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PART ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      With an inhibitor affixed to his neck and his wrists bound with rope, Odin had no choice but to cooperate as he was pulled from the canoe and immediately positioned on the ground. A man of ample height and weight then stepped forward, tilted Odin's chin up with the toe of his boot, and stared him directly in the eyes before saying, “Odin Karussa. You understand your rights.”

      Odin nodded, though he couldn’t help but wonder what, if any, rights he had at this moment. He’d never heard of a king’s champion ending up in this predicament.

      You should have stayed in the woods, he thought, grimacing as the tall man who he could only assume led this mission pulled him to his feet and ripped the arrow, complete with the metal head, from his upper thigh.

      Had he stayed in the woods, this never would have happened. Where would those men have looked then—in the surrounding marshes, possibly, or even along the shore? Either way, it didn’t matter, because he was bound and quite possibly close to being gagged by the very men king Ournul had sent to apprehend him for deserting the kingdom.

      With blood oozing from the wound on his upper thigh and guilt swelling through his heart, Odin stumbled along as he was led forcefully toward the edge of the woods.

      On the shore, a crude fire pit was being arranged by a group of men in casual red attire. It was too close to nightfall for anyone to even consider making their way through the marshes, so here they would stay—at least until morning, after which they would embark on their journey through the Felnon Providence, heading north to the capital.

      When they reached the campsite and stood before the fire that was slowly coming to life, a guard forced Odin to the ground with one push and grunted at one of the men seated near the edge of the camp. “You,” he said. “Patch his wound up.”

      “We don’t⁠—”

      “Have a healer, I know. Do it the old-fashioned way.”

      When the thought of offering to heal it himself entered his mind, Odin managed to bite his tongue

      They’re not stupid, he thought.

      The man ordered to tend to his injuries crawled forward with a needle and horsehair in his hand and stared Odin directly in the eyes. Knowing more than well that he would have to reciprocate, Odin nodded and ground his jaw together, then closed his eyes as the needle sunk into his flesh.

      “Sorry,” the man grumbled.

      Odin could do nothing but nod as a man he knew to be a mage stepped forward, nudged one of the men before the fire pit aside, and sparked to life a flame the color of crystal birthed from the heights of the ocean.

      The process of sewing his wound together took an agonizing amount of time, during which the guard who commanded the troop began to circle the camp, eyeing the marshlands no more than a few hundred feet away.

      Waterfowl could be seen in the distance, preening their feathers and coasting along the rivulets that connected with the sea, and frogs chirruped in the distance. It seemed like the man’s attention would forever be set, but soon his eyes fell to Odin’s face, and his brow furrowed in obvious frustration.

      What to do, Odin thought, to a man who ran away from his country?

      “And disappointed his king,” he mumbled.

      “Pardon?” the man mending his wound asked.

      The head guard—a man by the name of Raspitan—stepped forward and slapped the back of the man’s head. “Shut your fucking mouth,” he growled.

      “Yes sir.”

      “You,” the head guard said, pointing at Odin. “I want you to know something right now, Odin Karussa: I don’t care who you are or what liberties you think you have. I’m not one to play games, and I expect you to be the same. I will not, under any circumstance, expect any backtalk when I give you an order. You’re under my jurisdiction. That means I run the show around here. You got that?”

      Odin nodded.

      “Listen up!” Raspitan called, raising his deep voice as loud as he could. “It’s going to be dark soon, and I’ll make you well aware that we’ll have to deal with Wraiths and possibly Marsh Walkers. And don’t give me any lip, Deluis.” This he said to a tall, fair man who sat chuckling near the fire.

      “They may be ‘nothing more than shadow,’ as you’ve been fit to describe, but they’ll suck the breath right out of your lungs and keep it for their own.” He then turned to the mage, who stood at the edge of the shore, looking out at the distant Sharktooth Island. “Andrew.”

      “What?” the mage asked.

      “Place the shards of iron around the campsite.”

      “Yes sir.”

      The mage pulled from his pouch a series of iron cubes and walked about the camp, where he positioned them within the sand or earth, giving a slight nod to each. He then erected around each cube a barrier of magic that glowed bright and swam like water over their surfaces.

      “Thank you,” Raspitan said.

      With a sigh, Odin turned his head up and set his attention to the marshes in the near distance.

      Something told him that he would not be sleeping well tonight.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The fire cast an ominous hue across the campsite, making their sudden appearance even more dreadful. The Wraiths—who at this point chose to remain distant but in clear view—drifted along the trees and made sounds akin to that of small children laughing when up to no good.

      Odin could do nothing in his current position. He chose to watch and listen rather than attempt sleep. This process proved fruitful and even a bit unsettling, as when a curious Wraith drifted toward the camp, a spark of dark blue lightning arced from one of the iron cubes and struck the creature directly in its center.

      “Don’t worry,” Andrew the mage said. “They won’t get any closer.”

      Odin wasn’t particularly worried. If for any reason the mage released his hold on the magic, the iron would be enough to prevent them from drawing near. The metals were too strong, too concentrated for the Wraiths to even attempt approach. Being near them would cause the creature's immediate death.

      They’re not stupid.

      Shadow or not, Fae or Immortal, they held enough wit to give them consciousness. They would come nowhere near the camp.

      In the moments that followed, Odin rolled onto his back and began to wonder what would happen when he returned to the capital and was thrown in prison. A hearing would likely take many months, a trial even longer, and a sentence even longer than that.

      He could be in a cell for years before any sort of action was taken on the court’s part. That alone would give him many days to brew over his pending sentence, but what would his friends or even his adoptive father think?

      I can’t lie to them.

      Would they understand his reasoning, his purpose, his drive? Would they believe that he’d succumbed to madness, or would they simply think that he was crazed with grief and had attempted to find a solution because of it?

      Such a thing was possible, given the concept of forgiveness, but would that be enough to secure his friendships? He couldn’t bear to lose Carmen, much less Nova, and his adoptive father—what would he think?

      “Virgin.”

      The name alone was enough to stir a shiver in him that traveled his spine and hit his neck.

      At that moment, he swore he could feel the Halfling’s arms around his torso. I’ll never judge you, his voice said in Odin's mind.

      A tear slipped from his eye.

      To think that he had dragged someone he loved into this was almost impossible to imagine.

      Oh well. At the very least, the Halfling hadn’t come with him. Surely that meant something.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      When the first glimpse of dawn broke over the horizon the next morning, they rose early and began through the marshes on horseback.

      Seated atop a grand stallion with his back against a guard’s chest and his hands secured before him, Odin tried his hardest to remain conscious of his surroundings, but was almost unable to do so. He’d barely slept a wink last night and knew dream was more than possible, but no matter how badly his body wanted such a thing, he could not cave.

      Odin hawked a wad of phlegm in his mouth and spit it to the side. The guardsman scowled before leading his horse to the front of the line, where the earth began to fade in place of marshes thick with algae.

      The men around him kept their silence, and set their attention on the path in front of them, shifting with the terrain, careful to guide their horses around the bumps in the road. Odin experienced much turbulence throughout the ordeal, particularly when each man and horse fell into formation.

      Little around them seemed to take notice, however—no birds called out, no frogs chirped greetings, no small rodents or predatory animals skittered along the muddy shores or in the trees above them.

      It seemed that they were completely alone in this world—this group of fourteen men and horses—but Odin knew better than that. Given the early winter and the disturbed flock, each step only increased their chances of being attacked by a Marsh Walker—or worse, a group of them.

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” the mage said. “It’s too quiet here.”

      The men either drew or loosened swords from their scabbards. Odin couldn’t help but grimace.

      Everything will be just fine, he thought. You have nothing to worry about.

      “Do you sense something on the wind?” Raspitan asked, turning his attention on the mage.

      “No,” Andrew said. “I do not.”

      “That doesn’t mean there isn’t anything out there.”

      “No kidding,” Odin mumbled.

      The man he was riding with merely grunted, as if sympathizing with the fact that Odin bore no protection.

      Sighing, Odin closed his eyes, took a deep breath and expelled it, then looked past Andrew the mage and Raspitan the commander. Save the foliage from overhead willow trees, little blocked their path. There wasn’t even snow; a fact which Odin found rather unsettling, considering that the ground should have been covered with it by now.

      Or at least the trees.

      “War spells wonders on the environment,” the man riding with Odin said.

      “Pardon?” Odin said, frowning.

      “No snow, disturbed hibernations, an increased number of Wraiths—it would seem that the Gods are troubled by what is going on and have forgotten to give bliss to the country.”

      Odin sighed.

      “I don’t know what you were planning on doing,” the man said, “and I honestly don’t care, but you don’t seem like a dangerous feller.”

      “You should see me when I’m armed.”

      The man offered no response.

      Odin smirked.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      It took a day and a half to clear the marshes and enter open terrain. There, they discovered Odin’s horse, still tied to a tree. Immediately, the kingdom appropriated it for their own.

      “A fine mount,” Raspitan said, stroking its snout as he passed the creature off to one of his men.

      “That’s my horse,” Odin replied.

      The commander shot him a dirty look. Odin chose not to push further.

      Far too familiar to Odin’s troubled eyes, the road opened like a flower and split into a Y, leading to the Golden Crown, due north, and the still-recovering Dwaydor to the south. Here they turned toward the north and everything it had to offer.

      In truth, there was little Odin could do. Unless he managed to somehow escape, he was bound to punishment by the law, and even if he did manage to flee, that still left the matter of his restraints. The ones on his hands he could easily remove. The inhibitor on his neck would require specialized help, which he was unlikely to find discreetly so far north.

      Rather than think about the punishment at hand, Odin turned his attention to the sky—where clouds grey and white bloomed upon the horizon.

      It began to snow.

      The weather, though somewhat bearable now, would soon become overwhelming.

      He prayed the men with him would have mercy on his poor soul—that they would at least consider his plight and treat him like a human being—but he doubted they would. A champion fallen from grace, a warrior relieved of his sword, a mage stripped of his powers and a swan whose feathers had been pulled—he was the lowest of the low, comparable to a dog roaming the streets, begging for a scrap of meat off the bone.

      “Karussa,” Raspitan said.

      “Yes sir,” Odin replied.

      “I trust you won’t make any fuss come nightfall, when one of my men wraps you in a blanket?”

      “No sir. I won’t make trouble.”

      “Right answer.” The commander pulled free a blanket that had been draped over his legs and cast it over Odin’s shoulders. “Will that be enough to keep you comfortable?”

      “I thought that wasn’t your goal.”

      “My goal, sir, is to get you back to the capital for trial and punishment. It doesn’t matter how I get you there so long as you’re not maimed or dead.”

      At this, Odin couldn’t help but chuckle.

      As the snow continued to fall, he began to think of what life in prison would be like.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Come nightfall, the snow grew increasingly worse. Because of this, Raspitan pulled his troop from the side of the road and positioned them under a copse of trees. Beneath the branches, they strung makeshift shelters to protect them from the elements. Odin could do little more than watch, so he kept himself busy by eyeing pieces of thread on tents that screamed to be mended by either a practical hand or mind.

      To think, he thought, this is how it all began.

      It’d been six years ago this winter that he’d conjured magic, been caught by his father, and had fled toward what would ultimately become his future.

      Back then, he never would’ve imagined his conquests—that he would become champion, liberate slaves from tyrannical rapists, fight in a war, then make a mad attempt to bring a father he’d never known back to life, only to get caught again after his ultimate failure.

      The chains of fate seemed impossibly bonded, linked by ironworks that bore the destinies of all, and he knew that while they could not be broken, they could be altered—rearranged, some could say, in greater or lesser value.

      His chain had been cut: not completely severed, but nearly damaged beyond repair. What he would do next was beyond his comprehension, but imagining—or at least attempting to do so—was completely out of the question. The only real determinable piece of his future was a prison sentence—a cruel, harsh one where he sat within a dark, damp cell and ruminated over the things he’d done.

      And when I’m a free man?

      Where would he go then? Germa was out of the question, as were the Elves, but what about Kegdulan? Would he be accepted so far east, he wondered, and would he be welcomed by the Dwarves?

      What if he could go nowhere? Would he simply sail away to an island somewhere to live out the rest of his life—possibly with Virgin and a herd of goats? Or would he change his name and appearance and begin life anew?

      There were endless possibilities, given the scope of the world and just how large it was, but thinking on them now seemed too great a task to even attempt.

      When the guards finished assembling camp, Andrew struck several fires in a line, one of which exploded to life no more than a foot before Odin. “Sorry, friend,” he said.

      “Don’t mention it,” Odin replied. He felt no need to call the mage out on such a rash use of magic. A fight, especially when bound by rope, would do him no good.

      Over the next several moments, the rest of the men began to settle. Positioned before fires, wrapped in bedrolls or blankets, they secured the horses at the ends of the camp and bantered, loud enough that Odin wished he could reach up and cover his ears.

      They spoke of families, of better lives, of children and women and dogs, and communities that would accept them with open arms. Where would that leave him, Odin wondered, if not destitute?

      Will he even accept me? he thought.

      It had grown apparent over the past several months that his and Virgin’s relationship had improved dramatically, but after his brief, drunken affair with Onlee—along with his arrest over the use of illegal magics—it would be a wonder if Virgin wanted to continue their companionship.

      Would the Halfling even consider remaining attached to him whilst he was in jail, or would he simply return home to the forests of the Abroen, where he could retain his anonymity by stealing only from those he felt too privileged for their own good?

      “Food will be ready soon,” a man said, drawing Odin from his thoughts.

      Though not hungry, Odin felt it best to nod, lest he face the consequences of being troublesome.

      Bowing his head, he set his eyes on the blue flames and tried not to see images of his future within them.

      It was harder than he'd thought.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He tossed and turned for much of the night. Wars that raged, men dead, fathers slain and the magic that brought them back—these were the things that plagued his mind and formed within his skull an impression of doubt, much like a God’s hammer would when struck upon a mortal throne.

      Beyond the canopy of trees, lightning struck and thunder growled, spelling an omen that came in the forms of unease and torment. Several men woke. Those who’d remained awake talked. Meanwhile, Odin suffered in vain, as the single blanket he toiled beneath did little to keep him warm.

      “Are you awake?” the mage asked.

      Odin blinked, narrowing his eyes to discern the man’s figure. When he felt there was no danger, he offered a short nod and curled into a ball.

      “You’re cold,” Andrew said.

      “Yes,” Odin replied.

      “I wish I could do more.”

      “There are too many fires going.”

      “Right.”

      Lightning lit the world in a shade of teal, offering Odin but one glimpse of the mage’s striking eyes before they disappeared.

      What does he want? Odin wondered.

      If he truly wished to dwell on it, he could always consider the matter of interest. He was a mage himself, and magic users were naturally attracted to one another, like bees to honey. Beyond that, he saw no other reason why Andrew might wish to pry—unless he wished to know about his past.

      “That book,” the man said, his words a light piercing through darkness.

      “What?” Odin asked, feigning ignorance.

      “The book you had in your pack. What is it?”

      He doesn’t know?

      Swallowing a lump in his throat, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and drew the corners of the blanket around his shoulders, sighing as what little warmth that ebbed from the blue fire warped around his being.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” the mage said.

      “There’s a catch,” Odin replied.

      “Your belongings are going to be searched eventually.”

      He’s baiting you, his consciousness whispered. You know that.

      He knew that more than well—knew that, beneath Andrew’s charm, his smiles and eyes, there was really nothing more than false pity, unfulfilled promises of redemption. With that came the knowledge that, if he weren’t to confess, he could easily be charged for withholding information.

      I’m going to be charged anyway.

      Would one more petty crime land him that much more time in jail?

      Rather than risk revealing himself to not only this prying mage, but the world around him, Odin narrowed his eyes and tried to discern Andrew’s face, but could see nothing, regardless of the blue fire that burned nearby.

      You know what to say, he thought. Nothing.

      A pain laced his lower lip.

      Odin grimaced.

      “Whatever it is,” the mage across from him said, “it can’t be good.”

      “Why are you so interested in what I was carrying?”

      “Because you were on Sharktooth Island, and because you were carrying a book.”

      “It could just be a book.”

      “It could be,” Andrew agreed, “but you’re special. A mage.”

      “Why does that matter?” Odin asked. “And why are you so interested in me?”

      Andrew kept his silence.

      With a shake of his head, Odin lay back down and closed his eyes.

      He didn’t bother to ask for another blanket.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The following days took them along the roads that circled Dwaydor and led to the Ornalan Providence. The road was clear, the weather harsh, the spirits of the men dampened, and the restlessness of the commander was more than prevalent. They did not stop in the city as expected. Odin imagined that it would've created a spectacle.

      Can you believe that? he thought.

      It wasn’t that hard to imagine. He, the Champion, the Man who Ran Away, who Cast a Spell and Raised the Dead, who brought with him from the Forest of the Fair the Man with the Jeweled Dagger and who stole across the countryside with evil in his mind and horror in his heart—it could be said that he’d done many things, and bore many monikers. His story was notorious, his history blighted, his service to the kingdom fractured and his intentions damned. As anyone could have described, he was a nuisance—a leech upon the heel of society—and for that, he was immediately targeted by Raspitan when a man who’d been complaining far too long spoke up once again.

      “Blame him,” the commander said, thrusting a finger back at Odin. “He is the reason why we’re not stopping for the night.”

      “He’s just a⁠—”

      Before the man could finish, Raspitan turned and backhanded him across the face.

      Not a word was said after that.

      From his place atop his captor’s horse, cold and afraid, and doubtful of his place within the world, Odin watched the caravan progress with a growing sense of dread.

      Raspitan was at the lead, Andrew to his left and a man of similar stature to his right. The three kept quiet and made little in the way of conversation. At one point, Odin began to wonder whether or not this was the way the entire trip would be. But when Raspitan raised his hand to bring the men to a complete halt, Odin drew in a quick breath and released it just as quickly.

      What’s wrong?

      He sensed nothing upon the air, the wind or even in the immediate area. Even the snow—which, at this point, had recessed to insignificant flakes—was not discouraging, which completely contradicted all the horrendous weather they’d endured the previous day.

      “Sir,” one of the men said, his voice weak and wracked with nerves.

      “Quiet,” Andrew said.

      The faint hairs on the backs of Odin’s neck stood up.

      “Something’s wrong,” he whispered.

      “What?” his captor asked.

      Instantly it came flooding back, like floodwaters over the sandy shores of the Ornalan Harbor.

      The path, the unease, the merchants poised upon the road and his rash escape from beneath a canopy of trees—Odin’s thoughts instantly returned to no more than a few days ago, when, after rising from sleep, he’d led his horse along the road, only to be attacked by a creature disturbed by the cosmic forces of old.

      Nearby, something shifted.

      Andrew raised his fire-lined hand and held it toward the woods.

      “What is it?” Raspitan’s second-in-command asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Andrew said.

      “Could be werewolves,” one of the petty guards said.

      “Werewolves?” the antsy guard asked. “Buh-Buh-But⁠—”

      “It might be nothing,” Raspitan said, turning his attention on Andrew. “Mage?”

      “They’re beyond the tree line.”

      “What?”

      “Them,” the mage said, pointing.

      They walked from the forest with grace and poise that Odin found chillingly calculated in animals of their kind. Heads raised, limbs slack, watching the men with intent that seemed possible only in creatures of winged descent—they chirped like birds and flexed their three-fingered hands as from the forest they came.

      Panicked, the men drew their swords, while the horses, distraught, began to whinny. Some attempted to buck their riders from their saddles, while others simply whipped their heads back and forth, as though it would drive the amphibious creatures back into the woods.

      Unarmed and defenseless, Odin could do little as his captor extended his sword.

      “Don’t make any sudden movements,” Andrew said, holding his magic-lit hand steady. “We’re difficult to see, due to the cold.”

      “That’s no use if they can see the horses, son,” Raspitan said. He drew from his side a sword wicked and hooked, and waved it in several intricate flourishes.

      “They can use magic,” Odin said.

      “What?” Andrew asked.

      A shard of ice soared through the air and struck a man straight in the neck, decapitating him instantly.

      The caravan broke.

      The horses ran.

      All hell broke loose.

      It took but a few moments for the world to be torn asunder and the fires to be raised, for the men to thrust themselves upon the creatures of Hell who came from the forest with tooth and nail.

      Swords swinging, men screaming, creatures screeching as if they were hawks flying in for the kill, and blood exploding in thick scarlet letters across the air—death came on swift wings and magicked shards of ice that first came in the form of individual daggers, then as maelstrom cloudbursts that rained needles of agony.

      Several fell to the onslaught—both men and Walkers—and desperate to flee, horses kicked free of the fray and went galloping into the distance.

      In the midst of all the chaos, Odin barely had time to react when the horse he was on bucked.

      Unable to maintain his grip, he sailed from the saddle.

      Time seemed to freeze.

      It was but a moment later when he hit the ground and the world returned to normal.

      Gasping for air, he stumbled to his feet just in time to come into contact with one of the creatures.

      “Oh no.”

      The thing raised its bloodied hand and slashed through the air.

      Odin ducked.

      Claws nearly three inches long passed over his head.

      The creature screamed.

      He ran.

      Pumping his legs as hard as he could, he jumped and ducked as behind him the Marsh Walker slashed at his back, and almost fell when his foot caught a patch of ice and sent him sliding along the road. He thought for a moment he would go flying into one of the trees, but he used the momentum to spin and launch a kick at the creature’s head.

      His boot connected with the Marsh Walker’s face.

      Blue blood exploded beneath his foot.

      Once more he lost his balance.

      Odin fell just in time to avoid a plume of blue fire that flew overhead.

      When the magic struck the Marsh Walker in the chest, the creature went sailing through the air, ablaze, into the bank of snow at the side of the road.

      “Somebody grab him!” Raspitan screamed. “The prisoner! THE PRISONER!”

      A pair of hands grabbed Odin and tugged him to his feet.

      Odin gasped.

      All but one Marsh Walker standing in an exposed grotto was dead.

      The remaining men and their horses stared.

      Atop the amphibian creature’s hand swirled a whirlwind of snow and a single prism of ice.

      Andrew stood before the creature, hand raised and lit in blue fire. “What deviltry is this?” he asked.

      The creature chirruped, as if laughing at the human’s expense.

      “They’re just animals!” one of the men cried. “How can they use magic?”

      “It would seem the Will runs deep,” Andrew replied.

      The Marsh Walker fired the shard of ice at Andrew’s body.

      With a flush of his hand, Andrew deflected the shard. It landed no more than a breath away from Odin’s foot.

      When the human mage retaliated with a blast of fire, the Marsh Walker summoned a wall of snow which immediately absorbed the shock of magic.

      The wall fell, and Odin expected to see the creature standing there, two shards of ice poised above its hands and snow swirling about its body. Instead, all that remained was a grotto devoid of life. Odin let out a breath of air he had to have been holding in for a while.

      Immediately, the pressure in his chest loosened.

      His back stopped hurting.

      His eyes, clouded with stars and pain, cleared.

      “Mount up,” Raspitan said. “We’re leaving.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      “Why did they attack us?” one of the men asked.

      “They want food,” Andrew replied, “and they’ve been pressed from their homes.”

      “I thought Marsh Walkers burrowed during the winter.”

      “They do,” Odin said, speaking up for the first time since they’d made camp. “Something must have disturbed them.”

      “What? The war?”

      “That would be my thought exactly,” the human mage said, swirling his hand over one of his blue fires, and taming the flames with the flat of his palm.

      At their side, Raspitan rose and began to pace—eyes cast to the woods, lips curled in a snarl. Cheeks flaming, eyes haggard with lines, lips chapped and split from biting them much too hard—Raspitan’s rage was more than evident.

      “I’ve never heard of a Marsh Walker using magic before,” one of the men sitting around Andrew’s campfire said.

      “Neither have I,” another added. “I mean, how can they?”

      “There’s long been the belief that Marsh Walkers are much more intelligent than they appear to be,” Andrew replied, shaking his head and freeing his hand from its place above the fire. “Over the past hundred years, there’s been harsh debate over just who or what can use magic. Considering that the majority of creatures who’ve been shown to have the trait are mammalian in nature, we’ve always assumed that it was passed down by our ancestors. This, though… this makes things even more complicated.”

      “How so?” Odin asked.

      “The Marsh Walkers are one of the few dominant amphibious species that currently exist on the mainland. They used to be abundant—widespread, even, to the point where they existed in every corner of our world. I’m sure you all are aware that dragons used to exist on the mainland, and that their descendants still lived until recently. These creatures were everywhere. Then something wiped them out, and the mammals rose from the ashes of the old world.” Andrew paused, then sighed. “The thing is, gentlemen, we’ve always believed that only creatures who gave birth to live young were capable of using the Ether and the Will within it.”

      “What about the Leatherskins?” a man asked.

      “Leatherskins are not reptiles, friend, and only a choice few of their kind are inherently blessed with the gift.”

      “Dragons?” another questioned.

      “There has never been any evidence that dragons used magic.”

      “But I thought⁠—”

      “That they breathed fire? They supposedly did, but even then there’s been very little proof to support that claim.”

      “All right,” Raspitan said, clapping his hands as he walked from the far side of the camp. “That’s enough talk of magic and misery. We should all be thankful that we’re alive and able to live another day, thanks to Andrew here.”

      “No kidding,” a man to Odin’s right mumbled. Raspitan shot him a look that instantly silenced him.

      “We rise tomorrow at dawn. I don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to.”

      Neither do I, Odin thought, sighing.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      With much of the group either dead or injured from the previous day’s skirmish, their pace was slow, and depressing at best.

      Many of the survivors were mostly unharmed, suffering only a few scratches and bruises or nicks and cuts, but some couldn’t even sit straight in their saddles.

      The unluckiest of the bunch had lost an eye, and now sat with his head low and the reins slack in his hands, the only indication that he was alive present in the slow rise and fall of his chest.

      To think that such a tragedy had occurred was almost unimaginable—impossible, even, for the fact that they had not one, but two mages in their midst.

      If I had been able to use my magic, Odin thought, this never would have happened.

      Andrew had shown himself to be inadequate with the talent he possessed. Had Odin been the one to engage the Marsh Walker, and his retaliation been blocked by simple countermeasure, he would have simply channeled his energy around the shield and then thrust it upon the creature, overpowering its consciousness, and thus destroying its hold on the magic.

      Surely such a thing—such an animal—couldn’t have much in the way of Will.

      Could it?

      You don’t know that, his consciousness whispered.

      Either way, it didn’t matter. Having been caged in body and soul, he could have done little to help others, much less himself.

      With a sigh, he began to think of how in but three or four short days, they would arrive at the capital. His first thoughts were of how he would be perceived by the public; then they fell to the idea of remaining in jail until his trial was set.

      Would he be placed in a cell by himself, he wondered, or would he share one with other inmates? And what about the men he would be jailed with? Would they be kind, understanding, maybe even sympathetic, or would they try to rip him apart based solely on his status?

      They won’t throw me in a cell, he thought. If anything…

      Odin closed his eyes.

      Ornala’s fifth tower burned strong in his mind.

      No, he thought, trembling, his jaw clamped shut and tears threatening to break out of the corners of his eyes. No, no, no, no, no! They wouldn’t! They couldn’t!

      Couldn't they, though? Couldn't they really, truly throw him back in that tower, in that godforsaken place where even the most horrible of men did not deserve to go, where his innocence died and his childhood had been stripped away in but a moment?

      When the tears began to flow, Odin realized the most horrible thing of all.

      There would be no one to save him from the tower this time around.

      Miko was dead.

      There was nothing he could do.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      In the days following their ascent from the Dwaydorian Lowlands and their tragic battle with the Marsh Walkers, the castle loomed in the distance.

      Creeping ominously, like vines cast with poisonous flowers, it began first as a memory in shades of black, then eventually eclipsed into more defined shadows by the time the sun fell.

      While the men prepared camp and Raspitan barked orders for them to secure their horses and light their fires, all Odin could do was stare into the distance at the place he had once dreamed to serve and would soon be incarcerated within.

      To think, he thought, that this was once my dream.

      Behind him, the sound of snow crunching beneath boots entered his ears.

      Odin didn’t bother to turn.

      When a hand fell upon his shoulder, he grimaced, but did not tense.

      “Thinking?” Andrew asked.

      “Sort of,” Odin replied.

      “About what?”

      “Everything.”

      “You’ve a lot to think about.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      “I’m not. I’m being compassionate. There’s a difference.”

      Is there? Odin thought. Or is he just lying?

      Either way, he couldn’t trouble himself with it.

      He shrugged Andrew’s hand from his shoulder, turned to look at one of the many blue fires on the road, then settled down near the one on the far end of the camp, where he hoped he’d be free of Raspitan’s many speeches about crime and how criminals were meant to serve the harshest sentence. That did not happen, however; as soon after he made himself comfortable, he was immediately besieged by the man.

      “Karussa,” Raspitan said.

      “Yes?” Odin asked.

      “You’re aware of the fact that we’ll be in Ornala in a few days.”

      “I know.”

      “I just want to make it clear right now that I don’t want there to be a spectacle. When we reach Ornala, I don’t want you to say a word to anyone, even if they speak to you first. That includes any family or friends you may find lingering on the side of the road.”

      “All right.”

      “All right?” Raspitan repeated, his voice wrought with disdain.

      “Yes sir. I understand.”

      “You better, boy, because if you don’t, I’ll make sure you get a royal whipping. And trust me—there are ways for that to happen, even if you’re in jail.”

      I can imagine, Odin thought, but decided to say nothing.

      When Raspitan turned and walked off, Odin took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and bowed his head.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      What have I done? Odin thought as the first of the houses outside Ornala’s gates came into view.

      He found it almost impossible to believe, but he was devoid of emotion. As they continued along the streets, he believed that he should have been crying, or at least stewing over his potential punishment. Instead, he felt upon him the eyes of the masses—of the men, the women, the children and even the dogs who judged him surely and without regret.

      This apparition of justice instantly startled him. They could’ve heard a pin drop on a stone stoop; such was the silence that blanketed their world.

      Is this how it feels, he thought, to be devoid of everything?

      Near where he knew Nova and his family lived and where Virgin would most likely be staying, he saw a flicker of movement, and was instantly stricken with panic.

      No.

      Was this the point where he would learn of true friendship, of love and life and ultimately forgiveness? Though he didn’t know—didn’t necessarily want to know—Odin would soon find out.

      After taking a deep breath to compose himself, Odin turned his head up.

      Immediately, he saw them standing on the front of the porch. Nova and Katarina stared at the spectacle unfolding on the street and watched in what seemed like utter horror as they took in the visage of Odin bound and chained atop a horse.

      This is it, he thought, swallowing the lump in his throat.

      “Odin?” Nova asked.

      “Don’t say anything,” Raspitan growled.

      “Odin! Odin!”

      Odin began to turn his head, but stopped when he caught sight of Nova descending his stoop and pushing himself through the crowd.

      “Get out of my way!” the red-headed man cried. “Goddammit, get the fuck out of my⁠—”

      “Do not approach the caravan,” a guard near the side of the road said. “You will be arrested if you try to interfere.”

      “But—”

      “Nothing.”

      When Nova’s gaze strayed to Odin—when their eyes locked and for one brief moment Odin saw the flames of hate in his friend’s eyes—he simply shook his head and sighed.

      From the doorway, he caught sight of a tall figure appearing on the threshold.

      Virgin.

      The Halfling’s sad eyes instantly broke Odin’s heart. You knew this was coming, they seemed to say, and now even I can’t help you.

      Before them, the gates of Ornala’s outer districts opened up.

      Within them, a troop of soldiers armed tooth and nail stood awaiting the procession.

      This is it, he thought.

      His life as a criminal was about to start.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He was thrown into a cell small and narrow within the common district. The inhibiting collar tight around his neck, the reality of his situation present, he waited in the moments following his booking for someone—anyone—to show up.

      First and foremost, he expected Nova to arrive, expected his rant and tirade about what was going on and how he could be arrested just for talking to his friend. Shortly thereafter, he would see Carmen, who would just sigh and ask what was wrong in the typical Carmen way.

      Virgin, though. Odin knew he would come last, if only because the Halfling would put off seeing him until they could reserve a moment of privacy.

      I’ll wait for you, he thought.

      So far as he knew, he had all the time in the world.

      Odin watched as men in leather armor paced back and forth. They made repeated treks across the northern side of the jail, though why, Odin couldn’t be sure.

      Maybe they’re nervous, he mused.

      Sighing, Odin reached up and ran a hand along his face, then took a deep breath.

      One moment passed, then two.

      In the distance, a bird of prey screeched.

      If only he could be a bird and fly out of this place.

      If you could use your magic, his consciousness mused, then you could turn into a bird and fly out of here.

      He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then expelled it.

      The sound of gravel crunching beneath someone’s feet entered his ears.

      Odin turned his head up and found a pair of guards rounding the corner, shrouding behind their tall forms a figure obviously making his or her way in Odin's direction.

      “You’ve got a moment,” one of the men said.

      “Nova,” Odin said, standing. “I can explain⁠—”

      “Like hell you can,” the fire-haired man replied, crossing the distance between he and the cell in a few short steps. “What—I mean, how could you—what could you—I mean, I don’t eve⁠—”

      He can’t even talk, Odin thought, almost unable to resist the urge to laugh. You’re in jail, and he can’t even work up the nerve to ask why you’re here.

      For Nova Eternity to be lost for words seemed impossible, for the fact that he always had something to say. A snide remark, a harsh rebuttal, a playful joke that could have made even the most bitter of men laugh—to see his friend like this chilled him to the bone, and as the fire-haired man’s anger began to overwhelm him, boiling shades of red across his cheeks and a snarl across his jaw, Odin couldn’t help but shiver.

      “I…”

      “Don’t bullshit me, kid. Don’t you fuckin’ dare.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yeah you are. I can hear it in your voice.”

      “What?”

      “You get like that when you’re afraid to say something. I’m not stupid.”

      “I didn’t say⁠—”

      “What you said doesn’t matter. It’s what you’re not saying that I’m scared as hell about.”

      “Nova, I… I don’t…”

      You can’t even face him, his consciousness taunted. You can’t even say what it is you did, because you’re too fucking scared to do it.

      With a sigh that he could not control, Odin raised his eyes to stare directly into Nova’s face, and found horror he could’ve never imagined.

      “Nova,” Odin said.

      “What did you do, Odin? Is it because you left? Abandoned the kingdom? What, exactly?”

      “I tried to bring him back to life.”

      “What?”

      “I said: I tried to bring him back to life.”

      “Who?”

      “Miko.”

      Nova’s breath rasped alongside Odin’s ear.

      So, the gilded thing whispered. This is how it begins.

      They say it takes but a fraction of a moment for one to succumb to insanity. In standing there, frozen as though praying for his salvation, Odin knew he was just one step away from falling into an ever-spiraling pit of darkness.

      “Odin,” Nova said.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Look at me.”

      He did as asked.

      Nova’s pale amber eyes were clouded with doubt.

      Say something, Odin thought, desperate to thrust his arms through the bars and wring his hands around his friend’s neck. Say something, goddammit! Fucking say something before I scream and they come and get you!

      “Tell me what happened,” Nova said.

      “The short or long version?”

      “What do you want to tell me?”

      “That I saw a light and thought it was my father calling to me from the grave,” Odin said. “That I thought he was trying to tell me to bring him back to life.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you try to bring him back to life?”

      “I went to Lesliana because I thought I could steal the Book of the Dead.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Odin, they say⁠—”

      “I know what they say, Nova, but it doesn’t matter. I already used it.”

      “What—”

      “I brought something back on Sharktooth Island, Nova. That something… that something wasn’t him.”

      “What was it?”

      “I don’t know. A construct, a memory—it was something, but it wasn’t him, Nova. God… it wasn’t anything like him. It was… he… it⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me,” Nova said. “I don’t want to know.”

      “That’s not why I was arrested.” Odin laughed, only just barely able to look into his friend’s eyes as the well of tears ceased and his consciousness began to lift from the depths of despair. “But it’s probably the reason I’ll go to jail.”

      “You left the kingdom,” Nova mumbled.

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “Odin, I… what you did…”

      “Don’t say anything, Nova. I’m scared to death of what you think of me.”

      “What I⁠—”

      “Please… just be quiet.”

      “All right. I won’t say anything, then.”

      Odin bowed his head.

      When the sound of his friend's footsteps began to echo in his ears, Odin closed his eyes.

      Though he tried his hardest to fight the tears that followed, he could do nothing to still them.

      So: this was how it felt to lose a friend.

      If only the Gods would pity his soul.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Sleep would not come when night fell, so Odin lay awake, staring at the ceiling. As he had in years past, he traced what little of the lines he could see in the stonework above him and tried his hardest to distract himself from what he considered to be his perpetual downward spiral.

      His chest aching and his eyes swollen from tears, he half-expected to collapse from exhaustion; such was his distress and the pains it inflicted upon his body. When that didn’t happen, and when he heard not a sound to signal the arrival of any other visitors, he pressed his forearm over his eyes and prayed to be taken from this world.

      Please, he thought. Take me out of my misery.

      “What God will hear you?” he whispered.

      “They might not,” a voice said just outside his cell. “But I will.”

      Odin pulled his arm away. “Virgin,” he said.

      “Be quiet,” the older Halfling said, drawing a finger to his lips. “They might hear us.”

      “Why didn’t you⁠—”

      “Come earlier? I didn’t want anyone listening.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Up the road. Drunk, it appears, though that won’t keep them for long.”

      “I know.” Odin rose and approached the bars. “Virgin…”

      “You don’t need to say anything to me, Odin. I’m not judging you.”

      “Nova. He...”

      “Is very troubled by what you’ve done.”

      “I didn’t expect him to take it well.”

      “Odin… you used magic to try and bring something… someone… back from the dead. The physical crime isn’t what’s the matter here. It’s the moral one.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t judging me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then I⁠—”

      “Please,” Virgin said, “don’t argue with me. I didn’t come here for that.”

      “Does he hate me?” Odin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Virgin continued, reaching through the bars to take Odin’s face in his hands. “You shouldn’t let yourself worry about that, though.”

      “How can’t I? He’s my best friend.”

      “I know.”

      “Then how am I⁠—”

      “I don’t have much time, Odin. I just came to let you know that everything’s going to be all right.”

      “I’m going to jail, Virgin.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “You know it’s true.”

      The older Halfling said nothing.

      When his attention was drawn by a pair of shouts and the fall of footsteps, Virgin pressed a kiss to Odin’s brow and fled into the night.

      Defeated, Odin collapsed upon the cot.

      Could there be hope?

      Though he severely doubted it, Odin closed his eyes, and tried desperately to summon brighter things into his consciousness.

      No matter how hard he tried, nothing came.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He sat in the cell for three days without any more visitors or acknowledgement. Meals were served on single platters, and usually consisted of cold vegetables and dry meat, with dirty water that was possibly flecked with spit.

      Always he was haunted by thoughts of Nova—of the look on his face and the tone in his voice. His eyes had held ghosts, it could be said, of the war, of a man who’d lost his home and dignity in one death blow.

      When sleeping, Odin saw his friend’s reflection within the darkened pool of his mind, and was awakened instantly when he heard those four simple words: I won’t say anything.

      If only you would have, he thought, lying halfway-conscious on a day blanketed by grey clouds.

      He had not seen Carmen, nor had Virgin returned to visit. He could understand why his estranged lover would keep his distance.

      Carmen, though—that was understandable. Maybe she’d seen the look in Nova’s eyes when he’d returned and decided against coming, or maybe she’d coerced Nova into telling her why Odin had been seen in bonds while being escorted to jail by royal men.

      Would he even have told her?

      That was not the issue at hand. Present was the idea that he had been disengaged from the few people he had left in his life. From his best friend, to a woman he greatly admired, to a lover who likely would abandon him when he was sentenced—these were the things he had lost, the things he would likely never earn back, even if he somehow managed to avoid sentencing and escape into the outside world.

      Once caged, birds, never flew free again, even if released. Clipped, their wings were incapable of flight, and dumbed by human interaction, their minds failed in even the simplest of aspects. If he were to ever get out of here, he imagined he would have to go away—far, far away.

      “Maybe I was right,” he mumbled. “Maybe I’ll find an island all by myself.”

      When a guard came forward and stared him straight in the eyes, Odin felt his heart sink even deeper in his chest. “Prisoner,” the guard said.

      “I have a name,” Odin replied.

      The guard chose not to acknowledge this. “I came to warn you that you’ll soon be moved to await your trial.”

      Already?

      Rather than say anything, Odin nodded, straightened his posture, and gave the guard a hard gaze before he said, “Yes sir. I understand.”

      “There are a few things you’ll want to know before we continue any further. Once within the royal grounds, you will not be allowed any access to the outside world. There may be requests to visit you while you are being held in confinement, but your visitation hours will be limited. This is to avoid the spread of unnecessary information, and to discourage attempts of jail-breaking. Do you understand?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Given your position in the court, you will be given room and board in one of the castle’s suites. This is mostly for your protection, as it has been determined that your presence with other prisoners would likely cause trouble.”

      Obviously.

      “How soon will I be leaving this cell?” Odin asked.

      “Within the next few days,” the guard replied, then turned and began to make his way up the road.

      Odin frowned.

      At the very least, he would be allowed to rest in comfort before his ultimate sentencing.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Virgin returned late the following night. “I don’t have long,” he said as he approached the cell. “There’s talk that you’re being moved.”

      “By who?”

      “The guards.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      “I have my ways,” the Halfling said, offering a slight smile that Odin couldn’t help but return. “This might be the last time I see you for a while.”

      “You can’t come and visit me?”

      “My presence with you is already being questioned.”

      “Are they—” Odin started.

      “Interrogating me?” Virgin asked. “Yes. Debating on whether or not to throw me in jail? No. As far as anyone is concerned, I was simply your guide into and back through the Abroen. Your king has been smart enough to avoid talk of our relationship, probably for the better of his reputation.”

      “So long as you’re okay,” Odin said, sighing.

      “I’m fine, Odin. Don’t worry for me. Worry for yourself.”

      “From what I’ve been told, I’ll have it fairly well in the castle.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      The silence that followed swept along the road and through the cell like a cold wind.

      How long, he thought, did they keep deserters in jail, and what, if anything, would they say about the book? Andrew had spoken true when he’d said Odin's belongings would be searched, and Odin didn't have to guess who would examine and identify the object; he knew it would be Daughtry, High Mage of the Ornalan Court.

      A thought occurred to him in the brief moments following the acknowledgement of his impending punishment.

      If it’s really that illegal, he thought, shivering, if what they’ve said is true…

      He now understood that there was a very distinct possibility that he could be jailed for life.

      It destroyed the Elves, his consciousness whispered, and tore the innocent asunder.

      “Virgin,” Odin said.

      “Yes?” the Halfling asked.

      “I… I just…” He took a deep breath.

      Can you even do this?

      “What is it, Odin?”

      “I want to ask you something before this happens. I want you to answer me truthfully, because… well… I think you owe me that much, considering what-all we’ve gone through together.”

      “All right.”

      “Do you love me?”

      Virgin did not respond.

      Did you really think he would answer you?

      “Did you hear me?” Odin asked.

      “I heard you,” Virgin replied.

      “Well?”

      “Well... what?”

      “Answer the question.”

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

      “Why can’t you answer the fucking question?”

      “I’ve never⁠—”

      “Been in love. I know.”

      “I care about you a lot⁠—”

      “Yet you don’t even have the guts to say it!”

      “I just did.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I⁠—”

      “This is ridiculous! I’m going to jail for the rest of my life and you won’t even tell me you love me.”

      “No you aren’t.”

      “What?” Odin frowned, unsure what to say or think.

      “I said you won’t,” Virgin said, knocking Odin from his reverie.

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “You don’t have to understand. You’ll find a way.”

      “Virgin, please⁠—”

      “Hey!” someone cried up the road. “You, in front of the cell! Stop right there!”

      “I have to go,” Virgin said.

      “What do you⁠—”

      Virgin grabbed Odin’s neck and pressed one hard kiss to his lips.

      Before the guard could run down the road, Virgin disappeared into the night.

      In the back of Odin’s head, a sense of dread began to develop.

      You’ll find a way.

      As simple as they were, those words haunted him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He was woken the following morning by the sound of keys jingling before one of them entered into a lock. Weary both physically and emotionally, Odin stumbled to his feet. A guard entered the cell, took him by the arms, and tossed him into the road, where a pair of guards bound his hands with rope.

      “Odin Karussa,” one of the guards said, his face so close that Odin felt his hot breath against his neck. “You are being transferred to the castle to await your upcoming trial. You understand the rights you’ve been given?”

      “Yes sir,” Odin said.

      He was led toward one of Ornala’s many hidden passages on the eastern end of the city. This road, less traveled, could be described as a prison sentence itself.

      While walking, Odin’s heart began to beat harder within his chest. He thought for a moment that he would pass out, but when the passage appeared and a flight of stairs became visible, his thundering heartbeat slowed again, and his mind began to calm.

      “You wouldn’t think this was back here,” Odin said, hoping to lighten the apprehension in the air.

      None of the men replied.

      Odin bowed his head and decided it would be best to keep quiet.

      When they stole through the entrance and began to ascend the stairs, Odin took several long, deep breaths and tried to determine just what it was would happen once they entered the castle.

      You’ll be recognized there, he thought.

      That notion was already apparent from before—when, on the outskirts of Ornala, he’d been looked upon by the masses with eyes dead and deceiving, as if the villagers had just been pulled fresh from their graves.

      They'd looked like wolves, those poor individuals, whose eyes were set upon their prey;and in looking upon them, Odin couldn’t help but feel their persecution. Here, he knew, he would face the same.

      The guard to his right tensed, paused, then looked over the gap in the wall before quickening his pace.

      “What’s going on?” one of the others asked.

      “There’s a crowd,” the guard to Odin’s right said.

      No, Odin thought.

      Panic thrumming his chest, unease flickering along his spine, Odin closed his eyes and tried his hardest to continue moving.

      His feet froze.

      The guards advanced.

      “Karussa,” one said, when they could not tug him along.

      “I can’t move,” Odin replied.

      “Have the shackles caught?”

      One of the guards standing behind them crouched and prodded at Odin’s ankles. “No,” he said. “They haven’t.”

      Odin hadn’t even been aware that his feet had been chained.

      You’re losing your mind.

      Who could blame him, though, when, in no more than a few moments, he would be harangued by his own people?

      Choosing to ignore the reality at hand, Odin straightened his posture, adjusted his hands at his abdomen, and exhaled. “I’m ready,” he said, though truly he was not.

      The guards took his arms and began to lead him forward.

      Long and dark, the tunnel, seemed to extend forever. In the distance, the only beacon of light seemed all the grayer as the moments continued to pass.

      They say this is what you see when you die, he thought, his breath a chorus of acknowledgement beneath the hands of the men who led him along. That when you die, you go up a tunnel until you are met by something.

      A warrior, a woman, an angel with six wings which bore upon its face no mouth, nose or eyes… regardless of whatever was supposed to be waiting at the end of that tunnel, Odin imagined there would be no harbinger of hope to save him: to deliver him from the mortal realm and to the Heaven or Hell they said existed.

      It took but a matter of moments for them to cross the threshold.

      Immediately upon exiting, the shouts and cries began.

      They were the infidels upon the field of battle—the men who bore no names; the people who held hammers and stones; the last bastions of the living; the final requiem of the choir; the last stanza in a great line of poetry sung from the grand man’s lip. They were the perpetrators of madness. Crazed from war and discouraged by life, they stood upon the deckle-edged road and sung of flame while waiting for the one who’d wronged them and their kingdom to come forward. They were everything evil in the world, their intentions pure but completely unsure, and though Odin would be led past them in chains, that would not be enough for them. No. It was in this moment, in this grand walk along this blood-lined road, that he would learn true consequence—that power, when horribly abused, could be tainted, and that service, once lost, could be replaced upon the kind king’s throne.

      In looking at these men and women—in seeing their eyes harsh and filled with the flames of hatred—Odin knew that no matter what he did, what he said or how he would be punished, he would never again be accepted in these people’s eyes. That in itself was the most terrifying thing.

      “Stay back,” one of the guards said, signaling the others to draw around Odin as they began to make their way toward the stone wall’s front gate. “Remain one-hundred feet away from us and the prisoner.”

      “Coward!” one of the men cried.

      “Leech!” a woman screamed.

      “You couldn’t even serve your country!”

      “You ran away!”

      “You filthy bastard!”

      Odin thrust himself from the guards. “Try me,” he hissed.

      A guard struck him on the back of the neck so hard he lost feeling in his toes. “Don’t add more crimes onto your list of charges.”

      The man who’d so openly called him a bastard drew back in the crowd and disappeared from sight.

      You better run, Odin thought, grimacing, the feeling in his feet returning slowly, but with a dull ache that made him believe he’d been struck much too hard for a simple punishment. I swear, if I ever get my hands on you⁠—

      What? Would he really kill an innocent man who, for all intents and purposes, had simply voiced what he had felt?

      You’re being too sensitive.

      Sensitive or not, he was only human.

      As the crowd continued to thicken, the palpitations inside Odin’s chest and head quickened, to the point where the world around him simply silenced.

      Beneath his feet was the sound of crunching earth.

      Odin’s eyes fell to the road.

      He saw within the lines and swirls of dirt what appeared to be a continent sieged by war.

      You started this, his consciousness whispered. And it is you who will be punished.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      Beside him, the guards tightened their hold on his arms.

      “We are entering the castle,” one of them said.

      The men stationed at the gate drew their swords as the party of seven approached.

      Swallowing a lump in his throat, Odin gave a slight nod.

      Behind him, someone drew a blindfold over his eyes. “What—” Odin started.

      “You are not allowed to know of your location.”

      In darkness, he continued forward.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      After they had walked for what seemed like eternity, a door opened with the sound of a lock and switch, and Odin was freed of his bonds and pushed into a room, onto what he felt to be a bed.

      “Food will come at the regular hours,” a guard said. “All items deemed as weapons have been removed.”

      The door was closed and locked behind them.

      Hastily, Odin reached up and tore the blindfold from his eyes.

      The mirror was without its glass, the cabinets empty, the blankets removed, the bed stripped naked. The windows were high and covered with bars, and the series of candles set along a high mantle of stone he could not reach burned brightly, casting their shame across the room and onto the mattress.

      It was not a prisoner’s room as anyone could describe, but the room was devoid of a soul—much, it seemed, like a regular cell, designed to strip away any and all of the hope of the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel.

      This is… convenient, Odin thought, then stepped forward and brushed his hands along his arms.

      For the room to be made from stone was almost a posture too damning, as within the four walls the cold was chilling and absolute. Even his scant jerkin and long pants did little to keep him warm.

      “Oh well,” he whispered.

      Though sparsely furnished, this room was a step up from the cell outside. That much, he could be thankful for.

      With a brief sigh, Odin collapsed onto the bed and prodded the mattress with a single finger, then turned his eyes up to the door. Made of wood, it could have been broken down easily, had he the magic or inclination to do so.

      “You know there’ll be guards out there.”

      Considering his crime of desertion, it was a wonder that he was not still in the regular cells. He couldn’t imagine where he would be once they tried him for use of the illegal magics.

      You can’t worry about that now.

      Instead, he lay down, closed his eyes, and was thankful if for but a moment that he was on a nice, soft mattress.

      Almost instantly, the thoughts came flooding back.

      He would not sleep easy tonight.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      A knock sounded at the door at a time Odin imagined was hours after he’d woken up. Then came the clicks and scrapes of locks and chains being undone.

      “Karussa,” a voice said.

      Curled atop his bed, Odin could do little but stare at the shadowed figure standing in the doorway, behind which streamed the first light he had seen in hours.

      “Karussa,” the voice said again.

      “What?” he managed.

      “We are coming inside to light your candles. Are you awake?”

      “I’m awake.”

      The guard stepped into the room carrying what appeared to be a platter of candles. Behind him, another guard stood in the doorway, hand at his sword and shadowed eyes staring straight ahead.

      “Why did you scream during the night?” the man from the doorway asked.

      “I don’t know,” Odin said.

      You are the one who should have never been born.

      Odin dispelled the voice from his head and watched as the guard struck match to flame and lit both the old and the new candles, casting the room in glorious pale light.

      “I’ll have you know,” the guard lighting the candles said, “that you will be meeting with the man appointed as your lawyer today.”

      Lawyer? Odin frowned. What⁠—

      “Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you, sir,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position.

      A knock sounded on the wall outside the room. Soon after, a man carrying a tray of food entered. “Your breakfast,” he said, setting the platter on the mattress.

      The smell of warm food wafted into the air.

      Oh well, he sighed. This can’t get worse.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      “Hello, Mr. Karussa,” a well-dressed gentleman in a black ensemble said as he entered the room followed by a pair of guards. “As you’re probably already aware, I’m the man who has been appointed to be your defense in your upcoming trial.”

      “I see,” Odin said. He cast a glance at the guards standing beside the door, then at the man in black, who both pulled up and seated himself in a chair that had been propped against the wall.

      “Do you have any particular concerns you’d like addressed before I continue further?”

      “What am I being charged with?” Odin asked.

      “Desertion, primarily. There are… other crimes that are being considered at the moment.”

      Odin narrowed his eyes. When the man visibly squirmed, he knew there was prevalent speculation over what else he’d done following his flight from the kingdom.

      “All right, then,” the man in black said, lifting from his side a book that likely held information about Odin’s crimes, and spilling it open onto his lap. “As I’ve already told you, Mr. Karussa, I’ve been appointed to be your defense in your upcoming trial. As your lawyer, I’ll do my best and use my utmost authority to make sure that you are given a fair and accurate⁠—”

      “I don’t want a lawyer.”

      “What?” the man asked.

      “I know what I did. I’m not going to deny it.”

      “I don’t believe you understand the severity of the crimes you’ve been charged with,” the gentleman said, “let alone the crimes you’re suspected of, Mr. Karussa.”

      “I’m not stupid.”

      “I never insinuated that you were.”

      “What are you trying to say then?” Odin asked. “If you’re not calling me stupid—and no disrespect to you, it sounds like you are—then what are you getting at?”

      “If you refuse my services,” the man said, “it’s very likely you’ll go to jail.”

      “Will I?” Odin asked.

      “I just said⁠—”

      “From what I understand, sir—and this is just my interpretation of it—what you’re proposing sounds like a lie.”

      “I would never have a client lie to the High Court of Ornala.”

      “Then what are you⁠—”

      “Your suspected crime, Mr. Karussa, is set to be tried within the High Court of Deeana.”

      “Deeana?” Odin asked. “Isn’t that⁠—”

      “The High Court of Magic?” the gentleman asked. “Yes, Mr. Karussa—it is.”

      Odin’s heart instantly sank.

      No.

      Never in his life could he have dreamed that he would ever stand before the magistry, much less serve trial for such a heinous crime.

      “As you can see,” the man in black said, “this is a very serious matter, one for which you do not want to go to court undefended.”

      “I don’t understand something though,” Odin said.

      “What would that be, Mr. Karussa?”

      “If I’m being accused of a crime, and if the High Court of Magic thinks it right to accuse me, then how is there any chance for me to have any sort of defense?”

      “I assume that will be up to the court to determine. Of course, there’s always the matter of whether you are or are not guilty. Though I am not a mage, and though I have had very few dealings with those who are, I would imagine there will be steps taken to verify whether or not your crimes were of a magical nature.”

      Then there’s no hope, Odin thought. Then⁠—

      “Mr. Karussa,” the lawyer said. “Is there… anything you want to tell me? Anything at all?”

      “No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”

      The man offered a slight frown, turned his attention to his notes, then flipped his book shut. “All right then,” the gentleman said. “I guess that is all for now, Mr. Karussa. Your trial is scheduled to be held in Deeana within the next few months. You are free to call on me at any time should you have something to say or matters needing to be addressed.”

      Odin knew he would not have anything to say even before the man left the room.

      In the back of his mind, he began to wonder if there was truly any point at all in having a lawyer at his side.

      Everything seemed hopeless.

      Regardless of what Virgin had said, he knew he wasn’t getting out of this.

      Guess it’s time to just accept that you’re going to jail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Over the course of the next several weeks, Odin found it increasingly difficult to maintain control over his reality. With the impending trial on his mind and the reality that he would very likely go to jail present, his days were filled with unease, and his nights an uncontrollable terror he could not combat. Each time they did, he was struck with a sense of horror that he found almost unimaginable, and each night, he dreaded going to bed, for the sole fact that come time to lay down, the nightmares and monstrosities of the unconscious world would be inflicted upon him again.

      In an attempt to conquer these fears, he began performing his nightly rituals of bedding down and counting to ease his mind. Always he watched the pale flames flickering until he fell asleep. This seemed to work, as he did not dream of monsters or mayhem or even the things so willing to haunt his mind.

      Come morning, however, he awoke in darkness; and when this happened, he saw within his mind’s eye the terror which bore no name, prejudice, age or shame.

      To anyone in the outside world, it would have seemed that he was insane—a champion who had returned from war with the guilt of a nation in his.

      As the days passed and the trial neared, it became apparent that he would soon be transferred to Deeana.

      One morning, a week or so before he and his caravan were scheduled to leave for the famed magical court, a knock came at the door, and High Healer Ramya appeared in the flesh. "I’ve been requested to give you a physical before you leave," he said. "To determine whether or not you are fit for travel."

      Though Odin doubted he was capable of submitting to the examination, he decided to go along with it, to make matters that much less complicated on both himself and the man who had tended to him in the past.

      Naked, sprawled along the mattress with Ramya poised in the chair at his side, he watched the ceiling as his body was inspected for flaw or injury. Though he’d tried his best to keep himself in the best physical shape possible, such isolation was detrimental to one’s health, and as he’d expected, he’d lost muscle mass.

      It was not enough to make him physically different, however. He was still naturally bulky, with muscle that broadened his chest and arms, cheekbones low, and the fat in his face almost nonexistent.

      Even his abdomen—which normally would have required intense physical labor to maintain its solidity—was flat. His legs had suffered the most from his isolation.

      “Your leg,” Ramya said, idly fingering his left thigh, where weeks ago an arrow had been lodged within the muscle and fat.

      “I was shot,” Odin said.

      “As I can tell.” The healer lit the tip of one finger in brilliant green fire and channeled energy into his thigh. “Do not be afraid. You have stitching still intact within your flesh.”

      When the first sharp pain of his flesh being parted flared along his thigh, Odin grimaced and ground his jaw, trying his hardest not to make a sound, but failing to do so.

      “There,” Ramya said, flourishing his finger to close and mend the incisions. “Are you well?”

      “I’m fine,” Odin said. “At least, I think I am.”

      “You are very physically healthy.” The healer drew his hands away and set them on his lap. “You are in perfect health to travel.”

      Physically, Odin thought, somehow managing to keep his mouth shut in spite of what he truly wanted to say.

      While Ramya watched him rise and dress, Odin took a moment and thought about how he was being viewed by this man who no more than a few months ago had likely respected him much more than he would have another mage. Knowing that the healer now likely saw him as nothing more than a criminal was enough to make him feel small. His heart beat faster, and his eyes felt desperate to weep. Somehow, Odin managed to remain composed, and sat down. The healer continued to watch him with placid, unsure eyes.

      “Was there anything else you needed?” the healer asked, his brow furrowing as Odin offered a slight shake of his head. “All right then. Thank you for your time.”

      “Ramya,” Odin said. When the healer paused and turned to look at him, Odin sighed and shook his head.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I know it’s wrong of me to ask, but… please… don’t think of me any different than you would have before.”

      “That’s quite a thing to ask,” the healer replied.

      “I know, but…”

      “But… what?” Ramya asked. Odin made no move to respond, which prompted an immediate smile from the royal delegate. “You as well as anyone should know that your actions have severely impacted this kingdom.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you asking me to think better of you?”

      “Because I⁠—”

      Because… what? his consciousness asked. Because you think you deserve the respect of those you admire, of those you care about?

      Rather than say anything, Odin bowed his head.

      Ramya let out a soft sigh. “I do not believe we will be reacquainting ourselves, Odin, and while I can’t say that I’m not affected by this, I can say that I think this will be for the better.”

      “I understand,” Odin said.

      “Whatever happens from here on out will be your story, not mine, or ours, or that of our kingdom. It’s up for you to decide what happens next.”

      The door opened, then closed.

      Odin sighed.

      Could he possibly re-forge his future, despite the fact that the chains seemed broken?

      Though he was unable to know, Odin imagined—and hoped, desperately—that he would be able to do such a thing.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      A knock came at the door the following morning. “Odin Karussa,” a voice said. “Are you ready for your departure to Deeana?”

      Do I have a choice? Odin thought.

      Before he could finish, the familiar sound of clicks and scrapes of locks and chains being removed echoed through the door and into the room, summoning misery Odin had felt even before the door had begun to open.

      Closing his eyes, he prepared himself for what would soon begin three days of travel, and tried to inspire a flame of hope within his heart.

      A few short moments later, the door opened.

      In chains and shackles, he was led into the hallway. Grandly stated, with an audience of pages, squires and even fledgling knights, he walked down the corridor. Flanked with snow out the windows to his left and burning torches to his right, he tried his hardest not to look into any of these young men’s or boys’ eyes.

      He knew within their expressions would be the persecution he’d already become so accustomed to—their depraved looks, their twisted frowns, the harrowing glimmer in their eyes that spoke of disdain, disappointment and hate. He was an angel fallen, a God devoid of Its place, a king whose throne was usurped and a hero stripped of his sword—he was everything wrong in the world and more, and for that he was seen as dirt.

      Odin didn’t blame them, though. Never again, he imagined, would there be a champion to stand at the king’s side, for the first in thirteen years had failed his liege and fallen so far he was seen as a monster. Who would ever want to be in that position, his shadow, that place?

      Don’t look in their eyes, he thought.

      Although he hadn’t up until that point, and though he knew he wouldn’t even if there were a pressing need, there came with the notion of shame an overwhelming need to face the ones who doubted him so—to say, This is not who I am and defend the fact that he was, a simple man.

      For the next short while, they continued down the hall until near the entrance, a blanket was slipped over his shoulders.

      Outside, the snow that kissed his skin felt like they were tears shed from not only his dead father’s face, but his long-gone mother’s.

      Who were you? he thought. Would you be ashamed?

      Of course she would. Who was he kidding? What mother wanted to see their child fall so low?

      Shaking his head, Odin straightened his posture to look at the world in front of him—first to the road that stretched into the Royal District, then to the awe-inspiring stone gate that separated the rich from the needy.

      “When will I be leaving?” Odin asked.

      “The court has ordered your departure at noon.”

      Odin lifted his head to view the sky. As he’d expected, the sun, cast in white from the falling snow, was no more than a few breaths away from being halfway through the sky.

      It won’t be long now.

      Without bothering to ask for further clarification, Odin allowed the guards to lead him through the same entryway he’d been taken through weeks ago. There, they descended the stairs, made their way back through the Outer District until they stood at the outpost near the stables, then escorted him into the building, where they propped him down in a chair at a table by the fire and began to arrange for their departure.

      In sitting at that table, he realized just how much he would be leaving behind.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      It was a caravan of twelve—a mishmash of royal men and militia alike—that lined the perimeter near the outskirts of the inner district and prepared to take Odin to Deeana. Most of the five militiamen were merely boys, possibly no older than himself. The royal men, thankfully, were aged from their late twenties and early forties. It was these men that Odin found comfort in, as he knew they would afford him the dignity of his position. The militiamen, however, seemed intent on making his life as miserable as possible.

      “Do any rape and pillaging while you were away?” one of the men asked. “Maybe theft and arson?”

      “How about kidnapping?” another of the boys asked. “Did you take any little girls? I bet you like little girls. Or maybe you like boys.”

      “That would be the day,” a third said. “The king’s champion—a queer.”

      “Like the cock, don’tcha?”

      The men began to cackle, their laughs like owls when gifted with their night's meal. Odin expected some of the older men to speak up and silence their taunts, particularly the royal guards, but none did.

      What they say can’t hurt you if you don’t give it the power.

      Though that sentiment spoke true and rang of strength, it did little to discourage the continued attacks they made—including on his common upbringing and plain lineage.

      “What about your father?” one of the men asked. “What’s he up to these days? Oh—cutting wood? Breaking his back? Screwing the whores of Felnon? What about him? Does he like little girls, too?”

      “No,” another guard said. “He isn’t married.”

      “Oh?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe he likes little boys. Like father, like son, eh?”

      “Don’t talk about my father,” Odin mumbled.

      “What?” one of the militiamen asked.

      “I said: Don’t talk about my father.”

      “Ooh. Someone’s a bit sensitive, eh?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Who’s going to make me? You?”

      At this, the group of militiamen began to laugh like mad.

      Near the point of no return, Odin ground his jaw together.

      Control it.

      “Someone’s got their britches in a bunch,” one of the men said. “Odin, Odin, little Odin, ran away so he could play, with those girlies young and pretty, screwed their cunts and licked their pussies.”

      “You like that, don’t you, Karussa? You like little girls? Oh, wait, I forgot: you like little boys. Just like your poor queer father.”

      “Shut up,” Odin growled once more.

      “Or… what?”

      One of the militiamen pulled his horse alongside Odin. Slowly, he pushed his hand out and tapped Odin on the head.

      In but a moment, Odin flung himself from his captor’s horse and on top of the militiaman, sending them both flying onto the ground in a hail of snow and fury.

      “You want to talk!” Odin screamed. “Then talk about this!”

      Odin lifted his hands and slammed his shackles down onto the man’s face as hard as he could.

      Blood exploded from the man’s nose.

      “FUCK YOU!” Odin screamed, slamming the blunt edge of his shackles into the man’s teeth. “FUCK! YOU!”

      A pair of hands grabbed Odin’s neck and pulled him from the militiaman.

      At his feet, the man began to cry and babble like a baby.

      “That’s assault on a royal officer,” said the man holding Odin back.

      “I was provoked,” Odin replied.

      “Either way, you’ll be charged with the offense.” The royal guard shook his head and beckoned one of his companions to the guard’s side. “Get up.”

      “He hit me!”

      “Can’t say you didn’t deserve it.”

      Odin had to bite his lip to keep from smiling.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      That night, the guards sat around a campfire engaging in casual banter. Pushed to the outskirts for fear that he would attack another militiaman, Odin lay shivering in his bedroll and tried his hardest to fall asleep. Due to the snow, however, and the fact that he could only draw so much of his coat and bedding around him, he found it almost impossible.

      Oh well, he thought, turning a stray eye to the campfire and the men who sat around it. He deserved it.

      A broken nose—and, it appeared, several dislodged teeth. Not a thing had been said to him following that initial attack, but even if he'd had the chance to redo the event, he would not have done anything differently. So far as he was concerned, they could talk about him all they wanted, but his father? No. They would never talk about his father in any defaming way, not while he was alive and well.

      With a brief sigh, Odin burrowed into his bedroll as far as he could and closed his eyes.

      What seemed like hundreds of feet away, he heard the fire crackling harshly.

      “Did you see what he did?” one of the militiamen asked.

      “He was picked as Ournul’s champion for a reason.”

      “But he’s such a blocky fellow. How can he jump like that?”

      “The man’s pure muscle. He could probably break your neck with one hand if he wanted to.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      “But what he did to Tristan’s face. My God… he… he broke his nose and busted his teeth out.”

      “Tristan deserved it,” said the commander of the caravan. “He shouldn’t have provoked such a dangerous criminal.”

      Tristan whimpered, as if the words alone had again struck his face with the shackles around a poor man’s wrists.

      “Hey, boss,” another militiaman asked.

      “What?”

      “You think we’ll have to worry about any more… uh… incidents on the way to Deeana?”

      “So long as you leave Karussa alone, no—I don’t think we’ll have to worry about any incidents.”

      After that, the caravan remained silent.

      Odin slept blissfully, and without nightmares.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      They began to cross into unfamiliar territory the following day. A field, tall and wide, stretched out for as far as the eye could see. Dead, sadly, but not yet reaped, wheat blanketed the road like a mark upon humanity’s kind, sad eyes and whispered of a winter harsh and cruel.

      Seated atop his horse, Odin found it a marvel to look at, not only for its being an aspect of nature, frozen yet standing, but also for the idea that this kingdom, this place, would soon not be his to champion.

      This is your fault, he thought. You can’t blame anyone but yourself.

      Odin raised his eyes to look at the men around him—first to the commander of the group, who remained ahead and steadfast in their mission, then to the militiamen. The man named Tristan turned his head to offer him a dirty look, bludgeoned face and all, but returned his attention to the road in front of him shortly after.

      Now, that was your fault.

      Odin smirked.

      Beside them, the wind skirted alongside the field of and kicked the snow into a flurry.

      “It’s sad,” one of the men to Odin’s right said, “how the field wasn’t able to be tended.”

      The royal man raised his head and regarded Odin with a stark expression, then frowned before setting his eyes back to the path. “I guess,” he said, his voice uneasy and low, “if there’s anything to give you credit for, it would be that.”

      “Sorry?” Odin asked,

      “The war. You’re the one who helped reclaim Dwaydor.”

      “Yes. I was.”

      “Why’d you do it, though? Why’d you leave when the whole country was at stake?”

      Because I was mad, Odin wanted to say. Because I⁠—

      “Markham,” Raspitan said, “leave the prisoner be. It’s not your place to judge.”

      The man named Markham gave Odin one last look before he nudged his horse’s sides and pushed it up a few paces ahead.

      Odin frowned.

      Were there really men who believed him just?

      Without foreknowledge, he could only conclude that it did not matter.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The great heights of Deeana rose in the distance some two days after they had left the capital of their country. It was tall, majestic, with buildings the color of rosewood and a mark of peace that seemed all the more fragile in the current state of their country. There were several spire-like buildings standing within the city which extended even beyond the scope of the high walls and pressed into Odin’s mind the matter of dignity. On some of their faces were series of many windows—which, from his current position, Odin could see light reflecting from—but what the buildings were for, he couldn’t be sure. In all his lessons as a child, he’d learned of Ornala, not the four outlying districts that made up the Golden Crown.

      Does it really matter what they mean? he thought.

      Possibly not, but still—the fact that he was visiting a city with such magical prestige was enough to interest him, especially since he would soon be within the clutches of the magical court.

      “It shouldn’t take us more than another day to get there,” the commander said from the front of the group.

      “Where are all the caravans?” one of the militiamen asked. “I thought they ran these routes.”

      “Would you want to be running these roads so soon after the war and in this weather?”

      For this, the man had no response, nor did the others within the caravan.

      This weather isn’t bad, Odin frowned.

      Could it be that in the midst of the war, and with the lack of soldiers running the roads, there was an increasing threat of bandits? They were not rife within this part of the world, but such creatures of greed were always known to inhabit major roads, especially when there were merchants slim of weapons but loaded with goods.

      For the next while, they continued on. Nothing was said, nothing was done, and not a sound could be heard within the small group of thirteen as they continued up the road toward the magical city. Even Odin remained quiet and instead watched the roads, searching for the answers to the questions he so desperately wished he could ask.

      How long, he thought. When? Where? Under what conditions?

      There was nothing he could do until they reached the shining city.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The walls rose high and before the gates the caravan waited to be admitted. Told to remain in place while their reports were verified by the falconers and guards positioned along the high walls, the group remained calm and complacent, despite the fact that the snow was falling around them, threatening to hail ice the size of thumbnails upon the world.

      It’s all right, Odin thought, reaching up to draw his blanket tighter around his body. There isn’t anything you can do about it now anyway.

      A series of men shifted above, bearing spears in their arms and longbows slung over their torsos. Few bothered to look down at the travelers, as likely they already knew who was being delivered, but those who did paused to look at the group, particularly at Odin: who beneath his curtain of hair bore the pair of blood-red eyes that had become so famous throughout the kingdom.

      “How long are we going to have to wait?” the broken-nosed, battered-faced Tristan asked. “I need to see a doctor.”

      “We’ll be in through the gates soon,” the commander said.

      “How soon?”

      “Soon enough.”

      Odin ground his teeth into his lower lip and watched as the guard the commander had spoken with before came forward. “Your story has been verified,” he said. “Please wait while we open the gates.”

      The iron-teethed gate rose as frozen gears turned.

      This is it.

      “Not much longer now,” he mumbled.

      “Pardon?” his captor asked.

      Odin shook his head.

      When the gate finally clicked into place some ten feet above their heads, the caravan moved forward, the horses shifting beneath their burdens, and the sounds of men happy and cheerful more than prevalent in the air.

      If only, Odin thought, sighing.

      “Where will I go from here?” he asked.

      “To the jails,” the commander said. “Don’t worry—they’re inside.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Even behind closed doors, the jail was cold and filled with misery.

      Huddled on a decrepit cot with only a cowhide blanket and the clothes on his back to keep him warm, Odin watched as a guard outside his cell whittled a stick down to sharpness. His position marked, his crime noted, he’d been specifically placed near the front of the jail so he’d have eyes on him at all times—more specifically to ensure that he would not escape his cell, should his inhibitor fail.

      “He’s a brute,” said the commander who’d taken him in. “He nearly killed one of my men on the way up here. And he’s a mage—don’t forget that. He’s got an inhibitor on him, but that doesn’t mean it might fail at any moment.”

      “Aren’t they designed to keep mages contained?” the jailor asked.

      “Yes. But watch him. He’s… different. You,” the guard said, pointing his knife in Odin’s direction.

      “Me?” he asked, surprised that he was being spoken to after what seemed like hours of silence.

      “Yes, you. Who do you think I’m talking to?”

      “I…” Odin paused. After taking note of the surrounding cells, he found that the guard could indeed only be talking to him, and frowned. “Oh.”

      “Yeah…” The guard shook his head. “Anyway, I just think you should know—I don’t take any bullshit.”

      “I’m not going to make any trouble for you.”

      “No? I’ve heard you’re a reckless one.”

      “What you’ve heard isn’t true.”

      “I’ve heard more than my fair share about you, Mr. King’s Champion. I think I know what is real and what is bullshit.”

      Sure you do, Odin thought.

      Rather than say anything, he simply tilted his chin down.

      “I want you to know,” the guard said, drawing Odin’s attention back up to him, “that you’ll be transferred between here and the courthouse for your trial. You won’t be getting better provisions just because you’re… well, were… the king’s champion.”

      Ouch.

      It still stung, even all these weeks later.

      Can’t do anything about it, his consciousness whispered. All you can do is grin and bear it.

      How true that sentiment rang.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He dreamed of the man who held the hammer above his head. Odin Karussa, this man said. You know the crime that you have committed.

      I know, Odin said.

      You are found guilty on all counts.

      The hammer came down.

      Odin jolted upright from sleep.

      In the corner of the room, the same guard who’d been watching him since midafternoon looked up from his book and candlelight. “Somethin’ wrong?” the guard asked.

      “Bad dream,” Odin replied, not bothering to turn and look back at the guard as he spread out along the cot.

      “Huh.”

      The man gave no further response.

      Don’t let it bother you, Odin thought, rolling onto his side so he would have nothing more to look at than the stone wall and the shadows of flames dancing along its surface. You don’t even know if that’s going to happen.

      Imagining that he might get out of punishment now would be downright foolish. He’d assaulted a guard—royally-appointed at that. He would be charged with assault at least, but where would that leave him with regards to his other crimes—desertion, and more prevalently, his use of illegal magics?

      He knew nothing of Deeana or its court system, nor did he know of any place where he could be freed of the inhibiting collar without returning his ability to use magic. He imagined his inhibitor would likely remain on, and if he were to go anywhere it would be back to Ornala, to squalor within the Royal District’s high walls and the depths of its dungeons.

      They don’t put people in dungeons anymore, he reminded himself.

      Then again, how was he to know whether his ‘kind king’ had stopped using such places? After Ournul’s reaction to his same-sex love affair, he couldn’t help but wonder just how ‘kind’ his king was.

      In thinking about such things, it didn’t matter if the walls were stone or inside a fire burned. At that moment, everything seemed to be cold.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Wake up, a voice said.

      What? Odin thought.

      He opened his eyes to find above him not the cold stone walls of his incarceration, but a plane of blue that extended forever without break in tone or clarity. There were no clouds, no birds, no smoke, or shame, or even darkness. It was gorgeous, breathtaking, a plume of fresh air from a young man’s lips on the cold night of his eternal eve. It was for that reason that while looking up at it, Odin found himself captivated by what floated above him.

      Where am I? he thought.

      His first inclination was that he had died and gone to Heaven—that somehow, someway, the moral laws of the universe had taken pity on his poor soul and body and allowed him passage into the Eternal Good that they said existed after death. Such was his infatuation with the belief that when he reached up to grasp at the sky—to attempt pulling its fabrics free from their mortal tapestry—he felt between his eyes the soft touch and the eternal reminiscence of something the whole world was made of.

      Water.

      It came as a word spoken from the mouth of a thing long gone, a thing that was lost to the sea and that had never been able to return. A drop of a coin would have been enough to reveal its presence, as from the depths it would have emerged in ropes and chains and even bonds of the mortal kind. This word—this thing—was so beautiful that in his mind Odin could only begin to imagine just where it was he currently existed.

      Beneath him it stirred in such pristine waves that, he imagined, if one looked down on it from above, one would have seen the things often seen within the sea. Fish, turtles, air-breathing mammals or fish—even kelp and amorphous beings called jellies would float amidst the never-ending fields of nothing, dangling their tentacles and leafy strands beneath them.

      Such a sight would have been a wonder to behold, for it was said that each and every thing had come from the sea once upon a time, but it was in thinking of such things that the wonder began to wear off—that the terror, so ripe and old, surfaced from beneath the thing of beauty that had emerged chained.

      Panicked, grief-stricken and paranoid beyond belief, Odin flung himself forward, into the ocean and the things it harbored.

      He gasped for breath.

      His head went underwater.

      What felt like a pair of hands encircled his knees.

      No no no! he thought, struggling, clawing at the water around him as he tried to make his way to the surface. No!

      He’d learned of the fear before, of the idea that he would be without air in a place where there was none, for as a child he had nearly been drowned by the man who had become his mortal enemy.

      Here, he could use no magic, for around his neck he felt the familiar warmth of the inhibitor, and for that he tried desperately to kick and fight the things desperate to pull him under.

      Odin, the same voice that had woken him said.

      In a fit of rage, Odin managed to free his legs from the creatures of the sea and flung himself forward.

      When his head broke the surface, he took into his lungs a great breath of air and gasped as tears fresh and hot poured from his eyes.

      He kicked, spun, and searched for any land he could swim to.

      No.

      So far as the eye could see, the ocean extended—forever, it seemed, to the very ends of time.

      “Someone,” he said, voice high, but low enough that it could not be considered a plea or a scream. “Anyone.”

      Water came up from his chest as he coughed to free the congestion within his lungs.

      Odin closed, then opened his eyes.

      Something stirred beneath his feet.

      Thinking more clearly, he began to swim.

      The apparition swam around him, and slapped at the water with what Odin could only assume was a tail.

      Bared like jagged daggers, his nails came up instinctively. “Come out!” he cried. “Come out and⁠—”

      He couldn’t finish, as before he could, a horrendous and breathtaking sight took his words away.

      Directly below the surface, just a few narrow feet between him and his ankles, were the creatures who were known to eat men.

      Odin turned his eyes up to the sky.

      It wasn’t until that moment, in looking overhead, that he realized he could see no sun—that in the air, floating amidst the heavens, there was nothing to light the sky.

      The current hastened.

      Pushing his arms to his sides, then forward, he began to kick slowly but efficiently, to remain in place.

      The water below him darkened.

      The world beneath turned to dusk.

      The creatures' eyes glowed a devilish shade of red.

      Wake up, the voice said.

      It took him but a brief breath of time to realize that it was the things beneath the water that spoke to him in voices hard and pure. How such a thing was possible he could not fathom, as he knew them not to be intelligent; they were nothing more than fish. In that moment, however, nothing seemed to matter.

      Odin took a deep breath.

      The current took him.

      Teeth buried into the bones of his thighs.

      He screamed.

      He propelled to the side.

      In but a moment, Odin collided with hard, solid ground.

      Outside the cell, the guard drew his sword and held it before him as if his life depended on it.

      “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” he asked, his sword arm trembling so much that Odin thought the man would simply drop his weapon.

      “A… a dream,” Odin replied, his eyes adjusting to the pale light streaming from the single candle in the corner of the room.

      But how—why?

      “A fucking dream?” the guard barked. “A fucking dream? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Nuh-no, sir.”

      “I want you to keep your fucking mouth shut,” the man said, sheathing his sword as he collapsed onto the stool and let out a breath he’d obviously been holding. “I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with you, Karussa, but whatever it is, it’s bad, and I want nothing to do with it. Thank the Gods we’re separated, because I don’t know what you’d do if we weren’t.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Don’t say a fucking word!” the man screamed. “You hear me?”

      Odin could only nod.

      With no more than a passing glance in response, he crawled back onto the cot and sat down, then wrapped the cowhide around himself.

      He had many doubts about sleeping for the rest of the night.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The well-dressed gentlemen in black came to visit the following day. “Odin Karussa,” he said. “Do you remember me?”

      From his place across the bars, the man appeared even more ominous than he had before. Bearing in his hand the book that spoke of Odin’s life, of the things he’d done and the crimes he’d committed, it seemed impossible to think that this man could be forgotten.

      “Yes,” Odin said, narrowing his eyes as he watched the man settle onto a stool the guard had brought forward for him. “I remember you.”

      “I’ve been informed that you’ve been charged with yet another offense.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “Assault on a royal officer.”

      At this, Odin had no reply. He merely bit his lip.

      “That,” the gentleman said, opening his book and fingering one of the deckle-edged pages, “is not an easy thing to get out of.”

      “If it helps, I assaulted him because I was provoked.”

      “Unless there are guards willing to give testament to this fact—which I can't believe there are—then you’re but one voice in a crowd of many.”

      It figures, Odin thought, then sighed, allowing the breath to spill from his lips and down onto his interlaced hands. He turned his head up to regard the lawyer. “Sir,” he began.

      “Before you go any further,” the lawyer said, raising his hand as if his action would silence Odin altogether, “let me just explain a few things.”

      “All right.”

      “You are being charged with three extremely vicious crimes—desertion, use of illegal magics, and assault on a royal officer. Each of these offenses can land you in jail for a very, very long time—that is, unless you have a lawyer. I’ve already made it apparent that I’m willing to work with you, Mr. Karussa, but this isn’t a one-way road.”

      “I already told you,” Odin said, “I don’t want a lawyer.”

      “Sir, you don’t understa⁠—”

      “I understand perfectly well what the risks are.”

      “Then why are you⁠—”

      “What judge is going to give me lenience in these regards? What penance will that get me?”

      “A shorter jail sentence, for one.”

      “And even if for some reason the judge gives me a pass, where does that leave me?”

      “It leaves you in a much better position than you would have been in otherwise.”

      “I don’t need a lawyer, sir. You can leave now.”

      “Mr. Karussa, I⁠—”

      “I said⁠—”

      “Your trial is tomorrow.”

      Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.

      What?

      “You,” he began, then paused, unsure what to say.

      “You heard me correctly, sir. Your trial is set to begin tomorrow.”

      Bowing his head, Odin took his face in his hand and took several long, deep breaths.

      It’s okay, he thought. You can do this. You know you can.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” he asked, not daring to turn his head up to face the man who he knew held his entire fate in his hands. “Where will I go?”

      “That all depends on what punishment they feel is best.”

      “I just… I don’t⁠—”

      “Sir,” the gentleman said. “If you don’t accept my help, there’s no guarantee that you’ll get a decent prison sentence. That isn’t to say jail’s good—because, quite honestly, it’s not—but given what your initial position was in the kingdom, I can argue for a lighter or at least more bearable sentence.”

      “But how?” Odin asked. “I did all the things I’m being accused of.”

      “Yes.”

      “And I admit to it.”

      “Which may be your first mistake.”

      “How can I lie to the kingdom?”

      “It isn’t lying, sir. It’s⁠—”

      “What? What would you call it?”

      “I—”

      “I don’t want a lawyer,” Odin said, emphasizing each and every word as if they were daggers being punched into the proverbial corpse of good intentions.

      “Please reconsider⁠—”

      “I said⁠—”

      “I heard you loud and clear. But I⁠—”

      Odin flung his hands in the air.

      Visibly frightened, the lawyer leaned back in his seat, then went falling to the floor. From his place on the stones, he could do little more than stare up at Odin.

      Is this who you’re becoming? his consciousness whispered. Is this the person you want to be?

      No. I⁠—

      They’re coming for you, Odin. They’ve sent the dogs. Your days are over.

      “They’re not over,” Odin whispered. “They can’t be.”

      “Mr. Karussa,” the gentleman said. “Please—you should really consider what you’re⁠—”

      “GET OUT OF HERE!” Odin screamed. “GET—OUT—NOW!”

      With a look of utter terror in his eyes, the gentleman stood, brushed the dirt off his coat, and turned to leave. Before he reached the door, however, he stopped and looked over his shoulder. “You’ll regret not accepting my services,” he said. “You’ll go to jail.”

      “Then in jail I’ll rot.”

      The door closed behind the gentleman.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      A flower of misery began to spread at the back of his head.

      Would its vines grow, he wondered, or would they simply wither away and die?

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He dreamed of madness the night after his meeting with the gentleman in the black suit. Of darkness absolute, of wells not used, of places less traveled and of depths not yet experienced—it opened like an eternal maw within his mind and swallowed him whole for several long hours before the sound of men talking stirred him from sleep.

      “Karussa,” one of them said.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “Rise.”

      Like an automaton held taut on strings by some higher force, he did as asked. Shortly thereafter, one of the three guards standing just outside his cell inserted a key into the lock and opened the cell door.

      “He’s been having nightmares and screaming and shit,” said the guard who’d been watching over him for the past several days. “Be careful.”

      “Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” said the guard who’d opened the cell.

      Odin took a few steps back, then lowered his head as his hands were locked into place and as his ankles were shackled together.

      They think I’ll run, he thought.

      Where he would run, he couldn’t imagine. A virgin individual to this part of the country, it would only be miraculous chance if he managed to escape, let alone made it through the wilderness bound and chained, not only physically, but magically. He’d be better off dead than trying to navigate the wild without any form of protection.

      As a second guard came into the cell to ensure that his bonds were secure, the impending threat of judgment came into Odin’s mind once more.

      The dogs are coming for you.

      Your days are over.

      This is your punishment.

      It was him! He did it! HE DID IT!

      Bastard!

      Traitor!

      You are the one who should have never been born.

      “No,” Odin whispered, trying his hardest to keep his body and emotions in check as the pair of guards led him out of the cell and into the front of the jail. “No.”

      “What?” one of the guards asked.

      “It’s not true,” he whispered. “It isn’t.”

      “See?” the watch guard asked. “Crazy. I told you!”

      You are the one, the gilded thing whispered, who should have never been born.

      It materialized before him in the shadows flickering from the corners and the light dancing from the torches at the corner of the room. Seemingly floating from above the wall, and bearing upon its shoulders the cape of fur and death to which Odin had become so accustomed, it tilted its golden-masked head to the side and regarded him with a pair of depthless eyes before it reached down and linked its fingers together, each individual nail sliding into place with the sound of swords being dragged along one another.

      It stared at him for several long moments before it drifted forward—slowly, endlessly, toward him.

      When they began to move, the gilded thing reached out to touch Odin’s face.

      Turning his head, Odin turned his eyes to the floor in an attempt to shy away.

      You will be punished.

      “No,” he whispered. “No… I… I was wrong.”

      “Quiet,” one of the guards said.

      Odin turned his head up.

      In but the blink of an eye, the gilded thing disappeared.

      “There was… something there,” he said, grimacing as the door opened and revealed light from the outside world, so blinding it hurt his eyes to look at it.

      “He’s hallucinating,” the guard to his left said.

      “He’s going mad,” the guard to his right replied. “It’s better he be locked up now than later.”

      “At least he’s going on trial.”

      “And will hopefully be in jail soon.”

      “Can you please not talk about me?” Odin asked. “I’m a person too, you know?”

      Neither of the guards responded.

      They’re really afraid, he thought, keeping his eyes only partially open as they made their way up the road. They’re not saying anything because they don’t know what to say.

      To speak to a criminal, to a man insane, must be similar to conversing with a man who had lost his ability to hear. To see the lips move but not hear the words; to see the look in his eyes but not discern his intentions—this was what it must be like to speak to a man in his condition, for when looking into their faces, Odin saw false masks on the trickiest of jesters. They should have been laughing, he knew, and tossing apples into the air. Men like these guards were the ones who would expect the apples to return to earth, but men like Odin often considered otherwise: that they could simply float into the sky and never come back. The most mentally ill were said to wish and believe in almost everything.

      Even the power to bring the dead back to life.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      Tears burned down his face.

      Before them, extending into the sky and deckled with pristine white stones, was a building with two long, cone-shaped towers, upon each were displays of multiple windows that reflected the sun even in such pale atmospheric conditions.

      “Is this—” Odin began.

      “The magical court?” the guard to his right asked. “Yes.”

      Odin had no reply. He merely stared as the double doors opened and beckoned them in.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      They were a group of five in robes of different colors. Red, blue, green, yellow, violet—they sat behind a desk shaped like a crescent moon and looked upon Odin. At their sides, an assembly of other men and women sat in the audience wearing nondescript white gowns. Old, and reeking of magical age, all the men behind the desk looked to Odin to be the kind upon whom an entire society could be built—like the law, so magically-defined, could actually be present when in most circumstances those Gifted could be considered somewhat like Gods.

      To look at them was almost impossible, as doing so seemed to make every part of his head hurt, but with no lawyer at his side and the world and all its inhabitants against him, he could do little more than stare straight ahead.

      You are strong, the voice in his head whispered. You can do this.

      “The trial is set to begin,” said the man in the green robe, who sat in the middle.

      “Odin Karussa,” the man in the violet robe said. “You are present and accounted for?”

      “Yes,” Odin said.

      “And you are bonded both magically and physically,” the man in the yellow robe added, stating rather than asking his question.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Good.” The man in the red robe raised his eyes and stood as his fellow men in the blue, green, yellow and violet robes rose. “The court will now begin its deliberation.”

      From each of the magic men’s hands, an orb the color of his robe appeared. Dangling behind them, what appeared to be two strands of ribbon floated over the empty space between Odin and the table and began to circle his body—slowly at first, then more rapidly. While this happened, and while naked magically before the court, Odin felt each inch of his body being prodded. Even his consciousness—usually so carefully safeguarded—was broken with but one forward thrust. The wall came down, the inhibitions were released, and his head, now swimming with pain, bowed forward.

      “Your consciousness has been opened for the court to see,” the man in the green robe said.

      A short moment later, what felt like a thousand eyes began to watch him.

      So this is how it feels, he thought.

      To be naked of the mind was to reveal everything about your person—from your deepest, darkest secrets, to your most horrific lusts, to your most private desires and your most courageous triumphs.

      With so much magical energy in the room, it seemed impossible to escape. Even when he tried to maintain some form of protection over his mind, he felt the inhibitor around his neck channeling painful energy into his body. It was as though he had tempted the snake after pulling the emblazoned apple from its tree—first came the sting, then the venom, then the sensation that he was slowly but surely losing control over everything.

      Stop, he thought.

      A multitude of voices filled his head.

      This is who he is, one said.

      My God, another added. Look at what he did.

      He’s guilty.

      There’s no doubt about this.

      What he did—astounding.

      His powers—he is not human. His blood is tainted.

      Cursed.

      Vile.

      Dirty.

      Wretched.

      “Please,” Odin whispered. “Stop.”

      As if he had just decreed upon the world the first commandment, all the voices in his head ceased to exist.

      The men in the red, blue, yellow, green and violet robes seated themselves behind the crescent table and lowered their hands simultaneously. Their orbs disappeared soon after.

      “Odin Karussa,” the man in the blue robes said. “It is to your benefit and knowledge that the court was presented your crimes. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” The man in the blue robes turned his attention to the man in the violet robes. “Master Violencia, would you please recite the list of offenses Odin Karussa is being tried for?”

      “Yes,” the man in the violet robes said. “Odin Karussa: you are under trial for the following crimes.”

      Odin closed his eyes.

      “Desertion.”

      Of course.

      “Attack on a royal officer.”

      His eyelids tightened unbearably.

      “The use of illegal magics—most particularly, Necromancy.”

      His teeth sunk into his lower lip.

      All right.

      “And murder.”

      “Murder?” he asked, turning his eyes up. “But I didn’t⁠—”

      “You were discovered to have been in the presence of a Neven D’Carda during your stay in the Abroen.”

      No.

      “No.”

      Could it be? Could it really, truly be?

      “I didn’t,” Odin said.

      “Blunt force trauma to the skull,” the man in the red robes said, “was determined to be the cause of death.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Do not speak unless you want to be held accountable for your words.”

      “But I⁠—”

      Why? When? How?

      With tears filling the corners of his eyes and panic strumming throughout his chest, Odin collapsed against his podium—breathless, stunned, unable to believe what he was currently experiencing.

      “You are not accompanied by a lawyer,” the man in the yellow robes said, “so you will serve as your own defense.”

      How can I defend myself against something I didn’t mean to do?

      “It was my fault,” he whispered. “I… I was the one who⁠—”

      Don’t you dare even think about bringing him into this.

      I—

      No, Odin—don’t! Don’t do it! He didn’t do anything to deserve this.

      “I…”

      “Odin Karussa,” the man in the green robes said. “Are you ready to begin your trial?”

      “I have no choice,” Odin said.

      “Then it is understood. The trial will now begin.”

      The room silenced.

      Above, a series of five lights, each in the color of one of the high mages, rotated on the ceiling until they shined their light directly upon Odin.

      “You are under obligation by the Magical Court of Deeana and by the will of the king to answer truthfully each and every question we propose,” the man in the green robes said. “Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      Don’t think don’t think⁠—

      “Did you have an accomplice when you fled the country?” the man in the yellow robes asked.

      “No,” Odin replied. “I did not.”

      “You were seen returning to the capital on a horse with another man. Who was he?”

      “My guide.”

      “Is it true that you and this ‘guide’ were involved in a romantic relationship?”

      “That doesn’t influence my testimony, sir.”

      “Very well then.” The man in the yellow robes turned to the man in the red robes. “High Mage Ratuga, if you would.”

      “What caused you to flee the country in the first place?” the man in the red robes asked.

      “The death of my father,” Odin said.

      “And was this the reason why you committed yourself to stealing the Elven Book of the Dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you steal it?”

      “I tricked the Neven D’Carda into thinking I was coming over for dessert one night.”

      “Was this when you killed the creature?”

      “I didn’t mean to kill zir,” Odin said. “I thought… I thought knocking zir out would⁠—”

      “There is no need to explain yourself. The evidence against your case is damning.”

      A lawyer would’ve been a good idea right about now.

      “How did you steal the Book of the Dead?”

      “I overpowered the weakened sphere of energy and cracked it open.”

      “Elven reports indicate that you fled into and through the forest in the hours following your acts of theft and murder. They also indicate that the Elves followed you and another man’s footprints, but they could not find you within the Great Divide. How, pray tell, did you escape?”

      “Speed,” Odin said. “Luck.”

      “Do not lie to the court,” the man in the blue robes said. “You will only serve to further your sentencing.”

      “You know if I’m lying.”

      “Yes, but that does not mean you should do so.”

      Are they tricking me? Odin thought, blinking, scouring the faces of every high mage and the men and women in the audience for any sign of acknowledgement. Is this all one big mind game?

      For them to insinuate that they could not know if he was lying was somewhat bizarre, considering he had felt the presence of almost every individual in the room within his mind.

      Mind over matter, he thought. Don’t think anything you don’t want them to know.

      “You stole the Elven Book of the Dead,” the man in the violet robes said, “and you fled the Elven militia with this man you claim was your companion.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you avoid detection?”

      “We were merely lucky,” Odin said.

      “Are you lying, Mr. Karussa?”

      “No sir. I’m not.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed.

      Good, Odin smirked. I know your game. I can play it just like you can.

      “After leaving the Great Divide, and passing through the towns of Drianna, Kalen’s Rise and Harpie’s Summit, you made your way along the Western Shoreline and across the Dwaydorian Lowlands before you were spotted within the city of Dwaydor.” The man in the violet robes crossed his arms over his chest. “You were then seen heading toward Felnon before you were spotted by hawk heading to the capital.”

      At this, Odin frowned. While he’d expected such things, especially considering his sudden and unexpected return to the country, he hadn’t imagined that he’d been watched magically before returning to the capital.

      “That’s right,” Odin said.

      “Your king has reported that you were having an affair with a man. Is this true?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “It leads to the cause of your flight from the kingdom,” the man in the blue robes said.

      “Answer the question,” the man in the red robes added.

      “This isn’t necessary,” Odin said. “I’ve already admitted to stealing the book.”

      “But you have not admitted to fleeing the country.”

      “I fled because I⁠—”

      “Conspired to use the Book of the Dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      The court remained silent for the next several moments. Each of the men in the colored robes continued to look at him, poring over his expression and likely the thoughts at the forefront of his consciousness, before the man in the green robes raised a hand. Odin’s eyes instinctively followed it through the air until it settled back down on the table.

      What is he⁠—

      “What procedures did you take to use the Book?”

      “Blood and hair,” Odin said, “from myself and my father.”

      “It was reported by royal guards that you were on Sharktooth Island at the time they apprehended you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was this where you found a source of the Will?”

      Do I tell them?

      Of course he had to—there was no denying that. And besides—just what could he say in response? He couldn’t lie, because a mage ignorant of most everything would have picked up on the magical energy on Sharktooth Island. Unless…

      Unless—

      Unless, Odin thought, the source of Will had only been revealed after he'd summoned the Ferryman.

      “I found a source of the Will on the island,” Odin said.

      “What form did it take?” the man in the violet robes asked.

      “A well.”

      “You used a blood and hair ceremony to attempt and bring back your dead father?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you bring him back?” the man in the yellow robes asked.

      “No,” Odin said. “I did not.”

      That was no lie.

      The men of the court once more went silent.

      Odin closed his eyes and bowed his head.

      This is going faster than you imagined it would, the voice inside his head said.

      Around him, the men and women in the white robes began to whisper amongst themselves.

      At the front of the room, the men in the colored robes looked on with indifferent eyes.

      Once more, Odin felt the prying eyes of the men attempting to make their way into his mind.

      They’re in here, his consciousness whispered. Don’t think.

      I’m not.

      The presences withdrew almost immediately.

      When Odin turned back to look at the men in the colored robes, each of them had a frown on his face.

      “Odin Karussa,” the man in the green robes said.

      “Yes?” Odin asked.

      “Your case has been heard and your admission of the crimes you’ve confessed to has been noted. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” he replied.

      “You are hereby sentenced,” the man in the green robes said, “to life in prison. You will not be released, you will not be offered bail, and you will not be offered salvation. Your sentence will be served at the Cadarack Prison for High-Maintenance Criminals.”

      Odin’s breath caught in his throat.

      No.

      It couldn’t be. That place, those horrors, the men within—he was not of their kind.

      Before he had the chance to speak, and before he could even begin to raise his hands to the deny the sentence he’d just been given, he was led swiftly from the courthouse by two guards and into the streets—where he was subjected to public viewing from all the men, women, children and even dogs that bordered the road.

      Outside—in the cold, bitter air, where snow fell—a terrible darkness shadowed Odin’s heart.

      They said that only the most dangerous of men filled the halls of the Cadarack Prison—that those who’d committed the most horrible and violent of atrocities upon humankind were sent there to live out the rest of their lives.

      It can’t, he thought, trembling, his body an orchestra of terror as the guards continued to lead him down the road. It just… it can’t…

      “It can’t be.”

      In walking down the street—in realizing just what his future held and knowing that life as he'd known it would soon be over—Odin couldn’t help but bow his head.

      This was it.

      He was going to jail.

      He would never see his friends again.

      With the weight of the entire world on his shoulders, Odin threw his head back and screamed.

      In the streets, pigeons flew. Among them, only one white dove could be seen.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


