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​Chapter 1: Wind Storm
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A breeze was simple, a child could create one. A typhoon, now that was exciting.

“Jerric, Jerric, stop!”

The rush of the wind and the feeling of flying, I wanted it all. All the power the wind could give me, I’d take it. Closing my eyes, I let the feeling grow. It overwhelmed my senses and sent my mind spinning toward a new high. The wind swirled around, steadily building speed. It was the beginning of an incredible storm; the sensation was one of a kind.

“Jerric!” Bryce clung to my waist. “You have to stop! It’s too strong.” 

Opening my eyes, I saw water being sucked up into the tornado, creating a funnel. I lowered my arms and the water came crashing down with any debris that had been acquired. Large waves traveled along the coastline.

Bryce dropped to his knees and clutched his chest. “Curse the gods, what were you trying to do?”

I shrugged. “I wanted to see how far I could take it.”

“Too far,” he snapped. “Way too far. If the elders find out—”

“I know, I know,” I muttered, jumping across the rocks to dry ground. “I got carried away again.” Wiping the dripping brown strands of hair out of my eyes, I started down the trail to Orris. 

Bryce stumbled after me, wringing water from his shirt. 

I smiled at him. “Need help there, buddy?” A gust of air blasted up from the ground.

“Stop!” he cried, shielding his face from the pieces of sand. “Stop it, Jerric.”

Laughing, I flicked my wrist, and the wind dissipated. His dark brown hair stuck straight up as he scowled at me.

“It really pisses me off when you do that,” he muttered, fixing his clothes. 

“I was helping you dry off.”

“Yeah, right.” He smoothed out his hair. “I’m not stupid. You were being an ass.”

Laughing, I patted his shoulder and led the way home. We reached Bryce’s turnoff. 

He gave me a wave. “See you tomorrow.”

I nodded. “Hey, um... Bryce?”

“Don’t worry,” he said with a smirk. “I won’t tell on you.”

“Thanks. See you later.” 

“Bye.” He hurried off down the path to his family’s farm.

Slipping my hands into my pockets, I wandered along the road before taking my usual shortcut through the fields. Stepping out onto the main road, I blew myself dry with a gust of wind and flattened my hair. Wiping off any dust, I started for town. My mother was standing outside the family store, sweeping the welcome mat. I shuffled past her.

“Where have you been, Jerric?” she asked, not looking up at me.

I cleared my throat, stopping in the doorway. “With Bryce.”

“Down by the coast, then?” she stated. 

“Yeah,” I said hesitantly. “We were there for a bit.”

“Your father would like to speak to you.” She stopped sweeping and met my gaze. “You nearly capsized a boat.”

My mouth fell open. “I didn’t do anything. Promise, I didn’t go near the shipping yard.”

She leaned the broom against the vegetable stand and started arranging the produce. “Jerric, you’re a very gifted young man, but that doesn’t mean you can break the rules.” She handed me the broom. “So help your mother out and finish this for me. No wind. You blow up too much dust, and I have to listen to the neighbors complain.”

I took it from her. “I didn’t mean to. I thought I was far enough out. Honest, Mom.”

She patted my cheek as she entered. “You’re meant for the gods, Jerric. But you still have a few more weeks before you get to choose, so until then, no more tornados. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She smiled at me and entered the shop. “Sweep inside, too.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied. 

A little over a month and then I could pick the wind god I wanted to serve. I’d finally be able to test out my full capabilities. It was exciting. I finished outside and started doing the aisles between the shelves. The floorboard shifted above my head in the back corner. The heavy footsteps told me it was my father coming down the stairs. 

He opened the back door to the storage room and looked around. “Jerric?”

“Yeah.” I knelt and swept the dirt into a metal pan. 

His eyes locked on me. “Isa,” he called. 

My sister hurried out of the backroom. 

“Finish up for your brother. We’re going to the docks.”

She slipped past our father and took the broom from me. “What’d you do this time?”

“Something to do with a boat,” I said quietly. 

I met my dad at the front door, and we walked in silence to the edge of town. I was in so much trouble, I could tell by the tension in my dad’s shoulders. We arrived at the clearing where the wind wagons were stationed. The wooden bed had a post that could rotate with a large sail attached to it.

“Get in,” he said firmly, pointing to the one that belonged to our family.

I climbed inside and sat down. My father grabbed the steering rod and filled the sail with air. The wheels started to turn. I kept my head lowered, waiting for him to say something. He didn’t. He simply stared at the road with a scowl. 

“I thought I was far enough away,” I muttered. “Honestly, I did.”

“Jerric,” he said sharply.

I flinched at his tone.

“Maybe for someone with normal capabilities, that might mean something, but you’ve been able to blow down fully rooted trees since you were eight. When are you going to understand the amount of damage you can cause?”

Bowing my head, I wrung my hands together.

“The gods will be here soon. Show some restraint.”

“I thought they wanted to see the full extent of what we could do.”

“Not by destroying the docks!” he stated. 

Clenching my jaw, I focused on the passing fields. 

My father shook his head. “One of these days, you’re going to create a storm that not even you can control, and someone is going to get hurt.”

My shoulders slumped forward. One accident when I was twelve had marked me as a problem for life. I didn’t even hurt anyone. A farmer’s cellar blew over. That was it. I wasn’t that irresponsible to let my winds get to the point of being dangerous. I glanced at my dad. I had a feeling he may disagree.
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​Chapter 2: Southern
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I remained quiet throughout the rest of the journey. We arrived at the docks, and I climbed out to see a half-sunken boat being dragged to shore. A few others were tied up at the dock. They all had water in the bottom. The head elder of Orris was overseeing the damage. 

“Mr. Winsor,” he announced when he spotted us. “Jerric.”

I nodded. 

“We’ve talked about this,” said Mr. Gibson. “The danger that comes when you misuse wind.”

“Sorry,” I said in a soft voice.

“Well, Adam, what do you suppose we do?” He turned to my dad.

My father eyed me. “Whatever punishment you see fit. He’s been warned about this far too many times.”

Mr. Gibson grabbed a bucket from one of the sailors. “Bail them all out. No wind.”

“Come on,” I groaned. “I could get this done in ten minutes.”

The elder shook his head. “No wind.” He pushed the bucket into my chest. “Do a little self-reflecting while you’re at it. You caused a lot of problems for people today.”

“I didn’t think the waves would come this far,” I muttered.

Mr. Gibson shook his head and patted my shoulder as he passed. “No more tidal waves, Jerric. You’ll anger the water god if you keep messing with his element.”

“Yes, sir,” I sighed. 

“Only after all the water is out can you air dry them,” said Mr. Gibson, “and please don’t break the mast.”

“I won’t,” I said, chewing on my bottom lip.

“I want them all done by morning.” He climbed into the wagon with my father. 

“Do it right.” My dad pointed at me. “Don’t make me come back.”

I just stood there as the wagon took off down the dirt road back to town.

Most of the sailors left for home as well, except for two. They sat at the end of the dock, watching me. One of them took out a worn container of cards and shuffled them on the bottom of a bucket. This was ridiculous. It wasn’t possible to do all of the boats by morning. Walking down the dock, I stopped at the first one. About five inches of water sat on the deck. I glanced at the two men who only grinned at me. I guess I wouldn’t be cheating.

***
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IT WAS DARK WHEN I finally blew the water out of the last boat, and I was exhausted. The sailors had left a long time ago, and I had broken the rules the moment they were gone. I hadn’t even finished one boat when they had called it a night. Dragging my tired body up the docks, I started for home. 

All the wagons had been taken. I wasn't allowed to drive one, anyways. I thought about ripping down the road on a gust of wind, but I had a feeling that would get me into more trouble. That was how I lost my driving privileges. I failed to control my speed and sent one flying into the water. It was still sitting at the bottom. 

Walking along the corn stalks, I felt a subtle breeze against my skin and heard the leaves rustle. It smelled of wildflowers. Holding up my hand, I let it drift through my fingers. This wind was different. Cool, and calm, it hadn’t come from the sea. I looked around: the southern wind. The god wasn’t expected here until next week. 

I jogged up the road where the field shifted to wheat. A figure stood at the far end with long silver hair swirling about his shoulders. Not a sheaf was bent out of place as he walked. A soul without a body and far too weak to ever take a physical form; Notus, the god of the southern wind. His breezes carried pollen, let the birds hoover, and the butterflies float. 

He was pathetic. 

Shaking my head, I continued on toward home. A god that could be beaten by a wind shifter, no wonder the others were embarrassed by him. 

Arriving at the store, I slipped in through the back entrance. A light shone along the bottom of the door which led to our home above the shop. Quietly climbing the stairs, I opened it and peeked my head into the kitchen. Food was sitting on the table. I smiled to myself. No matter how much chaos I caused, my mother still loved me. My father, well, he tolerated me during moments like these. 

I sat and removed the cloth draped over the sandwich. Footsteps came from the hallway. 

My mother leaned against the doorframe, folding her arms. “Did you finish?”

I nodded and went to get a drink from the water barrel. 

“Did you use the bucket is the better question?” She walked to the table and sat down.

Laughing hesitantly, I took my seat. “I did until the sailors left.”

“You threaten their livelihood. Not everyone is selected by a god.” She folded the cloth. 

“You and Dad both were.” I took a bite.

She nodded. “Those were fun times. You’re going to have so many adventures.” Sucking in her lips, she smiled. “Maybe too much fun.”

“So, who do you want me to choose, the east, maybe?”

My mother shot back in her chair and clutched her chest. “I think not. You’ll go with the west if she offers.”

“Dad would disagree,” I said with a smirk.

She tapped her fingers on the table. “Zephira likes to have fun. She wants to win, but not at the cost of enjoying yourself, like Sabiya.” She rolled her eyes. “You’ll understand why your father is so uptight, having spent so many years under her command.”

I tore a piece off my sandwich. “What if Aquila makes an offer?”

Folding her arms, she shook her head. “The northern god is not someone you give your service to on a whim, Jerric. It’s for life, you know that. So if he does make you an offer, think about it. Winds grow old and eventually fade away, but the northern never does.”

“But if my wind is of the north, then it doesn’t matter who I choose.”

My mother nodded. “Riding the waves of the sky for eternity may seem exciting, Jerric, but is it worth eventually watching everyone around you dissipate?”

I bowed my head. “I’m just saying that if my wind belongs to the north, then that’s it. Nothing can change it. I’ll keep on living even when everyone else’s wind returns to the atmosphere.”

She reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “That’s why I pray you’re not. It’s a miserable life, and I wouldn’t wish that upon you.”

I looked at her, confused. 

“There’s a reason those accepted by the north rarely return.”

“I understand that,” I breathed. “But if Aquila makes an offer, it means that I am.”

She patted my arm. “Then pray to The Great Creator that you’re not.” Standing, my mother kissed my cheek. “Good night, Jerric.”

“Mom,” I called after her.

“Hmm...” She turned around.

“I saw the southern wind god on the way home.”

She took a deep breath. “Yes, he is near.”

“Why is he still a god?” I stated. “He’s a disgrace. I could defeat him. Hell, Isa could.”

“Jerric,” she said sternly. “A god is a god. What they are and what they are not isn’t up for us to decide. Notus is still a god. Respect him as one.”

I sank lower into my chair, pushing the bread crumbs into a pile. “Thanks for dinner, Mom.”

She smiled. “I won’t be able to cook for you much longer. Unlike you, I’m hoping time might standstill, so I don’t have to let you go.”

I smiled to myself. “Goodnight, Mom.”

“Goodnight.” She turned to leave. “Oh, and Jerric, your father is expecting you to help out in the store tomorrow.”

I finished my sandwich and stood. “Time for round two of punishment.”

She laughed. “Maybe one day you’ll learn to stay out of trouble.”
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​Chapter 3: First Life 
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I could smell him. The southern god was still lurking around the town somewhere. Maybe the other gods had summoned him. It wasn’t like anyone would ever agree to be under his command. I didn’t even think he had ever asked anyone. He was probably too embarrassed.

A washcloth smacked me in the face.

“Stop daydreaming, Jerric,” said my father, “and get to work.”

“I am.” Snatching the rag, I dipped it in the bucket and started washing the windows. 

“We had a few deliveries today as well. Once you’re done, head out back and haul it in.”

I rolled my eyes and kept on scrubbing.

“You’re going to get yourself in trouble, boy.”

“Haul in the deliveries. Got it.” 

He went inside while I finished up. I didn’t want to be stuck in the store all day. Glancing down the street, I saw familiar faces wandering about. Women were chatting as their children ran through the alleyways. It was all so boring. We were wind shifters. Why did we have to act like pathetic mortals?

Finishing, I dumped the bucket in the alley as I made my way to the back entrance. Bryce turned the corner, and we barely missed colliding into each other.

“Whoa”—he jumped out of my way—“we nearly had an accident there,” he laughed. “I heard you practically capsized a boat.”

Sucking in my lips, I nodded. “A couple actually. I spent all night cleaning that mess up.”

“I told you it was too strong.” He nudged my shoulder. “It was cool, but also stupid.”

“Thanks a lot.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Let me guess, it’s your delivery that I have to haul into the store.”

He gave me an oversized grin. “I put on a few extra bags just for you.”

“Yeah, yeah, you always do.”

Bryce chuckled. “Well, have fun. I have to get back and help stack hay bales. Do you mind returning the wagon when you’re done?”

“Ha. Ha,” I said dryly. “Like my dad would ever let me drive one again, even if it was just to your house.”

Bryce simply smiled and slipped past me. “Then have your dad bring it back, and you can walk to my house.”

Shaking my head, I watched him go. “Who says I even want to?”

“Fine, stay here and sweep.”

Right before he entered the street, I blasted him with a gust of air. His shirt flew up around his head. 

“Jerric!” he yelled, yanking his clothes down. “You are so irritating, sometimes.” 

“See you later, Bryce.”

He muttered something under his breath and gave me a dismissive wave before leaving.

I was met with the sight of large bags of flour and wheat piled high in a wagon parked at the back door. My shoulders dropped. Damn Bryce, he wasn’t lying. This was going to take all day, and I doubted my father was going to help since this was punishment. 

I put the first bag over my shoulder and hauled it in. By the sixth, I was starting to feel it. I did three more before I was done pretending to be mortal. Lifting the bag, I gave it a little burst of air and easily carried it inside. 

Sweat was still pouring off me, even with the boost of wind, when I grabbed the last sack. I turned around to see my father in the doorway. I wiped my face on my sleeve.

“Did you use your power?”

I nodded. 

My father sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Bring it in. We need to have a talk.”

I placed the bag on the pile and sat down on a crate. My father took a seat at the desk and tapped his pencil on the stack of paperwork. 

“Your mother is worried.”

“About what?” I rubbed my shoulder and neck. 

“Don’t take his offer, Jerric. You have no idea the amount of power the northern god has at his disposal. It’s beyond either of the sisters.” 

I shrugged. “We don’t even know if he’s going to extend one.”

“This is not a game, son,” he said sternly. “The god you choose to serve will own you until they choose to release you. Aquila has never released anyone from his service. Even the ones who do come back, they always return to the north, and Aquila can summon them at any time.”

I leaned against the sacks of flour. “Why would he release them? They’re the most powerful shifters.”

“If your wind is of the north, you will spend eternity in Aquila’s service. Is that what you want? To never see your family again?”

Shaking my head, I stood. “If my wind is of the north, then yes. It’s better than sitting around this shitty town, watching everyone grow old and dissipate.”

“We’re not mortals.”

“Yeah, but we’re not immortal, either.” I sucked in my cheek and stared at the ground. “I might be, though, and there’s nothing I can do about that. It was the way I was born. Everyone else gets to go through the continuous cycles of being reborn, but if I’m from the north, this is my first life. I want to enjoy it.” 

Our eyes met, and I saw his concern. 

“There’s more to this life than testing the limits of wind, Jerric. Yes, if you are immortal, you’ll never return to the wind. The rest of us will, so wouldn’t you want to spend as much time as possible with your family?”

Bowing my head, I nodded. “Am I done?”

“Yes,” he said softly.

“Bryce wanted me to ask if you could take the wagon back to their farm.” 

“I’ll finish up some paperwork and head over.”

“Am I free to go?”

My father nodded.

“Alright, I’m going to Bryce’s house. I’ll let them know you’re coming with the wagon.” I headed for the exit.

“Jerric.”

Stopping, I turned to him.

“If you see the southern god, show him respect.”

Arching a brow, I looked at him, confused. “Mom told you what I said, right?”

“Notus is a god. I heard some men say he was spotted in the fields by Bryce’s house this morning. If you’re going that way, leave the god alone.”

“Sure.” I shrugged. “Why would I mess with a god?”

“I mean it, Jerric.”

“I won’t mess with him,” I replied, walking outside. “Unlike what everyone thinks, I do have some self-control.”
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​Chapter 4: Dissipate
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I hurried to the edge of town, wanting to put some distance between my father and me. Once I was out of view, I left the road for a water culvert. I un-wedged the piece of wood from its hiding place and climbed back onto the road. Throwing the board down, I jumped on top of it and, with a gust of wind, sped off along the trail toward Bryce’s house. 

This was what I loved: the rush of the wind and the power it provided. Why couldn’t everyone else realize that our powers were a gift? We should use them, harness them, but no. We had to wait until the gods chose the shifters they wanted to serve them before we were allowed to really explore our potential. I was ready to leave Orris for good.

I hopped off at the path that led to the Storm family’s farm and hid my board in the tall grass. Jogging down the trail, I watched for anyone working in the fields. He said he would be hauling hay bales. 

“Hey, Bryce!” I called as I got closer. “Bryce, I’m here.”

A breeze drifted through the wheat stalks in a nearby field. There was a chill to it that I didn’t like. 

“Bryce.” I ran to the front door. “Anybody home?” 

Screams came from the backyard. I darted around the side of the house and hurried toward it. Staggering to a halt, I saw blood covering my best friend’s face. Hay bales were scattered across the ground around his body. On the other side of the toppled stack, a wagon had been flipped onto its side. His family stood around his lifeless form. I could sense his breath, but it was faint.  

“Curse the gods.” I covered my mouth. 

Notus appeared and slowly walked forward. Bryce’s mother gasped when she saw the silver-haired man. The southern wind god knelt at Bryce’s side and touched his cheek. The color left my friend’s skin, and his presence started to fade. His mother cried out and hid her face in her husband’s shirt. Little by little, his body started disappearing until a gust of wind swirled through the air. It had Bryce’s scent. 

“No!” I charged.

Bryce was alive. He was still alive. I wouldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t let that worthless god take him. I rushed past Bryce’s family and surprised them all by reaching for the god’s throat. My hand traveled straight through him. I saw panic in his light gray eyes as my anger grew. The force of my wind began to gather around me. I’d make him take solid form, and then, I’d kill him.

“Give him back,” I stated as wind thrashed the ground around me.

Notus ran. He was not a god but a damn leech. I chased after him into the field. My wind was nearing the strength of a microburst. It tore at the ground, scarring a path through the cut hay stalks. This man would pay. He took Bryce, and I would steal the god’s winds if it meant getting my friend back. 

I tackled the man to the ground. I had him. The force of the wind swirling around us kept him solid as I wrapped my hands around his neck.

“Give him to me!”

Gagging, Notus pried at my grip. 

“You can’t have him.” I jolted the god against the earth. “I’ll destroy you unless you give him to me!”

The world spun around us. The field was ripped up as everything within reach was sucked into the vortex.

“I won’t let you take him!”

The god gasped. “Please,” he begged, his eyes beginning to water. “Help me.”

I heard laughter and my eyes snapped to the side. A man with dark hair and eyes stood there watching us. He was the complete opposite of the man beneath me but had the same presence about him.

“Aquila,” Notus pled. “Please.”

The man sighed and with a wave of his hand, the vortex imploded and flattened me to the earth. I couldn’t move as everything sucked into my wind crashed to the earth, until all was still. The immense pressure left my back but the god’s wind held me in place.

Aquila stepped over me and peered down at the long-haired man. “Overtaken by a shifter, oh, how you’ve fallen,” he chuckled. 

Notus rubbed his neck. “The boy was of my wind.”

I struggled to get up. “Give Bryce back,” I breathed. “You’re not worthy of any soul.”

Aquila laughed. “He has a point.”

“I can’t.” The smaller god shook his head. Notus looked like a child compared to Aquila. His features were softer for a man, but the anger behind his eyes showed he was not afraid of the other god. “The boy is gone. He’s returned to the wind. His physical form was ruined, I can’t bring him back.”

The northern god turned to me and knelt down. “Jerric, correct?”

I nodded, struggling to move.

Waving his hand, he released the winds that bound me. “How were you able to force him to take a physical form?”

Sitting up, I took deep breaths. “I control the wind, and that is all he is made of.”

Aquila stood tall. “Still. It’s not common for a shifter to trap a god, even one such as Notus.” He swiped his hand through the man’s head. 

Notus scowled at the god and looked away. “I’m leaving.” A blast of air shot out from where he stood, and he was gone. 

Aquila scanned the area. “What a rare talent you are.” He smiled to himself. “This friend was dear to you?”

I nodded. “We’ve been together since we were kids. He wasn’t dead. His physical form still had life, and Notus took his breath anyway.”

“There is a way to get the boy back.” Aquila paced around me.

“How?”

“From the wind, your kind is born, so simply make Notus give you the boy’s breath, and with it, he can be reborn.”

I looked at the sky. It was an endless sea of blue. “It’s not possible. Bryce’s wind could be anywhere.”

“Notus took it. He can call it back.” Aquila walked past me and glanced at the crowd that had gathered. “I’m sure his mother wouldn’t mind having her son returned to her and given another life. It would be great compensation for destroying their fields.” 

Swallowing hard, I surveyed the amount of damage I had caused. 

His eyes flicked to me. “Find Notus, and force him to give it to you.”

“How do I do that?” I muttered, rubbing my face. I had made a mess of things again.

Aquila swirled a gush of wind with flecks of pollen around his fingers. “Take the wind from him. You’re powerful enough to make him take a physical form, something he struggles to even do himself,” the god chuckled. “Who knows, maybe you can even replace him as the southern wind god. It shouldn’t be too hard.” 

A strong wind slammed me to the earth. I curled into a ball and covered my face as dirt pelted my exposed skin. Once it had stopped, I looked to find the god was gone.

“Jerric!” Bryce’s father ran to my side and helped me to my feet. “Was that?”

I nodded. “Aquila, the northern wind god.”
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​Chapter 5: The Chase
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Mrs. Storm had secluded herself in the bedroom with her daughter. Bryce’s younger brother sat in the corner, his face pale. He had been driving the wagon when it went out of control and hit the stack. His father sat across from me at the table with his head in his hands. 

“Jerric!” called a voice from outside. 

I glanced around at the family before going to the back door. Stepping outside, I spotted my father staring at the mess I had created. The entire field had been ripped apart and a crater had been left where I had tackled Notus. 

“What have you done?”

“Bryce is dead,” I replied. “The southern wind god took him.”

My father’s face softened. He slipped past me into the house. “Ethan.” He knelt at his old friend’s side. “What happened?”

The man raised his head. “The wagon, it went out of control.” He glanced at his remaining son. “It was no one’s fault. It just took off and hit the haystack.” Mr. Storm took in a shaky breath. “Bryce was crushed.” He bowed his head and covered his face. “Notus came to return him to the wind.”

My father rubbed the grieving man’s back. “I’m so sorry. That’s not a sight a parent should ever witness.”

“I can get him back,” I stated.

Everyone in the room turned to me. The bedroom door cracked open at my words.

“He’s lost, Jerric,” stated my father. “He has rejoined the wind.”

“Aquila said I could.”

My dad’s eyes grew wide as he stood. “You spoke with the northern wind god?”

“Yes.” I clenched my jaw. “He stopped me from choking Notus.”

“Choking, Notus?” My father fell back into a kitchen chair. “What were you thinking? You attacked a god?”

“He took Bryce,” I stated. “That god didn’t deserve him. Bryce was still breathing. All we needed was a healer, and he would’ve recovered.”

“My son’s wind has never been strong, Jerric,” said Mr. Storm. 

“It was strong enough,” I replied. “Aquila said all I had to do was force Notus to call back Bryce’s wind.”

My father shook his head. “It won’t bring him back, son.”

“But, he’d have a chance at life!” Taking a deep breath, I ran a hand down my face. “If I find his wind, Bryce can be reborn.”

The bedroom door opened, and Mrs. Storm stepped out. Her eyes were red and swollen. Tears still stained her cheeks. “You’d bring him back to me?”
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