I know is that some believe something higher above us, above this, exists. Those that believe say to know this because of their dreams.”

      “I’ll see someone,” Odin said.

      “Promise me,” Miko replied. “Swear on it.”

      “I swear,” Odin said.

      When he returned to bed after saying goodnight, a flicker of unease tugged at Odin’s heartstrings.

      It’d been four years since he’d last seen a priest.

      Would he suffer for that indifference?
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        * * *

      

      He sat in the nave with his head bowed and his hands on his knees. Thoughts tearing through his mind and guilt festering in his head, he raised his eyes when he heard a door open then close somewhere within the church.

      New Haven, he thought. The church my father used to attend.

      “The universal God.”

      From the ends of the church came the priest—tall, in red robes and bearing upon his face an expression of wonder.

      “Father?” Odin asked, tempted to stand but unsure if he should.

      “Yes, my son?”

      “I…I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, son,” the priest said, sitting in the seat beside Odin. “Take your time.”

      “I had a dream…” He took a moment to compose himself. “I was in the Judarin Isles.”

      “I can understand why that would be troubling,” the man said, shifting in his seat. “What happened in this dream?”

      “I met Neferini, the squirrel demigod of creation.”

      “Did she say something to you?”

      “She said that war was coming, Father—that I needed to know that word because it would soon be upon us.”

      The priest said nothing. While Odin had expected this coming from New Haven, which believed that only one God existed and that no other Gods or Demigods governed amongst the One and Only, he hadn’t expected silence after his revelation.

      Does he know something that I don’t?

      Of course he didn’t—one man was just as mortal as the next. The priest possessed nothing. No knowledge, no insight, no divine connection that Odin could feel—he probably didn’t even know magic, a thing that brought most people closer to divinity than they could possibly imagine.

      Why am I thinking about this?

      Silence ruled his conscience. That was reason enough.

      “Son,” the priest said, drawing Odin from his thoughts, “you are very troubled.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “I do not know what to tell you.”

      “Sir?”

      “This dream…it is not what I specialize in. Were I of clear conscience, I would say that you were only dreaming, but because I’m not, I must say that I cannot help you.”

      “But, sir⁠—”

      “There are others who can help you, others who are more counseled in this than I am.”

      “I thought you⁠—”

      “I do not know everything, son. I too am mortal.”

      Just like I thought.

      Standing, Odin pushed the door to the confessional open and made his way out of the church.

      Once out in the corridor, he sighed, shook his head, and started back for his room, feeling stupider by the moment.
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        * * *

      

      When Odin opened the door after a knock came at it, he didn’t expect Nova, nor did he expect to be lifted into the man’s arms and spun about the room.

      “Odin!” Nova cried, crushing him against his chest. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “I am, too,” Odin grunted. Nova released his grip on him and turned just in time for Katarina to gasp.

      “It’s,” she started, pointing, “an Elf!”

      “You would be correct,” Miko said, gesturing for the door to be closed behind them.

      “You are a beautiful creature,” an older, blonde-haired man said, stepping into the room behind Nova’s wife.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Katarina, Ketrak, I want you to meet Miko. This here’s Odin, the boy I had the vision about.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” the man named Ketrak said, clasping Odin’s shoulder and taking his hand. “It’s good to know that you exist.”

      You thought I didn’t?

      Not bothering to dwell on the thought, Odin shook the older man’s hand then reached forward and took Katarina’s hand. He raised it to his lips, kissed it, then looked into her eyes, smiling as her face morphed into shock, likely upon seeing his red eyes. “You’re very beautiful,” he said. “I’m sorry I took your husband away from you.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, brushing her hand away from Odin’s grasp. “It’s all right.”

      “I can’t even begin to say how guilty I feel for taking him away from such a beautiful woman.”

      “We’ve already talked about this,” Nova said, setting an arm across his wife’s shoulders. “Haven’t we?”

      “We have,” Katarina said, slipping her arm around Nova’s waist. Her eyes strayed to Miko’s bed. “Are you well?”

      “Injured, but healing, and almost well.” Miko stood. Humble, he reached for his skirt and wrapped it around his waist, nodding at Nova when his eyes wandered in his direction. “How was your trip?”

      “The weather was horrible,” Nova said, “but we managed.”

      “I assume you took a carriage?”

      “Our drivers are godsends,” Ketrak agreed, seating himself in one of the plush armchairs. “They alternated the whole way here from Dwaydor.”

      “Your horses must be very proud.” Miko nodded, securing his cape about his shoulders. “Odin, will you fetch me that water on the table?”

      “Yes, sir,” Odin said, lifting the pitcher. He brought it to his knight master’s side and waited for the Elf to tilt it to his lips before returning it to its rightful place.

      “How many knights are here?” Nova asked.

      “Not all of them,” Odin replied. “A good amount, though.”

      “Where’s your father?”

      “In his room, most likely.”

      “Ah.”

      “I’m sure a page will find accommodations for you shortly.” Miko nodded. He crossed the room and took Katarina’s hand in his. “My squire did not lie when he said you were very beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “You…you’re not a pure Elf, are you?”

      “Not in the eyes of many, no.”

      Katarina didn’t reply. Instead, she set her hands at her sides and smiled.

      This probably wasn’t the best way to introduce ourselves, Odin thought, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Oh well. No further damage could be done. If anything, worry only crossed their minds and nerves their hearts, not harm.

      “I suppose I should go,” Nova said, standing. He pulled Odin into a hug and shook Miko’s hand then stepped forward and into a one-armed embrace. “I’ll see you around.”

      “See you,” Odin said.

      The moment they left, Odin turned to look at his knight master. He sighed when he looked into his eyes.

      “Is something wrong?” Miko asked.

      “I went to see the priest,” he said.

      “Did he have answers?”

      “No.”

      “No?” Miko frowned.

      “He said it was beyond his counsel or something like that. He said there were others who could help me.”

      “Those from the New Haven are blind at times. Gods aren’t born of blood.”

      “Do you know something I don’t?” Odin asked.

      “I only know what I know in my heart,” Miko said. “Things are more different than they appear.”

      Things are more different than they appear.

      Odin sighed.

      Every time he tried to open the door, a window would open instead.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s almost time,” Ectris said, clasping Odin’s arm as he rose from his exercises. “You think you’re ready?”

      “I think so,” Odin said, flushing his arms out in front of him. He stretched his arms over his head and pushed his torso forward, groaning when his back popped and a spike of pleasure shot into the curve of his spine.

      “You’re stiff?”

      “I haven’t been doing as much since I got to the castle.”

      “Sit,” Ectris said. “I’ll rub your shoulders.”

      “You don’t⁠—”

      Before he could protest, his father pushed him into a chair and circled around it.

      When his hands fell upon his sweaty shoulders, Odin sighed and leaned forward, allowing his father access to his upper back.

      “You should’ve been exercising more,” Ectris said, kneading the curve of Odin’s collarbone.

      “I know.” Odin sighed. “I’ve had a lot on my mind the past few days.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Parfour, the ceremony…my dream.”

      “Are you having nightmares?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Do tell.”

      In careful, precise detail, Odin told his father about the dream and everything within it as he continued to rub his shoulders. Several times, he stopped when a globe of pain lit up from one of his muscles, but he eventually ended his tale by saying that a priest couldn’t help him. “He said that there were others more counseled than he was,” he said, concluding it all. “And that I should seek them out instead.”

      “I’m sorry he couldn’t help you,” Ectris sighed.

      “Father?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you only believe in one God?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Just asking.”

      I don’t even know what I believe, he thought, standing before his father could continue any further.

      Did it necessarily matter, though? His thoughts didn’t trouble him, he didn’t doubt his actions, and his heart didn’t yearn for answers to questions he did not think of, so was a God or a group of Gods really necessary in his life? He didn’t think so, but his ignorance in the matter didn’t help any.

      Don’t think about it. You don’t have anything to worry about.

      Despite the dream, his life was as complete as it could be.

      If he needed a God to live, what use was there in living?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      On the eve of the knighting ceremonies, Odin knelt before an altar and tried his hardest to pray when he considered himself ignorant in all forms and respects. Hungry and pained from the fasting he was required to commit, he tried his hardest to ignore the tremors within his stomach, but to no avail. It seemed that whenever he tried to shake them aside, they simply came back, all the more powerful in the face of such horrible adversity.

      Is it wrong, he thought, that I don’t know what to do?

      Prayer had not come to him over the four years he’d been enlisted within the king’s service. There had been no hopes to Gods, no wishes to Goddesses, no pleas to the Demigods or even sacrifices he believed he could offer in exchange for something more.

      Quiet, mostly, for the fact that he knelt amidst dozens of other squires, Odin kept his eyes shut and his breathing to a minimum. Somehow, though how he couldn’t possibly be sure, he’d managed to maintain some semblance of meditation, that which Miko had specifically instructed him to do. Think of the future, the Elf had said, and what grand things you can accomplish.

      In sitting there, before the altar, he imagined the future as something great—of men and women who could live in peace without the fear of war from another country. He wished for the happiness of everyone, for food for the hungry, for silence of the restless, and for help for the ill. He wished that men, Elves, Dwarves, and other creatures could come together and not be afraid, and he wished, above all else, that magic would return to the world. All seemed like wishful thinking, when he reflected on it in the moments after thinking on such issues, but if he really was to sit here all night wishing and hoping, then surely he could pray for whatever he wanted, couldn’t he?

      Without knowing just what would come in the future, it seemed almost impossible to find some semblance of normality within it all.

      Rather than think about it, Odin bowed his head and locked his hands tighter together.

      Answers would come. He knew they would.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ceremonies began as the winter eclipsed into the new year. As the sun rounded the hemisphere, casting a shade of doubt over the furthest, western end of the Hornblaris Mountains, the squires began to don their masks and strip down to the barest of necessities.

      They say it’s to show that there is no shame in being human, Odin thought, but what does that matter if you get hurt?

      Real weapons were used in such events. Daggers, staves, swords—even double-handed hammers and broadswords were allowed in the annual knighting ceremonies. If the point was to prove who the better fighter was, why not offer them peace of mind with weapons that could not kill them?

      Shaking his head, Odin adjusted himself in his seat and looked up at his knight master. Garbed in his dark cloak, he seemed to shadow his very presence, though standing instead of seated. He briefly thought of what people might think of him—he, a short stocky man and the shrouded figure a hulk of shadow—but he quickly shook the notion off as the figures in front of him began to duel, both using swords and whipping around the throne room as though wraiths and made of shadow.

      “You ready for that?” Nova asked, slapping an arm across Odin’s opposite shoulder.

      “I’m ready for it.” Odin nodded.

      “It looks dangerous,” Katarina commented, reaching out to take her husband’s hand. “Why not use practice weapons?”

      “It’s to see who is willing to draw blood.” Ectris sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “A knight has to be willing to kill his opponent on the battlefield, no matter who it is.”

      “It’s barbaric.”

      “Yes, but necessary.”

      Face scrunching in disgust, Katarina removed her hand from her husband’s and reached out to take Odin’s. Her touch sent waves of peace over Odin’s troubled mind and his aching heart.

      It’ll be okay, he thought, returning his hand to his lap once he thought her touch had strayed too long. You know more than well that you’re capable of fighting someone in hand-to-hand combat.

      His near-death experience with the Kerma in Neline had proved that. Despite the odds and the fact that others had been shooting at him with bows and arrows, he had emerged triumphant, though scarred and wounded in the process.

      I can do this.

      He’d spent too many years working toward this to fail.

      Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath.

      When he opened his eyes—when he saw one of the squires take a glancing hit to his upper arm—he knew he could best whomever he managed to duel.
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        * * *

      

      The duels continued throughout the morning and late into the afternoon. Some seventy squires from surname to birthplace fought over a period of several hours to determine just which of the two were the strongest. Outside, the distant sun marked their progress, as did the light when swords, staves, and other weapons flashed throughout the air. This he watched with careless abandon, and by the time the sun was starting to go down, Odin’s nerves were about ready to burst.

      When am I going? They’ve passed through almost all the crown already. They⁠—

      “The duel has concluded!” the arbitrator said, raising his hand as the man stepped back with blood pooling down his chest. “The next duel will begin shortly. Odin Karussa, will you please rise to face your opponent, Herald Monvich?”

      No.

      He rose across the room like a giant rising from sleep. Chest broad, arms knotted with muscle, chin scrawled with a wicked beard—he appeared demonic, evil with his grin and pounds upon pounds of muscle upon his frame. Simply looking at him summoned childhood fears in Odin’s heart, of water exploding in his nose and blows pounding against his chest.

      It’s okay, he thought, slipping his jerkin off his shoulders. You’ll be fine.

      “Here you are,” a short man said. He held the ceremonial mask Odin would wear to protect his face.

      “Thank you,” Odin said, taking the mask from the man’s hands. He secured it over his face before he reached down and unsnapped his belt at his waist.

      “You’re going to do fine,” Ectris said, gripping his shoulders.

      “He’s a big fucker,” Nova added. “Use that to your advantage.”

      Trust me, he thought. I will.

      The part of his conscience that cowered in the corner slowly dissipated to be replaced by the dominant, somewhat-cocky personality that came in times of desperation. He could best Herald—he was big, stupid, prone to stumbling about his massive frame, and careless when it came to positioning his feet. A suit of armor would be the only thing that kept him rooted to the ground, and in this case, he had none.
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