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      The cloaked figure ran. Darting around trees, jumping over bushes, ducking under branches that seemed to reach out in a feeble attempt to catch him—it could have been described as something akin to madness, given the rain that was pouring down from the sky and the hellfire that currently pumped through his veins, but in that moment, nothing mattered. No. To think anything mattered other than what he currently held within his grasp was to deny the fact that no more than a few moments ago, a child had been born.

      Fingers curled to prevent his long nails from hurting the baby, head down-turned and arm shrouding the infant in his cloak, the immense hulk of the creature stopped to examine his surroundings. Thin nostrils flaring, hidden eyes searching, and dark lips pursed into a twisted sense of confusion, he looked upon the clearing he stood within and tried to remember what had happened no more than earlier that night.

      No, he thought.

      It couldn’t be.

      How long ago, he wondered, had he run, since the woman impregnated with his seed had given birth to what some would deem a monster? It seemed no more than but a few scant moments ago, after which his hands had been stained with blood and his mouth placated with the taste of dying flesh. He’d severed the umbilical cord with his teeth in a dire attempt to free his son from his mother’s dying body, and while placenta had warped his hands, the rain had disguised all, shielding both time and essence with its hellacious wrath.

      Right now, he knew, time didn’t matter.

      At that very moment, he needed a man—a surrogate father to whom he could leave his orphaned son.

      “Shh,” he whispered, voice rumbling up from his wide chest. “Don’t cry.”

      The baby, still tangled within his cloak, uttered a slight sob, and pawed at his chest with its tiny hands.

      Until that moment, he hadn’t considered that his voice could have been the cause for his baby’s distress. At this, he took a slow, deep breath, then closed his eyes.

      He hadn’t cried in such a long time. Why now?

      Still your thoughts. Find a father.

      Finding a man he deemed appropriate to raise his son would be no easy task. How was he to know whether his beneficiary toiled in poverty or brewed in madness? It would take more than just a simple look to discern the information, to take into account the idea that so many things could be happening at any given time, but how was he to know whether his son would grow into the man he was supposed to become with a simple woodcutter for a father?

      No. Let fate take its course.

      Of so many children he had sired throughout his entire life, why did this one have to be so different? Of all the sons and daughters that had come into the world, why did this boy, this infant child, seem so special?

      “Because you are.”

      Once again, the baby cried.

      Be silent, he thought, pressing a palm to the child’s chest. You are not in danger.

      Purple-pink light the color of stark magenta pulsed from his hand and into the baby’s chest. The child, whose eyes had not yet opened, squirmed, though whether his antics were in pleasure or discomfort he could not know.

      If anything was obvious, he knew he had to get the child out of the rain.

      Lifting his head, he set his eyes on the small village of Felnon, crested just below the highest hill he stood upon, and trembled before the distant marshlands. If he so wanted, he could take the child there, but where, if not there, would he go? Could he leave the baby with a traveling caravan in the hopes that a trader would take care of him?

      No. My son is not meant to be with traders.

      “Guide me, Mother,” he whispered. “Guide me.”
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        * * *

      

      The figure came to a small house at the bottom of the hill and sensed within his body an urgency that led him to believe that this was where the baby would go. Heart faltering, breath silent but chest heaving, he stepped toward the door but paused mid-stride, only to look upon the child that he carried within his arms.

      “You’re here,” he whispered, bowing to set the baby on the porch. “Goodbye.”

      Before he could fully crouch, the door opened.

      Hurling himself back, taking the child to his chest, he tore his cloak around his body and shielded the baby from the human who stood directly in front of him.

      No, he thought. I couldn’t have⁠—

      Panicked, instantly, by the idea that he had harmed the baby with his nails, he searched the infant for wounds while the occupant of the home stared.

      “Who are you?” the human man asked. “If you have no purpose here, leave.”

      “No.” His voice, though a mere whisper, rumbled throughout his chest and deepened the sound to a more audible pitch. “My child⁠—”

      “I want nothing to do with something I cannot see.”

      That was easily understandable. Here he was—a giant in a cape with only the pale skin of his chest exposed—before a man whom could see nothing of the figure who stood upon his doorstep. He had to look strange, even frightening in a way. Humans feared what they could not see—those in the dark, the ones in the woods, the things that landed on the mountains and screamed on full moon nights. Had he expected any different, especially from an ignorant human man?

      “Please,” he said, stepping closer. The human tensed almost instantly, then reached for something at his side. The idea that the man could possibly have a weapon forced him to halt his advance. “I can’t promise you fortune or goodwill. The mother… she died.”

      “By your hand?”

      “NO!” The baby whimpered at such an outburst. The figure cooed to it, drawing his cloak around his body to shield it from the cold, before turning his eyes back up at the man standing in the doorway. “She died during childbirth. Please, good man—there was nothing I could do. Would you let an innocent child freeze in the cold?”

      The human said nothing.

      When the figure sensed that the man would say no more, he took one step forward.

      Unlike before, the human made no move to draw any concealed weapon he might be holding.

      “Will you?” he asked once more.

      In response to his statement, the human examined him with eyes so dark they could barely be seen within their sockets, likely trying to gauge just what it was that stood on his doorstep. By nature, a human’s eyes could deceive them immensely on several different levels, so to think that this man could be seeing several different versions of what he happened to be was no understatement. Did he see a monster, a fool, a pathetic creature who stood in the rain offering up a baby no more than a few hours old, or did he simply see something in trouble—a creature that, by all respects, was asking for help he could not give himself?

      The human man took another step forward.

      The figure opened his arms. “Thank you,” he said, ready to offer the child.

      Just before the human could reach forward to take the baby into his arms, the figure stopped.

      Bending forward, he pressed his lips to the baby’s forehead, then whispered, “You’ll find me again, Odin.”

      A spark of pink light shined between the child’s brow, then disappeared.

      When the mortal man accepted a baby whose origins he could not be sure of, the figure turned and fled into the woods, forever disappearing from sight.
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        * * *

      

      “Odin,” the human man by the name of Ectris Karussa said, looking down at the pale, translucent-skinned child.

      After the figure had mysteriously disappeared into the woods, he had taken his place at the kitchen table and wrapped the baby in a fire-warmed blanket to combat the chill dwelling within his body. Eyes downcast, lips pursed in confusion and heart still fluttering in his chest, he pressed a hand against the blanket the baby was wrapped within and tried to imagine just how such a young child could have survived outside the womb without its mother.

      Does it matter? he thought.

      Though knowing in his heart that it truly didn’t, he couldn’t help but ponder over the reality of the situation.

      The baby, who’d been quiet for the last little while, began to cry.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered, drawing his hand along the baby’s face.

      The moment he offered a finger, the baby’s eyes opened.

      Panicked, Ectris attempted to draw himself away from the child, but stopped before he could do so.

      It’s all right, he thought, staring into the baby’s harsh, blood-colored eyes. It’s just… odd.

      He’d heard of such children before—when, while seated beside his grandfather when he was still alive, he’d been told that they had once been denounced as monsters and oftentimes killed for that very reason. Only the intervention of mages had saved them in the long run.

      Mages.

      Shivering at the idea, he allowed the baby to suck on his thumb and tried to imagine just what the creature had done when he’d pressed his lips to the baby’s brow. He’d sensed, within the air, the all-too-familiar signs of magic—a static which, when met with skin, could send the hairs on one’s arms on end. What the creature had done he couldn’t know, but the fact that he knew magic, much less was capable of using it on his own son, was unsettling in the least.

      What could he have done?

      Not willing to dwell on the idea that this child could have been instilled with something that could harm him come time when he eventually learned to walk on his own two feet, Ectris looked up at the rain before bowing his head back to the baby lying beneath him.

      Later, once the rain calmed, he could go to the young farmer and ask for a warm bottle of milk. He wouldn’t let this baby go hungry.

      “Here,” Ectris said, voice soft and calm. “Odin.”

      The baby’s eyes focused, dilated, then watched him.

      Such an unruly stare from a child so young made the hairs on his neck rise on end.

      It’s all right. He’s just different.

      Without so much as another word, he took the baby in his arms, offered his thumb once more, then watched the young child suckle his digit before turning and making his way toward the door.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispered, closing his eyes when the child once again started whimpering. “We’ll go get you some milk.”

      Outside, the rain turned into a fine mist.

      The baby whimpered.

      Ectris reached for his cloak, pulled it tight around his body, then made his way toward the door.

      He’d go and get milk, if only for the baby.
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        * * *

      

      The baby close to his chest, Ectris walked down the road in the faint sheen of rain and tried to ignore the protests coming from the child wrapped within his arms. The crying fit much worse now that he’d stepped back into the cold, his limbs protesting beneath the bundled blanket, Ectris could do no more than shroud the baby within his cloak in order to protect him from the rain.

      Will Joseph have it? he dared to think.

      Of course the young farmer would—the cows in his enclosure numbered aplenty. They produced more than enough milk for the man himself and the neighbors who lived around him. Surely, he could spare enough for a baby.

      After what seemed like an eternity of walking through the rain, he came to the young farmer’s front door.

      “Here goes nothing,” he whispered.

      Knocking, he kicked the mud off his shoes, stepped up onto the first two stairs, then waited, occasionally whispering to the baby in an attempt to calm him down.

      Shortly after it seemed as though Odin’s wails would not calm down, the door opened, revealing the blonde-haired, stubble-bearded farmer. “Ectris?” Joseph frowned. “What’s wrong? What are you doing out in the rain?”

      “I’ve become… a caretaker.”

      Joseph’s eyes fell to the lump at Ectris’ breast. “A baby?” he asked.

      “The man said he couldn’t care for it.”

      “So you said you would?”

      Ectris sighed, but nodded. “I need milk,” he said. “He’s been crying for the past while.”

      Joseph said nothing. Instead, he watched Ectris with calm, cautious eyes before waving his hand. “Come on in.”

      Inside, Ectris slid out of his muddied boots, followed Joseph into the kitchen, then stared at the pail of milk he knew the farmer would have.

      “Sit,” Joseph said. “Let me heat it up.”

      “You know how to make it, right? I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “It’s a boy?”

      Ectris nodded. He pulled the baby out from under the cloak and showed him to Joseph, careful to keep the child a fair distance away for fear of revulsion.

      “He’s got red eyes,” the young farmer said.

      “I’m not judging him for that. We know he’s not wrong.”

      “Do we?”

      Ectris said nothing. Instead, he settled himself into a chair, pulled his cloak off, then gave the baby his thumb. “The milk, please.”

      While Joseph busied himself with the task, Ectris took into consideration the fact that his interactions with the farmer had been few and far between. He knew, however, that the boy was good for his word. If he said he’d offer milk, he would offer milk.

      “It’s supposed to be lukewarm,” Joseph explained, stoking the fire, and hanging the pail over the flames. “Not hot enough to burn you, but cool enough to make your fingers tingle.”

      “All right.”

      “It’s not hard. I had a child too, once.”

      Ectris chose to remain silent. It was no secret that Joseph’s betrothed had run off with the baby shortly after its birth.

      Though Joseph offered no word in addition to his comment, he occasionally dipped his finger into the milk and tested its warmth. After several long, painstaking moments of waiting, he pulled the pail from the fireplace and retrieved a glass bottle from one of his cupboards. It took him much longer to locate a nipple, but he soon found one and filled the bottle with milk. “There,” he said, even managing a smile despite the awkward situation. “I’ll let you take that home with you. You’ll be feeding him for the next long while.”

      “What about the milk?”

      “It’ll be good for a few days, but I imagine the little one will be drinking most of the pail. All you have to do is come to me if you need milk.” Joseph paused. “Well… actually, wait. You’ll be busy with the baby and your own housework, so I’ll bring the pail over.”

      “You’re much too kind.”

      “I’m not kind. Just helpful.”

      Ectris lifted the bottle and put it to Odin’s lips.

      The baby drank.
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        * * *

      

      He fell into a routine within the next few days. Rising early in the morning, changing the child’s diaper, feeding him milk, and, occasionally, if willing, a vegetable ground to mush—he’d spend much of the early hours of his day managing the baby before he fell in line with his own chores in and around the house. Always he stayed close, allowing himself the chance to hear the baby’s cries, and when night came, he’d feed, burp, change, then rock him until he fell asleep before settling him down into bed beside him. With this he took precaution. His greatest fear was that he would roll over in the middle of the night and crush the baby. To remedy that he created a cradle out of spare blankets and pillows, but took extra care to make sure that the child wouldn’t roll over and smother himself to death.

      One morning, before he rose from bed, he woke to a pounding at the front door.

      After crawling out of bed, pulling a pair of shoes onto his feet and checking to make sure that the baby was still asleep, he walked from the room, down the hallway, then into the living room, where he crossed the brief distance between the fireplace and the window before looking out to make sure no one unwarranted had arrived.

      Outside, Joseph stood on the porch in full winter attire—shivering, arms over his chest, and with a cradle standing on its twin legs nearby.

      He didn’t, Ectris thought.

      He unlocked and opened the door before leaning out and looking at the farmer.

      “Hey,” Joseph smiled, allowing his arms to fall slack at his side. “I brought you a cradle.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “What? Have you been sleeping with the baby?”

      “Yes.”

      Joseph shrugged, heaved the cradle into his arms, then brought it into the house, taking care to set it on the middle of the floor before turning his head up and examining him. “I hope you’ve been careful,” he said.

      “I have. I made a bed for him out of my spare blankets and pillows.”

      “He hasn’t complained?”

      “No. He’s hardly cried at all.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “In the bedroom, still sleeping.”

      The young farmer stepped into the kitchen and settled into a chair. When he realized what he had done, he made way to stand, but Ectris shook his head and gestured him back down.

      “Sit,” Ectris smiled, taking his place across from his friend. “I appreciate you bringing the cradle out here, but you didn’t have to do that.”

      “It’s all right. I spent all night making it for a reason.”

      What?

      The lapse of silence that followed raised the hairs on both of his arms.

      Of all the things people had done for him throughout his life, no one had shown him so much kindness.

      “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head to look at his hands.

      “Don’t thank me. Everyone needs a little help every once in a while.” Joseph slid his hand across the table and gripped Ectris’ wrist. “You’ve helped me before. I just wanted to return the favor.”

      “What I did when your wife left is nothing compared to this.”

      “Are you serious, Ectris? You’re the main reason I stayed sane after Julia ran off.”

      “I—”

      Ectris paused before he could finish, then listened for a brief moment.

      Is that⁠—

      “The baby’s crying,” he said, standing. “Let me go tend to him.”

      “I’ll be here when you get back,” Joseph said. “Or I can leave you alone. Whichever you’d prefer.”

      “No, stay. I bought a thing of alcohol from the last caravan that came through. We can drink some of it.”

      Ectris turned and made his way for the bedroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey there,” he said, reaching into the pile of blankets to take the child into his arms. “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m here.”

      Almost immediately after being brought to his chest, the child calmed down, as if Ectris had completely extinguished the fear within his heart.

      He’s okay now, he thought, closing his eyes.

      After patting the baby’s diaper to make sure nothing was inside, he grabbed the little boy’s blanket, wrapped him up, then carried him out of the room and into the kitchen, where he looked over at Joseph as he lifted his eyes to look at him.

      “Would you hold him for me?” Ectris asked. “I need to make the bottle.”

      “If you trust me with him.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Joseph offered no response. He took the baby into his arms when Ectris offered him, then trained his eyes on the child, careful to keep him close to his chest.

      After pursuing the kitchen for both the pail, the bottle, and the nipple, Ectris crossed the distance between him and the oven, grabbed a few pieces of kindling, then stoked the fire, careful not to burn himself as he struck stone to flint before setting the pail above the brimming flames.

      Good, he thought, nodding as he made sure the pail was secure on the hook.

      He’d expected the embers not to burn—or, at the very least, not spark to life.

      “Do you need help?” Joseph asked, walking into the room with the baby in his arms.

      “I’m fine,” Ectris said, watching the fire glow as he fed it more kindling.

      For several long breaths, he waited, letting the milk warm and trying to decide whether or not it would be worth it to have Joseph continue this daily ritual. Though he knew the young farmer did not mind, it would, eventually, become an inconvenience, and for that Ectris tested the warmth of the milk carefully with a single index finger. It took far less time for it to begin to heat than he’d expected, and when his finger began to tingle within the liquid, he pulled it from the fireplace, then set it up and onto the counter.

      “Is it ready?” Joseph asked.

      “Yeah,” Ectris said. “Come on. Let’s feed him.”
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        * * *

      

      The personal responsibility of having to take care of a child changed him within only a few short days. Before the cloaked figure had come—bearing, within his bloodied hands, a baby whom he could not care for—Ectris seemed to have little purpose in life, save for cutting wood when the weather was decent and distributing it to the families. That alone had counted his life as something less than important—as something that, without any regard, could have made him seem plain and boring. Now, with this baby, his focus had changed, and as a result, had begun to mold him into a much different and stronger person.

      The baby sleeping at his side, his breaths coming in and out in short bursts, Ectris stared at the ceiling and smiled at the fact that, when the boy snored, he sounded much like a freshly-born kitten meowing to its mother.

      I’m going to have to find someone to sit for me if I want to continue working, he thought, sighing.

      Whomever he found would have to be a trusted source. That in itself would be a problem, given his child’s eyes and the fact that many considered abnormal. His red eyes would scare off most any sitter he managed to find—if not because of the old legends, then the superstitions that surrounded such children—and while he knew that his son would not harm anyone at this current stage in his life, he knew stupidity ran in many a person, especially those who maintained their lives as farmers, woodcutters or even as common folk.

      But what about the person who came with Odin? How could he just leave his baby in the hands of a complete stranger?

      While pondering over this question, almost to the point where he fell into a haze of sleep, he listened to the baby’s soft breaths and smiled whenever the boy offered a snort or even a slight giggle in his sleep. What Odin could be dreaming he couldn’t be sure, but he hoped, at the very least, it was of good, normal things, not of something that could have harmed him from past experience.

      Then again, just what was he thinking? This baby had come to him but a short two days ago, freshly-born and immune to the world. What possible thoughts could he have of anything other than his stay here, in Felnon, within this house?

      Whatever it is, Ectris thought, closing his eyes, he left me with his son. I won’t just abandon him.

      With that thought in mind, his thoughts consumed him.

      He drowned in darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following morning, he woke to the baby crying and immediately took him into his arms.

      “It’s okay,” Ectris whispered, grimacing at the raging storm outside, which lit up the sky and even the distant houses beyond the street. “It’s just thunder, Odin.”

      The baby threw his head back and let out a squeal. In response, Ectris brought the child to his chest and rubbed his tiny back. “Don’t cry, Odin. It’s okay, son.”

      A short moment later, he closed his eyes.

      Thunder rumbled overhead.

      He’d just called the child his son.

      The man left him to me, he thought, a few tears escaping his eyes when the baby stilled within his grasp and stopped crying. He wanted me to take care of him. He’s mine now.

      Sooner or later, he would have to face the fact that the baby in his arms would eventually come to call him father. Along with that, he would have to train his mind to realize that when the boy addressed him as such, Odin would be speaking to him, not some strange man or creature that would have become a distant part of the past.

      “Come on,” Ectris said, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and beginning his trek across the house. “Let’s get you some milk.”

      And a change.

      Stepping into the kitchen, he set the baby on the table, cleaned his mess up, then opened the door to be buffeted by rain before throwing the dirtied diaper out to the clothesline.

      “There,” he said, dipping a rag in water to clean the baby before sliding a new diaper up his legs. “Better, right?”

      The baby didn’t do anything, much to Ectris’ relief and disappointment. In response, he washed his hands, stoked the fire burning in the oven, then set the pail of milk over its surface, nodding as he took the child into his arms and held him close to his chest.

      “It’s scary out there, huh?” he asked, smiling at the baby as he turned his attention outside, at the world that lay shrouded in darkness. “It’s okay though. We’re inside. You’re not going to get wet.”

      The child watched him with an unrelenting stare. His eyes widened at Ectris’ words.

      “I’m going to feed you,” he said. “Then we’ll go back to sleep.”

      A short moment after checking to make sure the milk was a safe temperature, he dipped the bottle into the pail, filled it to the brim, then capped the nipple on top before offering it to the baby, who grasped it almost immediately.

      This is what he wanted.

      Although having been thrust into the role of a parent with little choice in the matter, Ectris thought he did a fair-enough job, all things considering. It felt good, even remarkably-peaceful to know that he was caring for something that would otherwise die without his help.

      Odin stopped sucking.

      “Full?” Ectris asked.

      The baby burped in response.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s go back to bed.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the course of the next month, Odin grew to the size of a normal baby, and while the increase in weight pleased Ectris to no end, it still puzzled him, given the fact that it had taken the boy so long to grow to what he considered to be a regular size. He knew based on that alone that the boy would be much smaller when he grew up, but how much he didn’t know. In the end, he had a happy, healthy baby. That’s all that mattered to him.

      “There you go,” he said, setting Odin into a pail of warm water. “You like that?”

      The baby looked at the water, likely puzzled by the warmth and feel of liquid sliding over his skin. It was the first bath Ectris had given him for fear that he would drown due to his size, and while the sponge baths had done enough to keep the baby clean, he knew that a full-body soak would do him more good than harm.

      A smile crossing his face, Ectris reached forward, slid a finger into the water, then splashed as gently as he could. “Like this,” he said.

      He continued to do this for the next several moments, watching the baby out of the corner of his eye, until slowly the child tried for himself, lightly slapping the water with his tiny fists. While the effect itself wasn’t as grand as his father’s, the little boy laughed nonetheless.

      “There!” Ectris grinned, unable to resist laughing with his son.

      The few times Odin had laughed thrilled him to no end. While he’d eventually come to know that the child preferred silence, it didn’t help to know that his baby was unlike the other children whom the other fathers had raised. Some called this a godsend, given that most children were unbearably loud. They called his child ‘lucky’ and said that he was ‘blessed’ to have such a quiet baby, when in reality Ectris felt nothing but the opposite. He’d much prefer being woken in the middle of the night than rising in the morning to know that he had not woken once to check on his son.

      “That’s okay,” he finally said, setting his hand on the baby’s warm back when he felt his thoughts had gone on far too long. “You may not be different, but that doesn’t mean you’re not a good baby.”

      Odin’s red eyes lit up at the words.

      “Good boy,” he said.

      The baby continued to splash.
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        * * *

      

      “How has the baby been?” Joseph asked, lifting his head from his work at milking one of his cows.

      “He’s been fine,” Ectris replied. “Quiet, but fine.”

      “He’s taken to the milk, I assume?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t he?”

      “He doesn’t have a mother,” the farmer said, squirting the last of the milk the cow offered into the pail before lifting it at his side.

      “He’s been feeding off the bottle just fine.”

      “Have you considered a midwife?”

      A midwife? Ectris thought, frowning. “Why would I need one?” he asked. “The baby’s fine. Nothing’s wrong with him.”

      “So far as you know.” Joseph paused. He peered into the pail before turning his head up. “Look,” he said. “I know you’re of the opinion that you can take care of your son just fine, but think about this: the baby isn’t getting the nutrients he needs from his mother. At the very least, you should look into finding a midwife, if not a wet nurse.”

      “I have no idea where I’d start.”

      “Have you spoken with Mother Karma?”

      Mother Karma?

      The frown that crossed Ectris’ face elicited an almost-immediately response from Joseph, who gestured him away from the cows and toward his home. “I’m guessing by your response that you’ve never heard of her.”

      “That name sounds familiar, but…”

      “What?” Joseph asked, frowning when Ectris trailed off.

      “I’ve never met her, Joseph.”

      “I’m surprised. She lives right up the road from you.”

      “Around the hill?”

      “Well, yes. She’s lived there for the past twenty years now.”

      “How old is she?”

      “I’m guessing around your age, if not a bit younger.”

      “That would put her in her thirties.”

      “Which means she’s perfectly capable of helping you raise your child.” Joseph paused at the door. Fingers spread, palm against the doorknob, he appeared as though he would step through the threshold and leave him out in the fine rain, but when the farmer didn’t, Ectris offered a sigh. “She’s been helping the women here raise their babies her entire life, Ectris. The least you could do is talk to her.”

      “You’re right,” Ectris said, straightening his posture and turning to walk up the road. “I’ll go speak to her now.”

      “Just as a forewarning, though… she is a bit… well, odd, I guess you could say. She’s been that way since Bartholomus died.”

      “You mean⁠—”

      “The woodcutter? Yeah. I mean him.”

      Bartholomus, Ectris thought, sighing.

      Though he had not the slightest idea how to deal with a woman like Karma, much less a widow whom had lost her husband when a branch had fallen atop him, Ectris had an infant child at home to consider, one who needed an experienced woman to help him grow.

      With one last nod, Ectris turned and began to make his way up the road.
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        * * *

      

      At Mother Karma’s front door, Ectris slid his hands into his pockets and tried his hardest to maintain an even control of his breathing. Thoughts racing through his mind, his heartbeat uneven within his ribcage, he turned his head to survey the world around him before reaching forward to knock.

      Halfway there, a thought occurred to him.

      Would she really help him?

      Though he knew from testimony that Mother Karma was kind beyond compare, he knew nothing of her opinion on children that could possibly be something more than human. He knew nothing of the baby’s lineage, of its mother or even the father-like figure that had brought him to his doorstep. In that regard, he considered himself more than generous, but to think that the one woman that could help him might consider the infant nothing more than a monster chilled him to no end.

      “If she doesn’t help,” he whispered, “then there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      With or without the midwife, he would raise the baby on his own, even if that meant hand-feeding him for the next year-and-a-half.

      Reaching forward, Ectris curled his fingers into a fist, took one last deep breath, then knocked on the door.

      “Karma?” he asked.

      At the corner of his vision, he caught the slightest movement near the window. It took but a moment for him to realize that the curtains had shifted and a figure had just peered out.

      Here goes nothing.

      Behind the door, the sound of several locks, bolts and chains clicking and scraping across wood resounded from within the house and entered his ears. A short moment later, the door opened to reveal a woman in her mid-thirties—tall, wispy, and bearing a frost of white in her hair despite her youthful appearance. “Hello?” she asked, her voice so clear it sounded much like a bird’s song.

      “Hello ma’am,” Ectris said, steadying his hands at his side. “A friend of mine said that I should come and ask for your help.”

      “What might you need?”

      “A child… he’s without his mother and I have no idea how to care for him.”

      “You’re calling on me as a midwife then,” Karma said, stating her words rather than asking them. She pushed her hand aside to hold the door open and examined him with a pair of eyes Ectris compared to something like a predatory bird’s before a smile graced her face and revealed fine, if somewhat-aged dimples. “Give me a moment to gather my things. I’ll see to the child this instant.”

      When the door closed, Ectris took a deep breath.

      The hardest part was out of the way.
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        * * *

      

      “You say this child was delivered to you?” Karma asked, securing the pack of supplies at her side before turning her attention to Ectris.

      “I did.”

      “By what?”

      “I… don’t know,” Ectris said. “That’s the thing that bothers me.”

      “You think this child may be something other than human?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “No matter,” the midwife said, straightening her posture and turning her head to the sky as a few drops of rain began to fall. “How ironic.”

      It seemed a perfect time for it to rain when Ectris was delivering to his child the service of a caretaker.

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

      Whether Karma approved of the child or not, he was going to seek the best treatment possible, no matter the potential consequence.

      “It’s here,” Ectris said, “right around the hill.”

      “Ah,” Karma replied. “Close.”

      Ectris nodded.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s quite small,” Karma said, taking the child into her hands and examining the shock of lengthening, raven-black hair atop his head. “You say he’s only just been born?”

      “He’s a month old,” Ectris said, nervous at the fact that his unease seemed to grow increasingly strong as the midwife continued to examine the baby. “Do you need anything?”

      “Light would help.”

      Ectris set about the room gathering as many candles as he could, positioning them on both the table Karma stood before and at the corners of the room before striking a piece of flint and rock together to bring light to the room. Throughout the process, the midwife continued to look over the baby—first staring into his eyes, opening his mouth, then examining his skin, which over the weeks had gained some semblance of color.

      “His ears,” Karma said.

      Ectris raised his eyes from his work on lighting the candles. “What?” he asked.

      “His ears are malformed.”

      Stepping forward, Ectris brushed up alongside the woman and peered down at the baby’s face.

      As the midwife had said, the child’s ears appeared to be curved at the tips and bore several strange, unwarranted grooves throughout them. It looked, to Ectris, like an uneasy hand had dragged a knife across the surface of a wax candle, but had faltered and permanently scarred its pristine surface. “What does it mean?” he asked, mystified and uneasy at the knowledge that his preconceived thoughts were slowly coming true.

      “Given his eyes,” Karma said, “and the fact that his ears look the way they do, I would have to say that you are dealing with what can only be a Halfling, Mr. Karussa.”

      A Halfling? Ectris thought. But how?

      Stunned and unsure of not only himself, but the woman in his midst, Ectris reached forward to take the baby from Karma’s grasp, then steadied the infant against his chest. In response, Odin let out a slight hiccup the moment his adoptive father’s hand strayed to his back.

      “How am I going to raise a child like this?” Ectris asked, turning his head to stare into his baby’s blood-red eyes. “What will the people think?”

      “He will be different,” she said, “and he will be mistreated, possibly even neglected by those who would see him better off without their sons and daughters, but grow his hair long and you can hide the thing that sets him apart from the others.”

      “But what about his eyes?” Ectris asked. “How will I hide them?”

      “They will think him part albino. Nothing more.”

      “An albino doesn’t have black hair.”

      “Maybe he’s special,” Karma said, parting her hand through the baby’s black locks. “Actually… I lie. He is special.”

      Ectris smiled.

      The baby turned his head to stare him directly in the eyes and offered a slight laugh that seemed to warm his heart all the more.

      “It’s been long since I’ve nursed a child,” the midwife said, “but for him, and you, I’ll do it.”

      “Are you capable?” Ectris asked.

      Karma nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I am.”
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        * * *

      

      She came once every day to feed Odin from her breast and eventually fell into a rhythm that Ectris found both calming and settling. He would, as she fed his son, sit in the corner of the room and watch the art of infant care as though he himself were a student of medicine. Sometimes he read, others he watched, but throughout the entire process he found himself growing fonder of the child more than he could have ever possibly imagined.

      One night, while Odin slept soundly within the cradle Joseph had made for him, Ectris stood next to Karma looking down at the baby and tried to imagine what life would be like in the coming years as a father to a child that was not his own.

      “Karma,” he said, turning his eyes up to look the woman straight in the eyes.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “You don’t know how much it means to know that you’re doing this for me.”

      “I try to help every child I can,” the midwife said, gesturing Ectris from the room and into the hall, where she led him into the kitchen and poured glasses of tea for the two of them. “It’s in my blood.”

      “Your compassion knows no bounds.”

      “It doesn’t.” With a slight smile, the woman lifted her tea to her lips and took a long, mighty sip. Shortly thereafter, she set the cup at the end of the counter and braced her hands against it, looking him straight in the eyes in a way that he found calculating and almost unnerving.

      She can see right through me, he thought, nodding, sipping his own tea before he, too, set it down. She knows what’s bothering me.

      “I guess there’s no point in dodging around the specifics,” Ectris laughed, seating himself at the table in the area sectioned off as the dining room before looking up at the midwife.

      “I can tell you’re uneasy with this.”

      “I never thought I’d be a father.”

      “You’ve not a woman in your life?”

      “Not for a while, no.”

      “Tell me how he came to you,” Karma said.

      Ectris explained in short, brief detail how no more than a month ago he had opened the door in the dead of a stormy night and found a shadowed figure cradling to his chest the baby that now slept in the other room. A knife at his belt, his heart pounding in his chest, he told of how he’d threatened to disarm the creature were it not to leave his property and found, shortly thereafter, that the being, whatever it was, would not leave. It was then—in pure, meticulous detail—that he explained the moment their hands touched: when, beneath his fingers, he felt the porcelain-smooth flesh of an individual he knew nothing of and took into his arms the very child he now considered his son.

      When he finished his tale, Karma’s eyes softened, almost as if she were ready to let loose a few tears of her own. “Well?” he asked.

      “It’s quite the tale,” the woman said, “especially considering the fact that this figure chose not to reveal its face.”

      “It’s his child,” Ectris sighed. “Not mine.”

      “He is as much yours as it was his.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “Do you believe that the child is not yours?”

      “I… don’t know,” he said, tilting his head down to look at his hands. “I don’t feel like I’m supposed to be doing this.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it seems as though I’m in the wrong place in my life.”

      “Maybe this is the doorway to the right one,” Karma shrugged, lacing her fingers on the table before her. “I can’t say anything more than that, but I do believe you were given this child for a reason.”

      “You do?”

      “I do,” she smiled. “Things happen for specific reasons, Ectris. That baby was born because its mother died in childbirth; you were given that baby because someone believed you could take care of him; you went to a friend because he was able to give you milk; and you came to me because you needed someone to take care of your child. Life, and events, run in circles. Have you ever heard the saying?”

      “That things come full circle?”

      “Exactly. It’s for that reason I feel as though you should have no concerns about taking care of this little boy.”

      “You’ll help me,” Ectris said. “Right?”

      “I would never abandon a child who is without its mother,” Karma said. “I’ve not the strength in my heart to do such a thing.”

      Ectris nodded.

      When he closed his eyes, he pictured life with a child whom would one day become the man he could only hope to be.

      I guess this is the point where I start acting like a real man, he thought, sighing.

      The moment he turned his eyes up to Karma, he felt as though the pieces of his life would soon begin to fall into place.
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        * * *

      

      He came to accept himself as the boy’s father within the coming years. Slowly, over an amount of time that could only be measured by the passing seasons and the ever-swift growth of the boy that become his own, he came to realize that, regardless of whatever past regards had haunted him, and despite the odds so seemingly set against him, Ectris could do just as he pleased in his own life and his son’s—who, despite the differences between them, had come to call him father the moment he could talk.

      When the boy turned seven—when his body, though small, acclimated to its own—Ectris took it upon himself to give the boy his own practice sword: a right of passage that, while seemingly simple, would one day secure within the boy the military career Ectris himself had never had.

      “Here,” he said, kneeling before his son and holding the short wooden sword in his hands. “It’s for you.”

      “Me?” Odin asked.

      Ectris nodded. “Yes, it is. I need to teach you how to defend yourself.”

      “But Father… I’m so young.”

      How humble of you, he thought, reaching out to tousle the boy’s hair.

      “Better early than never, son.”

      Odin stared at the sword, almost as if he was unsure what to do.

      When Ectris took the boy’s hand and slid his fingers around the hilt, Odin smiled.

      “Come on,” Ectris said, standing. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Like that,” Ectris said, bracing his hands along his son’s right arm. “Hold it steady, Odin. Bend your forearm just a little.”

      “Why?” the boy asked.

      “It’ll let you swing faster and move your sword easier. If you keep your arm straight out in front of you, you’ll get it chopped off.”

      The child swallowed a lump in his throat. “All right,” he said.

      Ectris settled into a crouch, watching carefully as his son clumsily attacked the straw dummy. It seemed, at several points, that the boy was having difficulty maneuvering the weapon, almost as if it were too heavy or if he wasn’t able to hold it steadily enough. He couldn’t see why, given that the sword was only two feet long and quite light. That alone was enough to make him uneasy.

      Can he not fight? Ectris thought, his hopes and dreams for the boy slowly crumbling way around him. Is he⁠—

      Odin stopped attacking the straw dummy before him, paused, then switched his sword into his left hand.

      How is he⁠—

      Immediately, the progress bloomed before him.

      “He’s a lefty,” he mumbled, laughing, almost unable to contain the emotions spiraling within him.

      He should have known that his son would be more capable using his left hand over his right. By God, he wrote with his left hand, had done so since the horse-riding accident last year, when his arm had been broken and he’d been unable to use it for nearly six months. How stupid could he have been?

      When the surrealism of the situation began to wane, Ectris braced his hands against his knees and watched his son stab the dummy directly in the torso—then, slowly, disengage his weapon from the figure before twirling and hitting it right in the neck.

      Had the sword been metal, Odin would have easily cut the dummy’s head off.

      He’ll be fighting for the king someday, he thought, closing his eyes.

      The boy deserved better than he did—much better.

      “Father?”

      Ectris blinked. Odin stood directly before him, a bead of sweat running down the side of his face and his chest heaving from the effort of practice. “Yes?” he asked.

      “Will you teach me how to fight?”

      “You know I will,” Ectris said, rising to his feet. “Come on. I’ll show you a few things.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they settled in for the night, Ectris could hardly make dinner. Between showing his son evasive maneuvers that could be used to avoid jabs and thrusts and allowing his boy to use him as a moving target, he felt as though his lungs were about to cave into his chest and his heart was going to stop beating.

      “Easy there, boy,” Ectris laughed, setting a hand on his son’s shoulder when he approached swinging the wooden sword in front of him. “Put that down. We’ll train more in the morning.”

      “We will?” the boy asked, eyes wide with intent.

      “We will. I promise.”

      After double-checking to make sure that his son had secured the sword at its place near the door, Ectris set about the kitchen gathering up the breads, meats and cheese freshly delivered from Joseph and another neighbor before crossing the room to arrange them upon the table. Odin, the attentive son that he was, darted into the kitchen to fish for the silverware and plates that they would be dining with and swiftly returned when Ectris finished placing the last of the three platters on the table.

      “Did I do well today?” Odin asked, taking his seat at the opposite side of the table and sliding a piece of cheese into his mouth.

      “You did,” Ectris said. “There’s few things we’ll need to fix, but I’ll help you.”

      “Were you ever a knight, Father?”

      “No.”

      “How come?”

      “Peasants can’t become knights, Odin. Only royalty can.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the training is only reserved for those of the royal family,” Ectris shrugged, continuing with his own food and trying his hardest not to give in to his son’s shocked, almost-sad face. “That isn’t to say that common men have never become knights though.”

      “How?”

      “Sometimes when you do something amazing for your country—like securing a checkpoint on the battlefield, saving a nobleman’s daughter or even just returning home after killing one of the king’s most horrible enemies—the court takes notice and makes even the most common of men into heroes.”

      “Do you think I could be a hero, Father?”

      “I don’t see why not. If you have drive, you can do just about anything.”

      “I don’t understand something though,” Odin said, bowing his head for a moment before returning his attention to his father. “If common men can’t become knights, then that means… that means you could’ve become a solider.”

      “I could’ve, yes.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Military life is hard, son. When your grandfather was still alive, he needed help in the farms to the east.”

      “Near Bohren?”

      Quite the eye that boy has, Ectris thought, but only nodded in response. “Yes,” he said. “Near Bohren.”

      “Did you want to become a solider?”

      What do I say to a boy whose dream is to become a knight?

      He could say nothing, he knew, to deter someone who was just a boy, and for that he straightened his posture, reached up to paw meat sauce from his face, then set both hands on the table, offering only a sigh in spite of the fact that the question, which seemed so simple, was very complex. “I don’t know if I ever wanted to become a solider,” he said, choosing to offer the best response he could. “To be quite honest, Odin, the horror stories you hear of men who go into service are absolutely terrible, and given the strain between our country and the one next to us, I wouldn’t be surprised if war broke out between us sometime soon.”

      “You think so?” Odin asked.

      “I do,” Ectris sighed. “I’ll tell you something right now though, son, and I’ll be damned if I ever break this promise—I will do anything within my power to help you become the man you want to be, even if that means putting you into a situation that may be dangerous.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I mean it. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure you get to Ornala and enlisted within the king’s army.”

      Odin slid another piece of cheese in his mouth, as if prompting silence across the table.

      Oh well, Ectris thought, resisting the urge to frown by shoving food into his mouth. This is expected.

      Odin had never been one for interaction with others his age. Why Ectris couldn’t be sure, given his personality and the fact that he seemed perfectly capable of making friends, but more often than not he found his son off to the side, head stuck in a book or sketching something with charcoal and ink. Even as a baby he’d been like this—this small, quietly-driven creature who seemed to be forcing himself not to interact with anyone who showed even a modicum of interest in him. Even the other fathers of the village, whom had so desperately tried to introduce activity between their children and Odin, had failed to help his son make any friends. While part of that could be because of his eyes, and though he’d done as Karma had once suggested and kept Odin’s hair long and his ears hidden from view, nothing Ectris did seemed to help his son earn the confidence he needed to socialize with other people.

      Knowing in the end that, someday, this would not matter, Ectris bowed his head to his food and continued eating, all the while silently praying that Odin had not seen his facial expression and learned his weakness.

      This is bullshit, he thought. He’s such a good kid! Why doesn’t anyone want to be friends with him?

      Why, out of all the sheep his son could possibly be, did Odin have to be the black one?

      “Can I go to bed?” a small voice asked.

      Ectris looked up to find his son’s plate completely devoid of food. Even the platter that held the small row of biscuits was devoid of the baked goods.

      “If you want,” Ectris sighed, shoving another piece of food into his mouth. “Goodnight, son.”

      When he bowed his head to continue his own meal, his mind filled with regret and his heart pained so, he began to believe that nothing he would truly do would ever bring his son happiness.

      Have I failed as a father, he thought, because my son is too afraid to be around other people?

      A pair of small arms circled around his waist.

      “Father?” Odin asked.

      “Yes?” Ectris replied.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine,” he said, wiping his mouth before leaning forward and pressing a kiss to his son’s brow. “Goodnight, Odin.”

      “Goodnight,” the little boy said.

      Ectris watched his son walk down the hall with an iron ball of hurt inside his chest.
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        * * *

      

      “Go on, Odin! Hit it like that. Slash, thrust, stab, kick! Watch out for the sword!”

      His son picked up the routine faster than Ectris had expected. Grinning, almost unable to control the happiness that pulsated within his chest, he corrected his son when necessary and told him to adjust the positioning of his feet in order not to stumble or trip when jumping back or lunging forward. In that moment, it seemed, Odin appeared all the more capable than he had yesterday—when, after a day’s worth of training, he struck the dummy with such force that Ectris thought the potato sacks filled with sand would break open and spill their nonessential guts.

      I can’t believe it, he thought, watching Odin’s intricate thrusts, stabs, twirls and kicks. This is my son I’m watching.

      In the heat of the mock battle taking place before him, Ectris explained that, by attacking an enemy’s torso, they would attempt to raise their sword or shield and deflect the blows set toward them. He then said, after a moment’s pause, to target the legs that, though covered with armor, would be one of the enemy’s most crucial weak points.

      “Go for the knees!” Ectris cried. “Kick! Kick!”

      His son lunged forward and struck the pole directly where the enemy’s crotch would have been.

      “Goddamn!” he cried, thrusting his hand into the air. “Go Odin, go!”

      You’re training him well, he thought, nodding, pushing himself to his feet and broaching the end of the practice ring, taking extra care to make sure his son was not leaving himself open in any form. He’ll be serving the king someday.

      That lone instinct sent flutters of emotion throughout his ribcage.

      “Concentrate!” Ectris cried, his heart beating faster and faster as he continued to circle the ring. “Hit it, Odin! Hit it! Goddammit, son! It’s going to get you if you don’t hit its weak points! Go for its head, its shoulders, its knees, its fucking balls and crotch! Hit it with all you’ve got! Hit it! HIT IT!”

      The little boy let out a battle cry so loud and fierce Ectris thought for a moment it had come from a much stronger figure.

      A burst of white light flew from the child’s palm and collided with the dummy.

      For one brief moment, Ectris believed nothing had happened—that this light, as surreal and mystical as it happened to be, was simply a trick of the sun playing off the little boy’s sword.

      I didn’t, he began.

      Before he could finish, the dummy exploded into a plume of white flame.

      It took him several long moments to realize what had happened. His heart dead within his chest, his breath caught within his lungs, he watched the remnants of the construct fall around them. First the pole, which had shot straight into the air upon being struck, landed in the clearing, splintering and cracking in two whilst burning from the center, while the sand that had made up the torso and head showered around them like hail from a thunderstorm. Some struck Ectris, momentarily stunning him, while the rest fell around Odin as if he were some holy figure being blessed in the light of God Himself.

      Shining in the clearing, as if he had just committed an act so saintly it deserved immediate recognition, Odin simply watched as, slowly, one of the two potato sacks fluttered to the ground and landed at his feet, the tail end burning and its companion all but ash in the wind.

      No, Ectris thought. It can’t⁠—

      It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t. There was no way in Heaven, Hell, the earth or even the cosmos beyond that this could be happening to him—that this thing, regardless of its merit, had happened to his son, the child whom he had raised himself. But how, he wondered, if such a thing had not happened, had the dummy exploded, then shot into the air before returning to the earth?

      Horrified beyond belief and unable to believe his eyes, Ectris pulled his son away from the burning stalk of wood, which lay in the clearing before them in almost two completely different places.

      “Father,” Odin whispered. “I⁠—”

      “Go to your room,” Ectris said, tightening his hands around the boy’s shoulders.

      “But—”

      “I said go, dammit! Go!

      Odin turned and disappeared into the house almost immediately, casting his sword to the ground in the process.

      Ectris closed his eyes, bowed his head, then began to tremble.

      After all these years—in which he had believed his child no different than the other boys and girls—his son had been blessed with the Gift.

      In the aftermath of the terrific explosion, Ectris turned his head up and looked at the remnants of the practice dummy before him.

      His heart began to pound.

      A brief thought occurred to him when he stepped forward and began to gather sand into his palms.

      How would he raise a child whom could destroy him at any moment?

      With no answers set before him, Ectris stepped forward and prepared to extinguish the fire burning in the clearing, all the while wondering just how he would continue through everyday life without ever knowing if he would be safe again.

      In but one brief moment, he came to a conclusion.

      His son, as Gifted as he seemed to be, could not use his magic. If he did, he might not only destroy his father, but himself as well.
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      A god struck his anvil in the sky.

      The horses protested. Some bucked, knocking their masters off their saddles, while others whinnied and screamed. As if being lashed with burning whips and forced to do what they did not wish to do, they tossed their heads to and fro and bared their teeth to the world like monsters from an ethereal plane. Most of the men and boys, however, managed to coach their mounts down with kicks and a simple tug of their reins, but some struggled even more, raging and screaming as the storm overhead began to grow even more ferocious.

      Throughout all this activity, in which the world seemed to have been turned upside down and they were meant to stand on their own two feet, one young man whispered to his mount in soft, almost inaudible words. He said to be calm and still—that regardless of the situation around them, there was no need to be afraid, for he would let nothing happen to her even if it appeared as though others were being mistreated.

      Be calm, this young man said. There is nothing wrong.

      When the horse finally calmed, the young man turned his eyes up and surveyed the caravan.

      A pair of red eyes dilated.

      Odin focused on the men and boys currently tending to their mounts before him.

      At his side, his father’s horse snorted and kicked up the mud, feigning disinterest despite the fact that all around them, his equine companions seemed not in the least bit willing to cooperate with their situation or their masters.

      “Stay by me,” Ectris Karussa said, drawing close to Odin’s side while tugging at his horse’s reins with a single hand. “I don’t want you getting lost.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Odin whispered, trailing his eyes to the forest beyond.

      It would be foolish to stray away from the group. With bandits, wild animals and other, lesser-known creatures stalking the countryside and surrounding woods, there was no telling what could happen were even a grown man to wander away on his own. Here, so far south of any civilization, one was bound to be attacked if separated from the group.

      Before them, the men whose horses had bucked or caused them distress remounted and secured their harnesses to the cart pulling supplies. Odin’s father, whom had been tasked to lead the group, bellowed for them to continue down the path in spite of the storm that was brewing overhead.

      “It’s cold,” Odin whispered, brushing his arms and drawing his cloak tighter around his body.

      “We won’t be going much longer.”

      Of course we won’t, Odin sighed. That’s why we’ve been going for the past four hours.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, readjusting his hood across his head. “I⁠—”

      “Don’t be sorry.”

      After a moment, Odin chose to relinquish himself to silence and instead concentrated on the path in front of him. None of the other boys had complained—had not, in the least, spoken up to admit their discomfort to the fathers or men who tended them. Did that make him weaker than the others, despite the fact that he had persevered for so long?

      When a hand strayed to his back, Odin jumped in his saddle, but relaxed after realizing it was only his father.

      Just him.

      With the cold burrowing into his skin and taking shelter along his bones, he drew his cloak as tightly around him as he could, bowed his head, then closed his eyes.

      Maybe, he thought, then stopped before he could continue.

      No. He couldn’t. There would be no way that he would be able to do such a thing without his father noticing.

      But what if I only warm myself?

      Either way, it wouldn’t matter. Even if he warmed only himself with the Gift, his father would likely sense the tingle in the air that he had described so many years ago—when, during a mid-afternoon sparring session, he had blown a practice dummy to the sky without even trying.

      Rather than think about the situation at hand or the white flame that occasionally tickled his palm, Odin concentrated on the road that would eventually lead them to the shining capital of their Golden Country. Ornala—center-place of the Ornalan territory, a shining icon to the testament of human prowess and strength—would be rising above them within the following days. Once, as a child, his father had told him stories about the castle and how, in legend, its impressive structure had supposedly been carved from gold and silver. Then, to complete its magnificence, they had polished it in the gel of melted pearls. He’d also told of its size and how, from even so vast a distance, it could be seen rising into the sky. How such a marvel had been made Odin couldn’t be sure, but in that moment, he didn’t particularly care.

      In but a few days’ time, the boy in him would be stripped away to be replaced by the man he could eventually become.

      A warrior, he thought, pride swelling in his heart. A pure, iron-blooded warrior.

      “Listen up!” his father called, immediately drawing Odin from his thoughts. Above, the sky churned, growling with thunder. “We’re cutting off the path and into the forest for the rest of the night! Make camp beneath the trees!”

      The men whooped and cheered.

      The boys cried out in joy.

      “Come, Odin,” Ectris said. “Let’s set up the tent.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite the howling wind and the biting rain that showered upon them, they managed to construct and raise their tent without much trouble.

      While Odin lay beneath its folds, per his father’s request both to stay out of the way and to rest after a long day’s travel, Ectris Karussa stood outside, barking orders to the men he commanded and beckoning them with mad gestures to secure the supplies in the clearing they’d managed to stumble across.

      While dozing between the realms of consciousness, eyes clouded and mind ready to drift into sleep, Odin noticed a tiny tear in the ceiling, one which could seriously hinder their comfort.

      What would he say? Odin thought.

      The itch started in his middle finger, then extended from his hand and into his arm, where it snaked up his appendage until it met his shoulder. Once there, it blossomed within his chest into a flame of desire that beckoned to be touched, but could not ever be reached in the physical sense.

      Maybe, just maybe, if he were quick enough, he could mend the fabric before his father managed to return to the tent.

      Lifting his finger, he concentrated on the jagged tear and willed the tent to mend itself of its own accord.

      One moment passed, then two.

      Nothing happened.

      Then, slowly, as if by its own accord, the fabric that made up the upper flaps of the tent began to sew themselves together, each individual thread twisting and curling beneath the will of his magic to form one greater, finer instrument.

      In light of his newfound discovery, Odin couldn’t help but smile.

      I did it, he thought. I did it!

      The tent flap parted.

      Odin’s breath caught in his chest.

      His father—whom, up until that moment, had been ignorant to his activities—stepped in, mouth agape in horror and eyes lit in rage. “NO!” he roared.

      Immediately, Odin allowed his hand to fall to his side.

      Maybe he didn’t notice, his conscience whispered, begging him to play the fool and watch the adult man as he stepped into the tent. Maybe if you don’t say anything, he won’t think you did something.

      That, of course, would not happen. He knew better than that, even knew that he’d been caught red-handed as if he were stealing a sweet from the cookie jar. That, however, did not lessen the fear of punishment any, so when he simply stared at his father and asked, in as calm a voice as possible, “What?” he felt the strings of unease begin to play across his heart, a choir in the greatest hall of punishment.

      “I don’t want you using that,” the man said, mouth snarled in rage. “You’re going to end up hurting yourself.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Dammit, boy! You know what I’m talking about.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Odin.”

      The growl that followed raised the hairs on the back of Odin’s neck.

      Knowing that there was no point in trying to trick his father, he sighed, then bowed his head, only to have his jaw turned up within the next moment.

      Within his father’s eyes, he found nothing more than rage.

      “You nearly blew yourself up when you were little,” the man said, tightening his hold on Odin’s jaw. “Don’t be cocky with me, boy. I’m not going to ask you again.”

      “Father—”

      “Do not use magic any more. Do you hear me?”

      “You can’t keep me from using it!” Odin cried, disengaging himself from the man’s grasp.

      With each step back he took his father reciprocated with a forward step of his own. Trembling, Odin knew he would be seriously punished, possibly even beaten, but in his father’s face he couldn’t help but notice that there seemed to be something more there—something that, while not overtly visible, led him to believe that a bit of fear, even unease rested in the hollows of his eyes and the curves of his snarled lips.

      “Father—”

      “Come here, Odin. Looks like I need to teach you another lesson in manners.”

      “I thought you wanted me to fix it!”

      “That damn magic is going to kill you if you keep using it. You don’t know how to control it!”

      “They’re going to teach me. The castle, they have to have mages, they’ll know what to do, they⁠—”

      His father slapped him across the face.

      A throb of pain bloomed in his cheekbone.

      Odin grimaced, almost unable to believe that his father had actually struck him.

      He’s never hit me, he thought, panicking, his heart beating and his lungs contracting as if they could not absorb the life-giving air within the tent. He’s never⁠—

      “Don’t you disrespect me boy,” Ectris said, grabbing Odin’s chin and tilting his head up so they could once more look into one another’s eyes. “You hear?”

      “I… you⁠—”

      “I what, son?”

      “You can’t keep me from learning how to use it.”

      “Oh really?” Ectris laughed. “What makes you think that?”

      “The king values soldiers who can use magic. They’re stronger fighters.”

      “They are? Since when? You think that the king wants boys who can set things on fire or blow things up? Do you honestly believe that he wants his men killing each other because they can’t control their own powers?”

      “The mages will teach me!” he cried. “Why can’t you just open your eyes and see⁠—”

      Ectris reared his hand back and struck him a second time. “You will not fight me on this!” he roared. “I’ll turn us both around and take you back to Felnon if you’re going to disrespect me.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Odin said, chest filling with weight. “You… you want me to⁠—”

      “Just because I said I would help you doesn’t mean I won’t turn you around. A boy never talks back to his father, especially about something as selfish as using magic.”

      Near tears and unable to control the shakes that consumed his body, Odin wrapped his arms around himself and tore his eyes away from his father’s stare.

      The man turned, preparing to make his way out the tent. He stopped before he could do so. “Get in bed,” Ectris Karussa said. “Don’t argue with me.”

      “Sir—”

      “One more word and I’ll take you home.”

      The man left the tent without taking another look back.
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        * * *

      

      Odin lay awake thinking about what he’d been told. Struck twice and threatened with his entire future, there seemed to be little not to panic about. Beside him, his father slept soundly, his chest rising and falling almost as if there was not a thing in the world to bother him, but Odin knew better. No. He knew, without a shadow of doubt, that his father was attempting to prevent him from controlling the one thing he knew set him apart from all the others.

      I can’t let him do this to me, he thought, chords of unease playing in his chest and forcing tears of rage down his face. What if he tries to get some special treatment for me? What if he tells them he doesn’t want me to use my magic?

      Could, he wondered, a parent request that their child not be taught something, especially if that something fell within the line of magical arts? He imagined not, considering that men who served under the king were specifically trained to exploit every opportunity possible, but were he to really think about it, he couldn’t help but wonder if his father would put in a request to the highest source—the king, possibly, or even a high mage—to forbid them from teaching his son magic.

      Why does he hate something that’s going to help me?

      Men with magic were always the ones told of in legend—the ones who, somehow, someway, always managed to survive the most gruesome of situations and the most horrendous of wars. What of Arc, who had traveled the Crystal Deserts killing the last of the hideous Cyclopes, or even Baelra whom, in her day and age, had saved a separatist group of outcast women that had borne the Gift also? Both figures were regarded in history—were, of course, highly revered as well—and both had used magic in order to make their world a better, safer place. Why was he to be denied such a privilege if he had the opportunity to use it?

      This is it, he thought, sitting up, then running a hand through his hair. This is where I decide what I’m going to do.

      It took only one look at his father to show that the man had been asleep for a very long time.

      Sliding out of his bedroll, Odin began to pack as swiftly as possible. First the sword, which his father had given him at thirteen, went to his belt, secured on his right for easy access. His bedroll and his saddle came next, both of which fell under either of his arms. While he carried a heavy load, he managed to slide out of the tent without making so much as even a whisper of noise.

      Be quiet, he thought, grimacing at each step he took across the campground. You don’t want to wake anyone up.

      In these weather conditions, there was little chance of anyone hearing a few footsteps, as beneath his feet the only sounds were the squeak of mud beneath his boots. Were one to be awake, however, that would be an entirely different question. A figure stalking across the campsite could be seen as a threat. Then the entire party would be woken, only to find that poor Odin Karussa was sneaking off in the night after being punished by his father. What a sight that would be.

      When he came to the line of mares and stallions situated on the edges of the campground, Odin gestured them to be quiet with a simple wave of his hand, then approached his own mare. Gainea, named after the Goddess of Life, snorted and flipped water from her mane.

      “There were go,” Odin said, securing his saddle atop her back before maneuvering under her stomach to clip the harness in place. “We’re going to leave now, okay?”

      She nudged his chest with her snout shortly after he climbed out from beneath her.

      “Yeah,” he whispered, disengaging the rope that held her to the tree with a simple cut from his sword and gesturing her out of the campsite.

      When he left the perimeter of tents, horses and carts, Odin began to make his way through the forest and toward the animal-trodden path that led out to the road, but stopped before he could get there.

      In lieu of his feelings, Gainea bowed her head and sneezed.

      Odin turned his attention back to the campground.

      Goodbye, he thought, closing his eyes and trying desperately to fight swarms of emotions from overwhelming him. I’m sorry it had to be this way.

      With a kick of his foot, he pushed Gainea into a trot.

      He would forge his own destiny.
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        * * *

      

      The rain started shortly after he left. Cold, foreboding, whispering of a hard trip and not in the least bit pleasant, it showered around him as if he were being punished for his choice and beckoned him to turn around, almost as if it were the ghost of his father raging in his sleep.

      I’ll turn us both around and take you back to Felnon if you disrespect me.

      If any an action were to disrespect his father, this one would be it.

      You can’t think about it, Odin sighed, his thoughts soon falling back to the men at the camp. You’ve got bigger things to worry about.

      If anything were to hinder his progress other than the rain, it would be a man having recently awoken to find one of the horses gone. There would, he knew, be a search party, after they realized young Odin Karussa had disappeared. Along with that, his father would likely pursue him up the road on his giant black stallion in a full-out gallop. If that were to happen, there would be no way for him to escape the persecution he so desperately deserved.

      Bracing himself for the worst, Odin turned his head up and watched the trees and surrounding forest.

      Under the dark, barely-moonlit sky, anyone or anything could be watching him—an animal, a bandit, a werecreature, perhaps even a Marsh Walker, an amphibious creature known for traveling long distances to hunt prey. To think that he’d only thought of all the troubles a man could run into while alone seemed to only solidify the notion that he would not be safe until he broke out onto the northern road that led to the capital itself.

      “And here I am,” he laughed, “doing just what my father told me not to.”

      So far away from the group and beneath the oppressing shriek of rain, no one would hear him scream were something to happen.

      Shaking his head, he pulled his cloak tighter around his body and ran his hand along the horse’s neck, sliding his fingers through the slick hair beneath his fingertips and giving her but a moment’s notice before making her take off into a feverish gallop.

      He continued on for the next long while without feeling any sort of dread or worry. Observing the forest, taking into account the creatures of the night which played or hunted upon one another, he watched a pair of raccoons run across the road and heard an owl hooting in the woods in front of him. Things seemed fine—even peaceful, considering the light of his current situation—but it wasn’t until that moment, when taking into consideration his situation and how tired he was, that he realized something was horribly, horribly wrong.

      Odin pulled his horse to a stop.

      For a moment, he couldn’t discern just what it was he felt. A short moment later, however, the realization came to a stunning climax.

      No.

      It took less than a breath’s worth of time for him to realize they were being watched.

      Beneath his weight, and beneath the oppressing tide of nature, Gainea shifted her body to and fro while waiting for Odin’s next command and snorted, as if disapproving of the situation or the fact that there seemed to be a horrible omen hovering in the air. In response to this, Odin placed a hand against her neck and gently tapped her sides with his heels, urging her forward.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered. “Just keep going.”

      The horse shook her head, grunted, then stopped and pawed at the mud.

      “No,” he said again. “Keep going.”

      This time, she didn’t budge at all.

      Frustrated, uneasy and afraid, Odin kicked her sides and tugged her reins, but no matter what he did he couldn’t seem to make her to move. Even a simple whisper of words, which normally calmed her nerves and made her move, did nothing to erase the fear that must have laced her heart.

      It’s all right, he thought, sighing. She’s just having a moment.

      He waited, stroking her neck with his freezing hand, and watched the woods around them, trying to imagine just what could possibly be watching them from beneath the thicket of trees or even the heights of the lingering branches. It was said that werewolves still existed in these parts—that, regardless of the great hunt that had once taken place, a few managed to exist—but if they happened to be watching them, he couldn’t be sure. Even if he could know, he didn’t necessarily want to, but that was beside the point.

      Slowly, but surely, Gainea began to take her first few steps up the road.

      Odin sighed.

      Directly before them, he considered the reality of his situation and began to grow uneasy at the fact that, soon, they would have to stop, if only because both he and his mount needed rest.

      After taking a moment to deliberate on his situation, Odin turned Gainea off the beaten path and began to follow a range of rocks that was bound to lead to a cave at some point.

      Please, he thought, leading her deeper into the woods. Give me a cave—a thicket of bushes at the very least.

      For some reason, he didn’t think he’d find what he was looking for soon.
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        * * *

      

      After following the wall of rock for what seemed like ever, he bedded down inside a cave and tried to go to sleep, but found himself unable to do so for the nerves wracking his conscience and unease prickling the hairs on his arms. Muscles in knots, back in pain, skin cold and his breath fading rapidly in and out of his chest, he forced himself to try to fall asleep, but found himself unable to do so for fear that, while sleeping, something would step inside force them out by death or will.

      This is ridiculous, Odin thought, trying as desperately as he could to will his body to rest. Why can’t I go to sleep?

      After drawing the bedroll tighter around him, he pressed his hand to the fabric above his body and thought, for one brief moment, of channeling his aggression into the warmth he so needed to keep from succumbing to the chill.

      No, he thought. Don’t.

      Given his inability to control his magic, there would be absolutely no chance for him to simply heat the fabric, much less keep it from catching on fire despite how damp it was.

      In the end, he decided to suffer.

      Over the next few hours, which seemed to roll by endlessly and without regret, he tried to imagine himself being swallowed by darkness and eventually caved in to the lesser emotions that plagued him so. He wished desperately to go back to the group, to apologize to his father and say that he only wanted a slight understanding of his Gift, about how to control it without destroying himself and the things around him. They could work something out. He could take a job at the castle, shining boots or even cleaning rooms, and send the money home in exchange for allowing a skilled mage to train him in his abilities. There would be no pain, no suffering, no dread, worry or consequence, as within the hands of someone who knew what he or she was doing there could be no possible outcome which could harm him. They could even have him practice on inanimate objects and train him to use his powers for simpler things, like cleaning or helping others. He need not learn how to use his gifts for military purposes. They…

      Halfway through his thought, he stopped.

      What was he thinking? His father would never let that happen, and even if he did attempt to go back to the group, did he expect the man to welcome him with open arms, with smiles and shame for what he had done to force his son away? No. He knew that his father would beat him senseless and make him cry in front of the other men and boys just to show how a father should discipline his runaway son.

      You need to try to sleep, his conscience whispered. How are you going to travel if you don’t have your rest?

      He wouldn’t. The most likely scenario would be that he would fall asleep at the crack of dawn, then doze until midmorning before he’d have to start off again and continue on until the sun went down.

      I don’t even have a cloak, he thought.

      “Gainea,” he said, opening his eyes to mere slits to stare at his equine companion. “Please… if you will… talk to me.”

      Despite his possibly-magical connections with animals, the horse did not reply.

      As if nothing had been tormenting him, a wave came up and swept him away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning came with the scent of dew and the glistening kiss of rain. Though he had slept for only a few mere hours, and while his body protested even the idea of rising and riding on horseback throughout the rest of the day, Odin opened his eyes to a world that looked absolutely magical. Water droplets reflected golden-orange light in every direction, creating miniature rainbows across his plane of vision; the plants glowed green, as if new and virgin-birthed; and the earth seemed fresh and new, almost as if the devastating storm had not happened and thrust him into his horrible situation. Everything seemed godlike, in a way, as colors pulsated in ways never before and the light appeared more physical than it seemed possible. Beauty couldn’t describe what Odin saw through his eyes at that particular moment, and it was for that reason that, while seeking out his horse in the darkness, her breaths deep and peaceful, he found himself able to straighten his posture and relinquish his horrible feelings to the Gods above.

      “Come on,” he said, untying the horse’s rope to free her from her place on the ground. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He took a moment to gather his bedroll before leading the mare out into the cool morning air by her reins. He retrieved a blanket from a saddle bag, slid it about his slim shoulders, then mounted the giant beast before pushing her into a quick trot.

      When the road came into view, Odin thought for a single moment everything would be just fine.

      Such a beautiful day, he thought.

      That pleasantry quickly shifted as soon as something darted out in the road in front of him.

      His sword came out in but an instant.

      Gainea bucked and kicked the air in front of them.

      What was that?

      Each second that passed on the invisible hourglass floating in the sky made him all the more nervous. With only his horse and his sword to protect himself, much less any form of magic that he could use to his advantage, any adversary would be able to take them down. A pack of wolves could easily dismember both him and his horse before he even had the chance to defend the two of them, and a group of bandits armed with bows would surely shoot him dead and take what few belongings he had. Along with this, he feared for his horse’s sanity—for the fact that she could easily be spooked, buck him from his saddle, and leave him alone, with nothing but his wits and steel to guard him.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered, tangling the hand that held her reins within her mane. “Everything’s going to be just fine, Gainea. Don’t you worry.”

      It appeared from the woods in that very moment, stalking on all fours with its elongated snout extended and its amber eyes gleaming in the fresh morning light. Its elegance, though grounded to its animalistic nature, could not have been matched by any other animal that happened to be in the forest, and as it pushed itself up on its back legs to reveal a full height of some six-feet, it stood nearly as tall as the horse, but did not frighten him in the least.

      It, Odin thought, then stopped before he could continue. The creature’s eyes dilated and focused directly on him, its unnervingly-wolfish features impressing upon him a sense of fear that he could not dissuade.

      Could it really be what he thought it to be—a creature of the forest who walked upon its back legs and in legend tore men to pieces?

      Hello child, it said, tearing Odin from his thoughts much like it would were it to sink its teeth in his throat. I hope you’re aware you slept in my den.

      The words, soft and like whispers fluttering amongst the breeze, floated over his head and slid across the mind. A dizzy sense of glee that brought him back to a time when he first learned he could talk to animals overwhelmed him. Knowing the logistics of animal magic, however, and that it seemed far-spread within their magically-waning world, made him all the more thrilled to know that he could speak with such an elegant beauty as she.

      Stunned at the fact that she had just spoken, much less to him, and had not attempted to attack, Odin merely opened his mouth, then clamped his jaw shut when he realized he had not the words to say. “I,” he began, then stopped before he could continue. “I duh-duh-didn’t mean⁠—”

      He was interrupted when, from beneath the creature’s legs, three smaller forms emerged. Pups, no bigger than young domesticated dogs, clung to the creature’s fur and tilted their tiny heads up to examine him with eyes struck with fear.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, faltering, grimacing as Gainea shifted and kicked one of her back legs off the ground. “I didn’t⁠—”

      His eyes traced the creature’s fur up to its hip, then to its chest, where a pair of swollen breasts lay visible under a coat of thick gray fur.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he said, still dumbstruck by the fact he was actually communicating with a werewolf, much less one who could talk. “My father, he disapproved of my Gift. He⁠—”

      You are aware that you are the first man-creature I have spoken to in quite some time?

      “I… I am?”

      Yes, child. You are aware of your power with mortal animals, but not with a creature such as I.

      She blinked, eyes subtly changing in focus. Unsure exactly of what she was doing, Odin simply sat there with the reins in his hand, grimacing as his horse continued to fidget. He didn’t necessarily mind the attention. The fact that she hadn’t attacked either him or his horse was a miracle unto itself.

      “What do they call you?” he asked. “I mean… what⁠—”

      You mean what would they call a creature such as myself? Not a werewolf, or a shewolf, as some of the men call females such as I?

      “Yes. That’s what I meant.”

      I am an immortal creature of earth, dirt and blood. There are others like me—especially far away in the mountains to the far south—but there are few of us remaining. We are all but dead, here in the human world—hunted, killed, skinned and hung on your walls—so to look upon you and see the fear of nature in your eyes calms my heart so.

      “You said you were of earth, dirt and blood,” Odin said. “Does that mean I’m made of⁠—”

      No, child. You are more than what a human pup is made⁠—

      “I’m more?” he asked. “I⁠—”

      Silence! she growled, baring her teeth in a violent snarl.

      Odin shivered, but nodded. He allowed his sword to fall at his side then—slowly, as to not distress the creature or her pups—slid the blade into its womb, nodding as the clasp across its surface clicked into place.

      If you feel the need to ask something, she began, please wait until I am finished.

      “Yes,” he nodded.

      Mortal men, as I had been about to say, are made of blood. But, like I also said, it is the only trait I and a mortal share. Mortal creatures—humans, for example—are made of other things. Mortar, iron, greed, disease—these are the things that eventually destroy them.

      “Because we’re weak,” he said. “We⁠—”

      Not you, child. You are not a mortal boy.

      “I… how can you⁠—”

      Those who bear gifts are greater than mortal men. Their spirits, their souls, survive beyond the time which they die, because in the end, they return to the gods.

      “Yuh-Yes,” he stuttered. “I… I understand.”

      So, she continued, the man whose seed you sprung from, he may be foolish and nothing more than that. Some are afraid of the things they don’t understand, while others embrace those things with open arms. Your father—your creator—he is afraid. You, his son—his offspring—accept the different. Is that right?

      “Yes.”

      And, child, am I right when I say you do not believe what you have done is wrong? Am I right when I say you feel as though, had you not left your creator, he would have created invisible bonds that would have been tied to your heart?

      “Yes,” he repeated. “You’re… you’re right.”

      Do not be afraid of the thing you have done or the things that you will eventually do. You will have to learn that, eventually, you must make your own path in this world.

      With that, the wolf and her pups disappeared into the cave, leaving Odin to push Gainea into a trot that she did not want to perform.
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        * * *

      

      Morning rose into afternoon. The birds chirped, the creatures of the night went to sleep, the rodents, in abundance, gathered at the side of the road to watch the giant horse and its rider make their way up the road—it was a perfect morning, given the fact that there’d been so much rain the previous night, but in spite of the beauty currently surrounding him, Odin couldn’t stop thinking about the wolf or the things she had said. Had she been following him since last night, pursuing him through her territory to make sure that her pups were safe, or had it been for some other, possibly beneficial reason?

      Whatever it was, he thought, she’s not bothering us now.

      There was no feeling of being watched—no tickle at the back of the neck or unease within the confines of his chest. Even if for some reason his senses weren’t true, surely Gainea would’ve reacted to outside stimuli.

      She said, he began to think, then faltered shortly after the words began to ooze from his mind and into his consciousness. That I would make my own path.

      Was that what he was doing here, whilst making his way to Ornala—making his own path through the world and trailblazing his own rite of passage? If so, he hadn’t accomplished much in the day-and-a-half he’d disembarked, and so far hadn’t seen any passersby from the caravan. Maybe they’d passed him while he slept, bringing them that much closer to the adult lives that beckoned to all those boys, or maybe they hadn’t passed by at all.

      No.

      It took a moment for the realization to sink in, but when it finally did, he found himself content with the fact and instead settled back into his seat, breathing in the crisp morning air and smiling at a group of baby birds that could be seen in the trees.

      There was very little chance that the group had caught up to him within the early hours of the morning. He’d traveled far too long for any of them to have made up that lost time spent during the night.

      And when morning came, he thought, father discovered I was gone.

      Guilt ate at him like a hunter to a small animal, tearing into him with teeth and claws and spit and slime, but regardless, he couldn’t dwell on the fact. His father would know that he was headstrong enough to pursue his own path.

      Make your own path, the voice said.

      “I will,” he whispered.

      He may be foolish and nothing more than that.

      “Father is foolish.”

      You are aware that you are the first man creature I have spoken to in quite some time?

      Though he couldn’t place the exact feeling that dwelt in him, he couldn’t help but feel nervous over what the wolf had implied. She’d made it apparent that she had spoken to a ‘man creature’ or something similar in recent past, but how long ago could that have been—a day, a week, possibly even a month?

      Gaia magic isn’t that uncommon, he thought, dwelling on the fact that he, too, was blessed with such an awe-inspiring gift. Even though some people can only talk to certain kinds of animals, it’s not as though she couldn’t have had a conversation before.

      Being the most prevalent of the magics still existing within the human realm today, it was quite likely that someone like him had stumbled across the wolf’s territory—alone, on their horse, with nothing more than a few short rations to guide them—and managed to converse with her. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities, considering that a few choice individuals managed to be blessed with such Gifts, and while he couldn’t help but dwell on that basic concept, Odin eventually began to simmer over how ignorant he was of his own powers.

      I’m only fourteen and I don’t even know the full extent of my gifts.

      Had he been born into a royal family, he would have had the training he so desperately deserved, wouldn’t he?

      I can talk to animals and set things on fire, he thought, raising his hand to count down just what he could do on his fingers. I can also stitch things up.

      What else could he do, he wondered, and what powers lay hidden beneath the surface just waiting to be discovered?

      It wouldn’t be much longer now before he broke free of the forest and the castle rose in the distance.

      Once he arrived, he would seek out a teacher and have him or her examine his skills.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed to tower into the sky forever and more. Tall, ancient, vast in its scope and even more dazzling in its appearance—like his father had once told him as a child dreaming of one day entering the Ornalan military, it sparkled like gold and silver and even the faint luminescence of molten pearls and echoed across the landscape a signal of triumph within the three human kingdoms. Such an awe-inspiring sight was to be revered, and while he now sat no more than a few mere hundred feet away from it, each moment brought him one step closer to the very place he would soon be calling home.

      Even from such a distance, he could see a pair of guards making their way back and forth between the two watch towers that flanked the southern walls. Occasionally, one of them would look toward the horizon and point out something they saw—how, Odin wondered, they couldn’t see him he wasn’t sure—but for the most part, they continued their back and forth pace, almost as if they had nothing more in the world to do.

      You’ll be there soon, Odin thought. Stay calm.

      It took little more than the fading eclipse of the afternoon to come within the next few feet of the gate.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      Above, one of the two guards appeared with his crossbow in hand and trained the weapon on Odin from a distance. In response to this action, Odin raised a hand, signifying peace even if it seemed that were not the case.

      “What business do you have?” the guard called, gesturing to his companion with a single wave of his hand.

      “I’m here to enlist in the military!” Odin cried. “I ran ahead of the Felnon caravan to make sure that the path was safe!”

      “Where is your father, boy?”

      “Further back, with the group!”

      Though the guard was too far up and away for him to make out any noticeable expression on his face, Odin felt as though the man must have frowned.

      They have to let me in, he thought. This is the outer wall. It’s not as if I could do any damage here.

      Being that Ornala had been separated into two districts in order to provide added security, it was highly unlikely that he would be refused access, especially if his intentions were to enroll in the military.

      “We’re opening the gate!” the guard called down. “Are you armed?”

      Odin reached down to grasp the sword at his side. “Yes!” he called back.

      “Know that you will be watched.”

      The castle’s impressive gates began to move. Shifting, groaning, creaking, squeaking in the sweltering heat of the humid afternoon as gears inside its structure began to force the gate apart—the part in the wooden structure first began as a brief memory of a sliver of earth and then eventually fanned out as it began to open. The gears within two visible outposts turning, the men before them likely grunting and groaning, Odin watched as directly before him the gates opened and revealed to him Ornala’s Outer District—which, by all respects, was just as beautiful as the castle that lay in the distance.

      With a simple kick of his foot, Odin gestured Gainea into the housing district—where, before his eyes, he saw a vision of common life that seemed all too reminiscent of Felnon.

      This is it, he thought. My new home.

      The fact that it seemed so blatantly obvious was enough to make him smile, for it was within that moment in looking at the houses, crafted and built in the finest of the long-gone Ornalan wood, that he felt his heart catch fire. A strangled cry of pleasure rising in his throat, a series of palpitations in his head, he turned his eyes to look at the world around him and smiled when he caught a series of children running by a teenager and his dog, who, with all the grace in the world, vaulted himself over a pair of men who were carrying what looked like mortar or something similar for crafting houses.

      “Hey!” the men called. “Get back here!”

      The children directly behind the teenager ducked and made their way through the gap between the two men, giggling and waving their hands.

      Unable to resist the urge to smile, Odin barely heard the guard as he descended the stairs behind him and stepped forward to greet him with a simple nod and a handshake.

      “If you’re looking to enlist within the Ornalan military,” the guard said, turning his head and raising his hand to point to the east, “then your best start would be at the recruitment office.”

      “I want to see the king,” Odin said.

      Red-faced, the guard let out a burst of laughter that dropped Odin’s heart within his chest. “You want to speak with the king?” he asked, still laughing while leaning forward to brace his hands against his knees. “I’m enlisted by the king and I barely ever see him.”

      “I need to see him,” Odin said. “Sir, you don’t understand⁠—”

      “All I know is that if you want to meet the king, you better get in line. You’ll be waiting months, if not years.”

      “But—”

      “Go to the recruitment office, young man, and apply for military service there. You may have to wait for your father to arrive before you can be legally signed off and into the king’s service, but it’s worth a shot to try now while the day is still young.”

      “Why?” Odin frowned.

      “The office will be swarmed come time for nightfall.”

      Odin sighed.

      With one last look at the man behind him, he dismounted, then began to lead his horse by the reins toward the recruitment office and the stables that lay before them.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry,” the enlistment officer said, bowing his head to the finely-written forms before him, “but unless you have explicit, written permission from your father or guardian, I can’t legally allow you to join the military.”

      “But,” Odin began, then stopped when he realized it would be a fruitless endeavor.

      Sighing, he turned his attention the windows at the far side of the room and desperately wished that he’d chosen not to run away and instead was with the group. At least then he wouldn’t have to face the humiliation that was likely to come when his father stepped through the front gates and into the Outer District to find him alone, likely on the stoop leading up into the inn, waiting for him to return.

      There’s nothing you can do, he thought. You might as well just leave.

      “Thank you, sir,” he said, giving the enlistment officer one last nod before turning and making his way out of the building.

      Once outside, he collapsed, defeated, on the front steps.

      Unable to contain his emotions, he bowed his head, laced his hands together, then took several long, deep breaths.

      He’d sure as hell gotten himself into a horrible predicament.

      “Excuse me,” a small voice said.

      Odin turned his head up.

      Standing directly before him in a long white and flower-lined dress was a little girl. Blonde hair and blue eyes startling in the mid-afternoon light, her expression lined with happiness and a bit of unsurety, she tilted her head to the side to examine his downturned expression, then offered a slight frown when Odin didn’t immediately reply.

      What in the world? he thought.

      “Yes?” he finally replied, unsure what to think.

      “Are you sad?”

      Sad?

      How could a child know his feelings just by looking at him?

      Rather than lie outright and instead choosing to dissuade her from questioning him further, Odin took a deep breath and said, “I’m not sad, no.”

      “What’s wrong then? Why are you just sitting there?”

      “I’m tired,” he smiled. “I’ve been on the road for a very long time.”

      “Are you going into the army?”

      “I’m trying.”

      “You look… special,” the little girl said, taking a few steps back to admire him in detail. “Do you have powers?”

      Powers?

      “I’m sorry?” he asked.

      “You know… powers.”

      “Like what kind of powers?”

      “The kind of powers you can use to make people happy.”

      Though he couldn’t necessarily respond to the question if only because he knew nothing of his Gift, Odin straightened his posture, gave a smile, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t have powers that can make people happy.”

      “But you do have powers,” she said.

      “What’s your name?” Odin asked, extending his arm to shake her tiny hand.

      “My name’s Anna.”

      “Anna,” he smiled. “That’s a nice name.”

      “You have powers, right?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “Can you show me?”

      “I’m not sure how to use them.”

      “It’s easy,” the little girl said, cupping her palms together as if she were about to spoon water from a creek. “Just try it. Like this.”

      Closing her eyes, the little girl bowed her head and pursed her lips.

      From her hands, which began to glow a marvelous shade of green, a butterfly made entirely out of lime-green light was born and began to flutter in the air before her as if it had a will of its own. Laughing, the little girl turned her head up and offered the brightest smile she could give as the construct of light first began to dance in the air, then as it did a few somersaults, before it changed its direction and flew directly toward Odin.

      Startled by the construct’s closeness, Odin raised his hand to push it aside.

      His palm glowed white.

      The butterfly disappeared almost instantly.

      “Hey!” the little girl cried, stomping her foot on the ground and crossing her arms over her chest. “That’s mean!”

      “I… didn’t try to do that,” Odin frowned, lowering his palm just as the last tendrils of light began to fade from his hand. Before him, the little girl’s eyes held what could only be tears, signaling the coming of waterworks that would likely draw attention. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Really, I didn’t mean it. I⁠—”

      Before he could finish, the little girl took off into the district, hands to her face and her body seemingly-flying through the air.

      Great, he thought. Just great. I made a little girl cry.

      Rather than risk the exposure and being chastised for something he hadn’t intentionally done, Odin stood, lifted his saddlebag over his shoulders, then began to make his way toward the inn—where, he hoped, he could find at least a little peace until his father arrived.

      He needed all the help in the world in that regard.
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        * * *

      

      He possessed no money, no food he could eat, and nothing he could barter with in exchange for hospitalities. For that, he seated himself at the table closest to the entrance to the inn, set his saddle at his feet, then began his long and notorious wait for what he considered would be the most horrendous moment of his life.

      He’ll kill me, he thought, sighing.

      Surely if punishment did not fall upon his shoulders, he would be chastised beyond compare—skinned alive, some would say, emotionally rather than physically; and it would be in that moment, whilst receiving the harshest berating of his life, that Odin would feel smaller than he had throughout his entire life.

      Sighing, he touched the glass of water that sat no more than a breath away from him and fingered the moisture that beaded along its surface. He was, surprisingly, shown mercy, for he’d been given the drink free of charge. The kindness there could only have been because of his age—or, at the very least, because he was here without his father or any money.

      Could, he wondered, he possibly request the barkeep or even the cook to let him do a simple job in exchange for one small meal?

      I’ve never worked before, he thought.

      Though he knew all-too-well that such a thing would come at a high price, he couldn’t help but wonder if he would once again have mercy bestowed upon him if only for the fact that he was so young.

      That’s ridiculous.

      Who was he to kid himself over such sophisticated manners? It would take much more than simply washing the dishes or preparing food he barely knew how to cook to get a meal.

      Bowing his head, Odin stared directly into the glass of water and tried to make out the slight reflection of his face, all the while silently praying that he would not have to worry about encountering any more trouble, at least until his father arrived and beat him within an inch of his life.

      Would the caravan arrive tonight, or would it stop early and camp on the outskirts of the city?

      Unable to know, he lifted his glass of water and drank.

      He would have to wait whether he liked it or not.
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        * * *

      

      To keep his spirits high, he watched the bartenders and the people they served as if they were animals putting on a show. Some lifting their hands in grand flushes, others speaking in tones that Odin found unbearable to listen to, he watched as men became so staggeringly drunk that they had to be physically removed from the bar by armed guards and waitresses as they carried trays of food to almost every table within the establishment. With each platter set down he felt the familiar stab of pain within his gut, and every time he caught one of their eyes he begged, silently, for some form of mercy. Feed me, he would have said, had he the voice or the inclination to speak. I’m here alone and I’m hungry.

      When darkness fell upon the world, Odin found himself all the more wary at the fact that he’d seen neither his father nor any members of the caravan outside the bar’s window.

      They’ll be here eventually, he thought, idly toying with the bottom of his empty glass of water.

      They’d have to be, he knew, because he’d managed to make the trip in less than a day. If they hadn’t yet come through the gates, they would soon. He knew in his heart that much was for certain.

      On the opposite side of the bar, near where the stairs lay in easy access to the second floor, Odin caught a disturbance in the shadows and shivered when he felt a chill wind blow through the open bar’s doors.

      What was that?

      Could it have been just as simple as it seemed—a wisp of air and nothing more than that—or did the figure that watched him from the shadows seem to have a more deviant purpose?

      Unable to know, Odin pushed himself further back into his chair.

      Nearby, he caught what appeared to be a small, fleeting form making its way through the door and instantly sobered at the image.

      The little girl had returned—this time, however, with a figure in tow.

      Great, he thought, bowing his head. Now I’m busted.

      The little girl’s father had returned just in time to give him a lesson in dealing with children the wrong way.

      When Odin turned his eyes up to allow himself a better look at the figure who’d appeared alongside the little girl, he found himself captivated by a splendid robe that fell all the way from the bottom of the man’s neck all the way to the tips of his toes. Flanked in color in shades of gray and blue, his hood pulled up to hide his eyes but doing little to obscure the strong chin beneath it, Odin watched in horror and fascination as the figure drew nearer.

      Is that, he thought.

      The smile cresting the curve of the man’s mouth cut Odin off before he could finish his thought.

      “According to my daughter,” the man started, gesturing the little girl to move aside so he could step before Odin, “it would seem as though you have a bit of a gift yourself.”

      “Yes sir. I do.”

      “And from what Anna has also said, you were trying to enlist in the military earlier this afternoon.”

      “I tried sir, but my father, he⁠—”

      “You’re much too special to be joining the armed forces.”

      What? he thought.

      “I’m sorry,” Odin said, shifting in his seat to keep his anxiety from overflowing as the little girl danced about the bar, waving her arms as if she were ready to send yet more butterflies into the air. “It’s just… I don’t understand.”

      “Understand what, young sir?”

      “What you’re saying.”

      “It’s not often we see mages pass through these walls,” the hooded figure said, “especially ones of your caliber.” The man paused, waited, then pulled a seat out, but didn’t seat himself until Odin gave him a nod. “Might you possibly know who I am, mister…”

      “Karussa,” Odin said. “And no, I don’t.”

      “I’m a high mage of the Ornalan court, though I assume that by the look on your face you must’ve already knew that.”

      “I had a feeling.”

      What kind of man dressed head to toe in robes of such colors were he not a beneficial figure?

      “My name is Professor Daughtry,” the man said, reaching forward to shake Odin’s hand before drawing his arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “I’m the magic instructor here at the castle. I also help king Ournul examine and determine whether or not particular mages are suited for magical apprentice in the midst of pages when they pass through our gates.”

      Pages? he thought. Does that mean⁠—

      Breath caught in his chest, mind reeling at the possibilities, Odin took a few deep breaths and settled back in his seat, all the while attempting to capture the air he had not been able to inhale.

      “Suh-Sir,” he managed, reaching up to rub his throat, which felt as though it’d just been put in a vice. “I don’t… I don’t understand.”

      “It’s not difficult, Odin. We enlist mages within our knighthood based solely on the fact that there seem to be so few of them nowadays, especially within our kingdom.”

      “Does that mean⁠—”

      “That you will be considered?” Professor Daughtry asked, waiting for Odin to nod before continuing. “Yes. That does.”

      “And that means⁠—”

      “You will be granted an audience with the king as soon as possible,” the mage said, gesturing Odin to his feet with a wave of his hand. “Come with me, young sir. I won’t have you waiting here all night and going hungry while you’re at it.”
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        * * *

      

      Odin followed the professor and his daughter through the darkened streets. Led by a single, magicked hand, which was illuminated in the most pristine blue light, Odin found himself drawn to the man who seemed to dangle his future within his fingers as they made their way west toward the opposite side of the Housing District. Almost unable to believe his eyes not only because of the way the light was cast off the man’s hand, but at the fact that everything seemed so clear and visible, he drew closer to Daughtry’s side and watched as, slowly, he cast three orbs of blue light out in front of them, which spiraled around Daughtry’s person before setting down in front and to his sides.

      “Wow,” Odin said.

      “You’ll come to learn that this sort of magic is probably the simplest thing you’ll ever attempt,” the high made said, setting an arm across Odin’s shoulder as he continued to lead him through the streets. “Anna, stay here.”

      “But daddy!” the little girl cried from where she skipped in front of them. “I want to go ahead!”

      “Fine. Cast your butterfly to let me know where you are.”

      Almost immediately, the green butterfly, now with what appeared to be a ribbon-like tail, came into view, then began to circle around where Odin imagined Anna stood.

      “Tell me, Odin—where might your father be?”

      “I’m… not sure,” he replied, unsure how to answer the question. “I thought he would be here tonight, but…”

      “What?” Daughtry asked.

      “I guess they haven’t arrived yet.”

      “Where did you come from, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Felnon.”

      “Ah. The warrior’s village.”

      “You know of it, sir?”

      “There’s not a man alive in this part of the country who doesn’t know of Felnon,” the high mage said, flushing his hand out and in front of them. “Especially considering the war heroes who have risen from there.”

      Rather than recant history lessons within his head, Odin drew his cloak tighter around his shoulders, then tilted his head up to the sky—where, in the deep, awe-inspiring darkness, he saw two shooting stars, closely pursued by their tails of light.

      “Have you made a wish?” Daughtry asked.

      “Sorry?” Odin frowned, turning his attention back to the high mage.

      “You haven’t heard the saying? ‘Make a wish upon a shooting star?’”

      “I haven’t, actually.”

      “Well, you’d best do it now while we’re still out in the open, otherwise you might miss out on the chance of your lifetime.”

      Though doubtful that such a thing was likely to happen, Odin bowed his head, closed his eyes, then, beneath his breath, began to make his wish.

      I wish, he thought, to be considered by my king to enlist within his royal army.

      Odin tilted his head up.

      While his wish seemed all the more obvious in light of the current situation, he couldn’t help but feel as though he’d just made what he considered would be a life-changing decision.

      Above, the shooting stars fell on.

      Odin almost dared to ask if he could have more than one wish.
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        * * *

      

      He woke beneath a quilt so vast it nearly drowned him to dwell beneath it. Suffocated, as it lay so close to his mouth, and sweating for the fact that the blanket was made of so many layers of fabric, Odin pushed it off his body and threw his legs over the side of the bed, trying his hardest to gain consciousness.

      At first unsure of where exactly he was, he merely stared at the floor, at his sock-covered feet and the wood panels below him.

      In but a moment, it dawned on him—when, from the downstairs floor, he heard the sound of footsteps and realized he was not in a room with his father, but in the presence of one of the high mages of the royal court.

      I’m here, he thought, almost unable to believe his circumstance. I’m really here.

      He pushed himself off the mattress, then crossed the short distance between him and the window. There, he looked upon the Outer District of the most famous city in the entire country and at the stone wall that separated the royals from the peasants.

      Shivering with excitement, he pushed himself into his boots, then exited into the hall. There, he looked up and down the corridor, then, as swiftly but softly as possible, descended the stairs.

      I can’t believe I’m really in his house, he mused, looking first at the pictures hanging on the side of the walls, then to the grand, nearly-golden wood beneath his fingers.

      To think that he had stayed in such a lavish place nearly discomforted him, for the moment he stepped at the foot of the stairs he began to dwell on his father and just where he could have spent the night. He had the money, of course, to stay in the inn, and it surely would have been a fine experience. However, there was also the likelihood that the caravan hadn’t yet made it to Ornala and was still in the wilderness—where, beneath the trees, they had only just rose and began to pack the camp.

      Unable to think about the consequences of his actions any longer for fear that they would stir up unpleasant emotions, he raised his eyes.

      Directly across from him in the kitchen, Daughtry stood over what appeared to be the beginnings of some kind of pastry cake, calm and content with the fact that he seemed to have the house to himself.

      Has he seen me?

      Stepping forward, Odin braced his hand on the threshold, then knocked three times on the wall.

      Almost immediately, Daughtry lifted his head. “Hello,” he said.

      “Hello,” Odin replied.

      “Good morning. I hope you slept well.”

      “I slept fine,” Odin replied, taking his first few steps into the ornate kitchen. “Thank you for letting me stay with you last night.”

      “There’s no reason to thank me. I’m just doing what I think is right.”

      “It means a lot, sir.”

      “It’s no trouble. Really, Odin—it isn’t.”

      “I wouldn’t be here were it not for your daughter.”

      “Yes… she’s quite the whimsical one,” Daughtry said, turning to wash his hands in a sink fully-equipped with a pipe system. “I’m glad she told me about you.”

      “How did you end up finding me?”

      “She didn’t run too far off after… well… you ‘burned her butterfly up,’ as she so eloquently put it. She’s a bit sensitive in that regard, but she gets over things quickly. She was naturally interested in you because there’s not many mages in the capital anymore.”

      “Where did they all go?”

      “Most have died off. Some left to go expand their knowledge with the Elves. Others have… well… left, per se, though they’re still conscripted into the king’s army. Being a mage can be a lonely life.”

      “Sir… if you don’t mind me asking, where’s your wife?”

      “She passed away two years back, when Anna was only five.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “She gave me the best thing I could ever have,” Daughtry smiled. “That little girl is my life.”

      “I can tell you love her very much.”

      “Come—sit. Let’s discuss while this cooks.”

      While Daughtry went about adding the final touches to his pastry cake, Odin seated himself at the long dining table and placed his hands before him as he waited for the man to finish. It took less than a few moments for the cake to be placed into the oven, which glowed bright with flame, so when the high mage seated himself directly across from him, Odin found himself staring not at the man, but at the depiction of the Crystal Desert hero of Arc the Cyclops-Slayer behind him.

      “Yes,” Daughtry said, turning to examine the painting. “He was one of a kind, that one.”

      “Is there any truth to that legend?” Odin asked.

      “In the south there is. Here, I believe, not so much.”

      “Sir… you said something about meeting the king.”

      “Oh. That.” The high mage smiled, revealing perfectly-straight, well-kept white teeth. “Yes. I’ve requested an audience with the king. It should be answered in a few days, given the importance of this meeting, but you’re welcome to stay with me until then. I’m aware that you have not a penny on you.”

      “My father was the one carrying all our coin,” Odin sighed. “Sir… have you heard any news of the caravan from Felnon arriving yet?”

      “No, but I’ve yet to set foot outside this morning.”

      Frowning, Odin turned his eyes down to his hands and took a moment to fiddle with his thumbs before he returned his attention back to the mage in front of him. As kind as Daughtry was, and as generous as he seemed to be, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was some alternative purpose for both this meeting and arrangement.

      Of course there is, his conscience whispered. The king wants battle mages.

      “Sir,” Odin said, allowing himself a brief amount to determine what he would say. “You said that I would be considered for the honor of becoming one of the king’s knights.”

      “I did,” Daughtry replied.

      “And you said that there aren’t that many mages within the kingdom anymore, much less in the entire northern part of the world.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Does that mean the king wants⁠—”

      “Battle mages?” Daughtry smiled. “Yes, Odin—it does.”

      “I know there’s been conflict between us and Germa,” he said, allowing his arms to fall slack at his sides, “but does that mean there will really be a war?”

      “To be perfectly honest, I highly doubt it. The king’s call for soldiers has only been made because King Ournul believes there may be an assault on the kingdom sometime soon, though there is no proof of that as of now.”

      “What do they want?” Odin frowned.

      “Our resources, territory, space. You would do well to know that the Germanian people are frustrated with the lack of territory they were given when the Three Kingdoms were assembled.”

      “But they have the entire desert.”

      “That’s my point exactly.” When Odin offered a frown, Daughtry sighed and reached up to run a hand through his short brown hair. “Many of the Germanian people are tired of living in the sweltering heat and as nomads. The lack of water in that part of the world is completely unforgiving.”

      “Why not form a treaty with Ornala to extend the kingdom then?”

      “Our king doesn’t want to give up any territory.”

      “Why?”

      At this, Daughtry frowned and reached up to set a hand against his chin. He idly toyed with the corners of his lower lips, as if he were expecting hair to suddenly spring up from beneath his skin and grant him a mustache fit for the most diligent of men, but when no further response came, Odin couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

      Even he doesn’t want to answer me, he thought.

      Then again, such a thing was to be expected. If there was really wrong within the kingdom—which, at that moment, Odin couldn’t help but feel there was—then surely the king would not want to admit mistakes within his judgment. He was, of course, expected to uphold his title to the fullest, and were he to falter within his choices, the people would surely react harshly, and would even go so far as to demand that a new king be put in Ournul’s stead.

      With a short sigh, Daughtry laced his fingers together, turned his head up from his place at his hands, then said, without judgment in his voice, “There’s been unease between our kingdoms since the Germanian people elected their new king.”

      “Why is that?” Odin asked.

      “Conghul, the Cadarian who was elected into office, was chosen because he has promised his people freedom of the restraints their world has put upon them. The shortage of water, the lack of food, the absence of the security to live another day—the Cadarack is not a place many people would willingly live, so it’s perfectly understandable that they’ve had problems with wanting to expand their territory. Ournul, however, feels that excising a piece of our land to sate the Cadarians will only lead to further riots when they demand that more territory be made.”

      “I’m guessing the chunk of land they’d be given wouldn’t be enough then.”

      “So far as we understand, the amount of Cadarian people within Germa is double, maybe even triple that of our own country. It’s King Conghul’s belief that since there are so few people within our country, we should be willing to give some of our land up.”

      “It’s not our fault that they have more people than we do.”

      “No. It isn’t.”

      Daughtry rose and began to round the table. Hands locked at his lower back, head downturned, Odin briefly considered the notion that the conversation had troubled the mage far more than he had initially anticipated, but when the high mage stood directly behind him and set both hands upon his shoulders, Odin tensed and turned his head to the side in order to avoid the man’s eyes.

      “The lack of mages within our kingdom,” the professor said, “is something that the king has been concerned about since his father passed and left him with the kingdom of Ornala.”

      “They’re dying out,” Odin said.

      “Correct. That is why there’s such a high demand for those who can use magical powers—why men like myself, even though we’re little more than scholars who know the arts of the supernatural, can still continue to live in comfort.”

      “What about your daughter?”

      “The king’s court would never allow my daughter to willingly become a knight. Even if she could, I wouldn’t feel comfortable allowing her. That’s not a matter we should be discussing though. Even if the ban was lifted on women enlisting in the military, she is much too young to even consider serving the kingdom.”

      “How strong is her power?”

      “Weak, in respect, but given her age, she has a much stronger grasp on it than some do.”

      More than I do, Odin thought.

      “You’ve taught her,” Odin said. “At least, I assume you have.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ll teach me?”

      “Part of my duty as a high mage is to ensure that those with magical powers are given precedence above those who do not. This, of course, means nothing if the king does not believe you are adequate for the job.”

      In thinking on those words, Odin wondered whether his size would play an opposing role in the king’s decision.

      You can’t worry about that, he thought. You know you’re strong.

      Though he had little grasp over his magical ability, he was perfectly capable of using a sword. With the right training, he could be great—that he knew.

      “When will we meet with the king?” Odin asked.

      “Within the next few days,” Daughtry replied. “There’s holes we must jump through, and I’ve already maneuvered through most of them, but it’ll take some time before the king comes to our request. Why? Is something bothering you?”

      “No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”

      He decided it would be much better to bite his tongue than to reveal any sort of weakness.

      Maybe, he thought, there was nothing to worry about.

      Maybe… just maybe… the king would consider and accept him.
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        * * *

      

      The caravan arrived within the days following Odin’s initial entrance into Ornala. From the front porch of High Mage Daughtry’s house he watched as, in rows of two, with the carts in the center, the men and the boys who had come all the way from Felnon pushed their way into the Outer District and began to disperse themselves into several different groups—one, he knew, the young men who had come to enlist in the military, the others likely to the traders, merchants and buyers that lay within the outskirts near the walls. Throughout all this, Odin could not find his father, even though the man should have been stationed directly at the front of the party and directing them to where they needed to go.

      Where are you? he thought.

      Odin crossed his arms over his chest and settled himself on the top step of the mage’s home, watching the crowd for any sign of the man whom he had willingly run away from no more than a few short days ago.

      “Any luck?” Daughtry’s familiar voice asked.

      Though Odin didn’t make any move to reply, his silence was response enough.

      Stepping forward, Daughtry settled down on the steps beside Odin and pressed his hands against his knees, watching the caravan dispersing beside the walls and making their way toward individual places near and around the gate.

      “I’m sorry you don’t know where he is,” Daughtry said, turning his head to look at Odin with his pure blue eyes.

      “Yeah,” Odin said. “I am too.”

      Not wanting to dwell upon the fact any longer, he stood and turned to make his way into the house. Halfway there, however, he ground to a halt and turned his head to examine the high mage, whom had remained on the porch watching the crowd.

      “Sir?”

      “Sorry?” Daughtry replied.

      “What’re you waiting for?”

      “You said he was tall with short black hair and stubble, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll watch out for him.”

      “There’s no need for that. He probably isn’t even with them anymore.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Because I would’ve seen him already, he thought, but chose to say nothing in response.

      Instead, Odin retraced his steps and once more settled down beside Daughtry, this time sitting cross-legged instead of allowing his feet to dangle over the edge.

      “I feel your pain,” the high mage said, reaching out to press a hand against Odin’s upper back. “It must be hard, being here without your father.”

      “It’s worse when you know that I ran away,” he sighed.

      “How come?”

      “Because he caught me using magic and threatened to turn me around to keep me from joining the military.”

      “Ah,” Daughtry said. “So he’s a bit ignorant.”

      “I guess.”

      “You guess?” the mage laughed. “It sounds like he is.”

      “He just doesn’t want me hurting myself.”

      “As any good parent should. To be perfectly clear with you, though, not knowing how to use your power is much more dangerous than one would let on.”

      “I can imagine,” Odin sighed.

      In response, Daughtry patted his shoulder, , then gestured Odin into the house, where they made their way through the front threshold and into the sunroom. There, Daughtry seated himself on the loveseat below the window and nodded for Odin to sit directly across from him.

      “I just got word back from one of the messengers this morning,” Daughtry said.

      “Oh?” Odin frowned. “For what?”

      “You’ll be meeting the king tomorrow, young sir.”

      The king? he thought, almost unable to believe it.

      Sighing, then retrieving the breath he’d just lost, Odin crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back in his seat, then turned his head up to the ceiling, where he traced the panels above him while trying to discern what he felt.

      I’ll be considered royalty, he thought, if he decides to choose me.

      Though the chances of him actually getting picked out of dozens of royal children were low, he imagined that, if his magical promise was great enough, he could easily be granted permission to be trained in a tier completely unlike those who had come all the way from Felnon.

      “You thinking about something?” Daughtry asked, breaking the hold on Odin’s thoughts.

      “Yeah,” Odin said, closing his eyes. “I am.”

      Daughtry made no move to respond.

      In but a day’s time, he would be standing before the king of Ornala and declaring himself as a mage who could possibly change his entire kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      He stood before a mirror examining himself in the colors of the kingdom. In immaculate pants and trousers, in boots that appeared to have been made out of the highest quality leather, and with his hair pulled back into a well-executed braid, he looked like one of the royal children who hailed from one of the four of Golden Cities that blanketed the Ornalan Providence.

      “Do I look all right?” Odin asked, accepting the belt from Daughtry when he offered it.

      “You look fine,” the high mage replied. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just… well…”

      “Nervous?”

      Odin chose not to respond.

      Behind him, Daughtry clapped his hands on Odin’s shoulders, leaned forward, then whispered, “Everything’s going to be just fine. You look great.”

      From the threshold leading out of the room pranced Daughtry’s daughter, who skipped in through the doorway and made a dramatic entrance by jumping through the air and spinning completely around before landing on her feet. Dressed in a green dress that matched both her eyes and magical ability, she looked perfectly capable for a meeting with the most important figure in the entire country. “Father?” she asked.

      “What is it, dear?”

      “Are you almost ready?”

      “We’re just making sure Odin looks nice for the king.”

      “He doesn’t care,” the little girl blurted out.

      Daughtry visibly resisted the urge to laugh.

      If he doesn’t care, Odin mused, then why all this fuss over making sure I’m dressed up?

      Rather than debate what needed representation in this case, he reached down, clipped his father’s old short sword at his side, then adjusted the hilt until it hung perfectly at his hip.

      Daughtry examined his figure in the mirror, then gave a slight nod of approval. “Are you ready?” the high mage asked.

      “Do I have a choice?” Odin laughed.

      The high mage only smiled before beckoning Odin forward.
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        * * *

      

      He stood before the awe-inspiring structure that was the Inner District’s stone gate and tried his hardest not to tremble in the face of something so powerful. Heart flickering, fingers trembling, he stared at the gate that would have normally been reserved for large amounts of military forces and tried to concentrate on both the gate and High Mage Daughtry, who stood upon the stairs leading up to one of the two hideaway entrances speaking to a series of guards.

      Directly beside him, watching the gate with the same amount of interest, was Anna, who reached out and took Odin’s hand when he let it fall to his side.

      “Are you ascared?” the little girl asked.

      “A little,” he admitted, swallowing a lump in his throat.

      “It’s ok. Ourney’s nice.”

      Ourney, he thought, unable to resist the urge to smile.

      If the little girl had no qualms with the king, then surely things would be just fine for him.

      Stepping forward, he freed himself of the little girl’s grasp and extended his arm to press his palm to the fine, cold gray stone that separated him from all his life’s desires.

      It’ll be but a moment before you enter, his conscience whispered. Are you ready?

      To describe his emotions would have diminished the allure that sprang within his chest. A butterfly, spreading its wings; a bird, taking its first flight; a kitten, opening its eyes for the first time—these things, and more, were moments that could define an individual’s life and shape them into the thing they would eventually become, so to stand at the gate and imagine if he was ready could have been compared to trying to dive to the bottom of the ocean, a feat only capable by fish and other great creatures. While he knew that he, normally, could not dive to the bottom of the ocean, he imagined he could do anything at that moment, even sprout wings and fly.

      Father’s not here, he thought, sighing.

      At that moment, he couldn’t force himself to believe that his father’s presence would be warranted. Surely the man knew what he was doing—what, in that moment, he prepared to accomplish—so there was no use in debating on whether or not he wanted the man to experience the first astounding moment of his new life.

      No more than a few feet away, Daughtry raised his hand and gestured the two of them forward.

      Anna, as cheerful as ever, mounted the stairs and began to skip up them.

      Odin, on the other hand, remained in place, frozen by fear and stupefied by the fact that he was now going to meet the king of Ornala.

      It’s okay. Calm down. There’s nothing to worry about.

      Was that really true though when, of all the times in the world, his future was at stake?

      No.

      In the bottom of his heart and the heights of his mind, he knew he could do this, even if the naysayers believed otherwise.

      “Odin!” Daughtry called down. “Come on! Our appointment is at midday!”

      Midday…

      Whilst turning his attention to the sky, he found that the sun was almost directly overhead, signifying that it was, indeed, almost time to meet the king.

      Without so much as another word, he mounted the stairs and stole through the darkened escapeway behind Daughtry and his daughter.

      Though the tunnel seemed to extend forever, light came to reveal itself in the most blinding radiance possible.

      When Odin broke out on the opposite side, he couldn’t believe his eyes.

      Cast in shades of gold, in silver, with towers capped with triangular black points that resembled something like caps upon an old creature’s head—it extended into the sky to the point where Odin found himself craning his head back as far as he could. To the side, a series of men and women walked up the road, leading behind them young children who had possibly only just arrived in Ornala for formal education, while in the distance what appeared to be rows after rows of pages trained in the art of battle, wielding wooden swords and practice staves and twirling them throughout the air.

      “Welcome to Ornala,” Daughtry said, spreading his arms out in front of him.

      Jewelers lined the roads, fine stalls filled with freshly-grown vegetables and meats filled booths alongside the pathways, some men sang, danced, women wove clothing on machines far more advanced than anything Odin had even seen—one girl was even painting at the corner of the road, depicting upon a piece of white canvas the construction of Ornala some hundreds of years ago.

      “I can’t believe it,” Odin breathed, leaning against the side of the northeastern wall to take an even closer look at the surroundings before him. “It’s… it’s…”

      “Pretty!” Anna cried.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Pretty.”

      While waiting for the pair of them, Daughtry crossed his arms over his chest, stared at the sky, then let out a sigh that immediately attracted Odin’s attention.

      “Your appointment,” Daughtry said.

      “Oh,” Odin frowned. “Sorry.”

      “Not to worry. If I believe what I think will happen, you’ll be spending lots of time here.”

      “You really think so, sir?”

      “I do,” the high mage smiled. “Now come—it’s growing dangerously close to mid-afternoon and I want to make sure we’re on time.”
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        * * *

      

      They were escorted, by a series of guards armed to the tooth and nail, through the northeastern entrance and led down a series of halls painted red, gold and brown. Paintings adorning their surfaces, unlit torch sconces hanging on the walls, Odin found his attention drawn to the far east shortly after his eyes lay on such marvels, where a panoramic window that ran along the entire wall faced out and at the royal gardens below.

      Whilst walking, the guards remained silent, almost as if they possessed no lips or noses, and flanked their small group perfectly, as if at any moment one of them would draw a weapon and turn and stab one of them to death.

      It’s perfectly natural, he thought, eyes straying to the sword at his side. I’m armed, and he’s a mage—a high mage, no less.

      Though he knew that these guards could easily disengage him, Daughtry could slaughter them easily. Such was their unease around the man that the third guard, who stood to the high mage’s right, managed to stray a few feet away.

      “We’re coming up on the king’s throne room,” one of the guards said. “Be ready.”

      How Odin could possibly prepare for the meeting he did not know. In that regard, he simply held his head as high as possible and prepared for the best—and, sadly, but more than possibly, the worst.

      When they stood before a series of double doors that were guarded by not two, but four guards on each side, Odin took a deep breath and held it in his chest, hoping that, at the very least, it would keep him from panicking in the presence of such a noble man.

      Shortly after the guards beside them gave those that stood in front of them a nod, they opened the door to reveal the throne room.

      Odin almost couldn’t believe his eyes.

      He gasped, letting loose the breath of air contained within his body.

      It began with a simple red carpet that was rich, intricate, and embroidered with the country’s white flag with twin swords. Flanked by panoramic windows on both sides, the room was lit in bright, dappled sunlight that immediately amplified Odin’s focus to everything around him—from the guards, to the golden curtains, to the rich mahogany furniture that adorned the far side of the room. His eyes were instinctively drawn first from the embroidered rug to the very throne upon which a man sat: whom, from Odin’s perspective, appeared confident, eyes set ahead and staring straight toward him, as if he could see every false notion that lay within Odin’s heart.

      As they advanced, growing dangerously closer with every step, Odin took in the man who ruled their country with a sense of awe. The king—tall, at least six feet, with long legs and a torso that, even beneath his shirt, appeared well-muscled—did not bear the standard, fair-white skin that most of their country had, and instead possessed a light olive tone. His eyes, dark brown and nearly black in hue, rested beneath a pair of straight, well-defined brows, while his harsh jaw appeared to have been cut from the finest stone. Odin found himself trembling in the face of such a fine man, who remained seated even though they approached, and would have turned and ran had it not been for the guards behind them.

      Don’t be nervous, he thought. This must happen all the time.

      If so, then why, of all the young men standing in the field, was he here? He was not royal—was not, in the least, a boy of money or fortune—and could not claim to have been born from the blood of monarchy. It was that reason that forced him to stand still when finally Daughtry and Anna stopped in place, and in looking upon the king’s eyes, he found himself almost trembling.

      “Heh-Hello,” Odin said.

      The king merely nodded and gestured the guards to stand by his side while he reclined in his seat and braced his hands along the rounded edges of his throne. “Hello,” the king replied.

      Odin stood there for several long moments, waiting for Daughtry to make any further response, before he fell to his knee and bowed before his king.

      “My lord,” Odin said.

      “You must be the boy that Daughtry has been talking about,” the king of Ornala said, his voice deepening, as if he were drawing forward. “Tell me, young sir—why is it you have come to Ornala?”

      “To enlist in your military.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Odin Karussa.”

      “Stand, please.”

      Odin did as asked, but made sure to place his feet together and lace his hands behind his back.

      With a simple flush of the hand, Ournul gestured Daughtry to the side.

      A slight tingle escaped into the air.

      The hairs on Odin’s neck stood on end.

      What the⁠—

      A shield of blue light surrounded him on all sides almost immediately.

      “What is this?” Odin asked, reaching out to find that the field was actually physical. “Daughtry? My lord?”

      “I would like to see you perform any magical talent you have,” Ournul said, standing, as if ready to applaud the greatest opera of his life. “To determine whether or not you’re eligible for me to bypass normal royalty concerns, I need to see if you’re capable with your gift.”

      “I… I don’t know how to use it.”

      “Try.”

      Odin extended his palm.

      What could he do?

      Is this safe? he thought, pressing his hand to the blue barrier of magic around him. His eyes sought out Daughtry, who gave him a slight nod and wink. Will I hurt someone if I try to use my magic?

      Standing directly beneath her father, Anna offered a slight smile that, to Odin, felt like the greatest compliment in the world.

      You can do it! the little girl’s face seemed to say.

      Nodding, Odin stepped back, braced himself in the middle of the sphere, then closed his eyes.

      From his heart, his mind, his body and soul, he summoned the most horrible feelings he had ever experienced—as a child, when no one would play with him; as a teenager, unsure of just who or what he was; as a mortal, living in the world with a power he could not control; as a runaway son, whom had abandoned his father and left him to his own devices. From these emotions he pulled his pain, his agony, his frustration, his fear, his consequence, desire and, most importantly, his joy, and in those emotions he ground himself in reality—in, what many considered to be, the supernatural. A flame of passion rose within his chest and began to channel down his left arm, slowly extending into his fingers and alighting his palm in white, and when that passion turned into a strong fire upon the surface of his hand, he raised it to his eye level, then thrust it into the air: where, above his head, it burst into life and raged into a firestorm.

      The king, whom had remained unamused up until this point, openly displayed his awe, mouth dropping open and eyes alight with excitement.

      At his side, Daughtry began to clap.

      Below him, Anna danced, thrusting her hands into the air and swirling as if she were being taken to the wind by a storm.

      When, above, the firestorm began to die down, the barrier of magic faded and the king raised his hands to clap.

      Odin, swollen with pride, bowed his head to keep from looking directly at his king.

      Did I do it? he thought, trembling, arm tingling from the aftermath of the magic and heart quivering within his chest. Did I have what it took to impress my king?

      He should have known from Ournul’s expression that he displayed an uncanny Gift—an ability that, while unpracticed, could be nurtured into something great. A tree was not grown without a seed, a seed did not flourish without soil, and soil could not offer life without water. It was with this logic that, standing before his king, Odin was able to turn his eyes up and look at the one man who mattered more than anyone else in the world.

      Odin took a deep breath.

      The king smiled. His teeth seemed to shine and brighten the entire room. “Mr. Karussa,” he said, “I would formally like to invite you into the knighthood of the Ornalan kingdom.”

      Odin could’ve fainted. How he didn’t he couldn’t be sure, but when the king stepped forward and pressed both hands to his shoulders, Odin felt as though his entire future had opened up before him.

      Bowing his head, Odin accepted but one simple embrace from the man who ruled his country.

      In no more than a few moments, he would leave this throne room and begin the next step in his life.
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        * * *

      

      He was assigned to a room with twenty other pages ranging in age from fourteen to sixteen and was expected to live with them for the duration of his career as a page. Tired, drained, and with a headache so horrible it threatened to cave his mind, Odin pressed himself to the cool, well-made bed and closed his eyes in the hopes of lying down to aid the pain that so desperately wished to control him.

      He thought, for one brief moment, that he would only rest for what seemed like moments.

      Hours later, he opened his eyes to the sound of a bell ringing and the chorus of boys making their way into the hall.

      Is it time? he thought, frowning, pushing himself from the bed and straightening his clothes out along his body. He reached for his sword only to find it missing, then in a moment of clarity remembered that it had been taken from him moments after he had filled out the paperwork that would bind him to the castle for his time here.

      With a sigh, he pushed himself out of the room, then fell into place beside his many peers, all of which nearly dwarfed him in size.

      As they walked down the halls, led by a series of guards who stood both behind and in front of them, Odin took notice of the flames spouting from the torch sconces, which licked away from the walls as if attempting to reach the ceiling. Odin entertained himself with this notion for a few moments, then turned down the hall and began to make his way to a section of the castle completely foreign.

      Around him, boys whispered of the dinner they would soon be devouring.

      Thankful, as his stomach growled and threatened to flip, Odin raised his head to look at the back of the boys and men before him, then tilted his head up when the light from a distant chandelier came into view.

      Woah, he thought.

      The dining room bloomed before him in a few short moments. Flushed with color, lit by chandeliers with dangling beads of glass, filled with benches so many and wide they could fit dozen upon dozens of boys and overseen by a long table that was placed at the tail end of the room—the smell of fresh food, of rich meats and steamed vegetables, entered his nose and made the beast within his bowels gnaw at his intestines as if threatening to rip them away.

      When the boys began to seat themselves, Odin took his place at the very end of one table, then looked down at the food piled upon platters before him.

      Knowing that this would be the first meal he would eat within the castle, he turned his attention to the plate set before him, then began to gather food onto its surface.

      At the distant end of the room, near where the long table stood and where men and women sat behind it, Odin trailed his eyes over the series of robed individuals until he came to the center—where, upon a raised table as if to give himself notice above all others, the king sat, placid in his behavior and watching the room before him with his hands laced together.

      What could he be thinking, Odin wondered, looking at all of us?

      He likely considered them nothing more than meat fodder for the blade and blunt-edged weapons that were likely to arise within the foreseeable future. That notion made Odin feel insignificant, much like an ant standing before a mighty molehill, but when he considered his position within the castle and realized just who and what he was and why he was here, a flush of pride rose in his chest.

      Bowing his head, he began to eat, relishing the fact that he sat in this very dining room with dozens of royal boys.

      To think that only the day before he had been nothing more than a commoner with no bearing on the royal throne astounded him to no end.

      If only my father could see this.

      His appetite stunted at the thought of the man he’d abandoned, Odin bowed his eyes first at his food, then at his glass filled with what appeared to be some kind of fruit solution, only to look up at the young men around him a short moment later.

      “Hello,” Odin managed.

      “Who are you?” one of the boys asked. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “Neither have I,” another added.

      “My name’s Odin Karussa.”

      “What family is that?”

      “Umm… the Karussa family?” Odin asked, not sure what to say.

      “Where do you come from?”

      “Felnon.”

      “Felnon?” The boy’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “Wait a minute… you’re not royalty.”

      “I’m a mage,” Odin said.

      Almost immediately, every boy scooted away from him.

      Frowning, Odin gave each of the three around him a look, then sighed before standing and making his way toward the door.

      It seemed, in that moment, that not only the entire world, but its populace was against him.

      What’s wrong with being a mage? he sighed.

      Rather than think about it any further, he continued down the hall, toward the room and bed that would beckon him without any question.
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        * * *

      

      Days later, after a point in time which he began to realize that things would not be as clear-cut for him as he’d initially imagined, Odin stood in line with a group of pages examining a weapon master who paced back and forth between them. Wooden sword in hand, the flat-edged blade slamming onto his palm every few paces, he cast his eyes across each one of them from head to toe before moving on to the next boy in line. This process, as unnecessary as it was, seemed to be a mental test of endurance, which would determine their strength in the emotional sense when faced with the reality of judgment from a higher official.

      This can’t go on forever, Odin thought, trying his best not to stare at the man, but failing significantly.

      Surely the weapon master couldn’t continue this sort of behavior forever. He’d already paced back and forth before them twice. He’d have to stop eventually.

      Or so you think.

      “All right,” the man said, moving back to the circle he had been standing in just moments before. “I’ve just looked each and every one of you over.”

      None of the pages stirred.

      “And,” the man continued, allowing his sword-hand to fall at his side, “I’ve come to the conclusion that the majority of you will die in the event of war.”

      How can he know that?

      Though Odin said nothing, his thoughts must have betrayed his facial expression, as the weapon master’s eyes fell upon him almost immediately.

      “Do you have something to say mister…”

      “Karussa,” Odin said, bowing his head. “Odin Karussa.”

      “I’ve not heard of that name before. Just where do you come from?”

      “Felnon.”

      “Felnon?” the man laughed. “You are nothing but dirt, boy—why in God’s great name are you here?”

      “I’m more than what you think I am,” Odin mumbled.

      At this, the line of boys gasped in ‘oohs’ and ‘awws.’

      “Excuse me?” the weapon master asked, stepping forward and tilting Odin’s head up with a flick of his wrist. “What did you say to me?”

      “King Ournul has asked that I specifically train with you.”

      “You must be something special then,” the man said, casting Odin into the ring. “Grab yourself a weapon. You’ll be our class project.”

      “What?”

      The man shot Odin a nasty look that instantly beckoned him to draw one of the wooden swords from the rack near the far edge of the sparring sphere.

      “All right,” the instructor said. “I want you to fight me, boy.”

      “You, sir?”

      “Did I ask you to pick flowers and eat candy? I said, Fight me, boy.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Surely you must know how to use a weapon if you’re here in this row.”

      “I’ve never⁠—”

      “Never what?”

      “Spuh-Sparred against someone before.”

      The boys’ giggling near the wall waged war inside Odin’s heart.

      “Well then,” the weapons master said. “I guess this will be a learning experience for both of us, won’t it?”

      Stepping into the sphere, Odin took his place at the northern side of the sparring ring, then bent his knees and arms, just as his father had taught him all those years ago.

      If you don’t bend your arm, Ectris Karussa had once said, it’ll be easy to cut it off.

      Though he knew his limbs would not be amputated in a simple mock battle, he couldn’t deny the fact that, were he not careful, the tides could turn against him.

      The weapons master threw a hit at him.

      Odin dodged the first blow and caught the weapon master’s sword on his own blade a short moment later.

      “See this?” the man asked the other boys, bearing as much pressure down upon Odin’s blocked stance as he possibly could. “Watch and learn, young men. You’ll need to know how to block hits and return them if you want to kill an opponent in battle. If you don’t act quick, you’ll have your enemy’s sword in your gut.”

      When the weapons disengaged from one another, Odin lashed out, spinning his sword to distract the weapons master and create a false front. The man’s eyes darting from sword to figure, then back again, Odin took notice of an exposed weakness under the man’s arm and around his ribcage and noticed that his stance, though awkward, seemed to reveal a natural weakness that could easily be exploited were he to use his size and his speed correctly.

      Here goes nothing.

      Lunging forward, Odin ducked under the man’s forward slash, then rolled forward, the brunt of his weight landing at the curve of his upper back and propelling him directly behind the weapons master.

      The man, so stunned by the reciprocating action, had little chance to turn around just as Odin pressed the tip of the blade into the weapon master’s back.

      “See?” the weapons master asked. “That is how your swordfight, gentlemen.”

      In the moments following his defeat, the instructor gestured Odin forward, set an arm around his shoulders, then turned his attention to the young men situated against the far wall. “I’m going to pair you up in groups of two,” the man explained. “I want you to practice striking and blocking your opponent. This is the first thing you’ll need to learn. Develop your own style. Watch the way your enemy moves, examine their stance for weaknesses that you can exploit. When you ‘kill’ your sparring partner in the resulting duel, you’ll switch with another boy who’s won his own spar. The two that were beaten will fight each other in order to gain experience on their weaknesses. Winners will go on one side, the losers—the dead—on the other. From there, we’ll switch teams until we have enough for a small skirmish. Understand?”

      “Yes sir!” the boys cried, all in unison.

      Odin stood next to his weapon’s master, unsure what to do in light of his recent win. He made a move to walk toward what would be the ‘winning’ side before the man stopped him.

      “Sir?” Odin frowned. “What are you⁠—”

      “Call me Master Jordan,” the man grunted. “That was quite impressive, young man.”

      “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head. “My father taught me well.”

      “You’re but a commoner. Tell me—was your father enlisted in the military?”

      Gradually, over the course of several indeterminable moments, Odin mustered up the courage to shake his head, knowing full than well that his father, whom bore no humility, would not care about the declaration. Since when did one need have been a knight or a military figure to be a valiant man?

      “Very well,” Master Jordan said. “Not everyone needs to be in the military to know their way around a sword.”

      Truth be told, Odin nodded.

      The weapon’s master slapped Odin’s back one last time before proceeding to bark encouragement and insults to the other boys.

      A few short moments later, a massive boy whom had to be some five-and-a-half feet tall felled another with a hard hit to the chest, sending him sprawling onto his back with a violent thud.

      “There’s no need to be rough, Mr. Monvich,” Master Jordan said, stepping forward to assist the fallen boy to his feet. “You don’t need to throw your opponent into the dirt.”

      “Why?” the hulk of boy asked. “It’s not like anyone’s going to treat you with respect on the battlefield. He’ll kill you before he decides to let you live.”

      “Very well, Herald, but here, in this castle, we’re not out to kill anyone, especially our sparring partners.” Jordan sighed and shook his head. “You know what to do.”

      “Guess I fight you then,” the boy named Monvich smirked, running the back of his wrist across his mouth to reveal a wisp of hair curving across his upper lip.

      “I… guess,” Odin said, taking notice of both himself, then the other boy, whose shoulders were nearly as broad as Odin’s torso and whose muscles had begun to show. His face, though harsh, also bore a manly distinction that set him apart from the baby-faced, fat-cheeked boys around them—a strong jaw, a squared chin, and that undeniably-manly whisper of hair atop his lip.

      Smirking, Herald stretched his sword arm out, then bent his knees.

      There was no warning before he lunged forward.

      Odin raised his sword just in time to block a hit.

      “You might think you can get around me with your height,” the bigger boy said, throwing a few more blows in his direction, “but I’m bigger and stronger than you.”

      Like that matters, Odin thought.

      The swords began to soar through the air as though they were birds making their way through migratory patterns. Monvich’s blade hard, unruly; Odin’s quick, unmerciful—the wooden swords, as safe as they happened to be, began to strike one another in ways that began to make them splinter shortly after their use. It would, Odin knew, take but a single hit from the Monvich boy’s sword to severely hurt him in its current state, as it resembled a serrated blade now instead of one sanded-down by natural papers. At one point, Odin realized that a crowd had developed around the circle and that people were watching them, but only glanced at the group briefly for fear that, should he distract himself, the bigger boy would find the opening he’d need.

      “That’s it!” Master Jordan said. “See, boys? This is how a swordfight should be.”

      Monvich’s sword slid up along Odin’s blade and nearly hit his shoulder. In response, Odin swung his sword to the side, then ducked when the bigger boy put both his hands on the practice weapon’s hilt and swung it down like a hammer.

      “I’ll get you,” the bigger boy panted, chest heaving, cords in his neck bulging and face sparked red.

      Soon enough, Odin knew, Monvich would be much too worn out to continue.

      They always said the bigger you are the harder you fall.

      The weapons master moved away from the boys and began to walk the sphere. He circled them, eyes alert, movements swift and precise. His body appeared to say, Don’t pay attention to what I’m doing. It was completely distracting, for even Odin had trouble maintaining concentration on the battle beforehand as Herald’s blade continued to swing forward and down upon him, much like the hammer he’d recently thought of that only a brutish man’s ample shoulders could wield.

      In but a moment, Odin realized just what he’d have to do.

      Ducking, he lunged forward, then threw himself back.

      Master Jordan stood no more than a few feet behind him.

      Monvich’s eyes darted to the man.

      There!

      Odin lunged.

      Before he could even begin to raise his sword to deliver the ‘killing’ hit, Monvich struck out—not with his sword, but his fist.

      Blood spurting from his nose, body flailing through the air, Odin collapsed to the ground with blood covering his chest and pain screaming throughout his body.
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