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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

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

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

      No, he thought.

      It couldn’t be.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Still your thoughts. Find a father.

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

      No. Let fate take its course.

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

      “Because you are.”

      Once again, the baby cried.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      Before he could fully crouch, the door opened.

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

      No, he thought. I couldn’t have⁠—

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “By your hand?”

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

      The human said nothing.

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

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

      “Will you?” he asked once more.

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

      The human man took another step forward.

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      Does it matter? he thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Mages.

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

      What could he have done?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Outside, the rain turned into a fine mist.

      The baby whimpered.

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

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

      

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

      Will Joseph have it? he dared to think.

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

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

      “Here goes nothing,” he whispered.

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

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

      “I’ve become… a caretaker.”

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

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

      “So you said you would?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s a boy?”

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

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

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

      “Do we?”

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

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

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

      “All right.”

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

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

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

      “What about the milk?”

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

      “You’re much too kind.”

      “I’m not kind. Just helpful.”

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

      The baby drank.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

      He didn’t, Ectris thought.

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

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

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

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

      “Yes.”

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

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

      “He hasn’t complained?”

      “No. He’s hardly cried at all.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “In the bedroom, still sleeping.”

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

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

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

      What?

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I—”

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

      Is that⁠—

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

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

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

      Ectris turned and made his way for the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

      “If you trust me with him.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is it ready?” Joseph asked.

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      With that thought in mind, his thoughts consumed him.

      He drowned in darkness.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

      A short moment later, he closed his eyes.

      Thunder rumbled overhead.

      He’d just called the child his son.

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

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

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

      And a change.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      This is what he wanted.

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

      Odin stopped sucking.

      “Full?” Ectris asked.

      The baby burped in response.

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Odin’s red eyes lit up at the words.

      “Good boy,” he said.

      The baby continued to splash.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t he?”

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

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

      “Have you considered a midwife?”

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

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

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

      “Have you spoken with Mother Karma?”

      Mother Karma?

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

      “That name sounds familiar, but…”

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

      “I’ve never met her, Joseph.”

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

      “Around the hill?”

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

      “How old is she?”

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

      “That would put her in her thirties.”

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

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

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

      “You mean⁠—”

      “The woodcutter? Yeah. I mean him.”

      Bartholomus, Ectris thought, sighing.

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

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

      

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

      Halfway there, a thought occurred to him.

      Would she really help him?

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

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

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

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

      “Karma?” he asked.

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

      Here goes nothing.

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

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

      “What might you need?”

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

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

      When the door closed, Ectris took a deep breath.

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

      

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

      “I did.”

      “By what?”

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

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

      “I have no idea.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ah,” Karma replied. “Close.”

      Ectris nodded.
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        * * *

      

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

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

      “Light would help.”

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

      “His ears,” Karma said.

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

      “His ears are malformed.”

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

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

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

      A Halfling? Ectris thought. But how?

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

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

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

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

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

      “An albino doesn’t have black hair.”

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

      Ectris smiled.

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

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

      “Are you capable?” Ectris asked.

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

      

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

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

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

      “Yes?” she asked.

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

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

      “Your compassion knows no bounds.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Not for a while, no.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do you really believe that?”

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

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

      “Why is that?”

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

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

      “You do?”

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

      “That things come full circle?”

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

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

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

      Ectris nodded.

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “Me?” Odin asked.

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

      “But Father… I’m so young.”

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

      “Better early than never, son.”

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

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

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

      

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

      “Why?” the boy asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      How is he⁠—

      Immediately, the progress bloomed before him.

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

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

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

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

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

      The boy deserved better than he did—much better.

      “Father?”

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

      “Will you teach me how to fight?”

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

      

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

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

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

      “We will. I promise.”

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

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

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

      “Were you ever a knight, Father?”

      “No.”

      “How come?”

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

      “Why?”

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

      “How?”

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

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

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

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

      “I could’ve, yes.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

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

      “Near Bohren?”

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

      “Did you want to become a solider?”

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

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

      “You think so?” Odin asked.

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

      “Thank you, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A pair of small arms circled around his waist.

      “Father?” Odin asked.

      “Yes?” Ectris replied.

      “Is everything all right?”

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

      “Goodnight,” the little boy said.

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      That lone instinct sent flutters of emotion throughout his ribcage.

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

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

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

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

      I didn’t, he began.

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

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

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

      No, Ectris thought. It can’t⁠—

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

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

      “Father,” Odin whispered. “I⁠—”

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

      “But—”

      “I said go, dammit! Go!

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

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

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

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

      His heart began to pound.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A pair of red eyes dilated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We won’t be going much longer.”

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

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

      “Don’t be sorry.”

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

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

      Just him.

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

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

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

      But what if I only warm myself?

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

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

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

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

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

      The men whooped and cheered.

      The boys cried out in joy.

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

      

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

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

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

      What would he say? Odin thought.

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

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

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

      One moment passed, then two.

      Nothing happened.

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

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

      I did it, he thought. I did it!

      The tent flap parted.

      Odin’s breath caught in his chest.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Doing what?”

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

      “No I don’t.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Odin.”

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

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

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

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

      “Father—”

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

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

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

      “Father—”

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

      “I thought you wanted me to fix it!”

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

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

      His father slapped him across the face.

      A throb of pain bloomed in his cheekbone.

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

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

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

      “I… you⁠—”

      “I what, son?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Sir—”

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Odin turned his attention back to the campground.

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

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

      He would forge his own destiny.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Odin pulled his horse to a stop.

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

      No.

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

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

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

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

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

      This time, she didn’t budge at all.

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

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

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

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

      Odin sighed.

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      No, he thought. Don’t.

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

      In the end, he decided to suffer.

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

      Halfway through his thought, he stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      Such a beautiful day, he thought.

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

      His sword came out in but an instant.

      Gainea bucked and kicked the air in front of them.

      What was that?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I… I am?”

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

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

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

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

      “Yes. That’s what I meant.”

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

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

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

      “I’m more?” he asked. “I⁠—”

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

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

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

      “Yes,” he nodded.

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

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

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

      “I… how can you⁠—”

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

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

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

      “Yes.”

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

      No.

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

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

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

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

      Make your own path, the voice said.

      “I will,” he whispered.

      He may be foolish and nothing more than that.

      “Father is foolish.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      Odin closed his eyes.

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

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

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

      “Where is your father, boy?”

      “Further back, with the group!”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Know that you will be watched.”

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

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

      This is it, he thought. My new home.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But—”

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

      “Why?” Odin frowned.

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

      Odin sighed.

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Excuse me,” a small voice said.

      Odin turned his head up.

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

      What in the world? he thought.

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

      “Are you sad?”

      Sad?

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

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

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

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

      “Are you going into the army?”

      “I’m trying.”

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

      Powers?

      “I’m sorry?” he asked.

      “You know… powers.”

      “Like what kind of powers?”

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

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

      “But you do have powers,” she said.

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

      “My name’s Anna.”

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

      “You have powers, right?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “Can you show me?”

      “I’m not sure how to use them.”

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

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

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

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

      His palm glowed white.

      The butterfly disappeared almost instantly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

      He’ll kill me, he thought, sighing.

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

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

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

      I’ve never worked before, he thought.

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

      That’s ridiculous.

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

      What was that?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Is that, he thought.

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

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

      “Yes sir. I do.”

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

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

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

      What? he thought.

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

      “Understand what, young sir?”

      “What you’re saying.”

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

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

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

      “I had a feeling.”

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

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

      Pages? he thought. Does that mean⁠—

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

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

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

      “Does that mean⁠—”

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

      “And that means⁠—”

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

      

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

      “Wow,” Odin said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?” Daughtry asked.

      “I guess they haven’t arrived yet.”

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

      “Felnon.”

      “Ah. The warrior’s village.”

      “You know of it, sir?”

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

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

      “Have you made a wish?” Daughtry asked.

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

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

      “I haven’t, actually.”

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

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

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

      Odin tilted his head up.

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

      Above, the shooting stars fell on.

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Has he seen me?

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

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

      “Hello,” Odin replied.

      “Good morning. I hope you slept well.”

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

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

      “It means a lot, sir.”

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

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

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

      “How did you end up finding me?”

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

      “Where did they all go?”

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

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

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

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

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

      “I can tell you love her very much.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I did,” Daughtry replied.

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

      “That’s correct.”

      “Does that mean the king wants⁠—”

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

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

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

      “What do they want?” Odin frowned.

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

      “But they have the entire desert.”

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

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

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

      “Why?”

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

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

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

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

      “Why is that?” Odin asked.

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

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

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

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

      “No. It isn’t.”

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

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

      “They’re dying out,” Odin said.

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

      “What about your daughter?”

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

      “How strong is her power?”

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

      More than I do, Odin thought.

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

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ll teach me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”

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

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

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

      

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

      Where are you? he thought.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah,” Odin said. “I am too.”

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

      “Sir?”

      “Sorry?” Daughtry replied.

      “What’re you waiting for?”

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

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll watch out for him.”

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

      “What makes you think that?”

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

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

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

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

      “How come?”

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

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

      “I guess.”

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

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

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

      “I can imagine,” Odin sighed.

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

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

      “Oh?” Odin frowned. “For what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Daughtry made no move to respond.

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

      

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

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

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

      “I don’t know. I’m just… well…”

      “Nervous?”

      Odin chose not to respond.

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

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

      “What is it, dear?”

      “Are you almost ready?”

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

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

      Daughtry visibly resisted the urge to laugh.

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

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

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

      “Do I have a choice?” Odin laughed.

      The high mage only smiled before beckoning Odin forward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

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

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

      “Are you ascared?” the little girl asked.

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

      “It’s ok. Ourney’s nice.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Father’s not here, he thought, sighing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      No.

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

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

      Midday…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Pretty!” Anna cried.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Pretty.”

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

      “Your appointment,” Daughtry said.

      “Oh,” Odin frowned. “Sorry.”

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

      “You really think so, sir?”

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Odin almost couldn’t believe his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Heh-Hello,” Odin said.

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

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

      “My lord,” Odin said.

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

      “To enlist in your military.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Odin Karussa.”

      “Stand, please.”

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

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

      A slight tingle escaped into the air.

      The hairs on Odin’s neck stood on end.

      What the⁠—

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

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

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

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

      “Try.”

      Odin extended his palm.

      What could he do?

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

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

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

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

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

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

      At his side, Daughtry began to clap.

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

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

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

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

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

      Odin took a deep breath.

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Woah, he thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      If only my father could see this.

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

      “Hello,” Odin managed.

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

      “Neither have I,” another added.

      “My name’s Odin Karussa.”

      “What family is that?”

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

      “Where do you come from?”

      “Felnon.”

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

      “I’m a mage,” Odin said.

      Almost immediately, every boy scooted away from him.

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      Or so you think.

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

      None of the pages stirred.

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

      How can he know that?

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

      “Do you have something to say mister…”

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

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

      “Felnon.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?”

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

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

      “You, sir?”

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

      “But I⁠—”

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

      “I’ve never⁠—”

      “Never what?”

      “Spuh-Sparred against someone before.”

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

      “Well then,” the weapons master said. “I guess this will be a learning experience for both of us, won’t it?”

      Stepping into the sphere, Odin took his place at the northern side of the sparring ring, then bent his knees and arms, just as his father had taught him all those years ago.

      If you don’t bend your arm, Ectris Karussa had once said, it’ll be easy to cut it off.

      Though he knew his limbs would not be amputated in a simple mock battle, he couldn’t deny the fact that, were he not careful, the tides could turn against him.

      The weapons master threw a hit at him.

      Odin dodged the first blow and caught the weapon master’s sword on his own blade a short moment later.

      “See this?” the man asked the other boys, bearing as much pressure down upon Odin’s blocked stance as he possibly could. “Watch and learn, young men. You’ll need to know how to block hits and return them if you want to kill an opponent in battle. If you don’t act quick, you’ll have your enemy’s sword in your gut.”

      When the weapons disengaged from one another, Odin lashed out, spinning his sword to distract the weapons master and create a false front. The man’s eyes darting from sword to figure, then back again, Odin took notice of an exposed weakness under the man’s arm and around his ribcage and noticed that his stance, though awkward, seemed to reveal a natural weakness that could easily be exploited were he to use his size and his speed correctly.

      Here goes nothing.

      Lunging forward, Odin ducked under the man’s forward slash, then rolled forward, the brunt of his weight landing at the curve of his upper back and propelling him directly behind the weapons master.

      The man, so stunned by the reciprocating action, had little chance to turn around just as Odin pressed the tip of the blade into the weapon master’s back.

      “See?” the weapons master asked. “That is how your swordfight, gentlemen.”

      In the moments following his defeat, the instructor gestured Odin forward, set an arm around his shoulders, then turned his attention to the young men situated against the far wall. “I’m going to pair you up in groups of two,” the man explained. “I want you to practice striking and blocking your opponent. This is the first thing you’ll need to learn. Develop your own style. Watch the way your enemy moves, examine their stance for weaknesses that you can exploit. When you ‘kill’ your sparring partner in the resulting duel, you’ll switch with another boy who’s won his own spar. The two that were beaten will fight each other in order to gain experience on their weaknesses. Winners will go on one side, the losers—the dead—on the other. From there, we’ll switch teams until we have enough for a small skirmish. Understand?”

      “Yes sir!” the boys cried, all in unison.

      Odin stood next to his weapon’s master, unsure what to do in light of his recent win. He made a move to walk toward what would be the ‘winning’ side before the man stopped him.

      “Sir?” Odin frowned. “What are you⁠—”

      “Call me Master Jordan,” the man grunted. “That was quite impressive, young man.”

      “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head. “My father taught me well.”

      “You’re but a commoner. Tell me—was your father enlisted in the military?”

      Gradually, over the course of several indeterminable moments, Odin mustered up the courage to shake his head, knowing full than well that his father, whom bore no humility, would not care about the declaration. Since when did one need have been a knight or a military figure to be a valiant man?

      “Very well,” Master Jordan said. “Not everyone needs to be in the military to know their way around a sword.”

      Truth be told, Odin nodded.

      The weapon’s master slapped Odin’s back one last time before proceeding to bark encouragement and insults to the other boys.

      A few short moments later, a massive boy whom had to be some five-and-a-half feet tall felled another with a hard hit to the chest, sending him sprawling onto his back with a violent thud.

      “There’s no need to be rough, Mr. Monvich,” Master Jordan said, stepping forward to assist the fallen boy to his feet. “You don’t need to throw your opponent into the dirt.”

      “Why?” the hulk of boy asked. “It’s not like anyone’s going to treat you with respect on the battlefield. He’ll kill you before he decides to let you live.”

      “Very well, Herald, but here, in this castle, we’re not out to kill anyone, especially our sparring partners.” Jordan sighed and shook his head. “You know what to do.”

      “Guess I fight you then,” the boy named Monvich smirked, running the back of his wrist across his mouth to reveal a wisp of hair curving across his upper lip.

      “I… guess,” Odin said, taking notice of both himself, then the other boy, whose shoulders were nearly as broad as Odin’s torso and whose muscles had begun to show. His face, though harsh, also bore a manly distinction that set him apart from the baby-faced, fat-cheeked boys around them—a strong jaw, a squared chin, and that undeniably-manly whisper of hair atop his lip.

      Smirking, Herald stretched his sword arm out, then bent his knees.

      There was no warning before he lunged forward.

      Odin raised his sword just in time to block a hit.

      “You might think you can get around me with your height,” the bigger boy said, throwing a few more blows in his direction, “but I’m bigger and stronger than you.”

      Like that matters, Odin thought.

      The swords began to soar through the air as though they were birds making their way through migratory patterns. Monvich’s blade hard, unruly; Odin’s quick, unmerciful—the wooden swords, as safe as they happened to be, began to strike one another in ways that began to make them splinter shortly after their use. It would, Odin knew, take but a single hit from the Monvich boy’s sword to severely hurt him in its current state, as it resembled a serrated blade now instead of one sanded-down by natural papers. At one point, Odin realized that a crowd had developed around the circle and that people were watching them, but only glanced at the group briefly for fear that, should he distract himself, the bigger boy would find the opening he’d need.

      “That’s it!” Master Jordan said. “See, boys? This is how a swordfight should be.”

      Monvich’s sword slid up along Odin’s blade and nearly hit his shoulder. In response, Odin swung his sword to the side, then ducked when the bigger boy put both his hands on the practice weapon’s hilt and swung it down like a hammer.

      “I’ll get you,” the bigger boy panted, chest heaving, cords in his neck bulging and face sparked red.

      Soon enough, Odin knew, Monvich would be much too worn out to continue.

      They always said the bigger you are the harder you fall.

      The weapons master moved away from the boys and began to walk the sphere. He circled them, eyes alert, movements swift and precise. His body appeared to say, Don’t pay attention to what I’m doing. It was completely distracting, for even Odin had trouble maintaining concentration on the battle beforehand as Herald’s blade continued to swing forward and down upon him, much like the hammer he’d recently thought of that only a brutish man’s ample shoulders could wield.

      In but a moment, Odin realized just what he’d have to do.

      Ducking, he lunged forward, then threw himself back.

      Master Jordan stood no more than a few feet behind him.

      Monvich’s eyes darted to the man.

      There!

      Odin lunged.

      Before he could even begin to raise his sword to deliver the ‘killing’ hit, Monvich struck out—not with his sword, but his fist.

      Blood spurting from his nose, body flailing through the air, Odin collapsed to the ground with blood covering his chest and pain screaming throughout his body.

      “Hey! Hey!” Master Jordan cried, running forward to grab the bigger boy’s shoulders before he could get any closer. “That’s enough! That’s enough!”

      “I won!” Monvich laughed, looking down at his bloodied fist. “I fucking won!”

      “I suppose you did, but I never told you to use your fist.”

      “You told us to ‘kill’ our sparring partner.”

      Rather than speak in response, Jordan looked down at Odin, then back up to Monvich before saying, “I’m sorry I wasn’t more clear.”

      When the Monvich boy stepped to the other side of the ring and joined in with the group deemed ‘the living,’ Jordan looked at the group, sighed, then said, “All right, boys. Put your practice weapons away and head over to the lake. You need to wash the sweat off before you head in to your afternoon lessons.”

      While the other boys put their weapons away, dusted themselves off and walked off to the lake, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and pinched the end of his nose to still the flow of blood.

      “Are you all right?” the weapon master asked, crouching down at Odin’s side.

      “Fine,” Odin grimaced. “I thought you weren’t supposed to care about us.”

      “I don’t,” the man said, “but the smaller boys who fight Herald Monvich are always easy pickings.”

      “I thought we were supposed to fight our opponents like they were going to kill us?”

      “You are, but there’s no reason to intentionally hurt or injure someone you don’t have to.” The man sighed, then turned his attention up at the fleeting images of the boys. “That young man has a wild spirit, son. He may be a bully, but he’ll make one hell of a knight someday.”

      Though Odin couldn’t respond without betraying his hurt or anger, he managed to nod, then removed his hand from his nose. “I think it stopped,” he said.

      “Good,” the man replied. “Go bathe. You’ve got a while before the first bell rings. Get yourself cleaned off, then head inside for your lesson.”

      Odin stood, looked toward the pond in the distance, and sighed.

      Hopefully nothing would come of this.
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        * * *

      

      Dozens of boys played and swam without a care in the world. Some stayed to the side, nursing fingers that could be sprained or broken. Others fingered cuts and scrapes caused by the rough edge of the wooden swords. It would have seemed, to anyone looking upon this small group, that they were only children—young, unafraid, and all the less ashamed of their naked bodies. Many could have been staring, silently taking note, and not a single one of them would have cared, for they played and splashed and cavorted with one another as if there was nothing wrong with these open displays of emotions.

      He thought it some kind of passage, this nudity and this endeavor. Most every boy had a partner he splashed or waded with. Some discussed the first day of weapons practice and how well it may or may not have been; others pondered over smaller things, particularly the maidens that took refuge at the castle alongside them, tending the livestock in the areas beyond the castle or learning prayers from convent nuns. Some even boasted of their prowess with the sword, taking into account that they, unlike the others, were far superior to anyone.

      It wasn’t until that moment that Odin had any trouble or embarrassment bathing with other boys. It was, in the end, all skin—what did he have to worry about? However, worry started to get the best of him, as the boys, though young, showed signs of maturing. Stubble, hair under the arms, around the areolas and down by the groin were only a few of the things he noticed.

      You’re going to have to bathe eventually, he finally decided. Just ignore the difference and act like you’re just like them.

      Though he knew in truth and sympathy that he was not like any of these royal children, he could push those differences aside and make his way into their midst.

      After pulling his shirt off, he bent to unlace his shoes, then slid down his trousers and loincloth before wading into the water.

      Hardly any of the boys took notice. Some, curious or interested, glanced at or watched him, but their eyes didn’t stay for long. Their whispers, however, outnumbered any other physical acknowledgment, for it seemed as Odin waded deeper into the water that he was taken notice of even though he was nothing more than a commoner. It made him feel special, in a way. He’d never had any boyhood friends. Maybe now that he’d grown up a little he could make some.

      Just when he thought someone would begin to approach him, they returned to their own conversation, to the friends they already knew.

      Odin sighed.

      Amidst all these young men with muscles and stubble, with structures and hair in places he hadn’t, he couldn’t help but feel like the ugly duckling of the nest.

      “Hey,” the boy named Herald Monvich said, taking notice of him almost immediately before wading through the water and toward him. “You stirred up a lot of shit over the way I took you out.”

      Dumbfounded and unsure what to say, Odin merely stood there, watching the bigger boy with eyes clouded and dazed.

      “Are you going to answer me,” the bigger boy growled, “or are you too little to do that too?”

      The majority of the boys chuckled. Odin’s gaze darted over them, calculating their motives. He could see the greed in their eyes, the desire that willed them to fight and spill blood in water otherwise clean. Any sort of physical confrontation would have surely satisfied them.

      “I didn’t stir anything up,” Odin said, keeping his hands at his side to be as nonthreatening as possible. “You beat me fair.”

      “Yeah,” Herald smirked, “I did, but Master Jordan didn’t think so.”

      Odin stepped back. Herald stepped forward.

      “I got you good,” the boy said. “Hitting your nose so hard it bled.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Shut up! I’m not going to listen to some boy.”

      “You’re younger than I am!”

      “At least I’ve got hair on my chest. By God, a girl has more hair down there than you do.”

      This sent the group of boys into fits of laughter. Some even stumbled and fell into the water, where they emerged to splash others as if no violent confrontation was about to happen. While the event set off the boys’ continued play, Odin and Herald merely stared at each other, eyes ablaze with hate so vast it could have burned the world down.

      “You’re just a bully,” Odin said.

      The boys gasped at his sudden words.

      This time, it was Odin’s turn to smirk.

      Got you, he thought.

      “Bastard,” Herald growled.

      Monvich lashed out and grabbed Odin by the neck.

      When he tried to kick out and disarm the boy, Herald slapped the back of his neck, grabbed his long, untended hair, then forced his head underwater.

      Immediately, water shot up his nose and through his mouth.

      Gasping, trying to breathe when he obviously couldn’t, water shot down Odin’s throat and into his lungs.

      “You like that?” the bigger boy roared, tossing Odin’s head back by his hair. “Want me to do it again?”

      “Leave me alone!” he cried.

      Herald repeated the gesture, but this time Odin managed to take a quick breath before the boy submerged him. He fought with all his might—tossing, turning, kicking and slapping the water as desperately as he could—but nothing seemed to come from it. Herald then straddled his hips and forced a knee into his lower back, pushing him deeper under the water.

      I’m going to drown, he thought. I’m going to drown and no one’s going to know who did it.

      He tried to fight, but the strength had left his lungs, the aggression from his heart and the agony his mind. He closed his eyes and continued to hold his breath for dear life.

      Come on, he whispered. Help me.

      Above, light shined down through the water and cast shards of color across the bed of the pond.

      A fish swam by.

      A group of minnows skirted just beneath his body.

      His fear, his anger, his hurt, pride, sorrow—all strung together.

      A flutter of movement crossed Odin’s chest and rushed down both his arms.

      The water exploded.

      Herald released him.

      Clawing his way to the surface, his breath all but lost and his eyes stung by wild water, Odin emerged just in time to see a geyser erupting out of the center of the pond, its height vast and its subsequent rain so heavy it surely would have trapped anyone beneath the water had they been there. Boys screamed, ran, grappled for their clothes as they rushed toward the castle and away from the obvious source of magic. Throughout all this, Odin struggled to push his way onto land and to all fours. He pounded his chest, coughed water from his lungs, then turned his head up just in time to see the tall, stocky form of Herald Monvich turning from his flight to face him.

      “This isn’t over!” the bigger boy screamed, naked and shivering in fear. “I’ll kill you for this, Karussa. I’ll kill you!”

      Water continued to spill from Odin’s lungs as the last of Herald’s taunts faded.

      For a brief moment, he thought he would simply pass out on the pond’s shore, left to his own devices and possibly to the death that would soon follow.

      When Odin coughed up the last bit of liquid from his lungs, he took a long, deep breath, then turned his head to the sky.

      The sun seemed to be shining down from the heavens to mark his passage.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the pain in his chest that swelled like the flow of the ocean, Odin went to his afternoon lesson without a second thought. Seated upon a long, wooden bench in the back of the room, where a desk before him extended to the far wall would allow multiple boys to be seated at, he turned his attention down to the book before him and realized, with a nervous bout of pride, that he would actually be studying in a situation unlike the homeschooling his father had given him.

      This is different, he decided.

      Pursing his lips, he continued to watch the boys enter through the doorway and seat themselves along the benches, their hands pressed forward and their attention set to the front of the room—where, behind a desk and almost unnoticed, a professor sat, his name declared as Artlock in chalk script that ran across the board.

      When the morning bell chimed for the third time that day, the professor rose to greet his audience.

      “Hello,” Professor Artlock said, pressing his hands behind his back as he turned his attention toward the still-skittering boys entering in through the doorway. “My name is Professor Artlock, and over the course of the next few weeks and months, I will be outlining a study program that will include all the basic teachings you need to know both as a knight and an individual schooled under the Ornalan study system, including but not limited to: History, Mathematics, the Written and Read word and, of course, basic survival instincts that you should be more than knowledgeable of when you enter the field with your knight master within the next few years.”

      At this, the professor turned and began to scrawl a multitude of lines across the board, which Odin found almost impossible to read from such a faraway distance. He considered moving forward to be closer, but when the man turned and offered the room a somber look, he decided it might be best not to rise instead.

      He’ll say what he needs to, he decided.

      When the professor turned to face them, not a word was spoken within the entire classroom.

      “All right,” Artlock said. “As you will notice, we have today’s book of study set before us. General Studies of History will outline the construction of the kingdom, the Soloman family line’s rise to power and the eventual figures that ruled over our kingdom over the given course of time.

      “Why do we need to study?” one of the boys called out. “We’re knights, not scholars!”

      “A good knight is not a stupid one,” the professor replied, opening his mouth to reveal bright teeth. “It is for that reason that you will divide your days both with training and general reading, as well as completing the assigned homework and returning it to me each and every morning. Are we understood?”

      The boys gave collective nods and murmurs of approval.

      “Very well then,” Artlock said, turning to face the board. “Now, I would like you to turn to your General Studies of History book and flip to the table of contents, where we’ll be looking over the origins of our country and just how the capital was created.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the course of the next few days, Odin went to weapons training and afternoon schooling without much trouble. With no threat of Herald Monvich’s reappearance anytime in the near future, he found himself settling into a routine that both comforted and settled him despite the unease he felt around his royal, more-prestigious peers. Early mornings before training were spent with Master Jordan, improving his skills in a private, practiced environment, while afternoons lay spread out before him like a grand dish meant to be sampled. Most homework was done easily and in the hours before dinner, turned in the next day and graded efficiently and without much trouble. He was referred to by Artlock as, ‘Exceptionally well-read’ and praised on almost every assignment for his intelligence.

      On one particularly-rainy day, when weapons training was replaced with an extra-long schooling session, Odin found himself in a predicament where he felt as though he needed to talk to an authority figure for fear that, should Herald try to assault him again, he might end up dead.

      But you’re not a tattler, he thought, sighing. What are you going to do about that?

      Either way, he needed to come up with a solution—now, while it still dwelled on his conscience.

      When the extra-long study session reached its halfway point and Artlock allowed the boys to walk the halls and stretch their legs, Odin approached the desk and waited for the man to turn before confronting him directly.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Hello, Odin.” Artlock smiled. “I must say, I do enjoy reading your assignments. You’re so well read.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I was actually wondering if I could have permission to go talk with High Mage Daughtry,” he said, crossing his arms over your chest. “I just don’t know where to start.”

      “What reason might you have to talk with Magic-Master Daughtry?”

      “I’m one of his students and… well… I need to talk to him about something personal, if that’s all right.”

      “Though I’m reluctant to let you leave class, especially when we’re deep into reading on our history, I know you’ll do perfectly well in catching up on your own time. Please—go right ahead. Ask a guard to escort you to the magic offices.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      With a quick bow of his head, Odin turned and made his way into the hall—where, directly beside the door, he approached a guard and asked to be escorted to the magic offices.

      “The magic offices?” the guard asked. “What reason do you have going there?”

      “I’m a mage, sir.”

      “Oh.” The guard paused. “All right then. Follow me.”

      The man led Odin through several interweaving corridors that over the duration of their walk began to grow increasingly obscure. The windows all but gone so deep within the castle, the halls bearing little-to-no decoration and the wallpaper dour and appearing as if it had not been replaced for some time—Odin found himself wondering why, of all the important places within the castle, these halls would go untended, but regardless, brushed it off and pushed himself through the halls, toward the rooms with doors that possessed golden placards upon them.

      “Here you are,” the guard said. “I trust you have rightful permission to be here, otherwise I may have to report you.”

      “I can be here, sir. Thank you for leading me.”

      The man gave one last nod before turning and making his way back down the halls.

      Knowing not how he would return to his afternoon classes without an escort, Odin shook his head, leaned forward, then knocked three times before returning to his original position.

      Moments passed without any signs of acknowledgment.

      Come on, he thought. Don’t have made me come all this way for nothing.

      Just as he was beginning to think it would be best to return to his classes, the door opened, revealing Daughtry’s tall, lanky form. “Odin,” he said.

      “Sir,” he replied.

      “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in class?”

      “Actually… I wanted to talk to you about something. Something private.”

      “Come in, come in.”

      After stepping into the room with the magic master and waiting for him to close the door behind them, Odin seated himself in the chair opposite the desk, unsure what to say in order to initiate the conversation.

      “So,” Daughtry said, seating himself in his chair. “What might you be here for, Odin? And my apologies for not arranging study time between the two of us—I’ve been awfully busy trying to figure out just what and where I should start teaching you.”

      “It’s all right, sir. My problem is… well… more about someone than about something.”

      “Pardon?”

      Sighing, Odin dug his fingers into the plush armrests and leaned forward. With a bit of a tremble in his voice, he said, “I got into a fight with a boy the other day.”

      “You did?” Daughtry asked, waiting for Odin to nod before he continued. “For what, might I ask?”

      “For… well… him hitting me in the nose so hard it bled and getting in trouble because of it. That’s not all, sir. He… he tried to drown me.” Odin paused and took a deep breath.

      “Drown you?” the mage asked, the stricken look on his face one of pure horror and outrage. “Who did this, Odin?”

      “I’m not a tattler, sir.”

      “That doesn’t matter. What he did was attempted murder.”

      “I haven’t finished my story.”

      Daughtry paused, waiting for him to continue.

      All right, he thought. How am I going to tell him this?

      Rather than dwell on the specifics, Odin took another deep breath, expelled it, then said, “My magic went off.”

      “In a fit of fear, I take it?”

      “I guess. All I know is that just when I thought I would drown, the boy let go of me and I swam up to the surface to find the middle of the pond erupting in a geyser.”

      “That’s some pretty impressive spell casting there, young man—though I must say, that sort of uncontrolled magic can be extremely dangerous, especially since you have no control over your emotions.”

      “I know,” Odin sighed. “I shouldn’t have done it⁠—”

      “You couldn’t control it.”

      “But I was convinced he was going to drown me. What else what I was supposed to do?”

      “You did what you believed was the right thing,” Daughtry replied, “and that, I believe, is the only thing you could have done. Boys trying to drown boys… that’s absolutely ridiculous, Odin, and I wish you’d tell me who did it, though I do have to say you’re quite a valiant man for sticking to your morals.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I’ll arrange for us to start magic practice as soon as possible. You should return to your class, while the day is still young. Thank you for coming and speaking with me though. It’s much appreciated.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Odin reached out, shook the man’s hand, then rose and left the room.

      The whole while he walked the halls, he couldn’t help but wonder just whether or not his future would continue safely.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Odin returned to class, all eyes were on him, as if he had committed a heinous crime which could not be justified. Nervous, unsure and even more unwilling to admit difference to the young men around him, he took his seat, bowed his head, then crossed his arms over his chest, unable to meet the professor’s gaze or the eyes of those around him.

      His thoughts jumbled within his head, his concentration set on things other than the history being explained before them, Odin tore his attention away from the professor and attempted to read the fine lines of scrawled text within his book, but found even that seemed impossible to do.

      Come on, he thought. You can do this. You know you can.

      Rather than try on focus on the things that were plaguing him, he turned his attention back to Artlock and found once more that almost every eye in the in the room was upon him.

      “Odin?” Artlock asked.

      “Sorry,” he replied, bowing his head.

      “You need to listen, Mr. Karussa. I won’t explain things more than once.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Great. Now you’re going to get punished for not paying attention.

      He couldn’t necessarily blame himself though, considering the conversation he’d just had with Daughtry. He assumed that Artlock, judging from his personality, would possibly leave him alone, as he’d always been good in class before, but without any knowledge of the professor’s behavior he couldn’t be sure. In response, he turned his attention on the board of text set into the wall before them and tried to concentrate, if only to keep out of trouble.

      When the afternoon classes came to a close and the pages were ushered down the hall, Odin found himself longing for home.

      To think that he had come all this way only to have thoughts of going back was ridiculous.

      It’s all right, he thought. Everything’s going to be fine.

      Inside his and the other year-one pages’ room, he lay in bed with his eyes set toward the ceiling and tried to sleep despite the fact that many of his peers were doing their best to thwart those attempts. Fighting, talking, some punching and kicking each other during arguments—Odin found himself drawn to the thoughts of what he and Daughtry had spoken of earlier and how such fickle emotions were able to take hold of him.

      You can’t help it.

      Even so, the fact that he couldn’t control his magic scared him to no end. What if, in a fit of emotion, he happened to hurt or even kill someone? What then, he wondered, would happen, if not life in prison for murder? What did they do to mages in the current day and age? Surely, they didn’t burn them, as such witch-hunting had long since died out, especially in the old kingdom, but was there a punishment equal for men and women who killed others with powers of the Will?

      Not knowing how to react, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and turned his attention on the doorway at the other side or the room, which was cracked and slowly being pushed open.

      A short moment later, a guard appeared. “Odin Karussa?” he asked.

      All activity in the room stopped. Once more, all eyes were on him.

      “Yes?” Odin asked, perturbed at the fact that awkward situations were becoming a staple in his life.

      “You’ve been requested to come down to the courier’s office. You’ve been sent something.”

      Sent something? he thought. But who⁠—

      The idea that his father had sent him a package alight in his mind, he thrust himself off his bed, then to the guard’s side, who instantly turned and began to lead him down the hall.

      Things, it seemed, were beginning to look up.

      Maybe everything would be just fine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is… curious,” the courier said, raising his narrowed eyes from the obviously sword-shaped package before him.

      “Why?” Odin frowned.

      “Pages aren’t normally sent packages, especially not weapons.”

      “Who does it say it’s from?”

      “That’s the thing—no one. It’s only addressed to you.”

      Stepping forward, Odin pressed the flat of his hand against the obvious hilt of the sword and fingered the packing parchment beneath his fingers, almost unable to believe that a weapon delivered to him had been allowed inside the walls. Considering the situation with Germa and the fact that a war seemed ready to break out at any given moment, one would think that no weaponry at all would be allowed within the First, Second and Third inner-gate districts, let alone so close to the castle.

      Who could have⁠—

      Before he could finish, his eyes fell to a single piece of smaller parchment that lay just beneath his fingers.

      “May I?” Odin asked.

      The courier gave no response further than a nod.

      Reaching forward, Odin pulled the piece of parchment free from the packing paper, then unfurled the note.

      You may not know who I am, the piece of parchment began, but I know who you are. Please, accept this gift and put it to good use. He will need a friend in the years to come.

      “A friend?” Odin asked, turning his eyes on the sword. “Can I open it, sir?”

      “You may.” The courier gestured the guards forward. “Just don’t try anything with it.”

      “I won’t.”

      Odin tangled his hands in the parchment and began to pull the weapon free of its confines.

      A blade forged in the blackest metals shined in the light piercing through the window and created the impression of a dark night that could not have been anything more than horrific. The hilt—wrapped in dark red leather—ended in a cross, upon which were a series of pentagons. The first black, the second silver, the third red, they stacked atop each other as if they were pieces of coin until adorned on the topmost surface appeared the shape of a spear and two drinking horns.

      “Is that,” one of the guards began to say, but stopped before he could continue.

      The courier narrowed his eyes.

      What? Odin dared to ask, the tension so thick in the air he thought something terrible would slice through the atmosphere and end his life.

      “I believe so,” the courier finally replied.

      Every hair on Odin’s neck stood on end.

      “What?” he asked, shivering, as if a cold wind had suddenly developed somewhere within the mailing office. “What is it? Tell me. Tell me!”

      Stepping forward, the guards took Odin’s arms and began to pull him toward the door.

      “Wait!” Odin cried. “Where are you taking me?”

      “You are being placed in the fifth tower for conspiracy against the kingdom,” one of the guards said.

      “What?”

      “That’s what happens when you bring Draethel weaponry into the castle.”

      Odin’s heart stopped beating in his chest.

      Draethel?

      The horrible, the evil, the malevolent, the things that had, at one point, used dark and forbidden magics in order to try and overthrow the Elven kingdom—it was no wonder that the guards were pulling him along, through the grounds and toward the entrance of the castle, then through the halls and toward a single spiraling staircase that could only lead to the top walls. To think that such a thing had been sent to him was madness, considering the light of his current situation, but in that moment, while being pulled along behind the guards, it appeared as though the entire world had just been set against him, as if he had just done something illegal in spite of the fact that he had done nothing at all.

      No.

      “No!” Odin screamed, flailing in the guard’s arms and crying out in pain when his muscles screamed in agony. “Let me go! Let me go!”

      “You’ll be released when we get to the tower.”

      “I want to see the king! Dammit! Dammit! I’m a person! I have rights! GODDAMMIT! Let me go you rotten bast⁠—”

      The back of a fist met his face.

      Blood exploded from his nose.

      Stunned, Odin turned his eyes up to look at the ever-lingering surface of the fifth tower that rose from the very center of the castle.

      “Let me go,” he said, trembling. “I didn’t do anything to you!”

      “Maybe not,” one of the guards said, “but that doesn’t mean you weren’t planning on it.”

      When they reached the entrance of the fifth tower, which stood lone and foreboding as if it were a creature of its own, a series of mechanisms were pushed and pulled in and out of place. First the guards slid aside a number of metal beams that were inlaid into the surface of the door, then a group of keys were pressed into a circular lock that, with the last key in place, created a complete circle. The process took several long moments, resulting in a form of mental torture Odin found almost unbearable, before the meticulously-crafted security system was disengaged by a twist of a handle.

      The door opened.

      It took but a moment for the guards to release hold on his arms and push him into the tower.

      Shortly thereafter, the door slammed shut.

      The sound of each lock and beam being slammed into place echoed within the claustrophobic confines of the small space.

      When he scanned the room to find only a single, dirtied mattress—which likely stank of sweat and tears and even blood—Odin crossed the distance between him and it, settled down atop its surface, then stared at the door and began to cry.

      How could such a thing—such a small, unexpected gift—have landed him into one of the most frightening situations anyone could possibly imagine?

      Although no answers lay in easy reach, and while the single barred window set into the tower at his side seemed to shine light on his very situation, Odin could only bow his head.

      It couldn’t be—it just couldn’t.

      After coming all this way, was this really what his life would amount to—imprisonment, isolation, and, for all he could describe, arrest?

      I didn’t do it, he thought, tears spilling down his cheeks and revealing rivers of flesh through the mess of blood and snot on the lower half of his face. I didn’t do anything! I didn’t… I…

      Rather than continue on with his thoughts, he reared back his head and screamed.

      Not a sound, he imagined, could be heard in the outside world.
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      Long, hot, miserable, painstakingly-brutal in its efforts to push him down even further than he already was—the man raised his eyes to look at his fellow companions in the field and found himself dreaming of home and the sweet bed that would rest beneath him.

      Ah, he thought, sighing as a cool wind blew in from the northern highlands and gently whispered across his arms. Yeah. That’s it.

      The sun began to set in the western part of the sky and slowly the men in the fields began to pack up their belongings and leave. In response to this sudden migration, much like birds when flying from the north to south, Novalos Eternity set his garden hoe over his shoulder, stepped out of the near-waist-deep trenches, then began to make his way back into town—toward where his house lay on the far hill, content and alone away from most everyone in the village.

      While he walked, making his way along the road and toward the place he called home, he took notice of the humanity as he passed by families and children greeting the men who had toiled in the sun-soaked fields all day. Women, kissing their husbands; children, grabbing their father’s pantlegs; dogs, barking and dancing beneath their master’s feet—it would have appeared as though this entire community was driven by nothing more than family, a fact that, while pleasant to see, made him feel even lonelier than he had in the past year.

      Father, he thought.

      The old man’s death had not come as a surprise, but with its violent ferocity and sudden implication within his life it had taken more strength and willpower than he could possibly imagine to make it through the past year. Even remaining in that house, old and simple, seemed to stir harsh memories from the grave, almost as if his father were returning from the dead to haunt him each and every night.

      From the corner of the street, a woman lifted her head and offered a simple smile, though made no move to wave.

      Nova bowed his head.

      You’ll be okay, in the long run, he thought, hoping what the other men of the village had told him was true. You’ll find someone, someday.

      Sometimes, he couldn’t stand waiting.

      On those long, hard days in the field, ‘someday’ seemed too far away.
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        * * *

      

      He wanted a wife more than anything—desired, above all else, to hold a woman in his arms and whisper to her that things would be fine: that the world, as horrible and violent as it was, would not open up and swallow the both of them whole. It was for this reason that when he arrived at home and began to disrobe he fell into the blankets before the fireplace and curled around himself his sheets as tightly as he could, already knowing in his heart and mind that tonight would be much colder than it had been in a very, very long time.

      Will it rain, he wondered, or will it just be cold?

      Either way, he couldn’t allow his conflicted emotions to control him, lest he succumb to a horrible fit of anxiety that was likely to make him cry himself to sleep.

      Nervous, unsure and even more frightened for the fact that he seemed so ready to cave to his emotions, Nova found himself looking toward the far right wall—where, upon its surface, his most prized possession lay. A scythe, propped up on three prongs, lay directly beneath the window. Three rubies inlaid within the blade caught the last bit of the sun’s fading light and cast it across the room in brilliant shades of scarlet.

      Once upon a time, his adoptive father had taken his three most honorable pieces of jewelry and created that very weapon. While only a year had passed from that date, and while his father’s death seemed all the more present in his life, Nova couldn’t help but help but think, in a moment’s notice, that the man would walk in from tending to the outside chores and greet him as he always had when he returned home from work.

      Tears burned at the corners of his eyes.

      Nova sighed.

      “I miss you,” he said, a stray tear sliding from the corner of his eye. “Even though you weren’t my real father, you were the next best thing I could ever had.”

      Resigning himself to his tears, Nova bowed his head into the pillow and closed his eyes.

      In that moment, he prepared for the fate of sleep, hoping it would come sooner rather than later and pull him into the depths of nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, he woke to an aching back and muscles that screamed whenever he used them. Rising, stretching, groaning and moaning over the aches in his body, he thanked the Gods that he did not have to work in the field today and gathered his dirty clothes from around him before making his way to the door—where, around the back of his home, he would settle himself into the pool of water and bathe to cleanse himself of the dirt and sweat from the day before.

      After letting himself outside, he took a moment to consider his surroundings and let out a deep breath of air.

      So early in the morning—before dawn, and at a time where the only light in the sky existed in hues of blue and gray—not a soul would be awake, giving him the sanctity and privacy he would need to bathe.

      Rounding the house, pausing every few moments to consider his surroundings and the rocks that bordered the hill, Nova stepped up to the pool, pressed his big toe into the water, then watched a series of ripples extend toward the far side of the water until, eventually, they all but disappeared beneath the rocks that branched over the watering hole.

      Here goes nothing, he thought.

      He settled himself in with practice he’d come to learn over his life in living on the top of the hill with his father, first by bracing his arms along either side of the pool, then by lowering himself in as slowly as possible, careful not to slip for fear of injuring himself. Beneath his feet, a current, swift and strong, guided fresh water from beneath the ground, though where it came from, he couldn’t necessarily be sure, though his father had once said that there were a series of underground rivers that would, one time or another, eventually stop running.

      There can’t be water forever, Patrus Eternity had once said. Even if this stream runs in a place where it shouldn’t.

      Nova shook his head.

      Sinking until all but the tip of his head was submerged, he closed his eyes and waited.

      Not a sound existed beneath the depths of the pool, save for the current that created a sound much like a man gargling water tainted with salt.

      It couldn’t have been a more peaceful situation.

      Reluctant to rise, Nova made way to push himself out of the water, but stopped when a long pair of legs greeted his vision.

      What the⁠—

      “Oh!” the woman cried, taking a few steps back as Nova emerged from the pool. “I’m so sorry, I⁠—”

      The rest of her words were lost, as in staring upon her face Nova found himself captivated by the one and only woman throughout the entire village he fancied. His eyes, wandering, traveled the length of her long, thin legs, to the skirt of her dress that billowed in the breeze, then up her chest Perhaps the most striking of her features, however, beyond the beauty that was her physical body, was her face. Slim, crafted with high cheekbones, a small, perky nose and dusted with freckles that branched out until they hit a strong yet fair jawline—she appeared a goddess sent from the Heavens to tempt him with her beauty, such was the portraiture of her face, though in that moment Nova could find nothing but a swell of unease rising in his chest.

      Be calm, he thought. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.

      Why he had nerves he couldn’t be sure, as in that moment he had less to be uneasy about than she did. Coming across a man unexpectedly in a pool, much less a naked one, surely had to have been an embarrassing sight

      “It’s all right,” Nova said, pulling himself out of the water only for her to blush at his nakedness. “You didn’t know anyone lived up here?”

      “No,” she said, shying her gaze away from his nudity. “I didn’t.”

      While Nova dressed, he tried his best to put on the best aura of ease as possible, but found himself even more embarrassed for the mayor’s daughter in the process. After he finished, he turned his attention first from Katarina, then to the town beyond, which had since begun to rise for the day.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, turning her head up to look at him when he was finally dressed. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. If you’d like me to leave, I can⁠—”

      “You haven’t bothered me. I was just bathing.”

      She said nothing. Nova reached out to touch her, but stopped halfway through the process. The idea of such personal intimacy between a commoner and a woman of her status would have seemed dirty, so he chose to keep his hand at his side and instead offered a smile.

      “I should get going,” she said, turning to leave. “I’m so sorry mister⁠—”

      “Eternity,” he said. This time, he managed to set a hand on her shoulder without feeling uneasy. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t.”

      Her words, nearly a whisper, surprised him. Normally her tone of voice was much stronger.

      Does she…

      No. He had to shake that idea from his head, otherwise it was bound to get him into trouble.

      “I’d like to take you home,” he said. “Or at least into the village, if that’s all right.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you would.”

      After readjusting his shirt across his chest, he fell into pace with her and began to walk down the steep incline that led to the primary road throughout the village. Along the way, both of them received strange looks from their fellow townspeople, but neither of them returned the gesture. Any reciprocation on their behalf would surely just cause gossip.

      “So,” Nova said, drawing his word out to get her attention. “What were you doing all the way on the other side of town?”

      “I wanted to take a walk,” the young woman said, turning to look upon him with her beautiful crystal-blue eyes. “I never intended to go through the village, but I guess I just started walking and didn’t stop until I had nowhere else to go.”

      “I do that too sometimes. Your mind gets to wandering when you walk and you don’t really pay attention to the things around you, just where you think you’re going.”

      “You’re right.” She paused. “I’m sorry, sir. I never caught your name.”

      “Novalos,” he said, lips parting to reveal a smile. “Most everyone calls me Nova though.”

      “Nova,” she nodded. Then, in a lower voice, whispered, “I’ll remember that.”

      Whether she intended for him to hear what she said he couldn’t be sure. The fact that she wished to remember his name filled him with a sense of pride that he felt he would not have been able to shake even if he tried.

      Here I go again, he thought, distracting himself from the curves of her body.

      Soon, they’d be leaving the main road and splitting off onto the country path—directly toward the ranch house that Katarina lived in with her none other than her father: the mayor of Bohren.

      “Why did you walk so far by yourself?” Nova decided to ask. “It’s dangerous this early. No one would have heard you if something happened.”

      “My father said the same thing,” she laughed. “He’s told me time and time again that he’ll send a stable hand with me should I want to walk, but I need my space sometimes too.”

      While he didn’t particularly agree with her ‘need for space,’ he could understand her point. In all his life he’d never once been under the scrutiny of an unruly father. His own adoptive father had given him free rein of the town and surrounding land. He couldn’t imagine having to be constantly watched.

      “I don’t think I could be in your situation,” Nova admitted. “I admire you.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      The blush that brightened her face tickled warmth from Nova’s chest once more.

      “Well, we’re almost here,” Katarina said, stopping near the gate where directly behind it two rows of rosebushes lined the road leading up to the house. “Thank you, Mister Nova. I appreciate your company.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. I just wanted to help.”

      He turned, ready to leave, but stopped when he felt the young woman’s hand on his back.

      “I’ll see you again?” she asked. “Right?”

      “If you’d… like.”

      She smiled. “Yes, Nova. Could you come tomorrow morning, or in the afternoon? I mean, if you’re not working.”

      “I don’t work tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon, if that’s all right with you.”

      “Yes. It’s perfectly fine.”

      Before the young woman could turn to leave, Nova took her small hand in his, lifted it to his lips, then planted a short kiss on the base of her knuckles. “Thank you, madam,” he said, then bowed.

      When he turned to leave, he swore he heard a faint ‘thank you’ beneath the wind.
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        * * *

      

      As he arrived home, a bundle of nerves and unease, he took several long, deep breaths upon entering through the front door and tried to collect himself as much as possible.

      What could it mean? he thought, running a hand over his face. Does this mean she’s interested?

      Then again, who was to say that a woman of such prestige would be interested in him? He was young, yes, but he had no money, no house in which to allow her to live and no precious artifacts to impart upon her as gifts. In looking at himself in the mirror which lay no more than a foot away, he traced his face with his eyes—from his proud brow bones, his low-set cheekbones and his strong nose. That in itself was enough to make him uneasy, for he’d never considered himself exceptionally good-looking, but if Katarina truly was interested, did that mean looks could be replaced and something else could be offered instead?

      He said, he thought, slowly trying to bring back a conversation that had once taken place between him and his father.

      Patrus Eternity had once said a woman was attracted to one of many things—the way her husband looked at her, the way he showed her his personal affection, the gifts or actions he took upon himself to express his feelings and his confidence that could radiate from one’s person. He had said that a woman wanted a husband who would give her his love—a man whom, in all respects, would treat her kindly—and if one was good to her, she would stick around, if only because she as a woman would know that he would never stray from her side.

      Could, he wondered, he bring Katarina closer if he let his attraction show a little more?

      At that particular moment, he wished he had his father, or at least a married or experienced friend who could teach him how to express affection. For that he questioned whether or not the plan formulating in his brain would work.

      Upon that notice, Nova closed his eyes.

      “Oh God,” he said, looking up at the ceiling, near where no more than a dozen feet above the roof the pristine-blue sky lay. “Please have mercy on me.”

      He closed his eyes and breathed in the clean air.

      Tomorrow, he thought. I’ll know more.
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        * * *

      

      The following afternoon, he stood on the road that led up to the three-story ranch hour kicking dirt from his heels and waiting for Katarina to arrive. Anxious for her presence and even more unsure of himself, he desperately tried to peel dried mud from a shirt that was dirty beyond compare in an attempt to make himself more presentable.

      Where could she be, he thought, if not inside?

      She was likely preparing herself for the day’s excursion. Putting on her clothes, her rings, her necklace, her shoes that looked to have been polished with the spit of the Gods and arranging her hair—these were the things that surely a woman of her caliber would have done were she to go on something that could be considered a romantic outing, but who was he to wonder if her progress was slower than his own?

      She just hasn’t realized that I’m here yet, he thought. That’s all.

      He could afford to wait just a little while longer, couldn’t he?

      Convinced that time would not be of the essence, Nova continued to pace, his eyes scanning the area with the cunning he imagined wolves must have for their prey. Roses, in shades of reds and magentas, lined the path leading up to the house, while the mansion itself boasted nondescript paneling.

      Were he to have looked any closer, he imagined he would have seen Katarina preparing for their outing. Despite that, he could see no glimpse of her. Ivory curtains shrouded his view from the mayor’s secret life. He had absolutely no idea who or what could be behind those windows.

      Patience is a virtue, his father had once said.

      If it were such a virtue, then why did he feel as though his heart was ready to burst from his chest?

      Overhead, the sun began to pass across the sky, shrouded by clouds that threatened to produce rain.

      Nova sighed.

      How much longer would it take for her to come outside?

      When the sun reached halfway across the sky, he decided, with sadness in his heart, that she would not be coming today.

      She’d decided not to walk today—to not be seen with a man of such common portrayals.

      The realization began to set in.

      She’d given him a pity handout—nothing more.

      Turning, he began to make his way down the path and toward the village he called home.

      “Wait!” someone called.

      Nova turned just in time to see an older man approaching the wrought-iron gate, his pace ragged and his breath faint in and out of his chest.

      It took but a moment for him to realize that he was facing the mayor of Bohren.

      “I’m sorry,” Mayor Ketrak panted, setting a hand on his chest as if to still his frantically-beating heart. “You wouldn’t happen to be Mr. Eternity, would you?”

      “Yes,” Nova said. “I am. I’m sorry I was on your property, sir. I was just interested in the flow⁠—”

      “My daughter said that she had plans to meet you. I would’ve come sooner, but I only just learned that a man was supposed to meet her.”

      At this, Nova swallowed a lump in his throat that seemed to grow progressively worse by the moment. The man appeared friendly enough, but that didn’t mean he had any intention of letting him slide without some form of humiliation.

      All I did was take your daughter home.

      As if given a life of its own, the lump swelled in his throat.

      Oh, no.

      Had he associated himself with a girl younger than himself? He couldn’t have. She looked to be his age, maybe even a bit older. Maybe⁠—

      “Nova?”

      “Yes?” he asked, almost on instinct. He swallowed the second lump and straightened his posture. “Sir, I’m sorry. I had no right to⁠—”

      “Oh no,” Ketrak laughed, sliding a hand through the iron fence to clap his shoulder. “You have nothing to worry about, my friend. I appreciate you bringing my daughter home. I’ve told her not to go out on her own, but you know girls—they never listen to what their fathers have to say.”

      “I didn’t want her to get hurt,” Nova said. “Especially since she wandered onto my property. I felt like she was my responsibility.”

      “Well, she isn’t, but I thank you regardless.”

      Ketrak smiled and squeezed the shoulder he’d placed his hand upon. The man still hadn’t revealed his reason for coming out.

      “Sir,” Nova began, “if I can ask: what reason did you come out here for?”

      He dare not ask if Katarina still had plans on accompanying him today.

      “My daughter’s fallen ill,” Ketrak said. “She wanted me to tell you that she won’t be going on her walk today.”

      “Oh.” This time, it was Nova’s turn to frown. “I’m sorry, sir—I hope I didn’t give her anything.”

      “You couldn’t have. She just came down with it this morning. There’s nothing to apologize for.” Ketrak paused. He turned to glance at the front door, then at the chains snarled around the gate. “Say… would you like to come inside?”

      “I couldn’t possibly⁠—”

      “Please do. I know it’s not much, but I just made lunch. Come join me.”

      “Mister Mayor, I⁠—”

      Before Nova could finish, the mayor of Bohren secured from his belt a series of keys which he used to unchain the gate. Shortly thereafter, he took Nova by the wrist and began to drag him up the road.

      “Aren’t they beautiful?” the man asked, gesturing to the flowers. “My daughter chose the roses herself. They’re her favorite.”

      “They’re beautiful,” Nova agreed. “I mean, your property—it’s quite breathtaking.”

      “Thank you. I’ve had some hard work put into it. My daughter, though, she planted all the trees and flowers when she was younger.” The mayor glanced at Nova out of the corner of his eye. “How old are you, Mister Eternity?”

      “Seventeen,” he said. “My intentions with your daughter, sir—I’ll stay away from her if you like.”

      “I understand your concern, but you have nothing to worry about. My daughter is only a year younger than yourself.”

      “I’m not a pervert. I mean…” Nova stopped in place. Ketrak did as well. “I mean, I do like your daughter, sir, but I’ll stay away if you don’t want her to be with an older man.”

      “I’d prefer her be with a man than no man. Most of the young women in the village are married off when they’re thirteen, fourteen even. I just want her to find someone she feels comfortable with.”

      “Yes sir. I understand.”

      “And,” Ketrak continued, “she seems quite comfortable around you.”

      Nova must’ve blushed, since Ketrak laughed and slapped his arm.

      “I’m sorry,” Nova said, reaching up to rub his neck. “I’ve never pursued anything like this before.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” Ketrak smiled, then nodded, gesturing toward the house. “Come. I’ll feed you lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      After they ate a fine meal of freshly-killed venison, vegetable soup and bread, Nova and Ketrak sat at the long table no more than a seat apart, reminiscing over the past days and how the work in the fields seemed to be going perfectly despite the awe-inspiring temperatures.

      “Thank you for the meal,” Nova said, propping his spoon against the bowl and leaning back in his seat. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I know, but I wanted to.” Ketrak set a hand on Nova’s arm. “I’d let you see my daughter, but I don’t want you catching what she has.”

      “She needs her rest,” Nova agreed.

      “Of course. I’ll give her your regards.”

      Standing, Nova shook the man’s hand and started walking to the door, but stopped when he felt Ketrak grab on to the back of his shirt.

      “Come around again sometime,” the mayor said. “I’d be more than happy to have you here.”

      “I can’t intrude on your personal life, sir.”

      “You’re not intruding if I invite you, now are you?”

      “I… I guess not.”

      “See, then?”

      Nova nodded. “I understand.”

      “All right then. Come over whenever you’re bored or aren’t working. I’ve got an extra room that I reserve for guests. You’re more than welcome to sleep here.”

      “Thank you,” Nova said, once more starting for the door. “Please tell Katarina I care for her health more than some walk.”

      “I’ll be sure to, Nova. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Days later, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, Nova went to see Katarina.

      Since recovering from what she had described as a ‘small cold’ that had left her bedridden despite her overall good health, they’d spent a fair amount of time together walking the town and the surrounding areas, though it became apparent rather quickly that the townspeople thought this spectacle mystifying and completely out of the norm. Several times, whilst walking through the streets, the commoners would stop from their place chopping wood, hanging laundry or tending to pets and children to watch them with eyes unsure, though each time this happened Nova pushed the feelings aside and continued along the way.

      “Nova,” Katarina said, stirring him from thought.

      Nova turned, a frown crossed over his face. She’d said nothing since they’d stopped at the top of a nearby hill, looking down at the town and the people within it who appeared to be nothing more than ants. “Yes?” he decided to ask.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      “You haven’t said anything.”

      Neither have you.

      He chose not to repeat his thought for fear of insulting the young woman. Instead, he smiled, set his hand over hers, then drew closer so the distance between them would seem more intimate. “I was just thinking,” he said.

      “About?”

      “You.”

      When he realized the severity of his words, he swallowed a lump in his throat and turned his head away. Shortly thereafter, Katarina turned her head down to reveal the scarlet that lined her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” he frowned. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “No. It’s all right.” She looked up and smiled. “I was thinking about you too. You’re a very nice man.”

      “Thank you. I’ve tried to treat you well.”

      “You do,” she said, looking down at the town and crossing her hands over her stomach. “I appreciate you doing this for me.”

      “I like spending time with you.”

      “I do too.”

      For the first time since he’d began seeing her, Nova set his arm across her shoulders and drew her in close. “Is this ok?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      After she leaned into and adjusted herself against his chest, both she and Nova watched the sun’s glowing rays slowly fading on the distant horizon, marking across the world its passage over a day in which darkness seemed never capable of swallowing the light that ruled both their lives.

      “Nova?” she asked.

      “I’m here,” he whispered.

      She said nothing further.

      She just wanted to know I was here, he thought, closing his eyes. That’s all she wanted to know.

      He tightened his grip around her body and thought of all that could come from this.
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        * * *

      

      Love was in the air.

      It could have consumed him, were it a creature of blood and life—a dragon, mythical and dead, returning from the grave to haunt his spirit and devour his heart; a Harpie, young and wild, freshly-born and ready to tear into the world; a monstrous sea creature, lurking beneath the deep, ready to swallow the fisherman and his ship whole. These were the things this feeling was made of, that wrought through the perpetual bars upon his conscience with their vines thorned, and it seemed, on the last day of spring, as Nova walked through town and toward Ketrak’s house, that he would be engulfed by the very thing that plagued his conscience and ruled his heart.

      He’ll come, Nova thought, standing on the stoop of the very house where the woman he loved lived and ate and slept. He just needs to get up.

      The moment he finished his thought, a series of scrapes and clicks sounded from behind the door before it opened, revealing the very well-dressed mayor in hues of purple and blue. “Get in here!” the man said, pulling Nova into the house by the shirtsleeve. “It’s too cold to be outside!”

      “It’s not that cold,” Nova smiled, trying to still his chattering teeth.

      “Sadly, you’re wrong, young man. Come, sit with me.”

      Ketrak led him into the sitting room. There, the mayor gestured Nova to seat himself in one of the fine, plush leather chairs and turned his attention to the mantle—where, beneath its stone face, a fire lay brimming, trapped and displayed behind an iron gate.

      “You need a coat, or some kind of long shirt,” Ketrak mused, turning his attention from the fireplace to Nova, where his eyes wandered his body until they eventually fell back to his face. “Do you have any spare clothes, Nova, or do you just go around wearing those all the time?”

      Nova made no attempt to hide the sigh or nod that followed. “Yes,” he said, as humbly as he possibly could. “Well, no—I don’t have clothes, but yes, I wear this shirt and these pants every day. That doesn’t mean I don’t wash them though.”

      “Nova.”

      Nova turned his head up to find that, in the mayor’s eyes, a demon lay resting—curled, sad, confused and injured, licking its wounds. “What?” Nova frowned, unsure what to think of the look or the feelings that lay behind it.

      “I’ve been your friend for months and you haven’t even mentioned this.”

      “I’ve always been poor, sir. Me and my father both. You don’t have to worry about me. I manage.”

      “I don’t think it’s acceptable.”

      “Neither do I, but I’m not the only one living on their spare change here.”

      Ketrak nodded, but made no move to continue the thought that Nova had begun. Instead, his expression changed. A short moment later, he closed his eyes

      Is something wrong? Nova thought, frowning, readjusting his position in his seat.

      “My daughter’s very fond of you,” the mayor said, not bothering to look back at Nova as he allowed his eyes to fall to the fireplace. “I hope you’re aware of that.”

      “I am.”

      “And are you as fond of her?”

      “I…” Nova took a deep breath. Though the mayor’s question seemed innocent enough, he couldn’t help but wonder if the question was, in fact, a trick, one which would be used to reveal his whether or not his intentions were true.

      Do I say it, he thought, or do I stay silent?

      Either way, the mayor would question him, so with confidence, he took a deep breath and said, “Yes sir. I am.”

      “You’re being honest then? You have feelings for her as well?”

      “You should know I do.”

      “I do,” Ketrak chuckled. This time, however, he turned his head and faced Nova directly. “I know it’s only been a few months, but…”

      When the man trailed off and left the remainder of his sentence to the imagination, Nova frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, not sure what to say or do in response. The mayor had never been one to leave statements unfinished or sentences up in the air.

      What was he going to say?

      Not wanting to wait any longer than absolutely necessary, Nova leaned forward and braced his hands against his knees. “What, sir?”

      “Would you be interested in marrying my daughter?”

      A fire could have started and burned a whole town asunder before the dots in his head finally began to connect. Strung, of course, by an old man’s hands, and pulled taut to make his puppet dance, it seemed to Nova that a choir had begun to sing in the sky and the old man before him had started to dance. Arms extended, head hung slack, mouth agape and legs positioned evenly—Ketrak the mayor of Bohren could have been nothing more than an apparition meant to dissuade him from his feelings, and for that Nova wondered if it would be proper to answer the question or just to leave it sit in the air.

      What do I, he began to think, but stopped before he could continue.

      He looked up to find the man still suspended in animation—waiting, eyes watching calmly, face showing no emotion. Ketrak didn’t look angry for the lack of immediate response, nor did he appear troubled because Nova hadn’t answered immediately. If anything, he looked content, as though he could be given all the time in the world to answer the question.

      “Sir,” Nova began, nearly stuttering, heart flickering within his chest. “I⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” Ketrak said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “I care about your daughter. It’s just that… I haven’t even kissed her yet.”

      “You’ve said this was the first time you’ve ever pursued a woman,” the man muttered, bowing his head and twisting the tangles of his long hair between his fingers. “I’m sorry, Nova. I had no right to put that on you.”

      “I do care about her. If anything… I might even be in love with her, if you want my honest opinion.”

      Nova reached back to rub his neck—hoping, in the process, that his cheeks hadn’t brightened.

      “I know you have feelings for her,” Ketrak said, falling to one knee. “That’s more than obvious.”

      “I don’t want to push her into anything. She’s been opening up a little more, but… well… I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “I understand.”

      Unable to meet the mayor’s eyes, Nova bowed his head. He kept his attention fixed on the floor for several long moments before the mayor reached out to touch his shoulders.

      “It’s all right,” Ketrak said, tilting Nova’s chin up with two fingers. “Take it slow. Take your time.”

      After standing and shaking the older man’s hand, Nova walked out the door, all the while feeling guilty about just what he had done.

      Though his heart yearned for many things, he wasn’t completely sure it desired marriage, at least not now.
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        * * *

      

      For a good, long while, he waited. For the urge to get his feelings off his chest, for the anxiety to go away, for the need to finally tell Katarina about his true feelings and to open his heart, mind and soul to a bigger, brighter future—he waited for it all, silently praying to the one God he believed in that it would eventually come about. Sadly, as he soon came to realize, those kinds of urges couldn’t just be summoned and let out of their cage. For them to be true, earnest and honest, they had to reveal themselves on their own, much like exotic fish when breaching the tide to reveal themselves to humans. Though doubtful of his discovery and unsure of his emotions, Nova realized that answers would eventually come, hopefully sooner rather than later.

      Nearly every day, regardless of the weather or the conditions of the sky, Nova and Katarina took their daily walk, hand-in-hand and wrist-to-wrist. Eventually, as the chill crept forth and pressed snow across their land, Ketrak came to reveal to Nova a coat he had said was once his as a younger and much bulkier man. Startling-black—with red fur cuffing its hood, wrists and waist—Nova could hardly believe it when the man passed it into his arms. I want you to have it, Ketrak had said, even as Nova had refused. It’s yours. Take it.

      “Take it,” he whispered.

      “It’s cold,” Katarina said, drawing close to Nova’s side and forcing him from his thoughts.

      “Do you want to go somewhere?” he asked. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if we went to the bar.”

      “You don’t plan on drinking, do you?”

      “I’m not. Sorry to say, but I have no money with me right now.”

      He also thought of adding ‘or at home,’ but decided not to. What reason was there to remind his love of poverty when they were having such a good time?

      “That’s all right,” she said, turning her head up as the bar came into view.

      The moment they passed into the establishment, filled to the brim with drunkards and civilians, Katarina laced their fingers together, as if beckoning for a response.

      “It’s okay,” Nova whispered. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “I know,” she replied. “It’s just… I don’t like being around so many people.”

      They settled themselves down at a nearby table and refused the advance of a waitress who came forward bearing two cups of fresh, ice-cold water. Within the booth they sat in—together, content and all the happier for their progress—Nova’s emotions began to thrust themselves upon him, as if they were terrible creatures willing to pick apart each and every part of his person.

      You’ll have to confess soon, those creatures said, kissing his cheeks and trailing their nails down his spine. This isn’t going to work otherwise.

      “Katarina,” Nova said. “Can I… can I tell you something?”

      “You know you can,” she said, setting a hand on his chest. “Nova, what’s⁠—”

      Before she could continue, he bowed his head and brought their lips together.

      Though he didn’t make it last for fear that attention would be drawn to them, the short moment that their flesh bonded filled him with a fire he had never felt before.

      “I’m in love with you,” he whispered.

      Likely unsure of what to say, as her eyes were filled with an emotion Nova had never once seen throughout his life, Katarina kept her hand on his chest. At first, she didn’t look him directly in the eye, as her nerves were probably lighting her mind. But, gradually, after several long and indeterminable moments, she turned her head up and smiled.

      “I love you too,” she said.

      This is it, Nova thought, bringing her into his arms. I told her.

      Regardless of the noise and of the commotion around them, Nova managed to rock Katarina in his arms without caring about what others might say or think.

      He loved this woman.

      Nothing would come between them.
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        * * *

      

      Several months later, just as winter began to roll in with a gust of wind and a hail of ice, Nova and Ketrak stood in front of a large mirror preparing for the day that would ultimately change their lives.

      “You look great,” Ketrak said, smoothing out the shoulders of Nova’s pitch-black, white-buttoned shirt. “Don’t be nervous.”

      “I’m getting married,” Nova laughed. “How do you expect me not to be?”

      “It’s just a brief ceremony and a kiss.”

      “And a party afterward…. Well, for your side of the family, anyway.”

      “It’s for you too, son,” the man laughed. He slid an arm around Nova’s shoulder. “You look damn handsome.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No need to thank me.”

      “That reminds me of something.” Nova slid his hands into his pockets. “I never did find a ring in my home. I tried, but I couldn’t.”

      “That’s all right. I’ve got something for you.”

      The man slid his hand into his pocket and retrieved from its depths a small black box, then said, “Here,” before opening it. “I want you to give this to my daughter.”

      Nova could hardly believe his eyes as he leaned forward and looked into the box.

      The silver band, complete in its harmony of eternity, looped three individual times to reveal a bountiful ruby, a succulent emerald and an awe-inspiring sapphire.

      “Sir,” Nova said. “I can’t⁠—”

      “You won’t have a thing to give my daughter if you don’t take this.”

      “Where did you get such a treasure?” he asked, taking the box from his soon-to-be-father-in-law before sliding the ring out of its slot. The texture each stone possessed astounded him, to the point where he didn’t even notice that Ketrak had touched his shoulder until the man’s lips were at his ears.

      “We should get out of here,” he said, patting Nova’s shoulder. “You need to be out first.”

      “I know.”

      After slipping the ring into his pocket, Nova took a deep breath, then stepped up to the door.

      Am I ready for this?

      Rather than wait for any form of response, he pushed the door open.

      Immediately, all eyes were on him.

      Talk about unnerving.

      He began to walk up the church aisle and tried his hardest not to look into the crowd of people that surrounded him. Though it was only Ketrak’s family, as Patrus Eternity’s relatives were few and far between, the tension in the room seemed to mount with every step. What, he wondered, could they possibly be thinking? Did they think him a petty commoner, a man with no money, a boy who worked in the fields digging potatoes and beats and carrots and lettuce, or did they think of him as someone who would take care of their niece, their cousin, their granddaughter, maybe even their goddaughter and give her all there was to give? Whatever the reason and despite the cause, Nova began taking deep breaths before he stepped up to the podium, directly where a priest stood garbed in a fine, dark gown.

      “Everything’s going be just fine,” the priest said, reaching forward to grasp his hand and clap his shoulder. “You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      “I’m not nervous,” Nova said, forcing a smile.

      The priest only chuckled.

      Turning to face the audience, the holy man said, “Can we have the bride come out?”

      Nova stood—one hand clutching the tail of his shirt, the other the ring in his pocket—and waited for the double doors opposite him to open.

      Katarina would be walking down the aisle in but a few moments.

      He couldn’t believe how he felt.

      His heart ablaze, his mind in rhythm, his breaths even and cool despite the nerves and his hands trembling as if he’d just been struck with the Chill—it seemed, in that moment, that his entire life had been building up to this very moment.

      Come on, Katarina. Don’t keep me waiting.

      If he was this nervous—so nervous, in fact, that he wanted to tremble—he couldn’t imagine how Katarina felt. She had to walk down the seemingly-unending aisle, in front of all the people he had just passed, her dress long and her face hidden by a veil, but unlike him, they would all be watching her, the beauty in the flowing white gown and the rosemary perfume.

      “Sir?” he asked, wanting to reach out to touch the priest, but somehow resisting the urge to do so. “What’s taking so long?”

      “Someone’s just went into her changing room.” The priest took hold of his arm. “Don’t worry. You don’t have anything to be nervous about. This will be over before you know it. Then all you’ll have are the memories.”

      Before he thought the feelings of anxiety could get any worse, the double doors opened. From them walked the woman he loved more than anything else in the world.

      Dressed in a lace gown, bearing a bouquet of beautiful red roses, she walked down the aisle with grace Nova would have never expected and raised her head to reveal the face that lay shadowed behind the veil. In a manner that symbolized the ducking molting its feathers and turning into the beautiful swan before bearing upon itself the strain of flight, Katarina started forward, heels clicking in her pursuit up the aisle, and tossed her head back, the skirt of her veil cascading through the air as if it were some great rain falling down from the clearest of skies. Debonair, yet as humble as she could possibly be, she lifted the bouquet higher to her heart and continued down the aisle, her shoes the only sound that could be heard throughout the room.

      Two flower girls followed. Both scattered petals.

      Immediately, the scent of roses overwhelmed the room.

      Nova’s eyes watered.

      Stepping forward, but careful not to trip on her gown, Katarina smiled, mounted the stairs, then set the bouquet on the stone table between them before turning to face him.

      You’re so beautiful, he wanted to say, but chose to keep his compliments to himself.

      “We’ve come to join these two together,” the priest began, opening a large book, “in holy matrimony. By the power invested in me by the church, my God and my people, I hereby begin the bonding of these two young souls.” He looked up at Nova, then to Katarina. “Novalos Eternity, the groom, and Katarina Noahna, the bride, are here today to pledge their love for each other in the presence of friends and family. If anyone here feels as though this young couple should not be together, please, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Nova saw a few people speaking to one another. He swallowed the lump in his throat over the sight of complete strangers whispering and tried his hardest not to tremble in the face of it.

      Unnerved, but not deterred, he turned to look into Katarina’s eyes.

      Hidden by lace, shrouded in shadow, he could only imagine what their blue depths held.

      For him, however, he saw nothing but his future.

      This is it, he thought, the sound of the world once more drowning out. This is why it doesn’t matter. This is why they can say whatever they want and it won’t hurt us one bit.

      “Good,” the priest nodded, closing his book. “Mr. Eternity—will you please present your ring to Miss Noahna?”

      Reaching into his suit, Nova slid the black box out of his pocket and opened it. He plucked the ring from its place within the plush felt and slid it onto Katarina’s finger in but one swift motion, all the while glowing with pride and admiration.

      Her face—her tears—said everything he needed to know about one of the most valuable gifts Ketrak had given him throughout the past year.

      “Miss Noahna,” the priest then said. “Will you please present your ring to Mr. Eternity?”

      Ketrak stepped forward, case in hand, and offered the ring to Katarina. With a nod, she took the box, popped it open, then took the single gold band with a lone ruby inlaid into its surface and slid it onto Nova’s finger.

      Nova felt a splash of warmth at his wrist.

      “And now,” the priest said, “I declare you husband and wife.”

      It took little urging to do what he did next.

      Stepping forward, Nova slid his fingers beneath Katarina’s veil, then pulled it up and over her head.

      She glowed more than ever, despite the tears and the makeup running down her face.

      His lips met hers.

      Their hearts intertwined.

      From that moment on, he knew he would be a different man.

      Never again would he have to wake up feeling alone.
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        * * *

      

      Months after the wedding, and during a time in which Nova felt himself becoming a part of the Noahna family, he lay in bed thinking about how his life had changed and the way his time as a married man had affected him. Selling his father’s old house, a grand, tumultuous and painful decision; moving into the Noahna mansion; taking up the bridle as a married man and the life of a husband who was apt to serve his wife as well as he could—whether shoveling the snow from the main path or helping one of Ketrak’s many cooks make dinner, he tried his best to keep himself active and healthy, as it seemed in the frigid weather there was little work to be done.

      How he wanted winter to be over and for the spring to come.

      While lying on the couch one day, dozing between the realms of consciousness and sleep, he felt from the corner of the room a disturbance and opened his eyes to find Katarina taking slow but swift steps toward the couch, the look on her face perturbed and all the more frightened.

      “Nova?” the young woman asked, unaware that he was not asleep, therefore projecting her feelings into her voice. “Are you all right?”

      “Just cold,” he mumbled, pulling the blanket higher up his chest.

      “I don’t mean now. I mean…”

      “You mean… what?”

      When no response followed, he pushed himself into a sitting position, tightened his hold on the blanket, then threw his legs over the side of the couch. It was moments like these that made him tremble—when, during her quiet phases, Katarina seemed unable to speak.

      “What?” Nova asked, gesturing her to settle down on the couch beside him. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “You were talking in your sleep last night.”

      Okay, he thought, watching his wife intently as she seated herself next to him. I don’t see why that’s cause for concern.

      “All right,” he said. “I don’t see why you’re nervous though.”

      “You were talking to someone.”

      “Like who?”

      “I don’t know. You were just mumbling, although whoever it was upset you. You kept saying, ‘No, no. I don’t want to leave my wife. It’s too soon. It’s too soon. It…’”

      Nova shivered.

      A plague of doubt overwhelmed him.

      Could what he feared have just happened no more than a night ago?

      “Katarina,” he said, taking both her hands in his. “I have to tell you something.”

      “All right,” she said. “It’s nothing bad, is it?”

      “No… at least, I don’t think so.”

      “All right.”

      “My father once asked me the same thing. When I was little, I used to have what I thought were horrible nightmares about people dying, being kidnapped, murdered—all sorts of things. I swore I saw my parents being butchered by bandits, then being spread out along the road for the wild dogs and birds to eat, then saw them nearly take off with me in my cradle before the man I know as my father came along and scared the bandits away. I’d wake up screaming at night because of how much the dreams tortured me. One night, though, when I woke up from a dream so bad I had to crawl into bed next to my father, he asked me about my dreams and what I was seeing, how I was seeing them, that sort of thing. It only took him a few moments to conclude that I had the Sight.”

      “Sight?” she frowned.

      “It’s what seers have—what they use to predict the future. Most use scrying tools or crystals, but some have it naturally, without using tools.”

      “Like magic?”

      “Sort of, but as far as I know, I’ve never seen any magic, so I can’t be sure whether or not it really is that. The Sight is like… well… like looking into a mirror, but seeing something else—not your reflection of the room you’re in, but someone else and where they are. Understand?”

      “Yes. I mean, I get what you’re saying, but how do you see visions?”

      “Sometimes in my dreams, but most of the time they happen when I’m awake. My vision clouds over and I see someone doing something. Sometimes it can just be a lone figure too, or a location where something’s just about to happen.”

      “Do the people speak to you?”

      “Uh… no.” Nova reached back to rub his neck. The look in Katarina’s eyes led him to believe that she wasn’t sure about what he’d just told her. For that, he set an arm across her back, pulled her close to his chest, then took a deep breath. “I don’t know what happened last night, honey. I guess I just talk in my sleep sometimes.”

      “You weren’t having a vision last night?”

      “No. I wasn’t. At least, not that I can recall.”

      “All right.” She tightened her hold on his hands. “If you have something like that, though, tell me, please. I don’t want to be left in the dark about this.”

      “I won’t, dear. Don’t worry.”

      He kissed her cheek, drew her close, then took a deep breath.

      He didn’t need visions of his own life to know that this could hurt his future.
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        * * *

      

      The first dream came the night after he told Katarina about his gift.

      In this dream—shrouded by film that appeared to be fog but glowed gold instead of white or blue—a boy no older than fourteen sat on a lone mattress in a small, dark room with his head hung low and his tattered, obviously-unkempt hair hanging in his face. Occasionally a large black door would open and a guard carrying food or water would enter and exchange the pail obviously-designed for bodily relief, but other than that, this young man bore little contact with humanity. His face—lit in the pale light streaming from a window hewn into the stone wall—was not revealed, but Nova could easily see tears falling onto the floor beneath him.

      After waking from the dream drenched in sweat, Nova took a few deep breaths and looked out his bedroom window, toward the distant horizon and where, he knew, the ocean would be were one to walk or ride a horse for three or four days.

      Where was this place, he wondered, that he’d seen? Had it been a vision, or was it just a trick of a dream bordering on precognition?

      Of course it was a vision, he thought, turning his head to look back at his sleeping wife. I know it was.

      In most instances, visions appeared much in the way of dreams, but held more physical essence than one would have ever experienced through a dream. In dreaming about this young man, he could feel the chill in the room—could touch the stone beneath his bare feet and sense the isolation within his chest. Everything—from the textures, to the sights, the sounds, to the light filtering into the room—felt as real as anything he could have ever experienced in the waking world. Those kinds of associations always set a vision apart from a dream.

      I can’t tell her, he thought, forcing himself to even out ragged breathing. She’ll get scared.

      The previous look of horror in his wife’s eyes had almost been enough to scare him out of explaining his gift, let alone recount one of his visions.

      Then and there, he made a decision.

      No matter what happened, he wouldn’t—and couldn’t—let a vision interfere with his life.

      Until he knew more, he had not a thing to worry about.

      If his gift gave him another glimpse of the boy, he would know that a link had been established. He would know that, somehow, someway, he was supposed to help the sad young man with the tattered black hair.
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        * * *

      

      The second vision came the following afternoon, after he helped Ketrak shovel snow away from the door and passed out on the loveseat.

      In this dream, in which he stood near the door of the structure and looked upon the very young man he had come to know as someone troubled, Nova saw the boy looking out the window that faced the courtyard of what appeared to be a set of grand grounds. Calculating red eyes watching a group of boys spar in the field below with training swords, rods and other wooden weapons, he seemed completely oblivious of the fact that Nova stood no more than a foot away. So close that he could feel the boy’s heat, Nova tried to reach out and touch him, but found that his hand slid through the young man’s back when he attempted such a feat. It wasn’t much of a surprise, considering he’d tried to interact with objects in his visions before, but he felt somewhat disappointed at the fact.

      For a moment, he wondered just whether or not the young man would sense his presence and turn to look at him.

      Shortly thereafter, the boy sighed, startling Nova out of his thoughts. The young man then turned to walk away from the window, but stopped upon noticing that he still held onto the stone windowsill with one weary hand.

      It’s okay, Nova thought.

      Why was this boy in this room? Who could he have been to deserve such a punishment, such isolation, such torture confined to the space of ten feet? Had he done something wrong, something to displease or offend someone, or had he committed a crime so horrible that even men who murdered would not have been thrown into such a small place? Where is he? Nova also thought, for in that moment his situation seemed all the more crucial, especially as when a second sigh passed from his lips it was even harsher than the one before.

      Those thoughts, as warranted as they may have been, were lost when a pair of hands locked onto his shoulders and forced him from sleep.

      Jarred from his vision, Nova flung himself forward, lashing out at whoever had touched him with balled fists.

      “Nova!” the man gasped. “It’s okay! Calm down, clam down!”

      “Ketrak,” he breathed, panting. “What’s wrong?”

      “You were having a bad dream. You’re drenched in sweat.”

      “I’m fine,” he sighed, prying his father-in-law’s hands from his sweat-drenched shirt. “Just having some weird dreams.”

      “Katarina’s mentioned them. Well, the one, anyway.”

      “Please don’t tell her about this one. Please. I don’t want her to worry.”

      “I wouldn’t intentionally upset her, though I am concerned about what she told me. Apparently, someone in your dream was telling you to leave your wife.”

      “She told me.”

      “What do you think about that?”

      “It makes me feel nervous. I mean… I’m trying not to let my gift interfere with my marriage, but… it… it just might.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I’ve been dreaming about a boy,” Nova said, “A boy locked in a tower. I think I’m supposed to help him.”
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        * * *

      

      A month and three days passed without any further visions. Every night, he’d go to bed with Katarina and sleep peacefully until morning. When he’d rise, he’d help Ketrak with the chores or anything else he needed done. The help seemed to appreciate this greatly, for whenever they rose from their beds to attend to the chores of the day they would be mostly, if not completely done. It was for this reason that Nova found himself content in life, as it seemed that nothing threatened to dismantle his marriage.

      Everything seemed to be normal—peaceful, even, to the point where he had not a worry in the world.

      Then, out of the blue, the third and most starling vision came.

      It happened on the night of one of the most devastating pre-spring thunderstorms Nova had ever seen.

      In this dream, he lay in bed with his wife asleep next to him, while directly across from them a figure clouded in light so bright he could make out no discernible features stood in the corner, towering over everything else in the room. The air, alight with static, buzzed, and popped Nova’s ears, sending each and every hair on his body on end, while shadows swam across the figure’s surreal form like fish across the room, distorting the walls and rippling golden energy across the confined space. This sight, so surreal that Nova could hardly believe it, terrified him to no end, and disallowed any form of emotion.

      Novalos, the creature of light and energy said, its voice so androgynous it made him tremble just by listening to it. Do you know who I am?

      “Nuh-No,” Nova said, sitting up. “What are you?”

      I am something who will help you in a great time of need, but not unless you help someone in theirs.

      “Who?” Nova asked. “Who is⁠—”

      A flash of dark hair and red eyes entered his mind.

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      “Yuh-You mean thu-the young man?” he managed.

      Yes. I speak of a young man named Odin, a boy with red eyes.

      “I know who he is,” Nova said, “but… am I dreaming, or am I having a vision?”

      You are having neither, my friend. I am as real as your flesh and blood.

      “What are you?”

      That does not matter. What does is that someone is in grave danger—danger of collapsing in on himself. There will come a time when, after a most tragic event, this young man will need an unwavering spirit at his side. It is you, Novalos, who will be that friend.

      “I can’t leave my wife. We just… we haven’t been⁠—”

      I will trust you to make that decision, but fear not, for whatever decision you make will guide you in the right direction.

      Before Nova could begin to question the creature of light and shadow, it faded into the darkness, relinquishing hold of the physical world.

      As quietly as he possibly could, he stumbled out of bed, rubbed his eyes and scratched his forearms, which were alight with static that made every hair on them stand on end.

      Could this figure have had something to do with one of his gifts, or had he merely woken up, ready to leave bed, and have had one of his rare waking visions?

      No, he thought. I didn’t have a vision.

      This felt nothing like such. His eyes hadn’t clouded, the room hadn’t brightened, nor had it felt as though each and every sensation was magnified. No. This thing—this moment in time—could not have been a vision.

      After adjusting his shirt across his chest, he walked out of the room and closed the door.

      Downstairs, in the sitting room, Nova settled himself into the chair next to the fireplace and warmed his shaking body.

      “It’ll be all right,” he whispered, rubbing his hands together. “You’re just scared.”

      Scared couldn’t describe it, and while this feeling would pass, he didn’t think what he had experienced was fear—awe, possibly, but not fear. He’d felt such terrifying moments before, as a child ignorant of his abilities, and as a man whom had lost his father in the tragedy of a great failure of the heart. This felt nothing like that, and for those unsure thoughts, troubling ailments and clouds of doubt, he knew in his heart that this very surreal happening had not been a dream.

      “Nova?” a voice asked.

      Ketrak stood at the foot of the stairs, wearing only a pair of trousers and a light silk shirt. In response, Nova turned his head to look at the man for several long moments before he returned his eyes to the fire, unable to meet his father-in-law’s eyes.

      What will he think? he wondered.

      “What’s wrong?” Ketrak asked. “How come you’re down here so late? And during a storm?”

      “We’re safe in the house,” Nova murmured.

      Thunder rolled across the sky and shot an arc of blue lightning over the horizon.

      “You know what I mean,” Ketrak said, settling down in the chair beside him. “Did you have another dream?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you down here?”

      “Because I⁠—”

      There’s nothing you can say that won’t scare him, he thought, forcing himself to into the man’s eyes. You’re just gonna have to come out and say it. There’s no other way.

      “Something just visited me,” Nova said, straightening his posture. “I don’t know what it was, but it said that I had to help the young man in my visions.”

      “The red-eyed boy?” Ketrak frowned.

      “Yes. I don’t know why I have to help him, but the spirit—image, whatever it was—said that I needed to be by his side. It said… it said that if I helped him, it would help me in my time of need.”

      “What do you plan on doing then? Leaving my daughter for hell knows what?”

      “I… I don’t…”

      At this, Nova closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      How would he possibly choose between his wife and something else that seemed so important?

      “Nova—”

      “Please, sir… don’t talk right now.”

      “You’ve got to⁠—”

      Nova stood. He made his way toward the stairs, but stopped midway.

      “Son,” Ketrak said, rising. “You’re blind if you leave my daughter just because something tells you to.”

      “I don’t know what that something is!” he cried, turning to face Ketrak. “How am I supposed to know how this will affect me? What happens if I don’t go?”

      “Nothing. You⁠—”

      “What if my ‘time of need’ is something completely unrelated to me? What if it has something to do with you, or maybe even my wife? What do I do then? How will I know unless I go?”

      “You don’t, son. Although if you ask me, you might’ve just been seeing things.”

      “I wasn’t just seeing things!”

      “How do you know?” Ketrak barked. “How do you know, Nova? I’ve put up with your delusions up until this point because I really do care about you, because I think you’re a good man and an even greater husband. Just because your father told you something in the past doesn’t mean⁠—”

      Nova sent his fist into his father-in-law’s jaw before he could think any further.

      Ketrak stumbled back.

      Horrified, angry beyond belief and unsure what to think, Nova remained steadfast, unsure whether to step forward or let the man be. “You do not talk about my father in that way,” he said, somehow able to keep his voice low and calm. “My father was the best man I ever knew.”

      “You don’t know what you’re getting into, boy. You’d leave your wife, just like that, all because something tells you to?”

      “It didn’t say I had to!” Nova roared, unable to contain his shakes.

      Taking a deep breath, Nova closed his eyes, chastised himself for such behavior, then thought back on what his father had once said as a child—when, during an emotional fit, Patrus had said that he expressed a temper far beyond himself and should learn to control it,.

      “I’m sorry,” Nova sighed, stepping forward. “I’ve had problems with my temper since I was a boy, but that’s no excuse to hit you.”

      “And I’m sorry for making you angry. But Nova—do you really believe this thing you saw was real? Or your visions?”

      “They haven’t been wrong before.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      Nova stayed silent. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “I need to talk to Katarina,” he said, “before I leave in the morning.”

      “You really think this is important enough to make you leave?”

      “Yes,” Nova sighed. “I do.”

      “Do you even know where the young man is?”

      “No.”

      “Then how are you going to find him?”

      “Look,” Nova said, turning to walk up the stairs. “That’s all I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      He held Katarina for most of the night or paced the room and watched her sleep. Uneasy, afraid, and unsure of the very decision that was troubling his mind, he tried his best to figure out just how he would tell his wife about the figure and how it told him he needed to help someone should he want to be helped, but to no avail. Always, it seemed, he would stop in mid-stride, or mid-thought, then slowly the pendulum would fall back into place.

      I don’t know how I’m going to do this, he thought.

      Eyes bleary, bloodshot, aching, Nova looked out at the slowly-rising sun and tried to discern just how much time had passed between his initial confrontation with Ketrak and the moment in which he’d tried to return to bed. Bleeding across the horizon, lighting the world with its warring rays over the mountains, he tried to imagine just how and why the sun did what it truly did. Why, of all reasons, would such an entity rise, just to light their land? One would say that it was forced to by the laws of nature, as even though a great distance away the sun operated on the same fundamental level as they, but were it given a choice of its own, would it really rise every day, or once every other day, if at all?

      He wished, at that moment, that it would just stay down—that the world, as dark as it was, would remain black. Maybe then he would never have a reason to leave; and maybe, just maybe, Katarina would never wake and ask him why his eyes had lines running through them.

      I’ve got to tell her, he thought. She needs to know what’s going on.

      If anything, it wouldn’t be too hard to find the boy. He could judge by the visions alone that he had to be somewhere high—in a location where structures were built well-above the ground and where towers were more than prevalent. Or, he thought, he would just be leading himself into a wild adventure that had no answer. Maybe the boy didn’t exist at all, nor his plight or the very thing that Nova had seen.

      Maybe…

      Movement stirred him from thought.

      Pushing herself forward, Katarina rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands. She didn’t take notice of him until he turned his head and looked her directly in the eyes. “Nova?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

      With a deep breath, Nova walked to the bed and settled down beside her. He took her hand in his, offered a slight smile, then began to recount the events of last night. He explained how, after he’d woken from what he considered to be a dream, he’d seen the form of light and just how it had spoken to him. He told of the young man’s plight, of the danger there was were he not to find and help him, and how, were he to find this young boy named Odin, their future would likely be secured for the both of them.

      Shortly after he said he needed to leave to see what the whole thing meant, she started crying.

      “I won’t be gone that long,” he said, reaching out to stroke the hair out of her eyes.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I just need to go where the towers are, that’s all. Who knows? I might only be gone for⁠—”

      “You don’t know how long you’ll be gone!” she cried, slapping his cheek as hard as her form allowed. “You don’t know!”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, not bothering to touch his face. “I don’t want to put you or your father in any danger.”

      “Danger? Nova, why would you⁠—”

      “The voice said that it would be there in my time of need if I went and helped the boy, Katarina. I don’t know when my time of need will be, because it never mentioned if my ‘time of need’ would be something I would go through or something that would happen to you or your father.”

      “But how⁠—”

      “Look,” he said. He took his face in her hands and stroked the tears away from her cheeks. “I don’t know why I have to help this young man, but for whatever reason it is, I need to go. He’s locked in a tower, Katarina. He’s all alone in the world.”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Please, understand I’m doing this because I don’t want you hurt.”

      “You wouldn’t. You⁠—”

      Katarina trailed off. The tears that streamed down her face was enough to tear holes in Nova’s heart—to render his soul unconquerable and diminish the fact that he was, like anyone else, a man, one who loved his wife so much that it pained him to leave her stranded like this, upon an isle where no man ever wished his wife to tread.

      He needs help, he thought, kissing Katarina’s tears, and only I can offer it.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      He took her in his arms.

      Her touch was enough to remind him just how much he had to lose.
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        * * *

      

      Cold wind battered him. Harsh feelings destroyed him.

      Dressed in his thick winter coat and his long, insulated pants, Nova prepared one of Ketrak’s horses in preparation for his journey and tried his hardest not to falter in the face of such horrors. The scythe, tied near the end of the saddlebag, could be easily accessed should the need arise, while his clothes and rations lay in the bags at the side, threatening to overflow just by bearing one’s eyes down upon them. The old horse, stubborn in its own right, whinnied under the waning winter chill, just as it allowed itself to shake its head and cast its mane to the side.

      “It’s all right,” Nova said, stroking the stallion’s neck. “We’re just going on a little trip, that’s all.”

      The horse snorted, nudging Nova’s shoulder.

      In that moment, it seemed like everything either wanted him to go somewhere or nowhere at all.

      Looking up, Nova trained his eyes on the window that opened up to their room and saw Katarina sitting in the windowsill. He didn’t look at her for long for fear that, should he intrude on her privacy, she would leave the windowsill and miss his departure.

      I’ll be back eventually. It’s not like I’m leaving her for good.

      Before he could return his attention to the horse, Ketrak walked the brief distance of the field and to the stables. Almost immediately, the right side of the man’s face came into view, revealing a darkened jaw.

      “Before you go,” Ketrak said, sliding his hand into his pocket. “I want you to have this.”

      The mayor pushed a black sack into Nova’s hand. When Nova lifted it to examine it closer, the contents inside clinked together. “Is this⁠—”

      “Money?” Ketrak nodded. “I don’t want my son-in-law running around the country without any coin.”

      “I can’t take this.”

      “Take it, Nova. You’ll need money to bribe someone if you decide to sleep in their barn, and you know that a bed at an inn isn’t cheap.”

      “I know.” He looked down at the sack of coin, then to the man before sliding it into his pocket. “Thank you,” he said, reaching out to shake Ketrak’s hand. “You don’t know how much it means to me.”

      “I think I do.”

      Nova mounted his horse.

      His eyes strayed to the window.

      Katarina remained in the windowsill, watching.

      “Goodbye,” Nova said, turning his eyes on Ketrak. “I’ll be back. Tell Katarina that I love her, please.”

      “I will.”

      Raising his hand, Nova waved at Katarina, desperately fighting to keep his emotions in check.

      As though grasping part of her and pulling her with him, he captured her form in the palm of his hand, closed it into a fist, then kissed his knuckles and brought it to his chest.

      In his heart, an ache began.

      He tried to console himself with thoughts of home as he pushed his horse into a trot and toward the distant fence—where, near its borders, the househands stood, shivering in full winter attire and waiting for him to depart.

      Sometimes, things came crashing down, while at others things fell apart. Often than not, something broke the cycle of eternity and disrupted it. Life, death, salvation, imprisonment, destiny, fate, fortitude, honor, security, a man’s life and a woman’s sadness—no matter the cause, no matter the significance, there was always something to break the chain and begin it anew.

      Now, as Nova led his horse down a road to a place he did not know, he took one last look back at his home, closed his eyes, then began to whistle under his breath, if only to reassure himself that everything would be just fine.
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      “Good. Very good. Now, hold it there a little while longer.”

      Watch it burn, the man could have said. Watch it burn.

      Suspended in midair by little more than pure thought, a white ball of flame hovered between a young man and his teacher who sat idly by watching the feat with kind eyes and a rational expression. Smiling, ecstatic, the teacher gestured for the boy to lift the flame first into the air, then to his left and right before asking for it to be trailed into a figure-eight. This thing—this grand symbol of infinity—seemed even to burn within the air after the ball of flame fell back into place, and offered what many would have considered an affinity of knowledge and strength. These were gifts that rarely existed beyond these mortal walls, for they were not taught outside a place and time in which the most honored dwelled. It was for this reason that when the teacher told the young man to release the flame that the boy curled his hand into a fist.

      Much like paper crumbling under pressure, the flame shrunk, hissed as fire does when fuel is added to it, then pulsed and burped a plume of white before disappearing altogether. Thus ended a physical demonstration of the often-metaphorical but concretely-physiological aspect of the Will—the one great source of energy that could never be seen, but always touched.

      The teacher, in hysterics, thrust himself to his feet and clapped.

      “Very good, very good!” the man said, clapping so hard that for a moment the boy wondered whether or not the man’s wrists would snap from his arms. “Very good, Odin. Very good.”

      Professor Daughtry’s face lit up in a smile. Odin barely nodded.

      “Hey,” the man said, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Cheer up. You’re doing great.”

      Odin’s muscle tensed under the pressure of touch, as if he’d just been struck, and reacted as if he were a shelled animal baring its defenses.

      In response, one of the few high mages of the kingdom of Ornala pulled his head back and offered a frown. “Does it hurt when I touch you?” he asked.

      “No,” Odin said.

      Yes, he thought.

      As though sensing something was wrong, the professor pulled his hand back and allowed it to fall slack at his side.

      “I’m sorry for your conditions, Odin.”

      “Don’t be.”

      Because you’re not. You don’t care because it doesn’t affect you at all.

      Living, alone, with his daughter in the Outer District, in a place that was separated from royal imprisonment—this man, this high mage, had not a thing in the world to worry about, for his life was just as simple as any common man’s would be. He could get up in the morning, make himself breakfast, go off to work, make his royal wage and then return home that evening to kiss his daughter goodnight before leaving himself to his own devices. But here he was—Odin Karussa, of Felnon descent, and sixteen-years-old—imprisoned in a tower for a crime he had yet to commit. To think that Daughtry, though kind, actually cared for him, would have been idiotic, and for that Odin bowed his head and stared at the floor—that same, dirty floor on which he had spent the last two years of his life.

      Daughtry, in response to this unspoken accusation, began to gather his things—first the sack he routinely carried to the tower, then the leather-bound book that had become a staple in their lessons. He stared at this for several long moments, as if judging its form, before pushing it out to Odin, who merely raised his head.

      “Here you go,” the magic man said.

      “Sir?”

      “It’ll help,” Daughtry smiled, pressing the tome into Odin’s hands. “I know you like to read, but textbooks can get a little boring after a while, especially considering that you’ve probably read most, if not everything about the kingdom. At least this will keep you entertained and learning.”

      “Are you sure you want me to have this? What if I⁠—”

      “I’d prefer if you wait for me to be present before you attempt any of the magic, but I won’t stop you. You’ve got a better grasp on your powers than most boys your age do.”

      “That’s because you’ve been helping me.”

      “Yes, but it takes talent and skill to use magic, as well as hard work.”

      “Thank you.”

      Before turning to leave, the high mage stopped.

      “Have a good day,” the man nodded, pulling the hood of his long robe over his head.

      With a simple knock, the guards in the outside world opened the door and let Daughtry out of the tower.

      It was with this exit that Odin began to come to terms with something.

      His shoulder stung.

      Maybe being touched did hurt after all.
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        * * *

      

      Nightmares haunted him. A baby shrouded in a cloak; a storm brewing overhead; a purple-pink fire flowing from long, delicate fingers and into an infant’s chest—all this, but for what? A memory, a thought, a manifestation of something he had heard or read—what, he wondered, could this possibly be, if not a message from some outside source wishing him to remember something he could not have possibly experienced?

      Just rising from sleep in a fit of unease and torment, Odin sat up and pushed his hair out of his eyes. A faint, yellow-gold light washed through the window, signifying the rise of the sun on the opposite side of the world. The sight alone was enough to make him consider just how good it would feel to go out and bask beneath its rays.

      No.

      He pushed the idea from his head. Such fantasies existed only in his mind and nowhere else. Should he allow such things to brew—fester, culminate, coagulate within his head—they would only morph into a knot, and from there he would drift across the endless sea, unable to tell just what lay before him and what existed just beneath the waters.

      When a knock came at the door, Odin settled back on the mattress and closed his eyes, not in the least wanting to deal with a guard bringing in breakfast. It was always cold and undercooked anyway—what use was there to give gratitude for someone who cared not for his condition?

      When the door opened and the figure stepped into the room, the door behind them hit the stone wall hard enough to create a loud echo that reverberated throughout the tower.

      Open your eyes, a voice said.

      Odin fought to keep them shut.

      What reason did he have to show anyone who entered any respect?

      When he heard from the opposite side of the room the sound of the door closing and locking, Odin opened his eyes to find a tray of food arranged on the single stool reserved for those from the outside world.

      A single note was attached to the platter.

      Odin reached forward, but stopped before he could touch it.

      Who, of all people, would leave him a note?

      Daughtry? he thought. The king?

      No. Despite his loyalty to the man he would one day serve, he knew his attentions were elsewhere—toward, he knew, the distant world, the lands beyond the border. This would not have been a message from the king. But with that in mind, who could have possibly sent it?

      Rather than dwell on the message, Odin reached forward and slapped it away from the platter of food.

      Tomorrow, the note said in indecent, obviously-rushed writing. Be ready.

      “For what?” he whispered.

      Odin looked up.

      The platter of food before him seemed all the more tempting.

      His stomach rumbled.

      A knot of pain began to claw within his chest.

      What could be happening tomorrow for there to be such notice?

      Whatever the reason, he couldn’t bother himself with it.

      He reached forward and began to eat.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” Daughtry said, having arrived much earlier than usual for what he called an ‘unexpected visit.’ “I don’t really know if there’s a lot else I can teach you, Odin. You grasp the knowledge far better than some young mages do.”

      Odin guided the sphere of water he held in midair back above the wine glass poised between the two of them and allowed it to sweat its last beads of moisture before releasing his hold on it.

      “Daughtry?” Odin asked, turning his head up from the prone glass between them.

      “Yes?” the high mage asked.

      “Do you think someone will take me as their squire?”

      “I don’t see why they wouldn’t. Given who you are and what abilities you have, I’d be surprised if men weren’t scrambling to get their hands on you. By God, Odin—you’re exceptionally-fit for your age, which I believe we can both thank Master Jordan for, and you’re a mage.” The older man paused. A frown painted his face in a somber light. “Why are you asking? You’re not worried, are you?”

      “Not… really. I’m just having doubts is all.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t, because you’re very talented. Hell—if you want me to let you in on a little secret, it’s every knight’s dream to have a squire who can cast magic.”

      Though not reassured by the mage’s words, he nodded and crossed his arms over his chest as from the outside world he heard the locks and the metal bars sliding in and out of place.

      The door opened to reveal weapons master Jordan—dressed, from head to toe, in fine purples and reds.

      “Professor Daughtry?” Jordan asked, ducking into the enclosed space and taking his first few steps forward. “You wouldn’t happen to be finished with young Karussa, would you?”

      “Yes sir. I am.”

      “Would you like to come and meet some of the knights, Odin?”

      Did I, Odin began to think, but stopped before he could continue.

      “Are you… are you sure?” Odin asked, standing, bracing himself for whatever was to come as Daughtry began to gather his things before bidding the pair of them goodbye.

      “Of course I am.”

      “You have permission to let me out of the tower?”

      “Direct from the king himself,” Jordan said. As if to prove his point, he pulled from his belt a scrawl of parchment and unrolled it, revealing flush, ornate handwriting that had to have been trained for years by a practiced hand.

      “You mean… there’s no way I can be taken away and put back in this tower?”

      “You’ll have to return after I’m done with you, but with this signed order from the king, I’m allowed to escort you through the grounds and introduce you to the number of knights who’ve arrived from the kingdom. Why, there’s a few now whom I’ve specifically requested meet with you waiting right now.”

      “Ruh… Really?”

      He has to be joking, he thought, breathing, trying his best to maintain control of his sanity. This has to be a joke.

      If this were what he believed it was, then this joke, as sick as it happened to be, had to have been devised by a number of people—including the guards whom had given their share of blows to make sure his existence within the tower was as much a living hell as possible. While he didn’t necessarily believe that Jordan would ever do such a thing, it made Odin wonder whether or not that writing was true—that the piece of parchment, as official as it seemed, had been drafted by someone with naturally-neat handwriting and not the king himself.

      Before him, Jordan offered a smile to reveal white, it somewhat-disjointed teeth.

      “This is no joke?” Odin asked, settling his arms at his side.

      “This is no joke,” Jordan replied. He gestured Odin forward with a wave of his hand. “Come, Odin—we have people waiting for us.”

      With nothing to do but follow, Odin took his first few steps forward.

      He couldn’t help but smile.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, an alien world assaulted him. The colors, so warm and vibrant; the air, so fresh and clean; the stone beneath him, so hard and sturdy; the air, rich, filled with heat and slicking the back of his throat—to say that stepping out of the tower for the first time in years was exciting would have been to diminish the act. Joyous, ecstatic, his heart in knots and his mind threatening to overwhelm him—he paced behind weapons master Jordan with his hands at his sides and his eyes set toward the distant training field: where, beyond the eastern towers, boys sparred and trained while being instructed by another weapons master.

      “I’m sorry,” Jordan sighed, bowing his head.

      “For what, sir?” Odin frowned.

      “You didn’t deserve what happened to you. Don’t, really.”

      Of course I don’t, Odin thought, clamping his jaw to keep from speaking. I didn’t do anything wrong.

      Odin turned his attention to the group of pages after they passed the T-shaped entryway that led up to the fifth tower, eyes scanning the battlefield as first they arranged themselves into groups of two, then barreled toward one another, swords and staves at the ready. This vision spoke of times past—when, seemingly no more than yesterday, he had dueled a boy with a sword one of those very pages held.

      To honor his kingdom, to defend his pride, to display with blood and sweat the glory of his passion—at that moment, everything returned to him: from the pain, to the suffering, to the humility and then the downright horror of what his life had become.

      “Question,” Jordan said, drawing up beside Odin before pressing a hand against his upper back.

      “Yes, sir?” Odin asked, blinking to clear his eyes of torment.

      “Do you still know how to use a sword?”

      “Probably,” he shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you more over the past few years. I hope you haven’t lost your touch.”

      How desperately he wanted to say that one could not lose their art with the sword—that, like writing, such an act was never forgotten, merely unpracticed—but remained silent. Instead, he narrowed his eyes, watched as a page’s sword went flying into the air, then as the boy was pushed to the ground, symbolic of military life and the death that would often follow.

      “We should go,” Jordan said, patting Odin’s back one last time. “There’s men to be seen today. We don’t want to keep them waiting.”

      No, Odin thought. We don’t.
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        * * *

      

      The courtyard was bursting with activity. Squires rushing back and forth to carry supplies for knights; pages skirting through the crowds hoping to be noticed by the men they so believed were heroes; royal women, children and men making their way along the sides of the streets, some with heads bowed and others giving the knights their full recognition—to look upon such a sight was enough to give Odin a headache, but his troubles were soon gone as Jordan beckoned him into the slowly-growing crowd.

      “Don’t lose me,” the weapons master said. “I don’t want us to get separated.”

      “They’d throw me back in the tower,” Odin said, “wouldn’t they?”

      “There would be no stopping them without this official proclamation from the king.”

      As if testing his response, Jordan reached down and tapped the scroll of parchment at his side.

      This may be your only chance, Odin thought. You can’t blow it now.

      Were he to lose this opportunity, he may never be conscripted into a knight’s service. Only the tower would remain.

      Brushing the thoughts from his head, Odin continued to follow Jordan through the crowd, navigating the long streets lined with vendors and shopkeepers until they began to make their way toward the stables.

      “Sir,” Odin said. “Where are we going?”

      “I’ve instructed a few of the men to wait by the stables so they could meet you.”

      “You… personally recommended me?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? You’re about as sharp as they come, and besides—you are a mage, after all.”

      But does that really give me special treatment?

      Without knowing how the men would respond to a boy of only sixteen who’d been locked in a tower and deprived of most, if not all of his weapons training, he couldn’t be sure how the men would react.

      Calm down, the voice in his head said. Everything will be just fine.

      The world, which had since blurred into a variety of gray and moody colors, returned to full focus.

      Directly before the two of them stood a series of men garbed in royal colors—including, but not limited to: men of different skin colors, but particularly Kadarians.

      At the sight of them, Odin froze in place.

      His hand instinctively fell to his side.

      “Odin,” Jordan said.

      “Sir,” he managed, swallowing a lump in his throat. “They’re… they’re Kadarians!”

      “They are as much members of our country as any of the other knights are.”

      “I don’t… I thought⁠—”

      The situation in Germa had grown increasingly tense. Through the grapevine, and beyond the door where guards discussed daily happenings, he’d heard rumors that the Germanian population was gathering near one of the other desert towns for what seemed like a grand meeting. It could not be determined from a vast distance whether or not this meeting was actually war, as Ornalan scouts in the area could not actually force their way into the meeting halls. War, it seemed, lingered close, and for that alone a rumor had begun that the draft would soon take place. They would obviously strike Bohren first, they said, for it was the closest to their bordering country, before spreading out and taking Sylina and eventually the farming down of Lianasa and military outpost Ke’Tarka. However, in staring at the black men in front of him, and in taking in each of their features, Odin found himself trembling not in fear, but excitement.

      These are men who joined our country to liberate themselves from Germa, he thought, biting down upon, then slicking his lips.

      Could they possibly be the men who would take him from his petty existence and whisk him off on a grand adventure?

      No longer able to contain his excitement, Odin nodded, took a deep breath, then advanced with Jordan at his side.

      Almost immediately, the men turned their heads up.

      “Hello gentlemen,” Jordan said, lacing his hands behind his back and assuming the straightest posture he could. “Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to meet with me. This is the young man I’ve personally written to you about.”

      Personally? Odin frowned, then said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” hoping at the same time that his tone hadn’t sounded too condescending.

      The men said nothing. They glanced him up and down, from head to toe, before giving him indecisive looks of either appreciation or disdain. One of the Kadarians—a tall, somewhere-near six-and-a-half-foot man with an impressive physique and a pair of dark, nearly-black eyes—stepped forward and lifted Odin’s arm, flexing the muscle and poking it with a forefinger. “He’s very well structured,” this man said, turning his eyes up at Jordan. “Did you train him yourself?”

      “I oversaw his training while he was being kept in the fifth tower,” Jordan replied.

      “The fifth tower?” one of the lighter, olive-skinned men asked. “Why was he there?”

      “It’s a long story that isn’t necessary to go into.”

      “You,” the dark-skinned Kadarian said, instantly drawing Odin’s attention.

      “Yes?” Odin asked.

      “You’re a mage.”

      “Yes sir. I am.”

      “Are you practiced?”

      “Yes. I mean I’m⁠—”

      “He’s very well-read,” Jordan added, cutting Odin off before he could finish. “He can also write quite well from what I understand.”

      “My only concern is that you might not be able to help me on my journeys to the deserts,” the Kadarian said.

      The deserts? Odin thought, casting a look in Jordan’s directions. But I⁠—

      “Odin’s very strong,” Jordan added.

      “I can tell,” the black man said, pressing his hands atop Odin’s shoulders. “He’s very well-built, but I’m concerned for his size.”

      “That shouldn’t be⁠—”

      “I will be handling giant horses, Sir Jordan. It doesn’t matter how strong a boy is if he can’t handle the reins.”

      When the black man stepped back and into the crowd of knights, Odin gave the man a slight nod to signify his thanks before falling back at Jordan’s side.

      In the moments that followed, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though the entire world was watching him.

      It’s okay. They’re just watching you.

      Watching him or not, every one of those eyes that lay upon him felt like sticks—harsh, jagged, meant only to harm instead of help.

      “Does anyone else here want to ask the young man any questions?” Jordan asked, setting an arm across Odin’s shoulders. “We’re in no rush.”

      As if struck by a cloud of silence, none of the men responded.

      “Odin,” Jordan said. “Could you please excuse us for a moment?”

      “Yes sir,” he said. “Thank you.”

      After giving the other men a nod of thanks, Odin turned, shoved his hands into his pockets, then made his way to the end of the road—where, at the corner, he settled down and crossed his legs before settling his arms over his chest.

      Immediately, the emotions began to flood in.

      Jordan brings me out of the tower and all I get are cold shoulders.

      Could he blame them though? They had, naturally, questioned the reasoning beyond him being in the fifth tower, and had received no answer, so it was any wonder why they chose to disregard him.

      It’s okay, he thought. It’s only the first day.

      So what? Some of the knights had already picked their squires, were already moving into the castle in preparation to begin their charges’ trainings. Did it, in the end, really come down to how small you were or how you looked? How could they know if he could or couldn’t do something just by looking at him?

      They can’t, he decided, because they don’t know what I can do.

      Odin bowed his head.

      With nothing to do but to wait for Jordan, he began to whisper under his breath that things would be just fine.
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        * * *

      

      What seemed like hours later, Jordan returned bearing what appeared to be bad news. Face somber, lips painted in half a scowl and half a frown, he let a sigh pass from his lips, crouched down beside Odin, then set a hand on his shoulder before he leaned forward and said the few telling words. “None of them were interested.”

      Why, Odin couldn’t be sure, for he knew himself to be a young man talented beyond most of his peers. His swordsmanship, his intuition, his intelligence gained from a perfect memory, and his magic—for what reason did the men not want him? Did they feel as though he was dangerous and unruly, and for that had been imprisoned within the forbidden tower, or did they only his size as an issue when looking upon him?

      Does it matter? he thought.

      It seemed not, considering that no man would be enlisting him today.

      “Lift your chin up,” Jordan said, then tapped Odin’s jawline for emphasis. “It’s only the first day.”

      “But other pages have already found their squires.”

      “Like I said: it was only the first day. There’ll be more.”

      “You recommended me to each of them.”

      “Just because they didn’t want you doesn’t mean that somebody else won’t.”

      So you say.

      “I don’t want to go back to the tower,” Odin sighed.

      “You have to, Odin.”

      “I’ll go outside the castle grounds. Someone will let me stay with them until more knights come.”

      “And how do you expect to be found outside these walls, or be treated as a squire if you’re not within them?”

      “I—”

      Resigned to his fate, Odin hung his head, stood, then brushed the dirt off of his pants and began to cross the distance back to the castle with Jordan. Aching, desperately, for the need to be free, he tilted his head to survey the fifth tower and wondered what the king must have thought of him.

      If he really cared, he thought, then he wouldn’t have kept me up there for so long.

      Had King Ournul been aware of his circumstance, or had he simply forgotten, preferring to ignore a page’s plight in order to be free of consequence? Either way, the idea that the king had completely ignored him infuriated Odin to no end, and for that he began to stew in his emotion as Jordan led them into the castle and down the hallway that led to the revolving stairway.

      When they arrived on the walls, Odin had to resist the urge to look out at the courtyard for fear that he would see more pages being chosen by the very knights whom had decided to leave him be.

      “Jordan?” Odin asked, not bothering to turn his head as they approached the tower.

      “Yes?” the weapons master asked.

      “I want to ask you something, but…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how to.”

      “You don’t know how to ask the question?” the weapons master frowned, pausing.

      “No, sir. I don’t.”

      “You have no need to be nervous around me, Odin. I don’t judge you.”

      “You haven’t judged me once since I came here.”

      “I took a liking to you after you beat me in that spar. Call it intuition, but I’d say you have a very bright future ahead of you.”

      “Do you really think that, sir?”

      “Do you not believe it?”

      Do I, Odin thought, or am I just doubtful?

      To have the entire world and its populace against them would have made anyone question their place in the grand scheme of things.

      When they approached the fifth tower and the guards began to open the door, Odin turned to Jordan and found himself locked in a position where he knew nothing of his future and just what would become of him.

      Raising his hand, Jordan bid him a short goodbye, then turned and made his way back down the bridge of the T.

      “Your time’s up,” one of the guards grunted.

      “Yeah,” Odin replied. “I know.”

      After stepping into his prison and listening to the locks sliding into place, he made his way to the mattress and collapsed atop it.

      Maybe later, when his mind had settled and his heart wasn’t aching, he would find a way to ask the question he so desperately needed answered.
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        * * *

      

      Evening came slowly and with little reward. Dozing, fitfully, between the hours he’d met with the knights and the time the sun began to set, Odin turned to and fro in an attempt to lose himself in a world where there was no worry, consequence or fear. Much to his regret, however, each and every time he managed to fall asleep, he dreamed of the tower and his eternal existence within it.

      This is where you will stay, the voice in his head said, for the rest of your life.

      Was that truly the case? He’d enlisted within the military to emancipate himself from his father. Now that he’d been incarcerated, he wondered what would happen when he came of age. Would he be allowed to leave the tower and return to Felnon, or would he be asked to remain until the knights returned the next time around for new squires? With no clear answers in sight, the questions did little to comfort him, as it appeared that every logical answer could be explained away.

      From outside the door came the sound of hushed negotiations.

      Fearing the worst, Odin pushed himself upright, drew the blankets over his waist, and waited for whatever was to come.

      The locks began to slide out of place.

      The metal bars screamed hellfire as they ground against the door.

      No more than a few several moments later, the door opened to reveal Jordan—dressed, unusually, in formal attire for such a late hour of the day. “Odin,” he said, turning his head and gesturing the guards to close the door behind him.

      “Sir,” Odin replied.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine. Why?”

      “You said you were having trouble phrasing the question you wanted answered earlier.”

      “Oh. That.”

      He took several long moments to compose himself for what he was about to say. Eyes closed, breath even, cheeks burning from unease rather than any actual embarrassment, he opened his eyes to look at the weapons master and gave him a slight smile before expelling lungfuls of air. “I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, bowing his head to look at the floor. “My question… it’s selfish, but⁠—”

      “No question is selfish unless it benefits the one who asks it.”

      “It would benefit me, sir.”

      Jordan nodded. He scratched his chin before seating himself on the lone stool within the room. “Ask your question, Odin.”

      “I wanted… I wanted to know what would happen if a knight didn’t take me as his squire.”

      “That’s quite a thing to ask, especially since you know someone’s going to take you as his squire.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because most of the knights have already picked their squires.”

      “There are more on the way.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about, sir.”

      “To answer your question,” Jordan said, bracing his hands on his thighs before leaning forward, “you would likely be kept here.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” the man laughed. “You committed a royal offense, Odin.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Either way, the sole reason you’re being held here is because the king believes you’re a danger to those around you.”

      “Do you think that?”

      “No.”

      “Why won’t you say something then?”

      “Because that would require gaining an audience with the king. That could take months.”

      I’ve been here for two years, he thought, and you haven’t said one word about me being up here this entire time?

      Knowing that expressing such thoughts would only land him in ill favor with the one man who actually gave a damn Odin sighed and titled his head up to look into his weapon master’s eyes. “Would they let me leave if someone didn’t pick me?”

      “I’d imagine so, but where would you go?”

      “Felnon.”

      The idea of having to travel the four days by himself unnerved him to no end. It didn’t mean he couldn’t do it, though, and while his confidence had plummeted throughout the past two years, he knew for a fact that his abilities would allow him to make his way back to his homeland without a companion or even a sword.

      In the moments of silence that followed, Jordan merely stared at him, eyes souring as the breaths of time continued to pass. “Would you really throw all this away?” the weapons master asked.

      “Throw what away?” Odin replied. “This?” He gestured to the stone walls around him, to the mattress he sat upon and the door that stood no more than a few feet away.

      “You realize this is only a temporary⁠—”

      “Temporary? I’ve been here for two years, goddammit!”

      “Don’t speak to me in that tone!” Jordan barked. “You have no right.”

      “Do I?”

      The vein in the man’s temple throbbed.

      Good, Odin thought. Now you know how I feel.

      Standing, Jordan turned and started to make his way to the door. Before he could get there, he turned to face Odin. In his eyes the flames were bright, the wars heavy, the forbidden fruit ripe, and in his facial expression Odin could see a world of pain—of being stabbed with daggers and ripped open by machines with iron gears. It would not matter whether he turned and walked away, Odin knew, because the damage had already been done, the unease vibrant, the boiling rage apparent.

      While waiting for Jordan to respond, Odin began to tick down the moments—first one, then two, then finally three.

      On the fourth, the man let a sigh escape from his lips before leaning against the wall. “You asked if your question was selfish,” he said. “I would say no, as you’re worried about your wellbeing. That’s all.”

      “Doesn’t that count as selfish though?”

      “Let me tell you something, Odin: I’m of the opinion that if you’ve got nothing or no one to worry about, fearing for your own safety isn’t selfish. It may seem so, sure, but you above all else are more important in your life, right?”

      “I… I guess.”

      “And you, above anyone else, know what’s best for you. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “So in the long run, worrying about your own wellbeing is a good thing, because you as well as I both know that no one else is going to give a damn if you don’t.”

      When Jordan turned and knocked on the door three times, he cast a glance back over his shoulder and gave him a smile comparable to several thousand diamonds shining along the grandest mountain in the Three Kingdoms. “Don’t worry about being selfish,” Jordan said when the door opened. “Just worry about what you’re going to do with your life. I can’t make the decisions for you.”

      Of course not.

      Jordan departed.

      Odin sighed.

      Outside, the world continued on.

      If only inside it would as well.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, after a series of nightmares that woke him several times throughout the night, Odin rose with a cough so bad it hurt to breathe. His throat raw, his chest aching and his head feeling like it would begin to weep blood, he lifted his hands to his face and tried desperately to keep from coughing.

      When one of the fits went on for more than a few brief moments, paranoia sewed its seed and threatened to give birth to the flower of agony.

      It can’t be, he thought, coughing, lifting his hands away to find blood staining his skin. It just… it can’t.

      The sun, which had since begun to rise, pierced through the sky and lit the opposite side of the room in white and yellow.

      As the locks on the other side of the door began to slide and click out of place, Odin’s cough returned—fiercer this time, and with a malevolence that he could not shake.

      When the door opened to reveal a guard, who stepped forward with a platter of likely-cold food, he asked, after setting the offering on the stool beside the bed, “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I think I’m sick,” Odin said. “Can I have a glass of water?”

      The man reached down to unclip the canteen at his side before offering it to Odin. “You can have that,” he said, watching Odin take several long drinks with uneasy eyes. “I don’t want to catch what you have.”

      With little more than a nod, Odin capped the canteen, set it on the floor, then rolled onto his side, where he pulled the stool forward with a few meager tugs and shoved a biscuit in his mouth.

      He ate in bitter silence, dreading each moment. His lungs ached, his throat felt as though it was being scraped whenever he swallowed. Even his mouth—which, up until that moment, seemed fine—was dry, despite the fact that he’d taken sips of water to alleviate his symptoms.

      By the time he finished eating and pushed himself back into bed, he found himself nearly unable to remain awake.

      As his head hit the mattress, only one thought occurred to him.

      I won’t be able to see the knights today.

      He lost time of how long he lay there, staring at the ceiling and dozing between the realms of reality. Head heavy, eyelids drooping, vision out of focus, he slicked his tongue across his lips in an attempt to remain awake and found himself unable to do so. Eventually, he dozed off and dreamed of nothing, but when the door opened what seemed like several hours later, High Mage Daughtry peeked into the room.

      From his current perspective—near-asleep and spread out along the bed—Odin could just barely make out the frown that crossed the man’s face.

      “Are you sick?” the mage asked.

      “Yes,” Odin said, pulling the blankets tightly around him. “I’m sorry, sir.”

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. If you’re not well, I can leave, if you’d like, I⁠—”

      “No!” Odin cried, coughing when he realized his outburst. “It’s all right, I mean. You can stay.”

      Though Daughtry’s eyes narrowed, he nodded and closed the door before moving the empty plate of food off the stool. “When did you get sick?” he asked.

      “This morning. I woke up because I was coughing.”

      “Bad?”

      “Pretty bad.”

      “Sit up. Let me feel your chest.”

      Odin did as asked. He gripped the blankets and took several long, deep breaths and exhales as the mage tested different points on his chest with two extended fingers. He even took the time to place his hand at Odin’s brow.

      “You’ve got a fever,” Daughtry said, glancing down at the blankets. “Are you cold?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not going to tell you to take them off, but I’d suggest getting rid of them. Overheating yourself when you have a fever will only make you sicker.”

      Upon Daughtry’s suggestion, Odin cast the blankets to the end of the bed, though regretted it almost instantly.

      “Sir,” Odin said, managing to contain another cough when it rose in his chest. “I can try to do a little magic, if you’d like.”

      “Are you up for it?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “I don’t want you to overexert yourself.”

      “It’ll test my limits,” Odin smiled. “Right?”

      “I suppose,” Daughtry shrugged.

      The professor removed himself from the stool, then crouched down, where he pulled from his usual bag the wine glass so stable within their teaching and retrieved a vial of water from his robe. He watched Odin for a brief moment before uncorking the tube of liquid and dumping its contents into the glass.

      “All right,” Daughtry said, raising his head. “If you don’t think you can do it, don’t. I don’t want you hurting yourself.”

      “I know, sir.”

      With little more than a nod, Odin raised a finger. The tip glowed white.

      Whilst concentrating as hard as he could despite the pain in his body, he managed to pull a few individuals strands of water into the air that resembled something like snakes gliding from the highest parts of the trees. From these fragments he formed three orbs—which, by will, he set to revolve before Daughtry’s eyes in a complete circle.

      “Did you try to do this,” the mage asked, “or were you trying to get all the water out?”

      “Just this,” Odin managed.

      Of course, he chose not to let on that his meager attempt at drawing the water from the glass had caused him some discomfort. For that reason, he took his time in allowing the three floating masses of water to rotate before combining them into one larger entity, as doing so made a spark of weightlessness appear at the center of his vision.

      “Very good,” Daughtry said, watching the progress with his eccentric brown eyes.

      “What do you want to see?” Odin asked.

      “What do I want to see?” the professor frowned.

      “Yeah. I want to try to make something.”

      “Out of the water?”

      Odin nodded.

      “All right,” the man shrugged, setting three fingers to his chin. “How about a horse?”

      From the moisture Odin formed the figure of a horse within his mind and willed it into existence—from the legs, to the flank, the midsection and then finally its proud head. With extra thought, he willed the stallion into artificial life, feeding movements risen from his mind and into the magic with little more than a passing thought. In response, the stallion reared up and kicked its forelegs at Daughtry. It even managed a little whinny.

      “Did you make it make that sound?” Daughtry asked.

      “I… guess,” Odin frowned. All he’d had to do to produce the affect was imagine the replica making a noise. “Was it supposed to do that?”

      “If you made it, yes, it was supposed to. I don’t know how it could’ve made the sound though.”

      “I just thought about it.”

      “Yes. I know.” Daughtry set a hand to his face and watched Odin through the fingers splayed out across his cheekbones. “Did you find it hard to make the creature replicate the noise?”

      “No.”

      Daughtry nodded. “This is very good,” he said. “Try making something else for me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, anything you want. This is your lesson, after all. I’d like to see something you would like to make.”

      What to make, what to make, Odin thought.

      Instantaneously, his mind traveled back to the night he’d fled from his father.

      Pouring over the details within his head as if his thoughts were the pot and the air before him the land in which the tea would be dumped upon, he created the shewolf on the flat of his hand as if he were looking upon. From her proud, elegant figure, her tall, muscled thighs, and the intent stare that lit her face in a light so intimidating Odin found it hard to even visualize, he filled in every tiny detail he could think of and made her prance around in front of the professor.

      “A werewolf,” Daughtry said, eyes transfixed on the image before him. “Odin, are you sure you can hold something that long in your condition? I mean⁠—”

      A series of coughs escaped Odin’s chest.

      Desperate, intent, wracked with pain but somehow able to maintain the image, Odin held the figure in place as he continued to cough until, finally, one long bout of pressure sent blood from his mouth. These small speckles, seen as liquid by his magic, joined with the shewolf and began to swim within her like parasitic worms bent on destroying her from the inside out.

      “Release the image,” Daughtry said.

      “But sir,” Odin managed.

      “Do it.”

      Before Odin could fully lose hold on the construct, Daughtry lashed his hand forward, caught the figure within his grasp, then superheated the water and blood until it disappeared into a plume of mist.

      “Sir—”

      “You need to rest now. I’m going to have a healer come up and look at you.”

      “But I don’t⁠—”

      He wasn’t able to finish. Daughtry had already opened the door and stormed out.
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        * * *

      

      Both Daughtry and Jordan stood to the side as a young healer applied pressure to certain points of Odin’s chest and gestured him to breathe every time he placed his hand flat and splayed his fingers along his upper torso. This man, who couldn’t have been any more than twenty-some years of age, directed Odin to take several slow, deep breaths and planted what felt like a tingling sensation throughout his chest. It began as a spark which flowered with warmth, which in turn flickered down his arms and up his throat until it hit the inside of his head. Here, the sensation turned into static, and though he couldn’t necessarily see what was happening, Odin imagined his hair now stood on end.

      “You’re very ill,” the healer said, pulling the blanket over Odin’s shoulders. “You need to stay in bed.”

      “But sir⁠—”

      “Listen to him, boy,” Jordan said, then set a hand on the healer’s back when he came forward. “Will he be all right?”

      “He’ll be fine if he rests,” the man said, narrowing his eyes as if to drive the point home. “What triggered this?”

      “He was performing magic,” Daughtry said, “and I⁠—”

      Jordan turned his head. Daughtry’s eyes widened with hurt and worry.

      “It’s not his fault,” Odin croaked. “I’m the one who pushed myself.”

      “You should’ve been more careful,” Jordan said. “Daughtry, can you take this gentleman outside for a moment? I need to talk to Odin.”

      Daughtry merely nodded.

      The moment the two were out the door, Jordan ran both hands through his short hair and walked to the window, where he looked out its small surface before he began to speak. “I’d like to write to your father,” the weapons master said. “If that’s all right with you.”

      “Sir?” Odin managed.

      “I can’t be here to take care of you, and the healer or Daughtry can’t be here all day—especially Daughtry.”

      “You want my father to come to Ornala to take care of me?” Odin frowned.

      “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but both me and your father have been conversing through letters over the past few months. He’s wanted to come and visit anyway.”

      “After all this time?”

      “He was afraid of writing you directly. He feels you hate him.”

      Hate him? Odin thought. But how… why…

      He could never hate the man who had raised him—could never hold that much anger or regret to ever think of his father in anything but a wholesome light. While they’d had their differences in the past, and while it seemed that things would never truly be simple between them, he could at least appreciate the man for getting him as far as he had when, ultimately, he’d been the one to abandon the group two years ago.

      “He would be here to help you recover,” Jordan said, pulling Odin’s eyes away from the blanket. “It’s better to be watched with an illness like this anyway.”

      “What do I have?”

      “Blood cough.”

      Blood cough?

      How could he have caught an illness that ran so rampant through children now, when he was nearly an adult?

      “When you felt the magic on your chest,” Jordan continued, “it was the healer looking into your lungs. He says they’re very dry.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He doesn’t know for sure, but he thinks it has something to do with the weather. He wants to bring a tub of water up here to help moisten the air in the room.”

      “All right.”

      “You ate breakfast, I assume?

      Odin waved his hand to the end of the mattress. Jordan stooped to pick the platter up. “All right,” Jordan said, rising to his full height. “Get some rest. I’ll write your father and have the healer come in with a tub of water. You stay put. You don’t need to overexert yourself again.”

      The moment Jordan left the room and the door shut firmly behind him, Odin closed his eyes, pulled a single blanket around his body, and tried to go to sleep.

      If he truly had what Jordan said he did, then the next few days and even weeks would not bode well for him.
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        * * *

      

      Days later, after what seemed like an eternity of suffering, the healer kneeled at Odin’s bedside running a damp rag over his face, chest and upper arms. Several times, he asked Odin to inhale from the cloth, damp with water and solution. Though he said it would help his breathing, it only served to make Odin more miserable.

      “When will I get better?” Odin asked, setting a hand over his brow.

      “Eventually,” the healer, whom Odin had come to know as Barmut, said. “You need to be patient. The body heals at its own pace.”

      “Can’t you just use magic on me?”

      “If it were a physical wound that I could see, yes—I most likely could. In cases like this, however, it would be like you asking me to lift a metal object you swallowed out of your stomach. How would I know which side of the object wasn’t sharp if I couldn’t see it?”

      “But Master Jordan said you were looking at the insides of my lungs.”

      “I can’t literally see them though.” The healer paused. “I don’t know how to describe it, but to explain it as simply as possible: it’s like looking at a gem and seeing the tiny flaws in it. You can’t see the very flaw—like you could see how a piece of cheese was cut with a knife at an awkward angle—but you can see the bubbles that were trapped during the gem’s creation. Do you understand?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Good.” Barmut set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Like I said, just get some rest and stay in bed. If you need to go to the bathroom, do so, but go right back to bed.”

      Odin nodded before the healer took his leave. He rolled onto his stomach and hoped that the sudden movement wouldn’t start another coughing fit. The reminder of his personal body functions alone revolted him to no end. Here he was—in a tower, having to use a bucket to relieve himself—when he could just as easily be escorted down to the castle and use the sewer system there.

      The door suddenly opened.

      At first, Odin thought Barmut had returned for something, but when he raised his head and found that it was Jordan who had stepped into the tower, he frowned and pushed himself up with one elbow. “Sir?” he asked. “What’re you doing here?”

      Jordan closed the door—quietly, as if he were treading into dangerous waters and ready to face the witch herself. “Your father is here,” he said.

      “Already?”

      “I wrote to him days ago. The messengers are quick. You know they stop for little.”

      The lapse of silence that followed forced Odin to realize that, in but a few moments, he would be talking to the very man he had run away from all those years ago.

      “Will you stay in here with me?” Odin asked.

      “I promised to give the two of you time alone.”

      Unable to look at his weapon’s master, Odin bowed his head.

      “Don’t worry,” Jordan said, kneeling to meet Odin’s down-turned gaze. “Your father wants to see you, and as far as I can tell, he doesn’t plan to yell at you.”

      “You think?”

      “I do.” Jordan rose. “Just be thankful that your father still cares, Odin. Not many men would if their sons ran off.”

      Jordan left the tower before he could say anything else.

      All right, Odin thought, waiting for the door to reopen and his father to step in. Here he comes.

      Several long moments passed without anything happening. It could have been a blessing, as it gave him ample opportunity to brace himself for whatever was to come, but it could also have been seen as a consequence, for with each moment that passed it felt he was being sawed open and forced to lay prone for the eagles and starving fawns to tear his innards from his body.

      “Come on,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Just get in here and⁠—”

      The door opened.

      Odin drew a breath.

      The moment the door opened, Odin saw his father—a man whom, by all respects, appeared the same as he had before, save for several days’ worth of stubble on his face and a few streaks of gray in his hair.

      “Son,” the man said, the tone so plain Odin could barely derive any emotion from it.

      “Sir,” Odin replied, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Father, I⁠—”

      Ectris Karussa took one step forward.

      Odin froze. Instinctively, as if grasping for comfort, his fingers curled around the edge of the blanket.

      I’m a child, he thought, awaiting a beating.

      “By God,” Ectris smiled, falling to his knees beside the mattress. “Look at you. You’re so… you’re so grown up.”

      “I’m sorry I ran away,” Odin replied, unable to restrain the tears that coursed down his face in the following moments. “I didn’t want to turn around. I wanted to come here.”

      “I should never have threatened you like that,” Ectris said, opening his arms. “I hope you still love me even after all this time apart.”

      Instead of answering, Odin slid into his father’s arms. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be sorry, Odin.”

      “I fall asleep crying sometimes because I know how bad it must’ve hurt you to have me run off like that.”

      “Yes, it hurt,” Ectris sighed, pushing Odin away from him. “Damn you, boy. Damn you and your brave heart.”

      Odin found himself smiling.

      Ectris smiled in return. “Your weapon’s master tells me you’re very sick.”

      “I’m sorry you had to come all this way, Father.”

      “Why are you apologizing? It’s not your fault you’ve got a cough.”

      “It’s not just a cough—it’s the blood cough.”

      “The blood cough?” Ectris frowned.

      Odin closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Though he could not see his father’s action, he sensed one arm rise and then part over the curves of his hair, where he pushed it away from his face. It took but a moment for Odin to open his eyes and see his father pulling from his belt a canteen.

      “There you go, “Ectris said. “The healer, what’s his name? Barmat, Bartus⁠—”

      “Barmut,” Odin said.

      “Yes. Barmut. He said you needed to drink water to keep your throat wet.”

      “All right.”

      Odin took another long drink before settling down on the bed. He watched his father, waiting for him to say something else, before he scooted over and gestured for him to settle down on the bed. “Do you want to rest with me, Father?”

      “One of the guards said they would bring a second mattress up. I can just⁠—”

      “You don’t need to wait. I know you’re tired.”

      “I’m fine, son. Really, I’m⁠—”

      “You’ve got shadows under your eyes.”

      “You need your rest,” the man began. “I can’t⁠—”

      Odin shook his head. “Come on,” he said. “The pillow is big enough for the both of us.”

      Thinking his father would argue, Odin reached for the man’s wrist. Before he could grab it, however, Ectris unlaced his boots and settled down beside him.

      “Thank you,” Ectris whispered, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “I’m so happy to see you again.”

      “I am too,” Odin said.

      Maybe now he could truly start to recover.
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        * * *

      

      Throughout the next few days, the healer continued to bring buckets of water into the tower and apply the solution to Odin’s face. His father, standing off to one side, watched the healer with concern. Odin wanted to beg his father to have the healer stop, as the solution both smelled and tasted horrible, but so far hadn’t been able to muster the courage for fear that Barmut, who was tending to him so well, might feel slighted.

      “Sir,” Odin said, pushing the man’s hand away before sitting up. “Am I getting any better?”

      “I think so,” Barmut said, running a hand through Odin’s hair. “Your cough has gone down, correct?”

      “A little.”

      “Then you don’t have anything to worry about, because if your symptoms are starting to lessen, you are showing improvement.”

      Ectris stood, squeezed Odin’s shoulder, and walked to the window.

      “I still have to stay in bed,” Odin said, pulling his eyes back up to the healer, “right?”

      “I’m afraid so. It’s better to relax and stay inside than to move around in the open air.”

      “Is anyone else sick?”

      “A few pages, yes, but not any of the older boys.” Barmut frowned and applied the rag to Odin’s nose once more. “This is strange, because young men such as yourself don’t normally succumb to this kind of illness.”

      “Blood Cough?” Ectris asked. “He’s never had it.”

      “That might explain why he is only just getting it,” Barmut sighed. “Breathe, Odin.”

      Guiding him back onto the bed, Barmut held a hand steady to Odin’s neck and continued to apply pressure over Odin’s mouth. Taking slow, deep breaths, in through the mouth and then out the nose, Odin found the moisture and solution within the rag to be comforting in that moment rather than complicating, as it soothed his ragged lungs and his parched throat almost instantly.

      “I’m going to put some of this on your chest,” the healer said, pulling the sheet down to Odin’s waist. “It might help if you’ve got some of this on your body.”

      “There isn’t anything better you can give my son?” Ectris asked.

      “No, sir. I’m sorry, but this is better than nothing. Most young men go for weeks without any kind of medicine. It’s not dangerous, of course—unless you’re coughing so much blood it’s making you pale—but this isn’t a very enjoyable process.”

      “It’ll be all right,” Ectris said, taking Odin’s hand.

      “There’s nothing to be worried about,” Barmut agreed. “As long as you get plenty of rest, you’ll be fine.”

      The door opened.

      Upon instinct, Odin pushed the rag away from his face and sat up.

      Weapons Master Jordan stood in the doorway, a slight look of unease upon his face. “I’m sorry for interrupting,” he said, “but someone’s here to see you, Odin.”

      “Really?” Odin asked.

      “Really.”

      Odin glanced from Jordan to his father, who only smiled in response.

      “He’s more than willing to wait if you’re not ready to see anyone,” Jordan continued. Then, after making sure the door was firmly shut, stepped forward and added, “Though if I were you, I’d see him now. He’s come a long way.”

      “Where from, sir?”

      “He didn’t specify. Just that he came to see you.” Jordan looked at Ectris, then Barmut before sighing. “Like I said, he’s more than willing to wait if you’re feeling ill or don’t want to see anyone.”

      “It’s fine, sir.”

      “Are you sure?” Ectris asked, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “He even said that he would wait. You can always just⁠—”

      “He’s the only one who’s wanted to see me,” Odin said, reaching up to set a hand over his father’s. “Send him in, sir. Please.”

      “I’ll excuse myself,” Barmut said, making his way for the exit. “Please rest, Odin. Don’t strain yourself.”

      “I won’t, high healer.”

      The healer bowed his head before opening the door. He paused, stared at someone outside as if the individual was about to commit bodily harm upon him, then slipped out without another word.

      “All right,” Jordan said. “Give me a moment. I’ve told him you’re sick, so there’s no need to worry about embarrassing yourself or him. He’s an honest man.”

      Turning, Jordan crossed the room and disappeared out the door.

      “Who do you think it is?” Odin asked, turning to face his father.

      “I don’t know,” Ectris said.

      “He’ll be the only one who’s come to see me.”

      “So? At least someone wants to see you.”

      “I mean… why did this man, out of all the other knights, come here, for me?”

      “I don’t know, Odin. Let’s just wait and find out.”

      The door opened. Jordan stepped inside, but left the threshold open.

      Behind him, a behemoth of a figure in a dark cloak stooped through the entryway, then rose. His gargantuan height dwarfed Jordan at seven-feet in total.

      “Heh-Hello,” Odin managed.

      “Hello Odin,” the deep-voiced figure said. “I hope you’re feeling better.”

      “Yuh-Yes sir.”

      For no apparent reason, as if it were a gust of wind skirting through the threshold and wrapping around him, a series of violent shakes began to overtake Odin’s body. His heart beat faster, his breathing came in ragged wisps, and to his and his father’s horror, he began coughing, but quickly regained his composure when the tremble in the tall figure’s voice stopped reverberating throughout the room.

      Is his voice doing this to me?

      “You have nothing to be afraid of,” the cloaked person said. “Jordan. Could you please close the door?”

      The weapons master did as asked.

      “I apologize,” the figure said. “I’m not comfortable revealing myself to strangers.”

      “Why?” Odin managed.

      “Let’s just say that I’m not something you would normally see.”

      Ectris stood.

      From the corner of his vision, Odin watched his father’s hand trail to the dagger on his belt.

      How did he⁠—

      “You have nothing to be afraid of,” the figure said. “I have no desire to harm your child.”

      “What are you then?” Ectris asked. “Why won’t you reveal yourself?”

      “If you would stand back, I will.”

      The figure lifted his hands and began, ever so slowly, to pull his gloves off, which revealed porcelain-white palms that were tipped with the darkest shade of purple nails that had been sharpened to points.

      “What are you?” Ectris asked.

      Next, the figure revealed the same pearl-white skin, albeit on a bare chest which lay divided in two halves of muscle. Seemingly-hewn from the mountains to the east, this muscle, sculpted to the figure’s ten abdominal muscles, continued up the torso until it ended where two equally-impressive pectoral muscles lay—the small, dark nipples atop them revealing the figure’s sex as male.

      “I’m nothing to be afraid of,” the mystery man said, undoing the lower half of the cloak to reveal a skirt of pure white with trees sewn into its surface.

      “Why did you come up here like this?” Ectris asked.

      “His appearance is… not normal,” Jordan said.

      Odin caught sight of sharp toenails the same purple color.

      “Please, do not be frightened when I reveal my face. I am not here to hurt you.”

      With that, the man lifted his hands, undid the clasp of his robe, and let his hood fall back.

      To say that the choir had sung the chorus and the stage manager had set upon the stage the most awe-inspiring performance of the last hundred years would have diminished what Odin was seeing. It seemed, for a moment, that his eyes could not comprehend what lay before him, that his mind could not function, and for that it took several long moments for him to comprehend the figure before him.

      Is he…

      This creature—obviously not in the least bit human, for his facial features shamed even the most handsome man’s—looked upon the two of them with dark purple eyes that seemed to capture within them the essence of the world. Situated beneath a series of impressively-slanted brow bones, his facade eventually descended to beautiful madness by encapsulating his face with high cheekbones and hollow crevices within them. His jaw was strong, while his chin—rounded, almost perfectly, and not in the least bit cleft—completed his face into the awe-inspiring creature that he was. Perhaps his most-striking feature was his hair—purple, just like his eyes and brows, that spilled from the roots of his head, down his chest and back and onto the floor beneath him, the bangs braided and cut to end near the bottom of his face.

      To say this creature was anything but beautiful would have destroyed the word of humanity. It was for that reason, in looking upon the creature before him, that Odin found his breath caught in his throat and his lungs desperately pulsing in an attempt to breathe.

      “Are you,” Odin started, then found himself unable to finish.

      “An Elf?” the creature asked. “In a way, yes.”

      “You’re not Elf!” Ectris spat, drawing his knife in one fluid movement. “Stay away from my son, bastard-blooded thing.”

      “How did you get past the border with that on you?” Jordan growled, stepping forward and straying his hand to his sword. “Why, I should have you deported and sent to jail for this offense.”

      “I assure you,” the creature said, “that I am an Elf, though my father was not.”

      “You’re a sick Half-Blood!” Ectris went on. “Inbred, vile, half-breed piece of⁠—”

      Jordan, who continued to press forward, stopped when the Elf cleared his throat, a sound comparable to shifting stone upon the side of a mountain.

      “My father,” the beautiful creature said, “a Draethel, also known as a Dark Elf or the Scourge, raped a creature of the fairer race. My mother, she was pure Elf, and was an innocent victim in my conception.”

      “And you are?”

      “I am merely who I am. Nothing more.” The Halfling blinked. Though no discernable emotion lay on his face, Odin thought the thing looked sad, possibly for its mother whom had come under assault by the venomous creatures that he himself was very much a part of. “I am here for the goodwill of your son,” he continued in those latter moments. “Please, put your weapon down.”

      Aided by a secondary, yet just as vile look from Jordan, it took only those words for Ectris Karussa to sheath his knife. “If I even think you are going to hurt my son, I’ll kill you.”

      “Understandable.” He turned his eyes on Odin. “What is your name?”

      “Uh-Odin,” he gasped.

      “Odin.” The creature smiled, stepped forward, then fell to a knee. He offered his hand palm-up, unlike the traditional handshake. “My name is perhaps too complicated to explain, but you may call me Miko.”

      “Miko,” Odin said, repeating the name under his breath. “Just Miko.”

      “Unisto is my shortened family surname, if you must know.”

      “All right.”

      “I introduce myself only to assure you that I mean no harm. You will find that most enemies prefer their true names are kept secret, even to those they trust the most.”

      “Then how do we know you don’t want something?” Ectris asked.

      The creature named Miko stood and crossed the room in a few flush movements. Legs swift, arms propelling him forward, he stood before Ectris and stared into his eyes for several long moments, and despite the height difference between the two of them, Ectris made no move to back down. The higher creature—whom, in that instant, could have been considered something of a God among men—stared at Ectris until the man started shaking.

      “May I set my hand on your shoulder, Odin’s father?”

      “Why?” Ectris growled. “What do you want from me?”

      “To assure you that my touch is gentle.”

      Ectris turned his head down. In response, Miko set a hand on the man’s shoulder, then drew closer, placing his opposite palm on his lower back.

      “From my touch,” the creature said, “do you feel as though I would hurt you, much less an innocent child?”

      “No,” Ectris said. “I don’t.”

      Miko turned to face Odin. “Would you like to feel my touch, Odin?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “You would only have to touch my hand. If you feel as though I pose any threat, I will leave you be and never return.”

      “You don’t… I mean…”

      Although he had yet to finish, and while the idea of the creature leaving so voluntarily led Odin to believe that this might have been nothing more than a chance meeting, Miko stepped away from Odin’s father and crouched to kneel at his bedside. He extended his hand, kept his fingers together, then tilted his hand palm-up. It took but a moment afterward for Odin to reach forward and touch the surface of his skin.

      “There,” Miko smiled. “How does that feel?”

      “Smooth,” Odin said, almost unable to comprehend how there could be so few lines upon the creature’s palms when it seemed that a variety of muscles had to make them up. He continued to press his fingers into the dips and turns of the creature’s hand until he realized his action. Embarrassed, he said, “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” the Elf said. “It’s only natural to be curious.” Miko slid his hand out from under Odin’s, then moved it up his arm until it rested on his shoulder. “You’re very sick, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve got the Blood Cough.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I’m aware, but it isn’t a pleasant feeling at all.”

      “Have you had it, sir?”

      “Yes. I have it quite often, actually. It’s the result of my mixed blood—I catch things here and there that most normal, pure-blooded species only have once.”

      “My hand,” Odin whispered. “I… the blood… you⁠—”

      “Do not worry. I am not vulnerable in my current state.”

      Despite the beauty and power that exuded from this creature, he did seem to have a weakness. In a way, it made Odin feel as though the two of them were on equal ground.

      “I’m sorry,” Miko said, blinking, as if realizing his stare. “I am not human, so you’ll find I don’t require the things you do.”

      “Like what?”

      “Blinking, for one. Was that not what you were just frowning about?”

      Odin shook his head. “I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just… you’re so different.”

      “It’s perfectly fine.” Miko set a hand on Odin’s chest. “Lie down. You shouldn’t be sitting up.”

      “I’m fine, sir. Really, I⁠—”

      “Do as he says, Odin.”

      Odin turned his head up to look at Jordan—whom, until that moment, he’d forgotten was in the room. With that said, he settled back onto the mattress and took a deep breath.

      “Master Jordan,” the Elf said, rising from his crouched position. “I do not like the conditions he’s in.”

      “Neither do I, but as I’ve told you before: the committee believes it would be best for the safety of his peers and those within the castle that he be under surveillance.”

      “No one is watching him. Your guards stand outside an iron door, your people walk the streets ignorant, your king sleeps behind a door before which a multitude of armed men stand—what is safety when you allow something glistening to rot under dust? What is your king or his committee accomplishing when they know not what this young man is doing?”

      “I—”

      “I want him, Master Jordan. I want this young man to be my squire.”

      “Sir!” Odin started, attempting to rise, but unable to do so when his father set a hand on his shoulder to hold him in place. “Are you… are you a knight?”

      “No,” the Elf said. “I am not.”

      “The thing is,” Jordan began, “that given your preferential treatment in regards to your abilities, one may not consider it necessary that the person you train under or serve beneath be royal or even a knight in general. Though it is custom, and preferred, a squire may serve under a nobleman or a figure equaling that status, but in your case, you are a mage and a commoner, and therefore must seek out the best opportunity possible to train your abilities.”

      “I have no status except that as a wanderer,” Miko added. “However, given the bylines within your kingdom’s history and the circumstance in which past knights of magical value have been trained, it would be arrogant for you not to serve someone who understands magic.”

      “You’re… a mage?” Odin asked.

      “All Elves are born mages, my friend.”

      “You’d really do that for me?” Odin asked, hoping in his heart, mind and soul that the Elf’s words were not lies. “I’m nothing special.”

      “Do you really believe you are not special?” Miko asked.

      “I…” Odin paused. “Yes.”

      “It pains me to know that a young man in the prime of his life has lost so much of his confidence.”

      “Sir?”

      “Jordan,” Miko said, turning his attention to the weapons master beside him. “When night falls, I’d like my squire to be escorted to my room and any of his personal belongings delivered there along with my own. I will not, under any circumstance, allow him to remain in this tower, and if need be, I’ll leave the castle if the king’s committee finds this ‘inappropriate’ and find shelter of my own.”

      Stooping to gather his guise, Miko retrieved the cloak and the gloves, pulled and secured them onto his body, then slid the hood over his face to hide his true self. “I look forward to speaking with you further,” the Elf said, wrapping his fingers around the entryway’s iron bar. “Thank you for allowing me to meet you. It has been an honor.”

      Before the Elf could leave, Odin bowed his head.

      Just as the creature walked out of the tower, Odin thought he caught a smile on Miko’s lips.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you approve of him, Father?”

      Ectris looked up. From his position near the window—where he’d been standing for the past while gazing at the outside world and its happenings—he content with the situation as a whole, but gave no confirmation on whether or not he cared for the Elf or what he had to offer. Since both Miko and Jordan’s flight, he seemed all the less sure—content, yes, but definitely not sure. “To tell you the truth,” his father said, speaking for the first time in what Odin felt was ages, “I… do. In a strange, twisted sort of way.”

      “You promise?”

      “I wouldn’t have let him come near you had I thought he was going to hurt you.”

      “You drew your knife on him.”

      Ectris chose not to reply. Instead, he set a hand on his forehead, sighed, then let it fall to his thigh, where it remained before it was lifted and placed against his breast. “I was afraid of him, son.”

      “You’re afraid of a lot of things,” Odin replied, looking down at his hands.

      “You’re right. I am.” In but a few swift motions, Ectris crossed the room, took Odin’s face in his hands, then turned it up so they could look each other directly in the eyes. “I was afraid of your magic,” he said, “and to tell you the truth, I still am. You know what helps me get over that fear though?”

      “What?”

      “Knowing that you’ve had someone help you with it.”

      “I could’ve hurt you on accident.”

      “Which is why I feel safer around you now, son. There’s… there’s been a part of me that’s been afraid of you ever since I saw you blow up that practice dummy. There were times when you were little when I was afraid to come near you after you got angry or upset because I was convinced that your emotions would backfire and you would hurt or kill one of us.”

      “Is that why you left the tent after you hit me, before I ran away?”

      “Yes,” Ectris said, guilt washing his face. “That’s exactly why I left.”

      “I never wanted to hurt you, sir. I… I just didn’t want my future to go to waste.”

      “I wouldn’t have turned you back. You should know that.”

      “I started to understand that after I left, but… well… I wasn’t too sure.”

      Odin pulled his face away from both his father’s hand and gaze. As always, his eyes strayed to the sheet, where he found his fingers tangled within the fabric’s folds, and tried not to look at the man who’d raised him.

      “Look at you,” Ectris said, setting a hand on his arm. “You’ve grown up so much in the past two years.”

      “I don’t feel like it.”

      “It’s because you’ve been away from people for so long, son. You fail to see what’s happened to you.”

      “I’ve been locked in a tower.”

      “But you’ve grown up as well. Your muscles have come in—by God, you don’t even look like the scrawny little boy I could barely put a pound on growing up—and you lost the baby fat in your face. You’ve matured into the young man that’s sitting in front of me. You have nothing to worry about, Odin, because I’m damn proud of who you’ve become and what you’re going to become after you leave here on your own.”

      “I have your blessing?” Odin asked, turning his head up. “You’ll let me go with him even though he’s not the most normal person in the world?”

      “I wouldn’t keep you from your heart’s desire,” Ectris said. “Yes, son—you have my blessing.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, after the dinner bell rang and from all sides of the castle the pages, squires and even the knights came, Jordan entered the tower and beckoned Odin forward. “Are you ready to start your time as a squire?” the weapons master asked.

      “Yes sir,” Odin said, haphazardly adjusting his jerkin across his shoulders. “I am.”

      “Good. The Elf’s been waiting for you.”

      “He has?”

      “Oh yes. I’ve been talking to him for a good few hours now, telling him just all you can do and what I think you’re capable of. He’d like to know more about the magic you’ve been practicing.

      “Really?”

      Jordan nodded. Even a smile, as seldom and rare with this man as it was, crossed his face, brightening his demeanor considerably.

      “Go on, son,” Ectris said, patting his shoulder.

      “Aren’t you coming?” Odin frowned.

      “I’ll leave this meeting up to you.”

      “But if I’m staying with him, where will you⁠—”

      “I’ll make sure your father has proper accommodations,” Jordan said. “Would you like to stay here for now, Mr. Karussa? I can come back for you, if you’d like.”

      “I’ll stay here.”

      Turning, Odin stepped up to his father, wrapped his arms around his chest, and bowed his head into his shoulder.

      “What’s this for?” Ectris asked, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders.

      “Because I love you,” Odin said, moving back to look at his father. “I just wanted you to know that.”

      “I know, son.”

      Ectris leaned forward, ready to capture Odin in another hug. Before the man could wrap his arms around him, however, Odin pressed a slight kiss to his cheek.

      “Thank you,” Ectris whispered, so softly that only Odin could hear.

      Odin squeezed his father’s hand one last time before allowing Jordan to open the door.

      “Am I going to be all right?” Odin asked after the guards fell into place behind the two of them.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… about the committee and me getting out of the tower.”

      “Oh. That.” Jordan paused in midstride, looked to the setting sun in the distance, then shook his head. “You’ve been released based on the fact that you’ve become an apprentice to a magician.”

      “Magician?” Odin laughed. “Do they still use those kinds of words?”

      “Have been since the beginning of time, son.”

      “What about my sword?”

      “You mean the one that’s kept you up here all these years?” the weapons master asked. “It’s been returned to you.”

      “There was no issue with that?”

      “There’s armed guards everywhere, Odin. It’s not like you’ll get far if you decide to go rampaging through the streets.”

      Not that there’s any need to, he thought, all the more content with the knowledge that he was out of the tower and free from his earthly binds.

      They continued on throughout the walls before they stepped into the stairwell and began to descend into the main part of the castle. Once there, they walked, guided by torchlight, through a series of halls Odin recognized as the public housing given to those who lived within the castle for brief or even longer periods of time. Jordan continued to lead them through the corridors until they descended another flight of stairs, during which time they broke out near the outer edges of the first floor until they came to the solitary wall that blanketed the southern side of the castle.

      “His room is this way,” Jordan said.

      “I haven’t been here in so long,” Odin said, awing over the locations around him. “Sir… do I need to worry about running into anyone? I mean, like⁠—”

      “Mister Monvich?”

      Odin blinked. How long had it been since he’d thought of that name?

      Far too long, he thought, only mustering up the urge to speak when Jordan smirked and cleared all unease from the air. “Sir?”

      “You do remember Herald, right?”

      “Well, yes. I do.”

      “Are you worried about running into him?”

      “No.”

      “Then why ask the question?”

      “I’m… not sure. I… I guess I’m just nervous.”

      “Nervous or not, you have nothing to worry about. You’re almost an adult, Odin—you’ll learn to find your place in the world sooner rather than later.”

      “Yes sir.”

      When the end of the corridor came into sight and it seemed they could continue no further, Jordan halted their advance and motioned to the door in front of them. “This is where your master is saying,” he said. “I want you to know something before you enter this room, though, just to make sure you’ve heard it from an outside source.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “As he’s said, don’t let his behavior frighten you. He means you no harm.”

      “I understand.”

      “He’s told me to tell you that if he does something that makes you uncomfortable to tell him about it. He hasn’t been around humans for some time.”

      “Where did he come from?” Odin asked. “I know it’s impolite to ask, but he… he said he was a wanderer.”

      “Which is exactly what he told me,” Jordan said. “He’s also requested I tell you to ask questions, even if you think they seem impolite.”

      “I don’t want to offend him.”

      “No, but it will offend him even more if he finds you’re withholding something.”

      “Can he⁠—”

      Is that even appropriate to ask?

      To think that the Elf could see into the thoughts and feelings of the people around him was not that big of stretch. It was told, in legend, that Elves possessed uncanny powers of the mind, heart and soul, and knew of things from the earliest memories of childhood that even the oldest of human men did not. To feel awkward seemed unnecessary, for he had nothing to hide and even more to give, but to know that something or someone could just read his thoughts at any time wasn’t exactly the most comfortable feeling.

      “Can he… what?” Jordan asked.

      “Never mind,” Odin said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Go on in,” the weapons master said. “He’s waiting for you.”

      “Thank you for bringing me, sir.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Odin bowed his head. Thankfully, his smile was hidden from sight when Jordan reached out to clap his shoulder, as it gave too much of his own personal thoughts away, but he was able to watch the man walk off until he turned down the hall and disappeared from sight.

      All right, he thought, looking up at the door. Here goes nothing.

      Raising his hand, he knocked on the door with his knuckles and hoped that he hadn’t made too much noise.

      Does it bother them to hear such loud noises?

      Before he could entertain the thought, a voice spoke to him from the other side of the doorway. “Come in,” it said.

      After taking a deep breath, Odin grasped the doorknob and pushed the door open.

      Miko rose from his place on the floor to greet him with a single nod.

      “Hello sir,” Odin said, making sure the door had shut behind him before turning to face the Elf.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Odin.”

      Miko offered his hand palm up. Like before, Odin set his hand atop his newly-acquainted knight master’s palm. It took but a moment for him to realize how gargantuan this creature was, as the entirety of his hand just barely fit in Miko’s palm.

      “This is the traditional greeting amongst Elves,” the Elf explained, drawing Odin from his spell of thought. “The males of our society greet one another by touching palms.”

      Unsure of what to do or say, Odin merely kept his palm in place.

      “The females,” Miko continued, “Are greeted with a bow of the head, as it’s considered inappropriate to touch another female unless she gives you permission.”

      Odin said nothing.

      “Do you understand?”

      “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m sorry for being disrespectful. I just don’t know what to say.”

      “You’re not being disrespectful, Odin. Please don’t think that.”

      Miko broke the greeting touch and gestured him to sit near the table. Odin settled himself into the plush seat. Miko, meanwhile, remained standing.

      “Aren’t you going to sit?” Odin frowned, then added, “Sir?”

      He’d have to remember to address this creature properly. He didn’t want to be disrespectful—like earlier, when he’d said nothing after such an eloquently-worded response.

      “The chairs are too small,” Miko smiled. “I’m quite all right. If I feel the need to sit, I’ll use the bed or the floor.”

      Odin allowed his eyes to wander the room—where, against the wall, two beds stood, one of which had been stripped of its bedding and now lay on the floor directly beneath the window.

      “You’re too big,” Odin said, almost without thinking how his words would sound.

      “Sadly, yes. It’s not easy to make a bed that will support my height.”

      “I’ll sleep on the floor too.”

      “There’s no need for that.”

      “I’ll sleep where you sleep.”

      “While I appreciate your kindness, I’d much prefer if you slept on the bed. I’d rest easier knowing you were comfortable. You’re still sick, remember?”

      “Yes sir. I do.”

      In the moments of silence that followed, the Elf continued to watch him with his same unblinking stare, almost as if he were examining him for every flaw that could be struck across his appearance. Odin wanted to turn away, just so he wouldn’t have to face the Elf’s eyes, but gradually found that, were he to commit such an action, he might offend the creature that had come to his aid.

      He’s not a creature, he thought, now staring at the Elf in turn. He’s… just not human. That’s all.

      It would take quite some time for him to grow used to the feeling of being inferior to the fine specimen before him. It would, however, not hinder his attempts any, as it seemed in that moment that there was little, if any tension between them.

      “Don’t be nervous,” Miko said, drawing Odin from his thoughts.

      “Can you… um… read my thoughts?”

      “I would never invade your personal privacy. But to answer your question, yes—I can read thoughts, but I’ll let you know here and now that I will never under any circumstance invade the depths of your mind.”

      “All right,” Odin said, reaching back to rub his neck. “If you didn’t read my thoughts though, how did you nerve I was nervous?”

      “You have a tendency to shift your eyes away from the thing that’s making you nervous. Your breathing becomes uneven. Your foot occasionally taps on the floor. Also—you tap your fingers on your thigh or the table, your most noticeable habit.”

      Odin immediately stopped feeding the gestures that he’d just been called out on. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I thought I was being polite, but I⁠—”

      Do you really believe he cares?

      Did he? The Elf had to know he was ignorant—had, without a doubt, to understand that he was merely a mortal who knew nothing of higher behavior, intelligence or what it could mean. For that it seemed he had no worry, as the Elf would surely understand his predicament, but he couldn’t help but wonder if the constant fear in his heart was warranted or not.

      “You’re learning,” the Elf said, lips curling into a smile.

      “I’m trying to do this right.”

      “You’re doing just fine, Odin. To be quite honest, I thought you wouldn’t be this open.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” The Elf turned his attention to the door. “Someone’s coming.”

      “Can you hear them?”

      “Their footsteps. Tell me, Odin—have you ever dropped a sewing needle?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever heard the sound of one being dropped?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “All right.” The Elf closed his eyes and pursed his lips. “Surely you’ve heard the sound of a drop of water falling into a pool.”

      “I have.”

      “What does it sound like?”

      “Like a… well… pop.” He tapped his finger on the table very lightly for emphasis.

      “Yes. It sounds like the snap of something, yet it’s very quiet, almost indiscernible. That’s what these footsteps sound like.”

      A knock came at the door. “I’ve brought dinner!” a boy called.

      “Does that hurt your ears?” Odin asked.

      “No. Why do you think it would?”

      “I thought that, since Elves had better hearing than humans, loud noises would bother them.”

      “No. They don’t. There are certain filters that protect us.” The Elf rose. “Please, get the food, if you will.”

      Before Odin could begin to rise and make his way to the door, Miko stepped through a threshold to the side of the room—where, Odin assumed, a bathing chamber lay, nondescript and out of the way.

      Stepping forward, he opened the door and nodded at the page, who carried a large platter of food that was balanced on a pair of trembling arms. It was any wonder that he hadn’t dropped it on his way. “Thank you,” Odin said, accepting the offering.

      The boy nodded before walking off.

      “I’d prefer my presence not known while I’m here,” Miko said after Odin closed the door. He stepped back into the room a moment later.

      “What would they do if they saw you, sir?”

      “They would act like your father did, but worse.”

      “Why?”

      Odin set the food on the table. The Elf took a small piece of meat between two fingernails and lifted it to his lips. He chewed, then swallowed before returning his attention to Odin. “The food’s quite good,” he smiled, “but to answer your question: they would most likely throw me out of the castle.”

      “How did you get in then?”

      “I was garbed in my cloak. I asked for permission to enter the Outer District, but was denied access unless I revealed who I was. The guards forced me to disrobe before them and reveal my person.”

      “What did they do?”

      “Stared, mostly, then asked what I was.”

      “They didn’t mind your appearance?”

      “I wouldn’t say they cared so much as they were ‘unsure.’ Despite my appearance, they treated me quite well, and delivered my belongings to the room just as I requested, including my sword.”

      Odin’s eyes trailed to the far corner of the room—where, leaning against the wall was not only the blade that had been gifted to him, but a curved, pure-silver masterpiece of weaponry that glistened in the faint evening light. “It’s beautiful,” he said.

      “It was given to me by the queen of the Elves some time ago,” Miko agreed, turning his attention back to the platter of food, which remained almost untouched. “Eat.”

      “How do you want me to split this up?”

      “There’s no need for that.”

      “You must be hungry after coming all this way?”

      “The Elves don’t need to eat much. Had I been born a pure, white-blooded Elf, I wouldn’t be eating meat.”

      “They don’t eat meat.”

      “No,” Miko said. “I’ll answer this one last question, then ask you to remain silent until you’ve eaten your dinner.” He waited for Odin to say something in response. When Odin didn’t, Miko continued, saying, “Pure Elves feel as though we as a higher, intelligent species should not sacrifice animals just so that we can eat them. We are the ones that were chosen by the Great Mother Gaia to walk the earth upon two legs, to use both of our arms, to build tools with brains. Such is the reason why meat is abominable—it is an unwilling sacrifice from one creature to nourish another.

      “You see, Elves gain the nutrients they need would need from meat through the sun, much like a plant would when exposed to the open air, unlike other creatures who must kill to gain said nourishment. Such measures are not true for all Elvenkind, though. Since I am half Draethel, I need to eat meat in order to get the nutrients I need. Normal, pure-blooded Elves, as I said, have no reason to devour flesh.”

      Odin nodded. “Thank you for answering my question.”

      “You’re quite welcome. Now, eat as much as you like. I’ll eat whatever you don’t.”

      Given permission to eat, Odin dug in, maneuvering his hands through the meat, vegetables, and the few biscuits and shoveling food into his mouth as though he had never eaten before. Warm, succulent, as though it were personally made for him by the grandest chef in the castle—never in the past two years had he eaten such fine food, so to do so was an honor unlike he could have ever possibly imagined. Despite his luxury in gluttony, though, he did take note of how much he was eating, as he didn’t want to act the pig and eat all of one particular thing while depriving his newly-acquainted knight master the variety that lay before them.

      He must have to eat a lot to keep him going, he thought, eyes wandering from his food and then to the Elf’s awesome frame—from his broad, gargantuan shoulders down to his near-impossible waistline.

      He knew for a fact that if he were as big as the Elf, he would need a good amount to keep him going.

      “Are you all right?” the Elf asked.

      “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m fine.”

      “All right. I was just making sure.”

      He knew I was staring at him.

      While he’d become more accustomed to the Elf’s presence since he’d entered the room, not a single part about him could deny how awe-inspiring or at least mystifying Miko was. His hair: purple, braided near the sides of his face; his eyes: dark, equally-enrapturing and set perfectly within their hollows; his muscles: flexing with each and every breath—this creature, though flawed, could have been the most perfect thing he had ever seen, yet he was unable to distract himself from the form before him. The only reason Odin was finally able to pull his gaze from the Elf was because a sliver of meat sauce slid down from his lip and onto his chin, pulling him from thought.

      “I’m finished,” Odin said, bowing his head to the food, then rising when he felt as though he could eat no more.

      “Thank you, Odin.”

      Before Odin could take his eating utensils to the door, Miko caught his wrist. “May I borrow your fork and knife?” he asked.

      “But I’ve already used them,” Odin said.

      “That’s fine. I don’t mind sharing.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      Miko shook his head. Using his free hand, he gently uncurled Odin’s fingers, careful as to not to cut his skin with his fingernails, then lifted them to his lips. He expelled from his throat as if he were a mystical dragon a plume of red mist, which sparkled in the air as if it were some great dust before eventually drifting to the floor and disappearing entirely.

      “What did you do?” Odin asked, unable to resist the urge to reach up and rub his itching nose.

      “I killed anything that might be on it,” Miko said, relieving Odin of his eating utensils. “You are aware that there are tiny life forms living on each and every surface, no?”

      “There are?”

      “Yes. They’re hard to see unless you use magic or have a looking glass which can magnify their appearance, but they’re there. These little creatures are the very things that keep the world in order.”

      “I didn’t know,” Odin sighed.

      “Please don’t let what I said upset you.”

      “It doesn’t,” Odin said. “It’s just… I don’t think I know as much as some of the others do.”

      “You think you’re not as intelligent as the other squires?”

      “Yes.”

      Miko set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t,” the Elf said. “You have nothing to worry about. As your guardian, I will teach you the things you need to know, and maybe more. Please don’t believe you’re lesser than someone else, because you’re not. Everyone learns at a different pace.”

      Odin nodded.

      “Go lie down,” the Elf said. “I plan on retiring for the night once I finish eating. I suggest you do as well.”

      When Miko thrust the fork into a piece of meat, Odin made his way over to his bed. There, he unbuttoned his jerkin, let it hang loose on his chest, then took his boots off before sliding his belt out of the loops in his pants. “I’ll try not to fall asleep,” he said.

      “If you do, that’s fine. I’ll say goodnight now, just in case you do.”

      “Yes sir,” Odin said. “Goodnight.”

      The last thing he saw before he fell asleep was the Elf sliding a biscuit into his perfect mouth.
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        * * *

      

      He woke coughing in the middle of the night, and while he tried his hardest to keep quiet, he couldn’t. It wasn’t until the Elf began to rise from his place on the floor that Odin’s worst fear happened—that blood, the sick color of black, spilled into his outstretched hands.

      “It’s all right,” Miko said, helping Odin out of the bed. “There’s a bucket right here.”

      Odin had just taken hold of the bucket when another bout of coughs took over. Unlike the first unexpected expulsion, blood didn’t shoot out, but instead trickled from his partially-closed lips, as if he were a babe drooling after being freshly fed.

      “There,” the Elf said, rubbing his back in small, circular motions. “Does that help?”

      “Yuh-Yes,” Odin managed, spitting a mouthful of blood out. “Thu-Thank yuh-you.”

      Miko continued to kneel by his side, rubbing his back and humming in low tunes, until the coughing spell ended. Once sure it was completely over, he gestured Odin up, stood, then took the bucket and set it near the door before settling Odin into one of the tableside chairs.

      “How bad does your chest hurt?” the fair creature asked.

      “A lot,” Odin said. He squeezed his eyes shut to try and quell the tears, but they came anyway. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It hurts, I know. I’ve had it as well.”

      “I hope I don’t give it to you.”

      “You won’t. Don’t worry.”

      Miko set his hand on the bare section of Odin’s chest and splayed his fingers as far as he could. He then, in brief and efficient detail, channeled purple light from his palm into Odin’s body—a sensation that, while violating to some degree, soothed all but the deepest sources of pain that existed in his lungs.

      “Does that feel better?” the Elf asked when he pulled his hand away.

      “Yes,” Odin sighed, lips slicked with blood. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” Miko whispered, setting his hands on Odin’s sides. “I’ll take care of you while you’re ill.”

      “The healer said I was starting to get better.”

      “You are, and you will soon be.”

      The next several moments were spent cleaning the blood off Odin’s face. A damp rag in one hand, a dry one in the other, Miko took extra care in navigating the chapped folds of Odin’s lips with the damp rag before dabbing his chin and mouth with the dry one. Odin waited for the Elf to stand and make way for the bathing chamber before he pushed himself out of the chair. The sound of running water entered his ears.

      “Thank you for helping me,” Odin said, settling back into bed. “Goodnight, sir.”

      “Goodnight, Odin,” the Elf said from the other room.

      His voice quelled all fires.
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        * * *

      

      After waking from a peaceful sleep the following morning, Odin blinked and tried to clear his eyes of the haze that clouded his vision. In doing so, he found the room alight in vibrant colors—in hues of white and gold that, while not particular symbolic of healing, seemed to help dispel the pain that lingered in his chest.

      “Are you feeling well?” the voice asked.

      Startled, Odin threw himself back into the corner, nearly managing to bang his head against the wall in the process. It took him but a moment to realize it was just the Elf sitting between the beds, eyes attentive and face shrouded in what appeared to be slight amusement and concern.

      “How long have you been watching me?” Odin asked, wary of the stare before he pushed himself out of the corner.

      “For the past little while. I’ve been waiting for you to get up.”

      “All… right,” he said.

      Smiling, Miko rose and walked to the table, where he gestured Odin to follow.

      After sliding out of bed, Odin made his way to where the Elf stood—where, before them, a platter of breads, broth and cheeses lay. “I’ve already eaten,” the Elf said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “I’m glad you woke when you did. It was starting to get cold.”

      Odin plucked a piece of cheese from the plate and slid it into his mouth. While he chewed, he tore a piece of bread away from the small loaf and dipped it into the broth.

      “It’s good,” he said.

      “I thought so. Eat as much as you like.”

      “You don’t care?”

      “As I’ve said: I already ate.”

      Odin watched his knight master for a moment, then shrugged and slid into the chair closest to the platter and opposite the Elf. The whole while he ate, he watched the creature and noticed his attentive stare, which held him in place.

      He just… stares at me, he thought, a bit uneasy at the attention placed on him.

      “Is something wrong?” Odin asked, hoping to break the tension.

      “No.” Miko blinked, then slightly smiled. “Oh. I see.”

      “It’s all right. I’m just not used to having someone watch me.”

      “You’ll have to excuse me. It’s customary for Elves to give one another their full attention. You see, I haven’t been around humans—or anything, for that matter—in such a long time.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “I… don’t exactly remember.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No. To be quite honest, all I remember is entering through the Ornalan border. You have to understand that after a while, things around you start to move without you even realizing it. All I know is that I’ve been walking for a long time. You’d understand if you were immortal. I’m sorry I can’t explain further.”

      “How did you know I was here then?”

      “Call it clairvoyance.”

      Does he have the Sight? Odin thought, frowning, unsure what to think but knowing that Elves possessed abilities so uncanny they could not be compared to men.

      Rather than dwell on the concept any further, Odin continued to eat. While he knew that the Elf had made it more than clear that he wanted questions to be asked, he didn’t believe the creature would want to be questioned day in and day out. For that, he stuck another piece of cheese into his mouth, swallowed, then asked, “Will we be leaving soon?”

      “When you get better.”

      Odin nodded, but couldn’t help but sigh.

      “I know you’re ready to leave,” the Elf said, “but we need to consider your health, first and foremost.”

      “I know. I don’t want you getting sick though.”

      “I won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      With no need to question the Elf, Odin pushed the empty platter away and rose from his seat. “Do you want me to run you a bath?” he asked.

      “If you’d like, yes.”

      He slid into the bathing chamber and went for the massive pump that adorned a stylized network of pipes before the massive wooden bathtub. Hands ready, palms itching, he placed both hands on the massive valve atop the cat-faced pump and rotated it until water began to sprout from its mouth.

      “It’ll be ready soon!” Odin called out.

      The Elf didn’t respond.

      I didn’t need to yell, he thought.

      Then again, the Elf had said he didn’t mind loud noises, so what reason was there for him to worry?

      Just before the tub could fill to the brim, Miko stepped into the room and undid the clasp on his purple-lined blue cape before letting it fall to the floor. He then slid his fingers through the intricate knot on his lower robe and parted the folds of fabric. It was at this point, when the Elf was almost naked, that Odin turned his head away to allow the Elf some modesty.

      “Is something wrong?” Miko asked.

      “No,” Odin said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      When the audible sound of the Elf sliding into the water entered his ears, Odin turned his attention back to the creature and watched as, slowly, he draped his arms across the cylindrical tub, eyes intent on his face and a slight frown poised on his lips.

      “Sir,” Odin said, scooting closer to the Elf’s side when he felt it necessary and polite. “I’d like to ask something, if you don’t mind.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s… well… something that’s been bothering me for a while, but… I have very little hair on my body.”

      “How old are you?” Miko asked.

      “Sixteen,” Odin said, bowing his head. “I know I shouldn’t be bothered by something as little as this, but I can’t help it.”

      “You’re young. You’re going to worry about things, especially something as personal as your changing body.” Miko slid away from the side of the tub, rose out of the water until only his waist was submerged, then reached out and tilted Odin’s face up. “May I touch you?” he asked.

      “Sir?” Odin frowned.

      “I want to examine your facial structure, particularly your ears.”

      “Why do you⁠—”

      “May I touch you, Odin? I won’t ask more than once.”

      Though stern, the voice wasn’t rude—more thoughtful than anything, and rang with vibrations akin to bells tossed by the wind on a warm summer’s day.

      Pulling his hair back, Odin allowed his knight master to examine his face. In doing so, he exposed to the one and only man whom had ever touched him in such a manner his neck, his jaw, his cheek. His conscience heavy, his nerves ablaze, he remained quiet as the Elf traced the curve of his skull, prying at the hidden nooks and crannies that even Odin hadn’t been aware of. He tangled his fingers through his hair and applied pressure to the depths of his cheeks, drawing his hairline with his fingertip, circling globes of bone around his jaw and the tense curve of his mouth—he searched any and everywhere he could. When he came to his ear, a frown crossed his face.

      “This is… not what I expected,” the Elf said, sliding a hand up to the curve of Odin’s ear.

      “Sir?” he asked.

      “Are you aware that your ears are shaped differently than most humans?”

      “They are?”

      A flash of light appeared at the side of Odin’s vision, then revolved around his head until it came to rest before him. Directly in line with his eyes, an oddly-shaped replica of an ear lay suspended in the air, trapped within the confines of a purple sphere of light.

      “This,” the Elf said, “is how your ears look.”

      It didn’t appear normal—not in any respect. From his perspective on the human body and anatomy, Odin had always come to see a man’s ears as perfect—spherical, with only the occasionally bump and tremble near the end of it, where the lobe lay. What floated before him was something amazing—something that, though not pure, elongated and pointed, held jagged curvature, as though someone had just taken a knife and added unique bumps to sections of flesh.

      “What does it mean?” Odin asked.

      “It means your mother could’ve been an Elf, for one.”

      “My mother wasn’t⁠—”

      While looking into Miko’s eyes, he realized that his father had never spoken about his mother—not even once, when he’d questioned the man’s motives and just how the woman who should have been raising him would have played a role in his life.

      “Your father might not have told you out of fear that you would believe he was hiding other things from you.”

      “He’s never mentioned my mother.”

      “You were raised alone?”

      “By just my father and the midwife.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Is there anything else that could have made my ears look this way?”

      “It’s possible that you could have a distant relative who was an Elf—or at least had some Elf in them—that gave you the recessive trait. You are aware of the dominant and recessive, right?”

      “Like farm animals,” Odin said. “My father had a good friend who raised cattle. He said that he tried to raise cattle that passed on the more dominant traits.”

      “Right,” Miko smiled. “It’s the same with humans and any other creature. We inherit the features of our mother and father.”

      “Is that why you look so strange?”

      Immediately horrified by what he’d said, Odin drew in a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry,” Odin said, bowing his head. “I didn’t mean for it to sound the way it did. You’re too handsome to look anything but that.”

      “It’s quite all right, and I know you didn’t mean it that way.” Miko gripped Odin’s upper arm. “My hair, eyes, fingernails—all came from my father. My skin was my mother’s gift.”

      “What would you look like if you had more of your father in you?”

      “My skin would have been darker than that of the men who live in the desert. You must know of the Cadarack?”

      “Yes sir. I read about it in a book once. Some black men came to see me on Jordan’s request, though he said that they were Ornalan and not Germanian.”

      “Draethel have even darker skin that that. My hair color isn’t natural, though, considering that most Draethel have hair as red as your eyes.”

      “Really?”

      Miko nodded.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you,” Odin said. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s fine,” Miko said, turning his back on Odin. “Can you take that bar of soap and wash my back, please?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “I’ll wash yours as well—when you’re ready, that is.”

      Dipping the bar into the water, Odin ran it along his master’s strong back and took a few deep breaths.

      He would have to learn to watch what he said.
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        * * *

      

      “There’s a storm coming in.”

      Odin looked up from his place at the table to find his knight master sitting by the window. Though he couldn’t particularly see his master’s eyes that well in the mute, blue light of early evening, he could tell that the Elf was very interested in the happenings taking place outside.

      “Can you smell it?” Odin asked.

      “Yes. Can you?”

      “The air’s damp.”

      “Not many men realize that happens when a rainstorm is coming.”

      “Is it going to be bad?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Shivering, Odin drew his legs up onto the chair and locked his feet below his knees before turning his attention back to the world outside. The weather had gradually chilled over the last little while, almost to where it became almost unbearable to sit without a blanket, but the slight sway of the trees and the ominous movement of clouds seemed to make the world all the more horrible. Miko, meanwhile, remained still, barely moving at all. Even the rise and fall of his chest had stopped, as if he’d just taken one last deep breath before throwing himself to the sea.

      He’s very strange, Odin thought, frowning.

      That didn’t necessarily matter though. He’d become accustomed to the slight habits the Elf had. From the way he barely blinked, to the times he hardly moved, to the way he rubbed the bones in his fingers and stroked them as if they were kittens mewling for their long-dead mother. Maybe he had arthritis, or maybe it was a subconscious habit he committed whilst looking into the world. If the former were true, that could be a possible reason as to why he stroked his hands, why he fidgeted with his fingers, even popped his knuckles, especially during colder times.

      “Is there anything I can get for you?” Odin asked, suddenly aware of the lack of conversation. “A blanket, anything?”

      “A blanket would be fine, thank you.”

      Odin stood, made his way to the cabinet, then pulled a quilt out. He crossed the brief distance from the cabinet to his master and, carefully, as to not startle him, pressed it over the creature’s naked back, unrolling the corners and smoothing the fabric against his body.

      “Thank you,” Miko said.

      Odin touched the Elf’s back and, in the moments that followed, wondered whether or not he was allowed to do so. When Miko said nothing, however, Odin straightened his posture and looked out the window, where he tightened his grip on the quilt until it lay balled beneath his fingers. Taught muscles stiffened under the initial pressure, but soon uncoiled and settled evenly across the shoulder blades afterward.

      “It’s going to be cold tonight,” the Elf said.

      “Do you want me to start a fire?”

      “Not now. If it gets colder, I’ll make one.”

      “I can do it. Really, I⁠—”

      Miko turned his head. Odin closed his mouth, all the more aware of how he sounded. “All right,” he said. “I was only offering.”

      “Thank you, especially for the blanket.”

      Odin squeezed the Elf’s shoulder before returning to the table. Tucking his bare feet under his thighs, he continued to watch Miko until, a short moment later, he was struck with a longing for his master’s companionship.

      Why do I feel like this?

      He’d never felt anything like this in his life, much less during the time he’d been locked away in the tower. Of course he’d wanted interaction, as that seemed to be the primary reason for existing in a world filled with people, but he never necessarily ached for it, like he’d just been struck by a fist or even bludgeoned with a mace.

      “Can I come sit with you?” Odin asked.

      “Of course you can.”

      In but a few short steps, Odin crossed the room and settled down on the unoccupied bed next to his master. Miko pushed his arm back and slid the blanket over Odin’s shoulders in response.

      “Is that better?” the Elf asked.

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to ask if you can be by me. I know how it feels to be by someone who cares about you.”

      “I haven’t felt like this until just now.”

      “You had your father and midwife back in Felnon,” Miko said, which surprised Odin, considering he hadn’t once told the Elf where he’d come from, “and in the tower, you had Jordan and your magic teacher. Here, you have my presence. It’s natural to be wanted.”

      “I’ve always thought it made you selfish.”

      “It doesn’t. Even I desire companionship.” The Elf smiled. “I don’t think we have to worry about being wanted anymore. We have each other.”

      Odin leaned against the Elf. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Miko draped an arm across his shoulders. “No,” the older creature said. “Thank you, Odin. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Thunder exploded overhead.

      The man—dressed in a heavy, soaked cloak—willed his stallion to go on, regardless of the fact that every little bump sent pins and needles into his cold, aching body, like daggers cutting away at his flesh.

      How long, he wondered, had he been going through this rain, since he’d forced his horse to venture through it despite weather and the mud slicking the roads?

      I’m almost there, the man thought, leaning against the stallion’s neck. Not too much further. Not much⁠—

      Ahead, he could see the faint outline of a castle amidst the rain-torn world and the darkness pressing upon him.

      Had he come all this way, to Ornala, to find the very boy he’d been searching for all these years?

      “Yes,” he whispered. “I… did.”

      Tangling his fingers into the horse’s mane, he managed to push himself into a sitting position. Tired, struggling to keep his eyes open and cold beyond belief, he rode this way for the next little while until he came to the castle’s outer gates.

      Two guards resting under warm, lantern-lit outposts stepped out, crossbows drawn. “What do you want!” one of them cried over the roar of the wind and rain.

      “I’m looking for a man named Odin!” he cried, near an emotional breakdown for all he’d lost and accumulated in these past two years. “I… I have… you… I⁠—”

      The world spun.

      Slowly, his vision began to darken, then cloud.

      Not now, he thought, falling, the side of his face connecting with the horse’s mane as his attention turned toward the distant borders of the castle’s eastern gate. Not after all I’ve been through. I’ve… come too far…

      He closed his eyes.

      Nothing existed beyond the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 4

          

        

      

    

    
      A pair of hands shook him from sleep.

      What? Odin thought, eyes opening.

      The Elf stood directly above him, face cast in unease.

      “Sir?” Odin asked.

      “Someone’s here, Odin.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      “A man. He’s come for you.”

      Come for me? he frowned. What does that⁠—

      Before he could finish the thought, Miko lifted him out of the bed, then plopped him down onto the floor, catching and stabilizing him in place before he crossed the room and began to gather his black facade.

      “What’s going on?” Odin frowned, looking down to examine himself before he began to snap the buttons on his jerkin into place. “Sir?”

      “He was out in the rain and collapsed just outside the gate this morning,” the Elf said, swinging his hair over one shoulder, where he then began to braid it with haste.

      “Who was?”

      “The man.”

      “Which man?”

      “He didn’t say. He hasn’t woken since.”

      “Is he…” Odin paused, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Dead?”

      “No. He’s been stricken with the Chill.”

      Shivering, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and continued to watch his knight master assemble himself into his cape, lower robe, hood and gloves. It took but a few moments for the creature to garb himself before he turned to the door. “Are you coming?” he asked.

      Unsure what to do or say, Odin stepped forward.

      He said he’s come for me, he thought, nodding before he opened the door and waited for his master to step out.

      What could that possibly mean, especially considering that he’d already been taken into service by a magician?

      After Miko locked the door behind them, he began to lead them slowly down the hall, through the varying side corridors that branched along the western side of the castle, then down a stretch of area where no windows lay on both sides of the walls.

      The whole while they walked, Odin couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

      Who is he? he thought. Why did he come all this way?

      It took only a few short moments for them to step into what was most obviously an infirmary, flushed with beds on all sides and lit by high windows that cast shards of light across the western half of the room.

      “Master Unisto,” a rail-thin man said, stepping from behind a desk to acknowledge them with his presence. “Master… Karussa?”

      “That’s me,” Odin said. “Where is he?”

      “There.” The man pointed to a lone bed in the corner of the room—where, contentedly, a man slept, unaware of his surroundings.

      “Why was he brought into the castle walls?” Odin frowned, tempted to step forward but unsure whether or not he should. “I thought⁠—”

      “One of the officials was summoned last night. We considered him notable enough to be brought within the borders.”

      “Does anyone know who he is?”

      “No. We don’t."

      While waiting for his knight master’s permission to step toward the sleeping man, Odin remained steadfast and tried not to imagine why a man would be venturing through the darkness to find him, much less the dangerous downpour of rain. If he could’ve gone for so long as to develop the Chill, just what might his purpose be?

      You won’t know until you talk to him.

      “He hasn’t woken up?” Odin asked.

      “No,” the thin man said. “He hasn’t.”

      “Can I, sir?”

      “Go ahead,” Miko replied.

      Odin took his first steps into the room as quietly as possible. Not wanting to wake the man, he drew close to the stranger’s bedside and tried his hardest to remain quiet, but to no avail. Instead, he cursed himself for tripping over what appeared to be nothing and for stabilizing himself on the sides of the bed, which caused depressions in the mattress upon his touch.

      “Hello?” Odin asked, reaching down to set his hand over the man’s. “Are you awake?”

      No response came.

      Odin trailed his eyes down the man’s body—first from his waist, which remained hidden under the thick sheet, then to his right hand, where upon one finger lay a ring that sparkled in gold.

      Gold? Odin thought. How⁠—

      No common man had gold. He wouldn’t have been able to afford the luxury of such an item even through inheritance, as it would’ve been bartered for goods, and he appeared not the type to have money. His hands were gnarled with age—scarred by the blisters and cuts of manual labor—and his muscular yet lean frame gave no indication that he lived a life casual and without burden. But if he wasn’t a nobleman and was, like he seemed, some kind of laborer, just how did he have the ring?

      Could he be a bandit?

      His eyes continued up the man’s chest until, finally, it came to rest upon his face. The strong jawline, the heavily-exposed skin, his proud nose and his thin yet-pink lips did little to demerit his appearance, and while the hollows below his cheekbones created the stark impression that the man had not been well-fed in a while, he seemed perfectly content in sleep—peaceful, even, despite what all he had just gone through.

      “Sir?” Odin asked, leaning forward. “Can you hear me?”

      The man’s eyes shot open.

      A pair of pure-amber orbs looked up at Odin.

      Initially startled at the sight, Odin took a few steps back, but stopped when he realized his actions.

      “Wha-Where am I?” the man asked, his deep voice reverberating out of his chest and into Odin’s ears like sweet sugar across the lips.

      “You’re in Ornala, sir. My name is Odin.”

      The next Odin knew, he was pressed to the man’s chest in a near-bone-breaking embrace.

      “I’ve been looking for so long,” the man sobbed, burying his face against Odin’s shoulder, the scrape of his stubble enough to drive home the horror he had to have gone through. “God. God! Almost two whole years.”

      “It’s all right, sir. I’m here.”

      Odin set his hands on the man’s back and allowed the stranger to revel in whatever comfort he gleamed from the embrace. Stubble scratching his neck, saliva sticking to his skin, Odin closed his eyes as a moment of happiness traced his chest from rib to heart, then turned to seek out Miko—whom, at that moment, was nowhere to be seen.

      Where are you? he thought.

      “What’s your name?” Odin asked, gently pushing the man away from him to take in his handsome features.

      “Nova,” the older man choked out. “Nova Eternity.”

      “Why were you looking for me?”

      “Something told me to,” the man said, furiously swiping at his eyes. “Some kind of light.”

      “A light told you to find me?”

      “Because I had to help you.”

      Odin blinked.

      Help me?

      “Help me?” he asked.

      “I don’t know much about it,” Nova said, then followed his statement with a series of long, throaty coughs. He wrapped his arms about himself just in time for his teeth to begin chattering. “Still cold,” he smiled.

      “Why were you out in the rain for so long?”

      “There was nowhere to go. I tried to find a bar or even a lodge, but I couldn’t. The farms wouldn’t have me. They wanted… they wanted my wedding ring. I even thought about trying to find a cave to get some sleep, but even then, everything I had was soaked. I wanted to try to get somewhere warm.”

      “So you risked freezing to death?”

      “I had no choice.”

      The smile Nova offered stirred one of Odin’s own. He sat down on the mattress beside the man and set his hands on his knees.

      All right, he thought, frowning, unsure what to say especially because he’d only just barely met this man who seemed to have been on a lifelong mission to find him. What do I do?

      Choosing to use the most direct approach, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then asked, “Why were you looking at me? I know you said something told you to, but why did it tell you to?”

      “I have the Sight,” the man said, setting a hand behind his head. “I was having visions about you.”

      “You were?”

      “Yeah. You were in that tower, right? I had two visions before the figure of light came to me. It said that I needed to help you because you would need me in your time of need, then said I would need it in my own time.”

      “That’s it?”

      Nova nodded. “I’m sorry for bringing this on you,” he sighed. “I had to find you.”

      “I’m sorry you had to come all this way, sir, but I don’t need any help. I’m fine now.”

      “The figure said you would need me in your time of need.” Nova threw his legs over the bed, then started to rise before realizing he was naked. He adjusted the sheet over his lap upon the revelation.

      “I’m not in my time of need anymore,” Odin said. “Maybe the figure thought I needed your help two years ago, but not now.”

      The stare Odin received made his flesh crawl.

      Come back, he thought, trying his hardest not to ball his hand into a fist. Please. Now.

      “You’re not about to turn me away after I’ve come this way,” Nova frowned. He waited a moment for Odin to respond before adding, “Are you?”

      “I never said that, sir, but no—I’m not going to tell you to turn around and go home. You’ve gone through too much just to be sent away.”

      “I’m glad you think so. I’ve only been away from home for two years.”

      “You never went back?”

      Nova shook his head. “No,” he said. “I haven’t. The only way I’ve been able to speak to her is by writing letters, and even then, that’s not enough.”

      “Speak to who? Your wife?”

      “Yeah. I haven’t seen any part of her for two years, not even her handwriting.”

      Odin couldn’t imagine such a feeling, but didn’t say anything in response. One word could upset the man more than he already was, especially in his fractured state of mind.”

      “I’m sorry,” Odin said, only after the silence began to overwhelm him.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      A figure shifted behind him.

      Odin looked up.

      Miko stood no more than a few feet away, lingering black form ominous despite the light that pierced through the windows above them.

      “Sir,” Odin said.

      “Is this,” Nova began, then swallowed a lump in his throat.

      “My knight master. Yes. He is.”

      “Hello,” Miko said, extending a long arm over the bed to offer his hand. “I hope you’ve been treated well.”

      “I’ve been treated fine,” Nova replied, carefully clasping the Elf’s hidden hand. “Are you… uh… all right yourself?”

      “That is a matter for another time,” the Elf replied, turning his attention to Odin. “We should perhaps leave and let this gentleman rest.”

      “I want to go with you,” Nova said, once more attempting to leave the bed, but stopping before he could do so. “Please… I’ve gone through too much. Have mercy on me.”

      Odin frowned and turned his attention back to his knight master, whom appeared placid even beneath the shroud of black that covered his face. While he couldn’t see up through the shadowed portion of the hood, he imagined there had to be content in his eyes—a look that, while not blind to this poor man’s agony, knew the risks of taking a complete stranger into their care.

      Finally, after moments of unbearable silence, the Elf nodded and cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said. “You can. Let me call for the healer. You’ll need a fresh pair of clothes.”

      The smile that appeared on the man’s face nearly broke Odin’s heart.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to reveal myself,” the Elf said. “So do not be alarmed.”

      “Are you…” Nova swallowed. “Not human?”

      “I am not.”

      Odin stood near the doorway watching the scene unfold before him. Nova lying prone in bed, propped up by several pillows; Miko standing before him, gloves cast aside and to the floor—it appeared a moment in time where a great crime of passion was to be committed, one which would end in blood spilled upon the chestnut floor. Regardless, it appeared that, Nova would pass out as Miko began to relieve himself of his black visage.

      It’s all right, Odin thought. Don’t worry.

      Rounding the room, Odin crouched down at Nova’s side and watched as the Elf first parted the skirt of his cloak, revealing his muscled legs, then as he tore the cape from his shoulders and, eventually, moved to reveal his face to the world.

      At his side, Nova trembled.

      Odin reached forward and set a hand on the man’s hand. “He’s not going to hurt you,” he said.

      Nova said nothing.

      When Miko tossed his head back and revealed his androgynously-handsome face, Nova merely stared. The trembling ceased, the quivering breaths were freed from his chest, and his uneasy fingers stopped drumming on the mattress below them.

      “Wow,” Nova said. “I don’t… I can’t even⁠—”

      “That’s what I said,” Odin laughed, nodding as Miko crouched to gather his facade, then as he strode to the cabinets, where he pulled one of the drawers free and began to stuff his clothes inside.

      “Do you have food?” Nova asked. “I haven’t eaten for the past day. My pack got wet and everything spoiled.”

      “Yes. We have food.” Miko turned his attention to Odin. “Please, bring the platter.”

      Odin stepped up to the table and looked at the two silver plates. One untouched, the other with pieces missing, he pulled the spare aside and brought it to the bed.

      He must’ve already eaten, Odin thought, glancing at Miko before handing Nova the platter.

      The aroma of bread, meat and cheese tightened Odin’s stomach.

      “Thank you,” Nova said. “I’m sorry to burden the two of you.”

      “You’re no such thing,” Miko replied. “Eat.”

      Nova ate with fervor Odin had never seen. Eyes alight, fingers just as fast as his attention to the food, Nova’s hands darted over the feast laid before him and ate as though he were a starved animal fresh to a kill. Just the way he shoved the food in his mouth spelled the days of hunger he had to have endured out in the field.

      “When was the last time you ate?” Odin frowned once he realized half of the platter was already devoured.

      “Three days ago,” Nova said.

      A pang of hurt in his heart for the man who had come all this way, Odin retreated to the vacant bed and seated himself without another word.

      Would his journey be postponed, he thought, and would Nova possibly come with him?

      Unsure what to say, think or do, Odin merely sat and watched the man eat.
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        * * *

      

      He paced the training field without a destination in mind. Though the bright afternoon sun had done its job in drying the dirt practice area, it hadn’t completely hardened the soil, making the trek all the more troublesome. Every time he took a step, the ground would shift under his foot, sucking the bottom of his boots into the mud. Several times, Odin nearly tripped and stumbled, but always managed to remain upright despite himself.

      Oh well, he thought. It’s not that bad.

      For the first time in days he’d felt good enough to venture further than the castle halls. Maybe he’d finally overcome the cough that had plagued him for the past two weeks.

      I can only hope.

      Shaking his head, Odin shoved his hands into his pockets and continued around the sparring circle, content with the relief in his lungs and the moisture in his throat. Such quiet wandering eventually led to thoughts of Nova—which, once again, summoned a terrible deal of guilt and apprehension.

      Now we just have to decide what to do with him.

      The thought made him sigh. While he appreciated the man’s concern, he didn’t need the help Nova was trying to offer.

      In my time of need, he thought, trying to remember any situation in which he’d needed dire help.

      The only real time that came to mind had been a few weeks ago, during which he’d been trapped in the tower. However, with Miko’s arrival and his decision to take him as his squire, he could see no reason for help.

      He looked for me for two years.

      Could he really turn the man away after all the time he’d spent looking—now, especially with his state of mind and the way he’d cried when holding him in his arms? Could he honestly, truthfully return to their room, take a deep breath, then tell Nova to pack his bags, get dressed, and take the long, hard road back home?

      No. He couldn’t. Even the idea of doing such a thing shook him to the core, to the point where he began to tremble.

      Movement pulled Odin from his thoughts and toward the distant rim of the sparring wheel—where, in the threshold leading from the castle and to the training grounds, stood Jordan, dressed in a plain jerkin and trousers.

      Why is he⁠—

      “Odin!” Jordan called. “What’re you doing out here?”

      “Nothing, sir. I… I’m not causing any trouble.”

      “I didn’t think you were,” the weapons master laughed, then frowned when Odin didn’t reply. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Something’s bothering you.”

      Odin continued walking. While not normally disrespectful of authority figures, he didn’t feel like talking. Jordan would understand.

      “Odin,” the man said, voice firm and authoritative.

      Odin stopped.

      Guess he doesn’t understand at all.

      “Yes sir?” he asked, turning as Jordan began to cross the distance between them.

      “Why are you walking away from me?”

      “I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, tightening his grip on his trousers. “I…. I wanted to be alone. To think some things out for myself.”

      When Jordan didn’t reply, Odin turned and continued down the sphere of dirt until he came to a growth of grass, which eventually extended toward the hill and the pond beneath it.

      A hand touched his shoulder, stopping him in place.

      “Odin.”

      Grimacing, Odin turned, expecting the worst.

      What he saw surprised him.

      Concern lit Jordan’s face.

      “I needed to be alone, that’s all,” Odin said, sliding his fingers into his pockets so they wouldn’t betray his true feelings. “Miko said I could.”

      “I don’t doubt he did.” Jordan glanced up at Odin’s arms. He let out a short breath as his eyes trailed up to his shoulders. “I’m just not used to you wandering off alone.”

      “I’ve been alone for two years, sir.”

      When Jordan made no move to free his hand from his upper arm, Odin took a deep breath, sighed, then turned his attention to the distant walls, which seemed all the more breathtaking when one stood beneath them and saw their gargantuan size.

      Somehow, he knew it wouldn’t be long until he and Miko left on their grand adventure.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re back,” Nova said, raising his head from his place in bed.

      Odin nodded, careful to close the door behind him. “Where’s Miko?” he asked.

      “He left a few moments ago. I think he went to find a healer.”

      After settling down at the table and tangling his hands in his hair, Odin bowed his head and tried his hardest not to look at Nova for fear his true emotions would betray him. When the man started coughing, Odin rose from his place faster than he could ever imagine possible and went directly to his side.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Nova said, raising his hand to cover his mouth. He coughed a few more times before settling into the cranny between the headrest and the corner, where he leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “I’m all right. Thanks for offering.”

      Odin looked out the window and at the somewhat-sunny weather. Hopefully there wouldn’t be another storm. Last night’s rain had brought about enough commotion on his behalf—they didn’t need any more.

      “Guess you needed to get out, huh?” Nova asked, breaking Odin’s trance with a small smile.

      “I haven’t been outside a whole lot since I’ve been out of the tower.”

      “Why were you there in the first place?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      “Show me?” Nova frowned.

      Odin walked to the wall behind the circular table. His sword lay atop a dresser that sat low to the ground.

      “When I was fourteen,” Odin said, sliding the weapon into his hands, “someone delivered this to me completely out of the blue.”

      In but a few short steps, Odin returned to the bed and offered the man the sword. Nova took it, examining its dark, almost-shining sheath before pulling the blade free from its confines. “Woah,” he said, eyes darting over the black metal. “This is… different.”

      “The courier and the guards said it was made by Dark Elves. The king’s committee thought I might be trying to do something illegal, since the weapon wasn’t from here and is what it is. I was thrown into the tower immediately after the guards saw what it was.”

      “And you got out because Miko came along, right?”

      “Uh huh,” Odin nodded. “I was starting to get worried, since there weren’t any knights coming up to look at me, even though Jordan, my weapons master, did his best to make me sound like a good squire. He kept telling me that I would get out, but I wasn’t so sure.”

      “He would’ve kept you in there if someone hadn’t come for you?”

      “No—at least, I don’t think so. I would’ve been released when I was eighteen, but that would immediately discount any kind of work I could do in the royal military. “

      “I wanted to help you when I saw you in my visions. That’s why I left. Well, that, and because the figure of light said it would be there for me if I helped you.”

      Odin shrugged. He leaned the sword against the wall and settled down on the bed. “I’m sorry you came all the way out here.”

      “I’m not,” Nova smiled. “I mean, I got to meet you, didn’t I?”

      “I guess.”

      “That, and I’ve finally gotten around to seeing Ornala.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “Bohren. I’ve lived there my whole life. Haven’t been outside the town once.”

      “I hadn’t been outside Felnon until I came here.”

      “Guess we’re alike in that way.”

      Odin smiled. Nova laughed.

      The door opened. Miko slid into the room, shortly followed by Jordan and Ectris.

      “Father?” Odin frowned, rising. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I heard about last night’s excitement,” the man said, stepping up to Odin’s side. “You must be Nova?”

      “Hello sir,” Nova said, shaking the man’s hand.

      “I’m Ectris. Odin’s father.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Ectris settled down beside Odin while Miko pulled his cloak off. Jordan stood at the end of Nova’s bed, watching him with curious eyes.

      “You’ve got nothing else to tell us about why you came here?” the weapons master asked. “Nothing that I should be concerned about?”

      Nova closed his eyes and began his story. First, by telling him of the initial vision in which he’d seen Odin trapped in the tower, he revealed to the four of them a gift that could be viewed as a curse, then told of the second vision. Finally, when he came to the third, in which the figure of light had told him that he needed to help Odin to be helped in his own time of need, Nova paused and waited for reply. None, however, immediately came.

      “Master, sir,” Odin said, drawing Miko’s attention away from Nova. “What do you think of it?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. Whatever it was, it sounded important.”

      “And strange,” Ectris added. The way he said it implied that he didn’t particularly care why Nova had come all this way. “Why Odin though? Why my son?”

      “I’m not sure,” Nova said. “It just said that I needed to be there in Odin’s time of need.”

      “Well,” Jordan said, speaking up for the first time since Nova had begun his story, “as long as you’re not here to cause any harm or make any trouble, I won’t kick you out. We’ll have to move you outside the walls, though.”

      “Why?” Miko asked. “He can stay here. That’s perfectly fine.”

      “I don’t care either,” Odin added.

      “Where have you been sleeping then?” Jordan frowned. He looked at the bed, then at Miko. He seemed to realize that the spring wouldn’t support the Elf’s frame and said nothing further.

      “Father,” Odin said. “Why did you come here with Miko?”

      “I have to say goodbye, son,” Ectris sighed. “I came with the other fathers from Felnon to wish their sons off.”

      “You don’t have to go. You can stay.”

      “Unless I want to head back alone, I have to go. We’re leaving this afternoon.”

      Odin nodded. He wrapped his arm around his father and leaned against his chest.

      “I’ll see you whenever,” Ectris said, stroking Odin’s back. “I love you, son.”

      “I love you too.”

      Ectris kissed Odin’s brow and rose.

      Before he could walk out the door with Jordan, he raised a hand and smiled. He mouthed ‘good luck’ before leaving the room.
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        * * *

      

      “How long will it be until we leave?” Odin asked.

      Miko looked from the fire’s glowing embers, then at the bed, careful to make sure Nova was asleep before turning his attention to Odin. “We need to wait until our new friend gets better.”

      “Are we taking him with us?” Odin frowned.

      “We can’t expect him to go home, can we?”

      “I guess not.”

      In the absence of dialogue that followed, Odin watched the crackling embers and tried to understand just what it was he felt. The anxious feelings were there, obviously, but something else was interspersed there, as if a drop of blood had secretly been added to an elegant glass of chardonnay.

      Jealousy? he thought after a rash moment of indecision.

      It couldn’t be. What did he have to be jealous about? It wasn’t as though he and Nova were competing for anything.

      “Does it bother you that I want him to come with us?” Miko asked.

      “No. Not… not really, sir.”

      “I understand why this might bother you, Odin. It’s not often that a complete stranger shows up and says he’s come to help you when you obviously don’t need any assistance.”

      “He said that he needed to come to me in my time of need, but like you said, I don’t need any help.”

      “Not now, but you might later.”

      “Do you know something I don’t, sir?”

      “No. Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’re… well, different. Powerful.”

      “Just because I’m an Elf doesn’t mean I can see the future. Few can, and those seldom few often see twisted versions affected by personal opinion and feeling.”

      “A seer can’t really see the future then, can they?”

      “A true seer doesn’t try to predict what will come. He or she instead sits back and sees what will unfold.”

      Odin nodded. He reached up to scratch an itch on his shoulder and ended up touching his master’s hand. It startled him at first, given the fact that he had not realized the Elf had come up behind him, but he settled down soon after.

      “You need to remember that you can’t change what might happen in your life. Just understand that you have to deal with whatever comes along. All right?”

      “Yes sir.”

      Miko slid an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “It won’t be too long until we leave,” the Elf said. “Don’t worry.”
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        * * *

      

      Within the next two weeks, during the time the new squires left with their knight masters for lands far away and tasks with more nobler meaning, Nova had fully recovered. Blossoming into the strong, boisterous man he appeared to be, his cheeks brightened in color and his eyes, once dull, eventually began to sparkle like drops of fresh honey on the fingers of some fair child. Even his smile—which, up until that point, had remained somewhat somber—brightened astoundingly.

      One day, when the sun was high in the sky and the birds in the distant trees cackled with delight, Odin and Nova stood in the training circle on the western grounds, hitting straw dummies with swords, staves and other weapons.

      “Can you fight with a scythe?” Odin asked.

      “I suppose,” Nova smiled. “I’ve never used it on another person, but I don’t see why I couldn’t. Why do you ask?”

      Odin returned his sword beside the others before grabbing a staff off the nearby rack, twirling it into his grasp until the rod rested evenly in his hands. “You want to fight me?”

      “The question is: do you want to fight me?”

      “I guess.”

      Grinning, Nova lifted his own staff from the rack and returned to the training circle, flipping the rod around his hand as if it were no more than a quill between a fancy man’s fingers. “Let’s try not to break each other’s fingers though,” he smiled, returning the weapon to both hands. “It won’t be any fun riding a horse if we do.”

      Odin laughed.

      He ducked just in time to avoid an overhead swing.

      Damn, he thought, ducking before he threw a returning strike of his own.

      He hadn’t expected the bigger man to be so fast.

      After blocking Odin’s attack by raising his rod and spreading his fingers to avoid a strike that landed directly between his hands, Nova swung his staff over his shoulder, then smacked the tip of Odin’s weapon into the air in a single flourish.

      “You’re good,” Nova smiled.

      “I haven’t fought with a staff before,” Odin mused.

      “You haven’t?”

      “No.”

      Nova crouched when Odin returned a receiving blow.

      Odin could hardly believe how awkward he felt whilst holding such a long weapon. Here he was, some five-foot-five, wielding a weapon that nearly rivaled his size, trying to combat someone who was both a good seven inches higher than himself and who was obviously-skilled with such a weapon. In blocking and returning blows, he nearly lost his balance several times, stumbling back or to the left and right.

      Once, when Nova struck Odin’s staff so hard it was thrust into the dirt, Odin nearly caught a blow in the face that surely would have broken his nose.

      Concentrate. Watch his movements.

      Nova’s stance left him open for a number of attacks. His legs, far apart, could be struck, while his left side, mostly unattended as Nova was right handed, remained in perfect view. If he could only catch the man off-guard without revealing his plan.

      He’s good, Odin thought.

      Who could have trained him to fight so well?

      “Getting scared?” Nova smirked, throwing two strikes in Odin’s direction.

      “No,” Odin lied, grinding his teeth together. “Why?”

      “You’re sweating.”

      A bead of moisture ran down Odin’s nose.

      Stay calm. He’s not going to hurt you. You know that.

      Either way, he couldn’t help but remember his confrontation with Herald Monvich, in which he’d been struck a mighty blow not by sword, but fist, and the blood he’d shed.

      Nova swung his staff.

      Odin’s eyes went out of focus.

      What the⁠—

      He didn’t have time to react before the bigger man struck him in the ankles, sending him flying to the ground.

      “Gotta watch your feet with long weapons,” the man laughed, offering Odin a hand. “You okay?”

      “I’m all right,” he said, brushing the dirt off his pants. “I didn’t consider my feet.”

      “Eh, it’s all right. I’m guessing in full armor you don’t have to worry about that so much, since the suit will be heavy and all, but on your own two feet? Hell no.”

      Smiling, Odin turned his attention to the distance—where, in the stone archway leading into the castle, Miko stood watching, almost completely invisible despite his gargantuan size.

      “He’s pretty big,” Nova said, gently punching Odin’s shoulder, “isn’t he?”

      “I guess. He’s the biggest man I’ve ever seen.”

      Nova laughed.

      It wasn’t until a short moment later, after Nova slung an arm around his shoulder, that Odin realized he’d called his knight master a man.

      “What?” Nova asked, still laughing.

      “I haven’t called him a man before.”

      “How come?”

      “I’ve… well… always thought of him as just an Elf.”

      “Well, technically he is a man, even if he’s not human.”

      Odin looked back at Miko and raised his hand. The Elf returned the gesture promptly. “When were we leaving?” Odin asked, setting his staff against its rack before looking up at Nova. “Did you hear?”

      “No. Miko said it would be soon though, maybe this afternoon.”

      “Why so late?”

      “Well, we’re not ready now, are we? And besides—Jordan said he was having food and other supplies prepared for us. We can’t leave until those are ready, can we?”

      Odin shrugged. He turned just in time to see Miko crossing the field and heading directly toward them.

      “Are you two ready to leave?” the Elf asked.

      “Where are we going, sir?” Odin frowned.

      “Let’s just say its somewhere you wouldn’t have expected.”

      Miko turned and began to head back into the castle.

      Odin and Nova gave one another peculiar glances before following their companion into the structure.
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        * * *

      

      “You won’t tell us?” Odin asked, busying himself with packing the few pairs of clothing he owned.

      “Come on,” Nova laughed, slapping Miko’s back. “Don’t keep it a surprise.”

      “What fun would that be?” the Elf smiled.

      Odin shrugged. Nova chuckled, then tossed his hands over his head. “All right,” Nova said. “You win.”

      “Finish packing,” the Elf said. “High Mage Daughtry and his daughter would like to meet with us before we leave.”

      “High Mage Daughtry?” Odin frowned. “Why does he⁠—”

      “He said he’s had some clothes made for the both of you.”

      “Clothes?” Nova asked. “What about⁠—”

      “I don’t need extra clothing,” the Elf interrupted. “This is what I wear.”

      “You don’t get tired of wearing the same thing over and over?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “What about cleaning them?” Odin frowned.

      “I do so with magic,” Miko replied. “Now, hush. Let’s return to the tasks at hand.”

      They returned to packing with silence and efficiency that should have been impossible given the circumstance they were about to throw themselves into. Here they were—he, Odin, and Nova, his friend—preparing for a trip and a destination neither of them knew, all the while listening to a creature who could spell for them danger. While he thought of, and while he considered the possibilities, Odin found himself looking up at the room they’d shared together for month they’d been here, mesmerized and mystified by the idea of the coming adventure.

      After all this time, after all this preparation, they would finally be leaving.

      But where? he thought.

      Where he didn’t know, but he didn’t particularly care. At least they were headed in the right direction.

      “Hey, kid,” Nova said, slapping Odin’s arm. “You still there?”

      “Yeah.” Odin blinked. “Why?”

      “You stopped packing your stuff.”

      “Oh.” Odin looked down at the pair of pants spread out in front of him.

      Nova slung his pack over his shoulder and ruffled Odin’s hair in the process. Odin, too, finished securing his belongings within the sack before rising to follow both his friend and his knight master out of the room, nerves in tangles and his heart beating ever so fast as they began to make their way through the halls.

      The torches, the stone, the ornate rugs, the paintings in which heroes were predicted and the past was returned to the present—he wouldn’t be seeing any of this for some time.

      Just like Father.

      He should’ve spent more time with him before he left. Miko would’ve understood—would’ve encouraged it, as far as he knew. To think that they’d spent such a short amount of time together after being apart for so long tore his heart to strings.

      A week? he thought, frowning. Was that all the time I got to spent with him?

      Content with his misery, Odin continued forward, his eyes on his knight master’s dark cloak trailing behind him.

      “Sir,” Odin said, frowning when Miko turned down a hall that led away from the castle’s main entrance. “Where are we going?”

      “We can’t have you traveling without the proper accommodations,” the Elf replied. “Can we?”

      Odin could only smile.
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        * * *

      

      “It is the standard apparel for any traveling squire,” the royal armor-smith said, brushing out the fabric along Odin’s shoulders. “Designed to hold up even in the most outrageous of weather and the most horrendous of conditions.”

      It was almost impossible to believe that he stood within the royal armory in leather armor that the king himself had especially designated to him. His panic long gone and his breathing only just returning to normal, he lifted his eyes to look at himself in the mirror.

      In his heart rose jeopardy.

      This person before him was not him—could not, in the least, be the boy from Felnon who once upon a time had run away with dreams of becoming a knight—for upon his shoulders he wore a jerkin made from leathers so exquisite they could have fed a village for years. Studded, upon his chest, to grant protection; lined, along the wrists and collar, with blood-red trim; centered, perfectly, upon his chest, and tailored to fit his form—his shirt beneath was fine and white, his pants snug and secure, the belt at his waist accented with the same straps that ran along his boots. Even the bracers upon his wrists reminded him of the burden he now held, as adorned across their surfaces was the very symbol of his kingdom: that sword and those twin warhorns.

      This is it, he thought, flexing his fingers to test his dexterity. This is where it all begins.

      “The start of my new life,” Odin whispered. “The beginning of everything⁠—”

      “What the fuck is this thing?”

      Odin looked up.

      Opposite him, Nova sat shifting beneath two men as they lowered and began to strap an intricate pauldron across his left shoulder.

      “It’s a pauldron, sir,” one of the armor-smiths said. “Surely you know what a pauldron⁠—”

      “I know what a fucking pauldron is!” the red-haired man snapped. “I just want to know why you’re putting it on me.”

      “It’s because you’re playing a very important role in this journey,” Miko said, stepping from the shadows in his black guise.

      “I don’t care about my fucking role! Why do I have to put this thing on? I’m more than capable of defending myself⁠—”

      “On your right side,” Miko interrupted. Nova’s perplexed expression spoke for itself. “Do you not understand? One side cannot be guarded and the other left open. I saw your spar with Odin. You leave yourself vulnerable. That cannot be tolerated. Your purpose is clear, Nova. As our protector, you will serve to defend the party—and, most specifically, act as Odin’s honored guardian.”

      It makes sense, Odin thought, that he would give him a title.

      When Nova rose from his seat, the impressive fauld across his waist clinked together as the straps swung to and fro “So,” he said, spreading his arms. “How do I look?”

      “Like a true warrior of the kingdom,” Miko said, stepping forward to test the accented metals across his belt, shoulder strap and armor. “Like the man who will ensure that all of us stay alive.”

      Nova bowed his head while an armor-smith attached a dagger and satchel to his belt.

      “I wasn’t really sure you would want to bring me along,” the man from Bohren said, raising his eyes. “I mean… being who I am and all… what I am. I thought you’d just turn me away.”

      “Your place within this world is far grander than you believe,” Miko said, pressing a hand to Nova’s cheek and caressing his jaw. “It dwells within you, Nova.”

      “What does?”

      “Courage. Passion. Integrity. Grief. There’s something within you that not many have, especially those whose lives seemed destined for simplicity. When I look at you, I know only one thing: it burns.”

      Miko leaned forward and pressed his lips to Nova’s brow.

      Odin could only stand there as he watched the exchange.

      He feels it too.

      He hadn’t been wrong after all.

      “Gentlemen,” Miko said, directing his attention to the armorsmiths. “We thank you for your time and patience. Please, give your forge-master and leather workers our regards.” He paused. “Odin, Nova—are we ready to see High Mage Daughtry before we depart?”

      Nodding, Odin reached down to make sure his sword was secure at his side.

      When his hand touched his blade, he knew one thing.

      This was what he was born to do.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh,” Daughtry said, upon opening the door to see the three of them. “Miko.”

      “You’ve met before?” Odin frowned, shifting in place.

      “He was one of the men who witnessed my appearance when I came through the gates,” the Elf said, nodding in the mage’s direction. “I’m sorry we couldn’t have made it sooner, Daughtry. We were delayed.”

      “That’s perfectly fine,” the mage said. “Come in. I have your things right here.”

      Careful to let his knight master go first, then to allow Nova entry next, Odin stepped through the threshold and scanned the house with wary eyes, already dreading the emotions placating his conscience as if he were a stray apple left out for the worms.

      To think, he thought, that you were here before it all went down.

      From the archway that led to the stairwell came a little girl. In a forest-green dress, fancy black shoes and her blonde hair in pigtails, she looked to be the very definition of youth, with a wild spirit that existed within her dark green eyes, and stopped midstride upon noticing the strangers in her house. Her eyes immediately fell to Odin—which seemed to widen—before her attention trailed up to Miko’s hulking form.

      “Anna,” Daughtry said, gesturing to his daughter to follow them into the room.

      “Yes Father?” the little girl asked.

      “You remember Odin, don’t you?”

      When the little girl gave a slight nod and pout of her lip, she raised her hand and conjured the butterfly she had summoned all those years ago. “I remember,” she said.

      Odin pushed his hand palm-up and made a white butterfly of his own. Together, the summoned constructs flew into the air and danced around each other, almost as if both he and the little girl shared the same thought.

      “These are the clothes I’ve arranged for the pair of you,” Daughtry said, drawing Odin’s attention away from the scene before them. “A few of the villagers were willing to offer up their teenage sons’ clothing. These I had spare for you, Mr. Eternity.”

      “Thank you,” Nova said, running a hand along one of the simple shirts.

      “I assume the three of you are leaving then?”

      “Yes,” Miko said. “We are.”

      “I’m sure you’re aware that you can’t leave on a boat here. You’re going to have to go to Elna.”

      “Elna?” Odin frowned. “Miko, sir, why⁠—”

      The Elf raised a hand. “Yes, Daughtry,” he said. “I’m more than aware.”

      “Your horses are being tended to as we speak,” the high mage said, stepping up to one of the windows and parting the curtains to look outside. “Would you like extra bags for your clothing, friends?”

      “They can fit them in their sacks,” the Elf said. “Right, Odin? Nova?”

      “Right,” Nova said.

      Still a bit dumbstruck to speak, Odin went about unlacing the pack over his shoulder and securing the clothes within its confines. To think that they would be heading more than halfway across the country to secure themselves a destination was more than unsettling. How long would such a journey take? Weeks, possibly months?

      Why can’t we just use one of the kingdom’s boats? he wondered.

      Could their inability to charter a boat from here be because Ornala was not equipped for such travel, or was it because Miko was not truly royalty and would not be allowed such privileges?

      Either way, he couldn’t think about it.

      After the clothes were tucked away within the sack, Odin rose and faced Daughtry.

      In that man’s dark-blue eyes, he thought he saw worry for the three of them.

      This will be a long journey, his eyes seemed to say. Prepare for it.
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        * * *

      

      “Elna?” Nova asked. “That’s the only way we can disembark?”

      “That’s the only way we can leave on a big ship,” Miko said, running his bony fingers through his stallion’s mane.

      “Why can’t we just charter a boat from Ornala?”

      “Because I am not royalty.”

      Of course, Odin thought, his suspicions confirmed in but a few simple words. “But sir,” he continued. “Why do we need a big ship?”

      “We just do.”

      Just do.

      The secrecy was starting to get to him.

      “Sir,” he continued, hoping his tone didn’t sound childish and his thoughts irrational. “Does this really have to be a secret?”

      There you go, he thought. Now you sound like a child.

      He chuckled at the thought.

      “I’m glad you find this amusing,” Miko said, his smile revealed from beneath his hood. “But yes. It’s a surprise.”

      “How long will it take us to get to Elna?” Nova frowned.

      “A good while. Have either of you been so far west?”

      Odin and Nova shook their heads.

      “I’ve only traveled north of Felnon,” Odin said.

      “I’ve been east,” Nova added, “but that’s because I came from Bohren. This is the farthest west I’ve been my whole life.”

      “The terrain gets a little rough as we go along,” Miko explained. “The plains are one thing, but the lowlands are another.”

      “How bad are they?”

      “Bad enough to merit several extra days of travel if we want to be safe. The lowlands aren’t even the worst of it. It’s the ‘Ela Alna Pass.”

      “‘Ela Alna?” Odin closed his eyes, trying to picture the area. Nothing immediately came to mind. “What is that, sir? It seems familiar, but⁠—”

      “The pass is a long, descending slope that’s very difficult to travel,” Miko explained, “especially during storms—which, unfortunately, the west has many of.”

      “What’s so bad about it?”

      “Downhill terrain,” Nova said, “is slick, especially when wet.”

      “Our friend is right, Odin. To make matters even worse, grass doesn’t grow on the pass because it’s almost constantly wet. There’s no way for plants to root themselves to the soil, so they constantly get washed away. We’ll have to take extra precautions when traveling this route.” Miko arched his back, stretching the muscles before settling back into place. “So, Nova, to answer your question: we’re looking at a month’s worth of travel.”

      “Fifty days?” the man asked.

      Miko shook his head. “Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to be sorry,” Nova sighed. “I mean, you can’t help it. I trust you more than I’d trust anyone else.”

      Miko smiled.

      Odin couldn’t help but do the same.
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        * * *

      

      The sun beat down with such unrelenting force that, come midafternoon, both Odin and Nova had parted jerkins and unbuttoned shirts in an attempt to cool. Oddly enough, despite his companions’ distress, Miko seemed unaffected by the heat, and still wore his black facade as if it were nothing more than a simple shirt or bowtie.

      Maybe it doesn’t bother him, Odin thought, raising a hand to wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead. He is an Elf, after all.

      It was possible that Elves could control their body temperature. If he truly thought about it, though, why would Miko have asked for a blanket the night of the storm if he was capable of such a feat?

      He didn’t have his cape on, he thought, shifting in his seat.

      “Hey, Odin,” Nova drawled, voice hazy and rough. He leaned forward until their shoulders touched. “You got any water?”

      “Yeah,” he said, reaching down to retrieve one of the many canteens from his pack. “Why? Where did yours go?”

      “The damn thing had a leak.”

      “I can share.”

      “Thanks bud. You’re a lifesaver.”

      Nova tipped the canteen back and took a short swallow before returning it. After securing it in its place, Odin raised his head to survey the land before them. Bare, save for a few scattered pockets of trees along the sides of the roads, the plains seemed to go on forever, extending into the vast distance of yellow and gold grass and weed for what seemed like eternity.

      “It’s plains land for a good while,” Miko said, noting Odin’s observation. “There’s very little to look at out here.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Odin said. “Aren’t you hot, sir?”

      “No. Why?”

      “We’re dripping sweat,” Nova laughed. The sound of his voice lacked its normal enthusiasm.

      “Don’t worry. The weather doesn’t bother me.”

      “How?” Odin frowned.

      Miko shrugged.

      That’s the best answer I’m going to get right now.

      The Elf had remained silent for most of the morning. Odin recalled him speaking only once or twice, if that.

      There’s not really a whole lot to say.

      What could they speak of if not their own personal matters—their lives, their hardships, their troubles and insecurities? There were no landmarks to point to and make casual banter about, no pools of water at which to stop and fill their canteens, and there seemed little in the manner of joking to be done. There was, essentially, very little to actually converse over, so silence would ultimately rule the majority of their travels.

      “Hey kid,” Nova said. “Wanna play a game?”

      “What kind of game is it?” Odin asked.

      “It’s a ‘who can beat the other to the hill first’ kind of game.”

      Nova kicked his horse into a run, laughing like a madman as he gradually got further and further away.

      “He’s delirious,” Odin mumbled.

      “Better go catch him,” Miko said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” Miko reached over and set a hand on his shoulder. “Go. Have fun. Besides—if he falls off, someone needs to be there to catch his horse.”

      No one ever said heatstroke was fun, Odin thought with a slight smile.

      After kicking his horse into gear, he pursued Nova in the hopes that somehow, someway, he could still catch up.
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks took them across the plains. Skirting across the boundaries of the Ke’Tarka Military Outpost, through the other smaller, unmapped villages and settlements that dotted the lands and around isolated areas of forest broken apart from the Felnon providence—it seemed their pursuits were taking the longest time in the world.

      Tired, sunburnt, and more than ready to have this stretch of the journey over with, Odin lifted his head out of his horse’s mane to find the blinding sunset stretching across the sky in hues of orange, pink and purple.

      There, in the near distance, the land began dropping—first slowly, then out of view completely.

      “These the lowlands?” Nova grunted, tightening his hold on his stallion’s reins to still its incessant movements.

      “Yes,” Miko nodded. “These are the famed outskirts of the Deldonian Lowlands. We will have to be very careful here.”

      “I see grass,” Odin said. “I thought you said there wasn’t any?”

      “Here, on the top of the incline, there is. Further down, it starts thinning out until it all but disappears.”

      “This is where we’ve gotta watch the horses,” Nova said. “Isn’t it?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Miko dismounted. When the giant horse made a move to follow, the Elf raised his hand, stilling the creature. He bent and set a hand on the ground, holding it there for a moment. Not once did he run his concealed nails through the blades of grass or pull any of the soil out. He then raised his head and said, breathless and as though he’d just run a thousand leagues, “You may want to dismount and consider letting the horses rest.”

      “But it’s not dark,” Odin frowned.

      The sun had not yet fallen to the horizon, but it would soon enough. With the colors bleeding from existence and the lapse of dark blue spilling from the east, it would not be long before the stars would twinkle into existence.

      “I understand, Odin, but the horses will be much better off with rest, especially since we’re going downhill tomorrow.”

      “What if the horses don’t want to go downhill?” Nova asked, stepping down from his mount. “I mean, the animals are skittish enough as it is. Won’t a downhill journey spook them?”

      “That’s my point, Nova. We’re going to have to dismount and walk them down the hill.”

      Odin looked up.

      Tomorrow morning, they would step from their horses and lead them forward, directly into what could possibly be a deathtrap.

      “We’ll be okay though,” Odin said, “right?”

      “You have nothing to worry about. The lowlands are bad in only a few spots, and not until the very end.”

      “Then we have to go down the pass,” Nova grumbled.

      Miko shook his head. “Sadly, yes. Let’s not worry about that now though.” He retrieved three long, copper nails from his saddlebag and passed one each to Nova and Odin. “Put these in the ground and tie your horses down.”

      “Won’t they run off?” Nova stared at the nail as if they’d been asked to eat it.

      “No. They’re not stupid. They know they’re safer with us.”

      I seriously doubt that, Odin thought, stooping to thrust his nail into the ground whilst taking extra care not to startle Gainea more than she already was. But oh well.

      He trusted his master enough to do as asked.

      After tethering the horses in place, the three removed their saddlebags and set them down. Nova pulled the remnants of last night’s kindling and tossed it in a pile, while Miko traced an invisible circle. The hairs on Odin’s arms immediately stood on end.

      “Do you feel the energy, Nova?” Miko asked, raising his head to look at the human.

      “Yeah. The hairs on my arms and collarbone are itching. Why?”

      “I’m magicking the area around so the fire won’t spread.”

      “I can’t see anything.”

      “You’re not supposed to,” Odin said, though he himself could make out the invisible ring in the grass—faint, but glowing, as if it were a far-off light twinkling in the distance.

      “Oh.” Nova shrugged. “All right then.”

      The man settled down beside Odin once he stooped to unroll his bedroll. Odin smiled, but grimaced when Miko finished the circle, completing the arc of magic that immediately released a burst of energy powerful enough to make him shiver.

      “Yeah,” Nova chuckled, fingers flourishing in the aftermath. “I felt it too.”

      “It’s for our protection,” Miko said, looking up at the two of them. Had his face been visible, Odin imagined his lips would have been slightly pursued and his eyes solemn but calm. “I wouldn’t put the circle here otherwise.”

      “It doesn’t bother me,” Nova said. “And I seriously doubt it bothers Odin much.”

      “Not at all,” Odin shrugged.

      Miko nodded. “Odin, could you get the soup, please?”

      “Yes sir,” he said, rising. He fumbled through the Elf’s saddlebag, resting beneath his standing mount, until he found the tube of last night’s dinner. He passed it to his master with little more than a frown. “We have enough food for a little while longer, right?”

      “You don’t have to worry. If we run out, we’ll eat,” Miko said.

      “We can always kill a rabbit,” Nova suggested.

      “Yeah,” Odin frowned, “but how would we kill it though?”

      “I can use magic,” Miko said. “I prefer not to do such a thing, because it’s unfair and puts the rabbit at a disadvantage, but if it comes down to that, I won’t let us go hungry.”

      Miko poured the soup into a few bowls and set them at the foot of the fire to warm. In doing so, Odin began to think about what his master had said and just how sound his words were. What normal man would say hunting an animal at a disadvantage was unfair, especially one who used a bow and arrow or any projectile weapon?

      No man, he thought. Well, no normal man. He’s an Elf—what do I expect?

      “You okay, kid?”

      “I’m fine, Nova.”

      The older man tightened the grip on Odin’s arm. “You sure?”

      “Tired, that’s all.”

      “We’ll rest tonight,” Miko said, passing the two of them their soup when it was deemed warm enough to consume. “Eat up. Since we’ve stopped early, we can all get a little extra sleep.”

      “I can take first watch,” Odin said. “You did last night, sir.”

      “I’ll do it, Odin. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not, sir. It’s just that⁠—”

      “Please, don’t argue with me. You’ve both been out in the heat all day. You deserve all the rest you can get, especially considering what we’re about to endure tomorrow.”

      Odin sighed, spooning soup into his mouth. “All right,” he said, content with the sentiment. “Thank you for your kindness.”

      Miko said nothing. He merely continued to eat his dinner.
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        * * *

      

      They started down the hill first thing the following morning.

      The danger became evident immediately.

      Starting at the base of the descent and growing ever so slowly as it continued down toward the ‘Ela Alna Pass, the ground began to get bumpy and steep. In short, breathless tones, and in a way that alerted Odin to the fear within his master’s voice, Miko instructed them to take careful steps and to correct their horses when necessary. If they started to get spooked, he said to bend down and take their lower leg to guide it to the correct spot, as to not send them tumbling down the hill and toward an untimely death.

      It’s going to be dangerous, the Elf had said, but we’ll be fine if they don’t get spooked.

      “Shh,” Odin said, calming the mare at his side. “It’s all right, Gainea. Be quiet.”

      She snorted, nudging his shoulder. The gesture was enough to make him smile despite the arduous terrain. How he’d missed her all those years in the tower, and what a surprise it had been when his father had told him that he had brought her from Felnon especially for his trip away from home.

      “She’s a good horse,” Nova remarked, grimacing when his stallion nipped his shoulder. “No!” he cried.

      “Why is he biting you?” Odin frowned.

      “Because he’s nervous,” Miko said. “Nova, tell him it’s all right and stroke his face. He’s only nipping because he’s worried you’ll let him fall.”

      “I won’t let him fall,” Nova sighed. He reached up and ran his hand along the animal’s jaw, stopping to rub the stallion’s one ear. “It’s okay, boy. You’re not going anywhere so long as you’re with me.”

      The horse grunted, the force of the exhale enough to tousle Nova’s hair.

      “Sir,” Odin said, grimacing when he misjudged his step. He gripped Gainea’s reins a little too hard to keep himself from falling and received a rumble of disgust in response. “How are we going to sleep?”

      “I’d prefer to get to a point on the descent where we can stop without having to worry about our mounts.”

      “Does that mean we’ll probably end up going until after it gets dark?” Nova asked.

      “Sadly, yes.”

      Nova kicked a rock off the path.

      Slowly, with eyes concentrated and focused, Odin watched it soar down the hill and bounce off the juts and bumps in the earth, its surface flailing as though gifted with unnecessary limbs. When it disappeared from sight, Odin started to reach for his friend, fearing his own body would repeat the same action, but stopped. “Sorry,” Odin said.

      “For what?” Nova asked, the side of his lip curling down. “Hey, don’t worry about it. We’re gonna get there eventually anyway.”

      “We’ve been going for nearly thirty days.”

      Miko said nothing. Odin didn’t want, nor expect him to. He wouldn’t have minded if he’d reiterated that their journey was not endless, but he didn’t particularly care to hear it.

      Well, he’s right.

      Still, being reminded didn’t help much.

      “Hey, Odin,” Nova said, reaching out to slap his shoulder with his palm. “I’d race you down the hill, but, well, we can’t really do that.”

      “I know,” he laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “We’ll be entertained on the boat,” Miko said.

      “You’re still not going to tell us?” Nova asked.

      “Come on, sir,” Odin added. He couldn’t help but smile at how he sounded. “Please tell us.”

      “I’m not telling you,” Miko said.

      The laugh that followed was enough to inspire warmth in Odin’s heart. It sounded much like something pure—a child, a bell, a dove cooing on a cold winter’s night or even a whisper of wind on a hot summer’s day. The world could have ended and yet there would be that one sound—echoing, endlessly, throughout time, a testament to things great, wonderful and magical. To hear such a thing was to grace oneself with the gift of something free, and when Odin caught Nova smiling as well, he realized that he had not been the only one impacted.

      “What?” Miko asked, voice still tinged with laughter.

      “I haven’t heard you laugh before,” Odin said.

      “Neither have I,” Nova added.

      “I like the sound of it.”

      Miko turned his head down. While his face was still hidden behind the hood of his cloak, Odin could still trace the presence of a smile upon the Elf’s lips. “Well, thank you,” the creature said. “I appreciate it.”

      “We’re your friends,” Nova said, reaching over to pat Miko’s back. “It’s not like you have anything to worry about around us.”

      “I don’t,” Miko said, then turned away to guide his horse forward.

      Odin frowned.

      For some reason, it felt as though Miko had more to hide than he let on.
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        * * *

      

      The moon glowed and cast a haze about the area that made the hills seem haunting and without respect. Coupled with fog, which hung low to the ground and clung to their ankles like incessant children, the world around them was almost completely invisible. Each step taken in blind faith, each look managed with a world of unsurety, they continued toward their destination as though mad, consumed by their desire and enraged by their passion to conquer these slights.

      “Sir,” Odin said, after he nearly stumbled on lose earth for the fifth time in the span of a few moments. “We need to stop.”

      “Yeah,” Nova said. “We do.”

      Nova’s horse slipped.

      Lunging forward, the man pressed his hands against the stallion’s torso and clasped his arms around its sides. It took all of the man’s willpower and physical strength to keep it up, and even then, it faltered a few paces before righting itself.

      “Let’s stop,” Miko said.

      Though they stood on uneven ground, the Elf retrieved the nails and passed them out, pausing to look at Nova’s stallion before returning to his own mount. Odin thrust his nail into the ground, purposely angling it in the hopes that Gainea wouldn’t be spooked sometime during the night.

      “Sir,” Odin said, turning to face his master. “Is there anything you can do to keep Nova’s horse calmer?”

      “I second that question,” Nova said. He, too, secured his horse, near Odin’s. “I don’t want him getting away.”

      “He won’t run,” Miko said. “I’ve told you this before.”

      “I know, but… well… I’d just like to be sure.”

      Miko spaced his horse away from Odin’s and Nova’s—mostly due to its size, but also because of the creature’s solitary personality—before walking to Nova’s mount. There, he raised a long, gloved hand, then ran it over the creature’s face and down its neck before placing it on his shoulder.

      Though he said nothing, Odin instinctively knew his master spoke with the animal. While the air was not filled with energy known for higher forms of magic, it tingled in a way that was reminiscent of earthly things, much like entering an area recently hit by lightning or stepping into a field freshly burned and devoid of life. The wheat beneath your feet, the bones within the earth, the flesh and blood of living things crushed beneath the weight of a body—a brief shiver ran across Odin’s arm and crested the curve of his collar before skirting off his body, leaving him with a sense that he’d just been touched by something he could not see.

      “I thought,” Nova began.

      “He is,” Odin said.

      Nova frowned. He retrieved the saddle from the stallion’s back and set it on the ground to his left. Here, Odin assumed, they would sleep—feet down, heads facing the direction in which they’d just come from. The positioning, while awkward, would take some getting used to, but at least they wouldn’t have to worry about rolling downhill.

      Could you stop if you ended up rolling down?

      He highly doubted so, but decided not to think about it for fear of making his growing paranoia worse.

      “Your horse will be fine,” Miko said, pulling his hidden gaze away from the stallion.

      “What did you do?” Nova frowned.

      “I spoke with him, told him everything was all right and that the fog wouldn’t hurt him, that it was just colored moisture and that it would do nothing to harm his person or his companions.”

      “And he said… what, exactly?”

      “Most animals generally don’t speak to their owners. Ask Odin.”

      “Do they?” Nova frowned. “Have you tried speaking to Gainea?”

      “Gainea doesn’t talk,” Odin shrugged. “Well… not really. She hears me better when I use horse magic. I think she might be deaf.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Nova smirked. “She seems sharp as a whistle.”

      “I…” Odin paused, then shrugged. “If you think so.” In one swift motion, he pulled his saddlebag off his mare’s back and settled it down beside Nova’s. “Are we sleeping here, sir?”

      “Yes. It’d also be a good idea to arrange our bedrolls side by side, so we don’t have to worry about getting too far away from one other.”

      “Guess I’ll be in the middle then,” Odin mumbled.

      Nova laughed, slapping Odin’s arm when he bent to set sift through his own saddlebag. Odin then rose to take his master’s bag, looking up at Nova once he’d arranged them side-by-side.

      “I am the shortest,” Odin smiled, rising.

      “You don’t need to tell me that.”

      After the bedrolls were laid out and the sleeping positions made clear, the three shared a small meal of fruit and vegetables.

      Due to the cold, damp air and the location upon which they sat, they wouldn’t be able to make a fire.

      They’d freeze tonight.

      “Get in there,” Nova said, pushing Odin into his bedroll. “It’s colder than hell out here.”

      “I know,” Odin chuckled. “Do you want me to take the first watch, sir?”

      “If you’d like,” Miko said, pulling his cloak tighter about him. “It’s up to you.”

      “I will.” Odin frowned. The way Miko had spoken bothered him, particular for the fact that he’d tightened his cloak around his body and because his voice had been so low.

      He just needs a little rest, he thought. That’s all.

      “Goodnight, sir,” Odin said. “Night, Nova.”

      “Night,” the two replied.

      Sliding into the bedroll until all but his shoulders lay beneath the covers, Odin watched the foggy area with little interest and allowed his mind to wander. Though tired, the buzz from the day’s hazardous travel would keep him awake, at least until the moon began to shimmer in the west. Then, before he had time to fall asleep in the deeper parts of night, he could wake Nova and things would be just fine.

      And tell him to let Miko sleep.

      He couldn’t be sure how long his master stayed awake at night, but it had to be a long time, particularly because the recent changes in his behavior were not in the least bit like him. The Elf seemed tired—unaware, even, of his surroundings or the people he traveled with. Earlier, before they’d ground to a halt for the day, Odin had asked whether or not his master was fine and received no answer, even after he’d repeated himself.

      In the end, though he’d pushed himself to ask once more, Nova had said to leave him alone, and that had been that.

      When he thought about it in detail, it wasn’t as though he could just leave his knight master alone, especially if there seemed a troublesome affair about. For one, he owed the Elf more than he could ever give in return—his freedom, his life, his newfound wings and the ability to fly from the place that had once caged him so. Along with this, his conscience would never rest easy if he ignored the Elf’s emotions. He’d never been one to shut someone out should they want to talk, nor had he been one to ignore those who obviously needed someone to talk to. Even though he hadn’t had that sort of experience before, he knew that, should the time come when someone needed his support, he could offer it, if only because of his compassion and the way he truly cared for those around him.

      On a whim, when his thoughts seemed too troublesome and heavy for their own good, Odin lifted his hand and ran it through the mist that covered the ground.

      Instantaneously, the haze of moisture parted for his fingers, offering passage to a nonexistent destination before sealing the way once more.

      It’s… not even cold, he mused.

      Then again, was mist ever cold?

      At his left, Nova muttered something. The man rolled over shortly after, leaving Odin to ponder just what had been uttered from his friend’s lips.

      He must be asleep.

      “Nova?” he ventured.

      No response came.

      “Okay,” he mumbled.

      Sitting until the bedroll came up to his waist, Odin held his hand in front of him, palm up, and decided to summon a small orb of light, his sights intent on trying something he’d never done before. With the same method he’d used to shape the water, he twisted and contorted the luminescence reflecting from the moisture and shaped from the moon’s light something that partly resembled a dog. The form, though concrete, was not perfect. The struggle to keep it together was greater than he imagined it would be.

      I’m going to have to ask Miko about it.

      He led the dog around the flat of his hand, making it sit, lay and roll over. After entertaining himself with a few simple tricks, he brought the dog into the air before his face, imagining it swimming through a pool of water. The image started fading shortly thereafter.

      Gotta let this go.

      The construct faded after the thought ended.

      Buzzed, Odin rubbed his eyes and scratched the sides of his head where his hairline ended. The faint hairs on his arms started itching almost immediately.

      Great, he thought. I use magic and now I’m itchy.

      Chuckling, Odin finished scratching an itch before setting his hands on his knees.

      Out there, beyond the depth of fog, he imagined the Elnan peninsula embracing the deep, blue sea on all three sides.

      Tomorrow morning, they would be a few steps closer to their destination.

      He couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      It lay before them. Covered in a sheet of mud so thick it appeared it had rained for days, the path slanted down, its passes bordered by copses of trees which lay beneath formations of cliffs that appeared to have been carved by the Gods themselves on either sides of the pass—to look upon its structure and see how this land had been created was to believe in things impossible. It seemed unlikely that such a thing could have been purposely formed by nature, given its scope and its terrifying ordeal, and it seemed impossible that man would have ever attempted to make it, much less think of doing so. Who, Odin wondered, would have deliberately carved a road, much less through rock, to create a route that was so dangerous?

      “So,” Nova said, drawing his voice out as if he were about to ask a question so serious it could impact their entire journey. “This is it.”

      “Yes,” Miko said. He didn’t bother to nod. “It will take us at least seven days to travel this path.”

      Great, Odin thought, but said nothing.

      After examining the path for another few moments, Odin summoned the urge to ask the question that had been bothering him in the moments following his initial encounter with the awe and fear-inspiring pathway before them. With slow, deep breaths, he mentally prepared himself for the answer likely to follow and asked, “Will the horses be able to travel this path? With all this mud, it doesn’t seem⁠—”

      “They’ll be fine. If you’re careful, your foot won’t even sink into the earth.”

      Odin stepped forward. Mud parted beneath the curved toe of his boot.

      Great, he thought, glancing up at his master.

      “Come,” Miko said.

      They started down the path at a slow but leisurely pace, as if they were maneuvering through a bed of rocks next to a storm-shattered shoreline. Walking too fast, Nova found, would make them slip, and had he not had a good grip on his horse’s reins, he would’ve fallen face-first. The resulting mistake brought upon the horse was promptly returned with a nip on the shoulder.

      “Ouch!” Nova cried. “You damn horse! Dirty rotten filthy motherfucker! I oughta⁠—”

      “Here,” Miko said, relieving the reins from Nova with but one swift mood.

      At first, Odin considered the Elf’s action stern—rude, even, for its abruptness—then realized a moment later that Miko had taken the horse to free Nova the burden of his temperamental stallion.

      “Come by me,” Odin said, gesturing Nova over. “You can have Gainea’s reins.”

      “You sure?” Nova asked, reluctantly accepting the cords of leather from Odin when he offered them. “How are you going to walk though?”

      Instead of answering, Odin walked around the opposite side of the horse and slid his fingers through her mane, prompting an almost-immediate snort of approval. “She won’t care,” Odin smiled. “If I fall, she won’t mind if I tug on her mane a little. I’ve done worse in the past.”

      “I wish my horse was like yours,” Nova grumbled.

      Odin chuckled. He thought he heard Miko laugh as well, but couldn’t be sure, especially considering the slight rain falling around them.

      “I’ll keep your horse from now on,” the Elf said, looking over his shoulder at the two of them. “I’d offer to let you lead my horse, Nova, but he’s much larger than yours is.”

      Given the horse’s height, it seemed impossible for Nova to even begin to lead it, let alone navigate its awesome structure through the thicker and less-dangerous parts of the path. The head of Nova’s horse came only to Miko’s shoulder. Miko’s mount, on the other hand, towered over him by at least two, if not three feet.

      I wonder where he found such a horse, he thought.

      He’d never seen a creature like it before—black, with a dark-red mane and a smoke-gray muzzle rimmed with two white rings around its snout. Had it been bred from several horses, he wondered, or could it possibly be a wild breed? It couldn’t have been from anywhere near Ornala, as the last of the wild horses in the Three Kingdoms had been domesticated long before their formation. Could that mean the Elf had come from even further south than he had imagined?

      Not wanting to dwell on the specifics for fear that he would get himself into more trouble, he stroked Gainea’s neck and smiled when she expelled a low breath.

      “She likes that,” Nova said.

      “It’s the attention,” Odin agreed.

      Nova ran his hand over the horse’s neck. Again, she snorted, but nudged the older man’s shoulder with her snout.

      “At least she didn’t bite me,” the man mumbled.

      Odin laughed.

      A clap of thunder rolled overhead.
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        * * *

      

      It rained that night in sheets that pressed down upon them as if it were a great hand from the sky. They camped beneath the trees near the northern cliffside to shield themselves from the torrential downpour, and while it did little to protect them on every side, it was at least better than camping out in the open, exposed to the elements and without the overhead vegetation.

      “I’m sorry it’s so cold,” Miko said after what seemed like an eternity of silence.

      Odin and Nova, shivering under the hoods of their cloaks, nodded. Odin’s teeth chattered. Nova, somehow, managed to keep his jaw from rattling, though his trembling arms could not be stilled even with his harsh grip on his biceps.

      They shared a few pieces of jerky. Odin chewed his chunk with little enthusiasm, barely hungry at all. Nova, meanwhile, tore the top of his off with a mighty tug of his head. Miko merely nibbled his, as though faking hunger to satisfy his companions.

      The bedrolls are gonna be soaked, Odin thought.

      Oh well. At the very least, the layer of waterproof lining would keep them from being completely miserable.

      “We’re going to have to be especially careful tonight,” Miko said, drawing their attention with his near-monotonous voice.

      “Why?” Odin frowned.

      “Bandits might be watching.”

      Shivering, Odin drew his cloak tightly around him, though it did little to actually result in any warmth.

      “Will they really bother us?” Nova asked. “I mean, you don’t look like someone a few bandits will mess with.”

      “If they want something bad enough, they’ll follow.”

      “What would they want?”

      Miko reached into his saddlebag and pulled from its depths the curved, silver-coated sheath Odin had seen a few weeks beforehand. It wasn’t until that moment that Odin had ever considered the weapon, and as Miko placed a hand to his hilt and pulled the blade from its womb, he watched in awe as the same sterling silver came into view and glistened despite the light depleting from the sky.

      “Woah,” Nova said.

      Odin remained silent.

      “It’s priceless,” the Elf explained, holding the blade atop the flat of his palms. “The Elves gave it to me as a gift when I met their queen.”

      “When was this?” Odin asked.

      “Many, many years ago.”

      The sight of the weapon was enough to fill any with awe. Odin knew Miko was an extraordinary creature, but was he really honorable enough to receive such a weapon from the Elves, much less their queen? And in that regard, what exactly merited the offering of such a gift, especially considering his half-blooded lineage?

      Maybe he did something amazing, Odin thought, but decided to shake the thought off the moment Miko slid the sword back into its sheath.

      Either way, such a treasure was bound to attract attention, especially from those who were prone to stealing.

      “Keep your sword in your bedroll, Odin,” Miko said, sliding his own blade beneath his covers. “And Nova—slide your weapon in as far as you can, but keep the hide over the blade. They’ll attack us if they catch sight of the rubies.”

      “Are you worried?” Nova asked.

      Miko nodded. “Some, yes, but not entirely. What bothers me is that I won’t be able to hear an intruder should they come close.”

      “The rain,” Odin said, turning his head up to look at the ominous downpour.

      The Elf nodded. “You two have nothing to worry about. We’ll take watch as we normally do, but I’ll go first.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Odin slid his sword into his bedroll and slid down with it, still chewing on his jerky despite the dark tone the conversation had taken. Nova himself sat up for a moment, but shoved the remainder of the dried meat into his mouth before he settled down.

      “Goodnight,” Miko said.

      Odin muttered a short reply, then closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The moment they stepped off the beaten path they remounted and continued across the near-barren peninsula. Devoid of tees and seemingly without any dense shrubbery, it didn’t seem possible that this area was, in fact, a real terrain. Here, the thick, heavy odor of saltwater plagued the air like insects, and sweltering within the moisture was a humidity he found discomforting considering his clothing. Occasionally, Odin would sneeze. A few times, Gainea bucked from the sudden outburst and nearly threw him off, but he managed to muffle his attacks afterward by covering his mouth.

      “Are you all right?” Miko asked after Odin had sneezed for the sixth time in a row.

      “I will be,” he said, raising a hand to squeeze the end of his nose. “I’m not used to the smell.”

      “You’ll get there,” Nova said.

      “How come it doesn’t bother you?” Odin frowned.

      “The air smells this way in Bohren sometimes when the wind comes in. You get used to it after a while.”

      Odin straightened his posture and continued to examine the plains. Though not particularly different than those of Ornala, the yellowish tinge made them appear golden in the mid-afternoon light. Still—no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get over the fact that there seemed to be little, if any trees around.

      “Are there any trees around here?” Odin asked.

      “A few,” Miko said, “But not many. Not too many trees grow here.”

      “Why not?”

      The Elf shrugged.

      See, he thought. Even he doesn’t know everything.

      He looked back up. Thoughts of leaving Elna on a boat returned as soon as he took another deep breath, beckoning thoughts of adventure and summoning trembles of unease. Where, exactly, would they be going? Across the border, near the almost-forbidden deserts of Germa, or would they go further north, near the kingdom of Kegdulan and the mountain chain where the Dwarves dwelled?

      The specific destination, in the end, didn’t necessarily matter, but to know would at least relieve his wandering thoughts. Plagued with doubts for the past while, he’d tried to stop concentrating on the specifics and enjoy the fact that he was so far from home in a place he had never been before. For some reason, though, he couldn’t help but think about it. His father had often said that he’d worried about such things—of family, friends and the people who mattered most—but until just then, he hadn’t really taken that into consideration.

      Why worry, he thought, when there was nothing to worry over?

      Smiling, Odin looked up at Nova. The man had since left his hood down to reveal the shock of red hair that framed his head and now his face. He reached up to scratch the thin mustache that curved along his upper lip before tilting his head back to yawn. “Tired even before the afternoon,” Nova laughed. “That’s just great.”

      “It’s easy traveling from here on out,” Miko said. “I’m sure your horse wouldn’t mind if you used him as a pillow.”

      “I doubt that,” Nova muttered.

      Odin chuckled. The man shot him a dirty look.

      Better not, he thought, returning a wink of his own. That horse’ll turn its head and throw you off.

      Nova watched him for a moment, eyes narrowed in a dirty sneer, before turning his attention back to the path.

      Soon enough, Odin found himself yawning.

      It wouldn’t be more than a few days until they finally arrived in Elna.

      When they got there, he planned to sleep a long time.
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        * * *

      

      The town assaulted him. The sight, the buildings, the people, the air, the life, the thick smell of saltwater and the overwhelming sensation that they’d crossed the world and beyond—everything about the area was unique in a way that, to Odin, made him revel in it even more. The humidity, thick enough to bring about a sweat, forced drops from beneath Odin’s skin without it being overly hot. His cheeks also burned as though wind-burnt and his arms felt like filleted flesh, but regardless, he managed to smile.

      “We’ll stop to rest before we leave,” Odin said, “right?”

      “We will,” Miko said. “We’ll take shelter in a bar until the boat arrives.”

      Guess that means he’s not going to tell us, Odin thought with a troubled sigh.

      That didn’t matter though. At least they’d arrived in Elna in one piece.

      When they came upon a bar near the end of the dock, they dismounted, led their horses to the stables and pulled their saddlebags off before stepping into the building. Tanned, shirtless men bearing scars on their hands from nets and knives sat at the bar, drinking shots of liquor and eating bowlfuls of fried fish. Most, if not all of the occupants turned to face them immediately upon entering.

      Uh oh, Odin thought.

      “What can I help you with?” the bartender asked, eyeing Miko’s massive, hulking black figure with uneasy eyes.

      “A room,” Miko said.

      The bartender grimaced at the deepness of the Elf’s voice. “Well,” he said, only turning his eyes up when he felt it necessary. “I have one available, but it’s not for free.”

      “Of course.”

      Miko stepped forward, reached into the side pocket on his cloak, and pulled a few pieces of copper from the pouch before setting them on the table, taking extra care to keep them under his palm until they were within the bartender’s reach.

      “Is this enough?”

      “Yes sir,” the man said, palming the pieces until they slid into his pocket. “The last room on the left. There’s only two beds, and I’m sorry to say you won’t likely fit.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “First meal’s free with the purchase of the room. That includes liquor as well. Come back down whenever you’re ready. I won’t forget you.”

      The man smiled at the last bit. Odin imagined it was more out of discomfort than actual goodwill.

      “Yes,” Miko nodded. “Thank you.”

      Odin and Nova followed the Elf up the stairs and cast glances at the men staring at them from the bar before they disappeared behind the wooden wall.

      Once down the hall and inside their room, they settled their saddlebags near the wall. Nova stripped his shirt off and cast it near the bed of his choice—near the wall, just under the window. Odin immediately went to his master’s side and helped him out of his cloak.

      “Are you all right?” Odin asked when the Elf’s face came into view. It’d been the first time since the beginning of the journey that he’d seen any part of the creature.

      “Yes. I’m fine.”

      “The cloak didn’t bother your skin?”

      “No.”

      Well, of course, Odin thought, taking the gloves and setting them in the chest at the end of his bed. The sun would’ve bothered him more than the cloak.

      He, and especially Nova, suffered the aftereffects of being in the sun for so long. The skin on both of their arms had chafed, while their cheeks, almost constantly exposed to the elements, were raw from the stirred sands they’d had to contend with for the past few days.

      “Thank God we’ve finished traveling for now,” Nova said, throwing himself on a bed, clawing and sniffing the clean sheets as if he’d never before seen them.

      “We’ll be leaving in a few days,” Miko said, taking a seat on the floor.

      “Yeah, but at least there’s beds on a big boat.”

      Odin shrugged and sat down beside the Elf. Miko reached back and undid the intricate series of loops he kept his hair in, along with the braid that lay strung behind his head. When all the purple fell down his back and onto the floor, Odin couldn’t help but stare. He still wasn’t accustomed to the amount.

      “We’ll go and eat later,” Miko said. “Let me rest for a bit.”

      “I can wait.” Nova rolled onto his side, propped himself up on one elbow, then pressed his hand against his cheek. “You need a little rest anyway. Out of all of us, you’re the one who’s had the most trouble, going around in that cloak the whole time.”

      “The cloak doesn’t bother me.”

      “I know, but still….” Nova gave a one-armed shrug. Odin brought his knees to his chest.

      “I can wait too,” Odin said, then added, “for the food, I mean.”

      Miko nodded. Nova set both hands on his chest before saying, “I’m gonna get some sleep for now. Wake me up when we go for food.”

      “We will,” Odin said.

      Nova readjusted his position and closed his eyes.

      Standing, Odin stretched his arms over his head and walked to the window—where, outside, the harbor flourished with activity. Small fishing boats and canoes went in and out of the individual docks, bringing with them nets full of fish, while fisherman with broad shoulders and strong backs carried them to their specific locations. Some went to the nearby vending stalls, fresh for sale to those common. Others came across the street, where they disappeared directly into the bar.

      “Sir,” Odin said, looking over his shoulder when Nova began to snore. “Can I ask you something?

      “You may.”

      Odin returned to the bed. He sat down atop it and set his hands on his knees. “A little while ago, I tried making another image, like I did with the water.” He paused, unsure how to continue. “Did Daughtry tell you about that?”

      “He mentioned something.”

      “Well, a few nights ago, I tried doing the same thing, but with light this time. I made a dog instead of a horse because I wanted to try something new, right? Well… I was only able to keep it going for a little while, and I was just wondering⁠—”

      “Why you couldn’t sustain it for longer.” Miko nodded. “You tried this when it was dark, correct?”

      “When we were coming down the hills, actually. It was the night the fog was on the ground.”

      “You were drawing light from places where it wasn’t. The moonlight helped you, of course, as the fog itself likely did in reflecting its light, but without a stable source of power it’s difficult to maintain an image for a long period of time. This dog you made out of light—how large was it?”

      “Small enough to be on my hand.”

      “And you held it for how long?”

      “A little while, but not a terribly long time.”

      “If you held it for more than a few moments, it proves your magical strength. Did you get tired when the image started fading?”

      “My head hurt, but it stopped after I got rid of the image.”

      “Did anything else happen? Did you get physically weak or unstable?”

      “No. I got a little buzzed after I did it. I started itching too.”

      “You’ll find that happens sometimes, but it usually only occurs when you pull energy from strange places.” Miko set a hand at the base of Odin’s neck. “I’d advise you to be careful when performing such feats. I’m not saying you shouldn’t experiment—because you should, especially since you’re so young—but you have to consider where you’re drawing the energy from.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. If I would’ve known, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      “I know. I don’t worry about you too much, Odin, because you seem to know your limits. Sometimes, though, it’s not your limits you must consider, but the limits of the things around you.”

      “Sir?”

      “I’ll give you an example.” Miko raised a hand, but did not cast any magic. “Imagine you are trying to draw water out of a forest, but there’s no stream or pond in the immediate area, nor has it rained for a long time. Where would the water come from?”

      “It wouldn’t.”

      “Wrong.”

      Though a bit fazed by the answer, Odin nodded.

      “Can you tell me where it might come from, Odin?”

      “I could try.”

      “Do.”

      “Objects that hold water?” he asked, uncertain, but hoping the answer wasn’t completely wrong.

      “Correct,” Miko smiled, squeezing Odin’s shoulder. “You see, if you were to draw water out of an area where there wasn’t an available source, the magic would draw it out of whatever it could if you didn’t give it a particular target. Say you wanted to draw the element from a tree—the water might come out of the leaves, or it might come out of the bark. However, say you don’t specify where you want the water to come from.”

      “It’d come from anywhere it could,” Odin muttered.

      “Right. Because of that, you might end up hurting something you don’t intend to. Did you know our bodies are made mostly of water?”

      “They are?”

      “Yes. For example: If I wanted to draw water out of nowhere, it would come likely from yourself or Nova. The water wouldn’t come with a simple want, but if you willed it to come with a certain force, you could easily kill a man.”

      “I didn’t know, sir.”

      “Elementary mages do not explain such things because they never take into consideration the techniques needed to survive in the field. Most young men with such powers are trained only to attack and nothing but. I’ve seen squires and pages destroy each other with the simple desire to pull water out of a pond. It isn’t a pretty sight, Odin, especially when you know that these young mages are simply being used and trained for their magical ability. What I’m teaching you is something that you will rarely hear out of a magic teacher’s mouth unless a specific question is asked.”

      “It makes you wonder why they even train mages if they don’t teach them properly,” Odin mumbled.

      “Yes. It does. And it also makes you consider why they are a dying breed.” Miko stood. He walked to the window, where Odin had been standing just moments before, and crossed his arms over his chest. “It doesn’t matter though. Most men die during wars anyway.”

      Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.

      “Although,” the Elf added, turning his head over his shoulder, “that doesn’t mean there’s going to be a war or that you’ll die should there be one.”

      “Can I ask you a question, sir?”

      “You may.”

      “What is your opinion on the country’s state?”

      “You mean in regards to Germa and Ornala’s relationship?” Miko asked. “I think it’s petty. Your king, though ample in his right, is unwilling to divide sections of land in order to sate those of his companions. Germa, meanwhile, is pressuring Ournul to do such things even though they have enough territory left to satisfy their people for hundreds, if not thousands of years. The desert it great, Odin, and it is harsh, but those of Germa know how to maintain themselves within it.”

      “I’ve always thought they were limited on resources.”

      “Oh, anything but. Sure—it may not rain so often there, but that doesn’t mean they are limited on food or water. Mages can enchant hidden rivers from the ground and turn them into wells. Men and women can farm plants that need not the kind of moisture the ordinary variety require. There are people starving, yes, just like there are people suffering from disease, but that is part of every society. Their king is blind and arrogant with greed. You would never see this kind of behavior in a true Elven society.”

      “You’re not⁠—”

      “Referring to Draethel? No. They are constantly warring between one another, for one small space of island. No. The true, white-blooded Elves have made it a point to unite in order to keep from separating into such radical parties.”

      “What about the Dwarves?” Odin asked. “Do they fight with one another like humans do?”

      “The Dwarves are humble and keep to themselves. Their philosophy rings true even through such enlightened ears.”

      Odin gave a slight nod. He pushed himself off the bed to stand beside his master. “So,” he said, drawing closer to the Elf. “You’re not going to tell us where we’re going, are you?”

      “Not yet.”

      When Miko turned his head, Odin caught a slight smirk on the Elf’s face.

      The only thing he could think was, Damn.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun fell to the horizon the ocean turned orange. Beautiful, breathtaking, reflecting the light in hues of red and maroon that made it appear as though a separate entity existed beneath the dark and blue waves—Odin grimaced, but didn’t bring his hand up to cover his eyes from his place at the window. He hadn’t realized how bright the sun’s reflection off the sea could be.

      “Are you ready?” Miko asked.

      Odin turned just in time to see Miko slide the hood over his face. Nova, just barely rising, pulled his shirt over his head and smoothed out his beard. “I am,” Nova said.

      “Me too,” Odin added.

      The two of them followed Miko out the door and into the hallway.

      As had happened before, the patrons turned to look at them as they descended the stairs.

      “Ah, gentlemen,” the bartender said. “Pleasure seeing you.”

      A few men snickered. Odin ignored them. Nova, on the other hand, muttered something so faint that Odin caught himself saying a quick prayer. There was no need to get into a fight—not here, of all places.

      “Hear, hear,” the bartender said, gesturing to three open spots at the bar. “Dinner comes with fried fish and liquor.”

      “What kind?” Nova asked, eyes brightening as he settled into his seat.

      “Hard liquor,” the man grinned. “A good mix of seaside ale for the three of you, complete with a bit of rainmelon mixed in.”

      “What’s a rainmelon?” Odin whispered when the bartender turned to prepare the food.

      “It’s a fruit that grows from a vine,” Miko explained, voice lower than normal. “It’s sweet.”

      “Oh.”

      Odin turned to look at Nova. Eyes intent on an amber-pink liquid that stood in a series of large glass tubes no more than a few feet away from the counter, a bit of drool trailed out the side of his lip and into his beard. Odin almost reached out to wipe it aside before the bartender returned.

      “Here you are, son,” the man said, setting a glassful of alcohol in front of Nova. “Enjoy.”

      Nova took a swallow of the stuff. He digested the taste before taking yet another sip.

      “And here you are, sir.” The man set a glass before Miko. “And you, son.”

      Odin’s lip curled up when he saw the drink.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught his master drinking, so he figured he should as well. Upon taking the first sip, he grimaced, face scrunching in disgust. After a moment, the bitterness wore off to be replaced by a sweet feeling he compared to the buzz of magic.

      “Don’t drink too much too fast,” Miko explained. “You don’t want to get drunk.”

      Meanwhile, Nova had just ordered a second.

      You don’t have to worry about me getting drunk, Odin thought, and couldn’t help but chuckle.

      A few moments later, a bartender set a bowl of fish before each of them.

      Just as Odin thought it was all over, the man slid an eye-searing-yellow lemon, bearing a mortal wound down its center, onto his bowl. “For flavor,” he said.

      Odin shrugged. He lifted a piece of fish, took a bite, and decided he wouldn’t need the lemon after all.

      While he ate, he took in the way place looked. Though worn by ocean air, sweat, beer, spit and possibly even blood, the building had an ornate, rustic look to it that enhanced its charm and bolstered its appearance. A few dents lined the far walls—where beer bottles had, most likely, been broken—while on the mantle above them a series of stuffed fish lay, preserved for all to see

      “You like the place, son?” the bartender asked.

      “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m sorry, you never introduced yourself.”

      “Oh, sorry. Most folks around here know me. My name’s Acklan. Yours?”

      “It’s Odin.” Out of respect, he reached over the counter and offered his hand. Acklan seemed taken aback, but shook it nonetheless.

      “What’re you three doing out here?” Acklan asked. “It’s not often I see strangers around here.”

      “I’m a squire, sir. This man here, to my left, is my master.”

      “Ah. And your friend?”

      “I’m Nova. Their guardian,” Lifting his hand from his fish and drink, he, too, pumped Acklan’s wrist before returning to his food.

      “Your master’s not much of a talker, is he?” Acklan smiled, returning his attention to Odin.

      “I… don’t know.” Odin couldn’t help but shrug.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Miko said, turning his head up to meet the man.

      “How come you’re still in that cloak?”

      “I have sensitive skin,” the Elf answered.

      Better than anything I could’ve come up with, Odin thought, sliding a piece of fish into his mouth.

      “Really?” the bartender asked, leaning forward as if to examine the Elf beneath his hood. “You know… just between the two of us… I don’t mind if you’re black, so long as you’re not trouble.”

      “He’s not black,” Odin frowned. “Why would you think that?”

      “A lot of those over-the-border types cause trouble when they come through here. It’s no secret that we’re almost at war with those old boys, but that gives us no reason to not serve them, especially if they’re pure-blooded Ornalans. Can’t be too careful though. Why, we had a few in here a month or so back that decided to beat a guy up just because he asked what the desert was like.”

      The scene, so vivid in Odin’s mind as if it had just been replayed before him, made him grimace. Though he knew, without a doubt in his mind, that one’s skin color did not determine whether or not they were violent, the feelings toward those who were different could easily shape the oppressed reactions. Given the stifling climate between the two countries, it would be nearly impossible for anyone, especially someone of Germanian descent, to not feel unsafe, especially in the presence of such judgmental men.

      “So,” Acklan said, once again tilting his head back to examine Miko, “if you’re worried about someone saying something about you being black, don’t worry—they won’t. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “I’m not worried,” Miko said, “because I’m not a Kadarian.”

      Shrugging, Acklan turned to serve another patron.

      “We don’t need anything stirred up,” the Elf said, setting a hand on Odin’s back.

      “I don’t want you to get into a fight.”

      “I doubt anyone would try and fight with me, Odin. And should they decide to try, I will subdue them without violence.”

      “I thought it was immoral to use magic on someone⁠—”

      “Unless you are defending yourself.”

      Though he couldn’t see his master’s face, he imagined a smile perked his lips.

      Odin returned to his food with little more than a shrug. Occasionally, he’d look up and glance at Acklan, particularly when he filled Nova’s glass, but looked at little else than his food, his friends, and his server. Such a wandering gaze would likely cause trouble, especially if they considered Miko to be a threat.

      With his thoughts secured, Odin paced himself with his meal. When he finished, he pushed his now-empty bowl of fish up the counter, sipped the last bit of his liquor, then pushed that up as well.

      “Are you feeling well?” Miko asked.

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      “I didn’t expect you to finish your drink.”

      The Elf lifted his glass, slid it under his hood, and swallowed the last little bit before setting it to the bar. Nova, though already finished with his meal, ordered yet another glass. Miko stood and walked to the man’s side. “That’s enough for now, Nova.”

      “I’m still thirsty.”

      “You’ve had enough.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      Miko gestured for him to rise, but Nova didn’t budge. Odin slid off his seat just as Acklan returned.

      “You need something?” the bartender asked, the bitter tone in his voice causing Odin to become uneasy.

      “My friend’s had too much to drink,” Miko explained, “and I don’t have the money to pay for more.”

      “That’s fine. All I need is three more copper pieces.”

      Nova started to complain, but Odin took his arm and managed to pull him away from the bar. The Elf set the coin on the counter and began to lead the pair of them to the stairs.

      “I don’t need to quit,” Nova said, trying to break out of Odin’s grip. “I’m not drunk.”

      “Yes you are,” Odin muttered.

      “Fuck off, kid.”

      “That’s enough, Nova.”

      “Leave me alone.” The much bigger man lunged back, trying to tear Odin’s hand from his shirt. Odin managed to hold on despite the force. “Let go, Odin.”

      “No, Nova,” Miko said. “I don’t mind when you say you want to go back for more alcohol, but I don’t want you using such language with my squire.”

      Before Nova could even begin to say anything more, Miko gripped the back of his shirt and literally began dragging him to the top of the stairs and to the end of the hall. Once in the room, Miko cast him across the space with one simple flick of his wrist.

      Nova, in his drunken, disoriented state, immediately fell onto the bed. “Come on,” the man said, deciding to switch tactics as he stood and began to make his way back to the doorway. “I’m sorry for what I said to Odin. Just one more drink, just one.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” Miko said. “Tell Odin.”

      “Really, sir, that’s not necessary,” Odin said. “I know he didn’t⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Odin,” Nova wailed, falling to his knees in front of him and pawing at the knees of his trousers. “I’m an ass.”

      “You’re not⁠—”

      “Yeah I am.”

      Although he did his best to try and stand, Nova did no more than fall back to his knees each time he attempted to. Such a sight was pitiful—akin to a toddler trying to take its first steps. That alone was enough to make Odin reach down, hoist his friend up under his arms, then push him onto the bed.

      “Just go to sleep,” Odin said, removing his friend’s boots with a few tugs before throwing a blanket over his body. “I know you didn’t mean it.”

      He expected a reply, but none came. It wasn’t long before he realized Nova had fallen asleep.

      “He doesn’t need any more alcohol,” Miko grumbled, disrobing. “It’s a poison to the mind and body when abused. Would you close and lock the door, please?”

      Odin grabbed the nearby key. A click later, he set it back in place on the rung beside the door.

      “I knew a man could get drunk,” Odin said, “but I didn’t know it made him mean.”

      “Some men are different,” Miko shrugged. He looked around the room, then slid his cape off. He unfurled it until it was at its full length and then laid it across the floor.

      “Here.” Odin grabbed the second pillow off his bed. “I don’t need two.”

      “Thank you, Odin.”

      After double-checking to make sure that the premises were secure, Odin crossed the short distance between him and the bed and bent to take his boots off. He glanced up at Miko to see him untying his lower robe and turned away on instinct.

      “You’re not bothered, are you?” the Elf asked, standing there almost-nude with his robe hanging from one hand.

      “No,” Odin said, turning his head up to face his knight master. “I just don’t think it’s polite to stare.”

      “You’re not staring if you’re just glancing.”

      Truth be told, he was staring, and couldn’t help it. Just the amount of muscle on the Elf’s torso would have made any man envious, for his physique was carved from calculated training and exercises he performed every morning just after he rose. The bulging muscles in the man’s arms, the cords along his thighs, the smooth but defined lines of his abdominals that, beneath the sheer breath of skin, appeared like monuments that tapered out to a lean waistline—there was nothing that couldn’t be admired about his entire appearance. In the end, however, it all came down to one thing—that Odin, as envious and mystified as he was, couldn’t be prouder to serve beneath such an inspiring creature.

      When he drew his eyes up Miko’s body, along the jutted peaks of his ribs and to the proud stature of his neck, the Elf smiled, turning to cast the robe aside before lifting both arms to bring some of his hair over his chest. “It’s not as troublesome as it seems,” he said, stooping to finish arranging his bed. “It keeps me warm.”

      “I can imagine,” Odin said.

      Not wanting to draw any further attention to himself, Odin slid under the covers and rolled onto his stomach. “Goodnight,” he said.

      “We may leave in the morning if the boat arrives.”

      “Do you think it will?”

      “No.”

      Miko settled down on his makeshift bed of his cape, covered himself with his lower robe, and closed his eyes.

      Odin watched the Elf until he fell asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Odin woke to Nova moaning about how badly his head hurt. His first instinct was to roll over and tell the man to shut up—to take the pillow atop which his head lay and throw it at him—but all thoughts of violence or even distasteful behavior immediately left him when he heard the patter of footsteps on the wooden planks.

      “I told you not to drink too much last night,” Miko said, drawing his hair over one shoulder to begin to arrange it into a braid.

      “Isn’t there anything you can do or give me to make my head feel better?”

      “No. Even if there was, I wouldn’t give it to you. This is a lesson well-learned. Maybe next time you won’t squander away our money on meaningless alcohol.”

      Odin grimaced. Upon opening his eyes to mere slits, he found Miko standing near the window and looking out at something he couldn’t see. Nova, on the other hand, continued to lay in bed, hand pressed against his forehead and inane dialogue spewing beneath his breath.

      I’m glad I only drank my one glass.

      While his head didn’t seem to hurt as much as Nova’s appeared to, a slight ache existed behind his eyes that immediately dissuaded him from looking at any harsh light.

      “Are you awake?” Miko asked, turning his attention to Odin.

      “Of course I’m awake!” Nova barked. “I’m⁠—”

      “I’m talking to Odin.”

      Nova growled in response.

      “Yes sir,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position. “I’m awake.”

      “Are you hung over as well?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve got an ache, but it doesn’t bother me unless I look at the windows.”

      “I wasn’t sure how well you would hold up to the liquor, especially since it was so strong.”

      “I only drank one glass.”

      “You’re very wise for your age.”

      Odin managed to keep from chuckling when Miko smirked and cast a look over his shoulder at Nova. “Have you learned your lesson?” the Elf asked.

      “Yes,” the man moaned, rolling over onto his stomach to face the wall opposite them. “Can you please just leave me alone now?”

      “We’ll leave you be, but let this be a reminder of what can happen when you overindulge.”

      This time, Odin couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Yeah,” Nova mumbled. “Laugh as you want. Just wait until you get as bad a hangover as I have.”

      I won’t get one as bad as you have, Odin smiled. I don’t have a taste for the stuff.

      “Will we be leaving today?” Odin asked.

      “Oh please no,” Nova begged. “By the Gods and all that is good, please don’t let us⁠—”

      “Nova will be pleased to hear that the boat hasn’t arrived yet,” Miko smiled, his voice a dagger in the air. “You’ll know which boat it is when it comes into the dock.”

      “Is it a big boat?” Odin asked.

      “Large enough to hold a small army.”

      “Why such a large vessel, sir? Where exactly are we⁠—”

      “We’re going a ways,” the Elf interjected. “To answer your most obvious question, however: we’ll be much safer on a ship than we would be on a smaller craft. The boat has been built to withstand the tests of the ocean’s dangerous winds, rains and waves. We’re as safe as we can be on that ship.”

      “What if something tries to destroy the boat?”

      “You mean like a monster?” Miko smiled. “Many ‘monsters’ you hear about are no more than mortal man’s fantasy.”

      “So… there isn’t anything out there big enough to destroy the boat?”

      “Oh, there is. Said creatures don’t bother boats too often though, so there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      With little more than a shrug, Odin climbed out of bed and reached for his boots. He slid his feet into them and began the process of tying his laces when he stopped for seemingly no reason at all.

      “Are you sure you’re well?” Miko asked once more.

      “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”

      Miko gestured him over with a simple wave of his fingers, then set a hand over his forehead, sliding a thumb under his ear and applying the flat of his palm along the side of his face. “You’re a little warm, but that’s probably because you just woke up.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “Our friend won’t be up for a little while longer.”

      Nova had since dozed off. He snored in a tangled mess of sheets, blankets and pillows.

      “Probably better on his part,” Odin laughed. “I think it would be a good idea if one of us brought the food up here this time. I don’t think Acklan would mind.”

      “If you want to do that, that’s fine, but I’d prefer you go over me.”

      Miko had no reason to explain. Last night’s events had proven more than well that men, even as casual as they presented themselves to be, did hold a black heart to those they could not see or understand, especially when it came to foreigners.

      “I’ll go,” Odin said. “I’ll wait until Nova gets up though. Then we won’t have to make two separate trips.”

      “That’s fine.” Miko turned to look out the window, idly toying with the end of his braid. “I’d much prefer if our stay in Elna was spent in our room anyway. At least here, with only the three of us in these four walls, we have no reason to worry about fights.”

      That was reason enough to remain behind a closed door.

      Odin shrugged, stepped up to the window beside his knight master, and watched the newest batch of fishermen carry nets up from their boats.
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        * * *

      

      He stood near the dock with Nova at his side and occasionally allowed his eyes to wander back to the stables—where, on the face of a horse he could barely see, a pang of regret filled his heart. It would be quite a long time before he would see his trusty mare again. Given the boat travel and the stress that would likely come with it, Miko said there was no use in taking Gainea where they were going.

      Which he still hasn’t said anything about, Odin thought, reaching back to rub his neck.

      Nova, while no longer hung over, was not at his best. He’d occasionally reach up to rub his forehead as if pained by a great ache or finger the bags under his bloodshot eyes. Odin shivered upon seeing how many lines ran across the surface of his friend’s scleras and made a note never to drink that much alcohol.

      “What’re you looking at?” Nova smirked.

      “Nothing.”

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Nova reached out and gently punched Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t be like me and drink so much you get sick.”

      I won’t, he thought, but only nodded.

      “There.” Miko pointed.

      Even from so far away the boat’s size towered over any of the other ships in the harbor. Tall, eclectic, with huge boards that wrapped around its body and gargantuan flaps of fabric that clapped like thunder when met with air—it appeared to be something of a monstrosity, this ship sailing toward the Elnan coast, but perhaps the greatest thing was the face of the ship: where, upon its mantle, a wooden woman stood, arms clasped in front of her and long hair spilling over her face to shield her from the mist that splashed from the oncoming waves. She appeared something of a deity, this wooden creature, who stood so readily in the face of hardship. It begged to question whether she, a wooden mannequin, possessed a soul; and if so, if she watched these waves and sung of them late at night in words so silent that no mortal creature could hear. Did she, in times of worry, guide terrified men in their time of need, pushing through storms so horrible that many would not think they would survive, and did she fight back the encroaching darkness that lay upon the horizon when the sun fell across the sky, toward the endless infinity of the world beyond? Whatever the reason, regardless of the purpose, her majesty could not be captured in but a few simple words—and, Odin imagined, one single look.

      “It’s… beautiful,” Odin said, captivated by the sight before him.

      “It is,” Miko nodded.

      Nova grunted, offering no further reply.

      “I know you said it was big,” Odin continued, taking a step closer to the end of the dock, “but I didn’t know it was this big.”

      Miko stepped forward and raised a hand. A man at the head of the ship acknowledged this gesture in turn.

      “That must be the captain,” Nova grumbled. A false step led to a slip that nearly cost him his clean clothing to the murky waters, but he managed to catch himself on Odin’s shoulder. The resulting action nearly sent both of them sailing off the dock, but Odin steadied the two of them. “Sorry,” Nova then mumbled, brushing his hands on his pants.

      “It’s ok,” Odin said.

      He saw a group of fish appear from under the dock and dart out ahead of them, pursued by what appeared to be an otter or some other creature.

      I don’t care if you catch yourself on my shoulder, he thought, swallowing a lump in his throat when the creature and its prey disappeared. Just don’t let me fall in.

      If an otter could grow to such a size, what else could be under there?”

      “It’ll take it a little while to get here,” the Elf said, falling to a knee to survey the ship’s progress. “I suggest you sit and wait.”

      “We have to go back for the saddlebags anyway,” Odin said.

      “Probably a good thing we didn’t bring them just now,” Nova said, settling down beside Odin. “I probably would’ve dropped mine.”

      I don’t doubt it.

      He chuckled and patted his friend’s back a few times before returning it to his lap. A few men onboard the ship d a series of drawstrings and pulleys, which directed the massive sails in their direction.

      “I wonder what it’s like,” Odin said.

      “What?” Nova asked.

      “Living on a ship.”

      “Probably not much fun. I mean, you’d get sunburned pretty easily, and you’d have to worry about falling over the side of the boat and getting eaten by fish.”

      “Which is something you both need to consider when you walk the deck,” Miko said. “It’s not easy to stop a boat that size.”

      “Don’t they have anchors, sir?” Odin asked.

      “Yes, but it takes several men to move just one, and several to stop the boat.”

      “How are they going to get the boat into the harbor without hitting the pier?”

      “They will,” the Elf said. “Don’t worry.”

      They sat in silence for the next long while, Odin internally debating the prospect of being on a boat and watching it slowly make its way toward the harbor and the dock. In looking at such a structure, Odin began to get nervous, especially about being out on the sea. He knew not whether he could stomach the way the boat rocked, nor was he aware of how life aboard such a structure would be. Would he constantly be sick? And just how long would they be within its confines, shielded by a few feet of wooden planks and nothing more?

      And for who knows how long, he thought, sighing.

      Before long, the boat pulled up and arranged itself alongside the largest dock in the harbor. Miko gestured both Odin and Nova to go get their saddlebags and anything else they might need, including jerky or whatever else the bar offered.

      “He sends us to go get the stuff,” the older man muttered, reaching up to scratch his beard.

      “Well,” Odin began, “I am his squire. And, technically, since you’re traveling with us as our guardian, you have to do what he says.”

      “I guess you’re right.”

      Upon stepping into the establishment, Odin gestured Nova to go upstairs. The man started to say something, but Odin made his way to the bar before his friend could start on his tirade. He wasn’t stupid—he knew Nova would return to the drink should he arrive.

      “What can I help you with, lad?” Acklan asked.

      “Do you have anything we could take on the boat with us? Jerky, fruit, something like that?”

      “I’ve got whatever your money can pay for.”

      Odin reached into his pocket. Finding only ten copper pieces, he set them on the counter. “I know you probably get these a lot,” he said, “and I know that’s what you mostly charge, but if you can give me whatever you can out of this, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I can do that.”

      The bartender pocketed the change and disappeared behind the bar. Odin stood there, waiting for the man to return and watching for Nova to appear from the stairway. When he didn’t see his friend, he assumed he had snuck up into the room, got the stuff and returned before Acklan could even walk off.

      Just as long as he’s not trying to buy a drink.

      “Here you go, lad.”

      Odin turned. Acklan set a small bag before him. “There’s jerky,” he said, “some fruit, a few vegetables, and even a few sweets in there.”

      “Are you sure I can take all this?” He lifted the bag to test its weight. “It seems like a lot.”

      “It only seems like it. Really—it’s leftover stuff I haven’t been able to sell.” The man smiled and winked. “Take it, son.”

      “Thank you, sir. It’s much appreciated.

      “Say goodbye to your friend and knight master for me. Be careful out there on the sea. She may seem calm, but she’ll turn on you faster than you can blink an eye if you’re not careful.”

      “I will, sir. Thank you.”

      With little more than a nod, Acklan returned to his work.

      Odin turned, made his way out of the establishment, and started toward the docks.

      Upon arriving at the final threshold of their landlocked travels, he saw Nova standing next to Miko holding two saddlebags under his arms. Another man, whom Odin assumed was the captain, stood in front of them, gesturing to the boat, the ocean, and the surrounding docks and harbor.

      “Ah,” Miko said, turning his head. “Captain, I’d like you to meet my squire, Odin.”

      “Hello young sir,” the captain said, extending his arm.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      “The pleasure’s mine.” Jerdai relinquished his hold on Odin’s hand. “I was just telling your knight master and friend about the ocean.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Oh, no—you’ve nothing to worry about. I was just saying how calm it seemed today.”

      Odin didn’t reply. Jerdai opened his mouth to say something, but stopped when another man called down to him. “All right, I’ll tell them!” the captain yelled back.

      “What is it?” Nova asked.

      “We need to move,” Miko said. “They want to lower the stairs.”

      Odin took a step back, sliding his saddlebag out from under Nova’s arm in the progress. “Thanks,” he said. “Sorry it took so long.”

      “Did you get the stuff?” Nova mumbled.

      “Yeah.” He held the small bag up. “A few things.”

      Miko raised his hand to still further conversation. They watched as, slowly, a group of men began to tinker with a compartment on the side of the deck, then as they disengaged a small portion of the side of the ship to lower it onto the dock.

      “There we go,” Jerdai said, gesturing to the ship. “Come aboard, gentlemen. The Annabelle awaits!”

      Miko stepped up first, followed by Nova. Odin had just taken his first step when the captain set a hand on his shoulder. “First time on a boat, son?”

      “Yes sir,” he said.

      “Then you’re going to be in for quite the wild ride.”

      Odin smiled as he looked out and at the open sea.

      His adventure could finally start.
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      “Spend the next year?” Nova cried. “Are you crazy?”

      “Nova,” Odin mumbled.

      “Shut up, kid.” The man returned his eyes to the Elf, flames across their amber surfaces. “What do you plan on doing? Making us walk across that?”

      “The Globe Village lies far beyond the shores of Neline. It will only take us a few days to walk there.”

      “A few days? How do you expect us to live out there? We’ll freeze to death!”

      “I am not stupid, Nova. I know where we are going.”

      “Tell me how we’re going to survive out there then!”

      “I will make shelters carved out of snow with my magic, then chill them with water to retain their shape. Then, once the three of us are safely inside, I will seal the entrance off in the same manner I created the shelter. I’ll keep us warm with a magical fire.”

      “Which won’t melt the structure?” Odin asked.

      “No, it won’t. I’ll be able to keep the three of us alive until we reach the village.”

      “Why do people live out there anyway?” Nova asked, gesturing wildly to the frozen-over windows. “What drove them to?”

      “Neline was not always like this. It was once a grand land filled with the greenest grasses and the tallest trees.”

      “Why is it like this now then?”

      “Some say they angered Kiava.”

      “Kiava?” Odin frowned. “A God?”

      “In legend, Kiava was a prince of the great capital of Yolanda who cast himself from the cliffs because his father disapproved of his partnership with another man. The young man’s sorrow transcended death and destroyed everything—from the king’s castles, the wide, open plains, to the magical land which he ruled over.”

      “How did the Globe Village survive then?”

      “Kiava spared the village his lover lived in. That short lapse of time allowed mages to create a magical structure that prevents the village from reaching freezing temperatures.”

      With his questions answered but his doubts more than obvious, Odin looked down at their belongings. Three in all, their packs, arranged into sacks that would be slung over their shoulders, lay on the floor near the door, their presence alone enough to beckon them off to their adventure.

      “I guess we’re really doing this then,” Nova said, looking back at the window. “Right?”

      Miko nodded. “Yes, Nova,” he said. “We really are.”
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        * * *

      

      “When do you expect me back?” Jerdai asked, leaning against the wall and lighting his pipe.

      “In a year’s time,” Miko said. “Either myself or Odin will send a message to your mages.”

      Odin glanced at Domnin and Icklard, who stood off to the side watching him with sad, uneasy eyes.

      I won’t see them for a good while, he thought, sighing.

      Out of everything he had been through, he was surprised by how much it hurt to think that he would not be seeing the brothers for over a year. What would they be doing at the Globe Village that whole time? Was there work to be done, lessons to be learned, men to be slain, challenges to possibly be conquered? Just why, exactly, would they go to such a remote location?

      “All right,” Jerdai said. He pushed away from the wall, walked to his desk, and opened a drawer. There, he pulled a piece of parchment free from its confines, undid the ribbon that bound it together, then rolled it out. He wrote a note and a long series of numbers—likely, Odin realized, the geometric locations of their position that had to have been measured by some scaling device—before rolling it back up and returning it to its place. “Do I need to take care of anything for the three of you while you’re gone?”

      “No.” Miko shook his head. “I left a down deposit on our mounts in Elna, so the bartender and his bar boys will be taking care of the horses until they are to be returned to their rightful positions—the mare to Felnon, with Ectris Karussa, and the two stallions to Ornala. There’s nothing you need to take care of. Right, Odin, Nova?”

      “Right,” Nova said.

      Odin nodded, but said nothing.

      “All right. It was good doing business with the three of you.”

      The captain stepped forward, gripped Nova’s hand, then shook Miko’s. Jerdai took special care in setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder, as well as maintaining a grip on his hand. “Good luck on your adventures, son. I know you’ll do great.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Odin turned to look at the mages, then back at the other men. “Can I have a moment with them?”

      “Of course,” Miko said.

      After the Elf, Nova and Jerdai left the office, Odin closed the door behind them and turned to face his friends.

      “Guess we won’t be seeing you for a good while,” Domnin said.

      “No,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I’ll miss you two.”

      “We’ll miss you too,” Icklard said. “Don’t worry though—just because we’re far away doesn’t mean we can’t talk to each other.”

      “My brother’s right,” Domnin nodded. “If you need to talk, or just want to say hello or something, send us a message. One of us won’t touch the bird without the other.”

      “Right.”

      Odin stepped forward. He gripped Icklard’s hand, then found himself hugging the brother. Soon after, Domnin brought him into his arms.

      “Good luck,” the taller brother said, patting Odin’s lower back. In a lower voice, he then added, “Don’t worry about anything, Odin. Your time will come.”

      He backed away from Domnin with uncertainty. Though the mage seemed to understand something he didn’t, Domnin smiled, immediately easing a bit of his worry.

      “Good luck,” Icklard said. “We’ll miss you.”

      Before Odin turned and opened the door, he smiled and waved at the two men he thought he would never make friends with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Stand back,” Jerdai said.

      In their winter coats—all except Miko, who remained in his dark visage—Odin and Nova watched a group of a half-dozen men mess with the ramp that had not been lowered for some weeks on end. They undid ropes, pulled long bars to the side, then began to slowly ease the contraption down, where it slammed into the ice with a brutal, whiplashing bang that echoed across the distance and reverberated back at them even though no obvious mountains lay in the near distance.

      What could it mean? Odin thought, staring off into the horizon.

      “Be careful on your way down,” one man said, reaching up to brush snow off the end of his nose. “It might be slick.”

      “Thank you,” Odin said.

      The man smiled, then backed away. They turned to face Jerdai once more.

      “If you need me to return sooner for whatever reason,” the captain said, breaking away from the crowd and exhaling a fine stream of smoke, “please don’t hesitate to send a message to my mages.”

      “We won’t,” Miko said. “I don’t believe you’ll need to return soon, captain.”

      “I’m just saying—if something goes wrong out in that hellish tundra or at that village, I’ll come back.”

      “Thank you, Jerdai.”

      Jerdai and the Elf gripped hands one last time before Miko started down the ramp. Odin and Nova followed closely behind, just in case one of them managed to slip and go flying toward the icy ocean below.

      “You ready for this?” Nova asked, smiling through his chattering teeth.

      “Not really,” Odin said, “but we’ve got to go anyway, so I don’t see a reason to worry. It’s not going to help anyway.”

      “Miko will take care of us. You know that.”

      Stepping onto the snow, the ice and the place where they would spend the next year, Odin turned to look up at the ship. Domnin and Icklard stood next to the captain, waving.

      “Goodbye!” Odin called up, thrusting a hand into the air to acknowledge their action. “I’ll see you again!”

      “You sure will!” Icklard called back.

      “You know it!” Domnin laughed.

      With that, Odin turned and followed his friends into the frozen wasteland, unsure of what might greet them.
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        * * *

      

      “You cold, kid?” Nova asked.

      “Yeah,” Odin nodded, rubbing his arms. “Are you?”

      “A little.”

      Odin looked up at the Elf. Though he had no idea how he could wear only that cloak and still be warm, he chose to ignore it. Instead, he concentrated and lined the inside of his coat with magic, envisioning within its folds and fabric the idea of warmth that sparkled within the linens and individual threads. After finishing his own coat, he concentrated on Nova’s layers, extending the magic toward his friend with a simple thought.

      “Woah,” the man said, then laughed. “What the hell?”

      “Warm?” Odin grinned.

      “Yeah. You do that?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Thanks.”

      “He might not be able to do that for long,” Miko said without bothering to turn his head. “It might wear him out.”

      “I know,” Nova sighed. “Anyway, thanks Odin.”

      Nodding, Odin looked up. While there wasn’t a whole lot to look at other than snow, icy hills and the inevitable, towering spirals and clumps of ice, he found the scenery pleasant. For the first time in weeks, he was actually seeing something other than water.

      I don’t want to get too used to it, he thought.

      At the very least, he didn’t need the snow and ice to become familiar; and while he had no idea what the Globe Village looked like, it couldn’t be worse than this, could it?

      I highly doubt it.

      “Sir,” Odin said, increasing his pace so he could fall in place with his knight master. “What does the Globe Village look like?”

      “You don’t want to be surprised?”

      “I sure don’t,” Nova said. He, too, jumped a few steps ahead to fall in line with them. “Come on.”

      “If I leave the village without description, it’ll make the journey all the more worthwhile.”

      “I guess,” Odin mumbled.

      Nova swore. Miko set a hand on the man’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “Sorry Nova,” Odin said, watching his friend and the Elf.

      “Ah, don’t sweat it, Odin. This is your adventure, after all. I shouldn’t spoil it.”

      “It’s not just my adventure. It’s yours too.”

      “No it isn’t.”

      “You came all the way from Bohren to find me.”

      Nova shrugged. Odin smiled, slid around the Elf, and wrapped an arm around the man’s lower back, careful not to lean too far into his side for fear of knocking one of them over or himself out on his friend’s massive pauldron. “I don’t regret you finding me though,” he said. “You’re a good friend.”

      “You guys are good friends too,” Nova said, wrapping an arm around Odin’s shoulders and Miko’s upper back. “It makes traveling more pleasant.”

      “Enjoy it while you can,” the Elf said.

      “Why?” Odin frowned.

      “There’s a storm coming.”

      Miko raised his hand.

      In the distance, a series of dark-blue clouds swam over the horizon.

      “Damn,” Nova growled.

      “Yeah,” Odin sighed. “Really.”
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        * * *

      

      The storm came sooner than any of them expected. Pummeling them with snow, ice, and with wind that screeched at the three intruders with a cry that resembled a scorned thing at night, impossible thunder crackled the air and pink lightning traced the sky, blanketing the horizon like talons against a chalkboard.

      “When are we going to stop?” Odin asked, pressing his hands against his ribcage. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I,” Nova said.

      “We need to push on for as long as we can,” Miko said. “Travel across Neline must be made swiftly and while the weather is good.”

      Odin bowed his head to shield his eyes and wind-scarred face from the snow. Words couldn’t describe how he felt. His bones—though deeply buried beneath skin, fat and muscle—seemed to burn, his throat and mouth tasted of salt, and what felt to be copious amounts of slowly-fermenting spit became an individual entity within his throat. Even a simple shake of his head took all the energy he had, as it seemed as though his skull, upon his spinal cord, weighed of iron, of mantles and breastplates far too heavy for a boy of sixteen to carry.

      Just keep going, he thought, nodding, bowing his head.

      “Are you okay?” Nova yelled.

      Because he’d been paying little attention to anything but Nova’s face, he hadn’t noticed that the storm had worsened, and as he looked up he instantly recoiled, not expecting the sheer volume of white that blanketed the horizon. Hail plummeted down, miniaturized balls of agony; the wind tore across the landscape, daggers upon his skin; and his clothes, almost-constantly supplied with magic, felt soaked, oppressing hands which tried to pull him down to the ground.

      “Sir,” Odin said, trembling, his voice light and without its usual baritone. “Please…”

      “We need to stop!” Nova cried. “Look at him!”

      “We’ll stop,” Miko said. “The storm is too bad.”

      “Turn away from the snow, buddy.”

      Beside them, Miko raised his hand. Fire the brightest purple and in brilliant shades of pink exploded over his palm. Snow, both settled on the ground and falling, stopped and sailed to an area not too far away, where an invisible sphere displayed only by the wind and the downpour the rough outline for a shelter that would protect them for the rest of the night. Through strength and will, sacrifice and glory, the Elf gathered these earthly materials and melded them to his will, first completing the sphere, which stood some five feet tall, then forming the tunnel, as wide as Miko’s shoulders and just long enough to offer protection.

      “Go, Odin,” Miko said.

      Almost unable to comply, Odin fell to his knees and forced his way through the entrance of the tunnel, which felt suffocating at best and seemed less welcoming despite the fact he was no longer being assaulted by snow.

      At the end of the tunnel, and beneath the dome of frozen snow, Odin curled into a ball near the wall, where he drew his legs to his chest.

      “You okay?” Nova asked, pushing himself from the tunnel.

      Odin nodded.

      Miko appeared shortly after Nova sat down near the wall. Once settled in, he extended his arm, tightened his fingers into a claw, then forced snow into the tunnel and compacted it together. Melted snow quickly froze over.

      After making sure both Odin and Nova were safely against the wall, Miko turned and shot a single purple flame into the center of their shelter, which pulsed to life and lit the interior of the dome pink.

      “Is this warm?” the Elf asked.

      Odin shook his head. Yes, he thought. It’s better than I could have ever imagined.

      “Where in God’s name did that storm come from?” Nova asked, pulling his gloves from his hands. The tips of his fingers blushed red, as if they’d been burnt. “Shit.”

      “Here.” Miko took Nova’s hands and summoned a slight amount of magic. Here, he weaved it across the man’s palm and along the curve of his wrist, where upon contact the swelling began to creep away. “Is that better?”

      “Yes,” the man shivered. “Thank you.”

      After Nova replaced his gloves, Miko slid to Odin’s body. There, he set his large hands on Odin’s stocky, well-built chest, channeled magic into his torso, and didn’t stop until he let out a series of coughs and gasps.

      “Thank you, sir,” he managed.

      “We’ll stay here for the time being,” Miko said. “I don’t like the look of that storm.”

      “Where did it come from?” Nova repeated once more.

      “I don’t know.”

      “It couldn’t have come from nowhere,” Odin said, stripping his gloves off his hands and holding them in front of the magical flame. “It had to have come from somewhere.”

      “Most of these storms originate from the north, where the currents seem to endlessly spiral and radiate out onto the rest of the island.” Miko pulled his hood down, revealing his immaculate, near-emotionless face. “We’re lucky the Globe Village is in a spot where we can actually survive the weather conditions.”

      “You mean this is the worst climate you could possibly live in?” Nova frowned. “Even you, Miko?”

      “I might be able to survive further north, in places where even the most foolhardy of men dare not travel, but I have no desire to test the limits of my body or my magical ability. I wouldn’t dare attempt travel that far with the two of you in tow.”

      “Are we going to die out here?” Odin asked.

      Both of his companions turned to look at him.

      “No,” Miko said. “We won’t.”

      Outside, the storm continued on, howling, screaming, and thundering its rage.
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        * * *

      

      The moment they dismantled the shelter from the inside out was the moment Odin started to regret ever agreeing to be the creature’s squire. Snow, blowing at its hardest, whipped at his cheeks like callused palms, while the wind, howling almighty, sent his hood away from his head and slapping into the back of his neck. This, combined with a fresh buffet of snow that immediately hit him in the face, was enough to instantly dissuade him from ever looking at a morning on Neline as anything other than miserable.

      “Tie your hood off,” Nova said, so close to his ear that Odin jumped. “It’s all right. It’s just me.”

      “I know,” he muttered.

      After tightening his hood and snapping the extra buttons on his mouthpiece together, Odin slung his drenched pack over his shoulder, hoping the books he’d brought along would be safe in their protective leather cases.

      Here I am worrying about books while we’re out in the middle of a storm.

      “What’s so funny?” Nova asked.

      Apparently, he’d been chuckling and hadn’t even noticed.

      “I’m worried about my books in this weather,” Odin confessed. “Can you believe that?”

      “Yeah. You appreciate the few material possessions that you own.”

      Which makes me sound even worse.

      “Not that that matters,” Nova continued. “I mean, I appreciate the scythe that’s strapped to my back, and it’s a material possession.”

      “Your father made that for you though. That’s not material at all.”

      “No—it is, but you see my point.”

      With little more than a shrug, Odin began to warm both him and Nova, this time concentrating on the hoods, as from previous experience it seemed that if the head was warm, the body would be as well. If he could help his friend even a little, especially in these conditions, that would make the process worth the while even though it was a little draining.

      “Thanks,” Nova said, brushing up against Odin’s side.

      “You don’t need to thank me,” he replied.

      “I would help the two of you,” Miko said, speaking up for the first time since the morning had begun, “but I’m using a good amount of my energy warming myself and blocking the wind.”

      “You mean this isn’t the full brunt of it?” Nova frowned.

      “No.” Miko shook his head. “You don’t want to feel it. It… would blow us away.”

      Blow us away…

      Odin didn’t dare ask whether the Elf meant that literally.

      “Well,” Nova began, “as long as you’re keeping the majority of it away, I’m fine with my face being a little windburnt.”

      “Me too,” Odin said. “But sir, if you need to stop for any⁠—”

      “I won’t need to stop, Odin. This process involves more than putting a dividing triangle around us.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      “It’s done with a thin layer of magic.”

      The stern tone forced him a few steps back. Now in pace with Nova, Odin pushed his hands under his arms and took a deep breath, careful not to expel it too quickly for fear of Miko hearing and possibly turning to lecture him.

      “It’s all right,” the older man whispered. “He’s just antsy.”

      “I know,” Odin returned. “It’s just… I don’t want him wearing himself out.”

      “I know. You have to remember though, Odin—he’s an Elf. Did you see what he did last night? He caught the snow out of the air and made a shelter for us, all by himself.”

      While his knight master did possess a great deal of power, all things had weaknesses. No one could control such a high degree of magic for so long, much less warming oneself up through a blizzard while blocking the wind, could they?

      Regardless, all he knew was that he wanted to get to the Globe Village as soon as possible.

      They didn’t need to go through this kind of hell.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after climbing into the shelter and settling down after a cold dinner, Odin lay near Nova, huddled together as close as possible in the hopes that they could share what little body heat they had. Though he put off and received little, his friend’s faint breaths through his mouthpiece did much to bring comfort in spite of the fact that everything seemed so cold.

      Outside, the storm continued to rage on, screaming at any and all that could hear.

      Did it always storm so bad in Neline, or had it happened just because they stepped foot onto the wasteland?

      You know it didn’t.

      The idea, though absurd, entertained his darkest fantasy; and while he wasn’t normally one to believe that a person’s presence could bring about something, much less the forces of the natural world, he believed in it now. Why hadn’t they seen the storm from the boat—and why, of all times, did it begin right after they started for the Globe Village?

      “Coincidence,” he muttered.

      “Hmm?” Nova asked.

      “I’m just talking to myself.”

      “All right bud. Whatever works for you.” Nova slid an arm under Odin’s side and pulled the two of them closer.

      “I was trying to give you a little space.”

      “I know, but I don’t want space. You’re warm.”

      “Yeah right,” Odin laughed, chuckling when Nova set his hand against his shoulder and his beard raked against his neck. “That tickles.”

      “Can’t help that I have a beard.”

      “You could if you shaved it.”

      “I’ll try and think of a smart remark for you later,” Nova said. “I’m too cold right now.”

      “Me too.”

      Closing his eyes, Odin scooted back until his back and Nova’s chest touched. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Nova said nothing. He merely readjusted his head and kept breathing.
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        * * *

      

      After a day’s worth of travel, and when safely beneath their dome of snow and ice, Odin sat up. Nova, who had since fallen asleep, mumbled something about the cold and how good it would be to have a beer. Miko remained upright despite the extent of the day’s expense, though did not appear active despite the fact that the flame still burned.

      He must be awake, Odin thought, reaching forward to set a hand over the purple flame’s warmth. “Sir?” he asked, trying to see whether or not his knight master was aware of his surroundings. “Are you awake?”

      “Yes,” the Elf said, raising his hooded head. From the fire’s dim light, Odin saw everything below the finely-structured nose, but nothing else. “Are you well?”

      “I’m fine. I was just wondering if you were asleep.”

      “Do you have something on your mind?”

      “Not really,” Odin said, then sighed after a moment’s span of time. “Actually, yes sir. I do.”

      “You’re free to tell me whatever you like.”

      As if sensing his unease, the Elf pulled his hood down and gave Odin a small, reassuring smile.

      “I’ve… seen things,” Odin said, shivering at the image of three figures—small, cloaked, and in brown animal fur—following them along the hills. “Small, brown-cloaked⁠—”

      “It’s no secret that we’re being followed, Odin.”

      “Are they dangerous?” he frowned.

      “No.”

      “Have you told Nova?”

      “Unless you yourself have said something, I’ve said not a word.”

      “What are they?” Odin frowned.

      “They’re called Kerma,” Miko said, crossing his arms over his thick chest. “You’ve only seen small, brown-cloaked shapes in the hills so far, but that’s not all there is to them.”

      “No?”

      “The Kerma are the last of a dying race. Due to a famine that struck Neline several hundred years ago, it dimmed much of their population, literally reducing their numbers to the thousands and, I sadly now believe, possibly the hundreds. It’s not from ignorance that you’ve not heard of them—they’re simply a lesser-known race in the world.”

      “What do they look like? I mean, under the hoods and cloaks?”

      “They have large, yellow eyes and the form of an animal, that of which you would know as a bear. Their whole body resembles an upright-walking creature, but they have the musculature of, say, a child. Most are covered in dark hair, but many bear other similar markings. The most common are twin, gray rings around their eyes. I assume it helps them see in the blinding light, but I can’t be sure.”

      “You said they’re dying then?”

      “Sadly, yes,” Miko sighed. “I’ve come to know some Kerma during my time in this life and every one was a fine creature. It pains me to know that I will most likely outlive the last of their kind.”

      “You’ve said you’re old,” Odin said, “but you’ve never said how old.”

      “Even I don’t know, Odin. I saw the birth of Ornala and its kingdom, but I was still an aged creature.”

      Ornala and its kingdom?

      Ornala had been established at least a thousand years ago, if not more. The number alone made him think of everything that could have happened during that time—how many battles could have been fought, how many men could have been knighted, how many treaties and laws had been passed. Even more, he wondered how many people had lived and died. He could have lived a dozen lives and not even see even a fraction of the kingdom’s lifespan.

      “I’m sorry,” Odin sighed. “It wasn’t right of me to bring something like that up.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Odin, and don’t feel regret for asking.”

      “I need to learn how to keep my mouth shut.”

      “Have you ever heard the legend of the silent man?”

      “What?”

      The question, as unexpected as it was, brought him to a standstill. He had, of course, heard the legend of the man who had stripped himself of his ability to speak, and he knew of its prevalence throughout the kingdom, but he’d never expected to have it brought up in adult conversation, much less by his knight master.

      “Yes,” Odin said, after pausing for one too many moments. “I know the legend.”

      “What happened to the silent man because he could not speak?”

      “He died when he lost his hands… if I remember right.”

      “After the silent man gave his voice to the gods, he learned to speak with his hands. Because of his disability, most learned to understand his needs and whim, but after a disease took his only voice away, how was he to ask for help?”

      In the silence that followed, Odin fought the urge to ask what the Elf wanted him to learn from the retelling of such an old legend.

      “Do you understand why it’s important to ask questions?” Miko asked when Odin didn’t speak.

      “Asking questions gives you the answer you want… or the things you need to survive.”

      “Now you understand why I encourage you to ask about the things you don’t understand. I’m here not only as your knight in arms, but also your teacher. We’ve had this talk before.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Miko reached out and gripped his shoulder. “Go—lie down. You need your rest.”

      “Thank you.”

      Before he moved back to his usual spot beside Nova, Odin bowed his head.

      “Goodnight,” Miko said.

      “Goodnight, sir.”

      With his final thanks said, Odin settled down beside his friend.

      The Elf remained sitting, watching things Odin could not see.
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        * * *

      

      For the next several days, Odin continued to watch the hills and the Kerma that followed them. Occasionally, in the latter parts of the day and when their presence was only revealed by the lapse of peaks in the hills, the group of five that seemed to have pursued them for the past while would stop as if they thought Odin had seen them, but would shortly start up again once they thought their presence had gone undetected. This normally occurred when they passed an oblong jut of ice, but seldom than not happened no more than when they disappeared down the curve of the slope, vanishing to the west and from view entirely. Despite being shrouded from view, however, nothing could keep them out of mind, so how blind could they be if they were ignorant enough to think that they couldn’t be seen?

      “What’re you looking at?” Nova asked, nudging Odin’s ribs with an elbow.

      “Nothing,” Odin said, turning his eyes away from the hills.

      So far, neither he nor Miko had told their friend of the small band of creatures that followed them. Miko, convinced that Nova’s temper and spur-of-the-moment actions might get them into a conflict, refused to say anything. He even went so far as to warn Odin not to. If you see them again, he had said earlier that morning, do not tell Nova. We don’t want to scare him.

      “We sure don’t,” he muttered.

      “What?” Nova asked.

      “I’m just talking to myself again. Sorry.”

      “Eh, don’t be.” The older man waved a hand in the air. “The best of us do it.”

      “All right.”

      “You’re sure you didn’t see anything?”

      “I’m sure,” Odin said, hoping Nova wouldn’t catch the quiver in his voice.

      “You’d tell me if you did, right?”

      “Yes.”

      This time, Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. How he hated lying, especially to people he cared about.

      “I’m okay,” Odin smiled, brushing off the initial insecurity as if it were nothing more than snow upon his shoulders. “Just cold.”

      “Whatever,” Nova grunted.

      Heaving his pack higher up his shoulders, Nova stepped into pace with Miko, careful to stay close to his side to remain within the protective triangle surrounding them.

      Sighing, Odin stepped forward, knowing just how much he was gambling his relationship with Nova on for just one little lie.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re still following us, you know?” Odin asked.

      “Yes,” Miko said, “I know, but be quiet. You don’t want to wake Nova up.”

      “He’d freak if he knew those things were following us.”

      “Which is why I want you to scoot over by me and keep your voice low.”

      Sliding across the slick but magically-warmed ground, Odin settled down beside the Elf and drew his knees up to his chest. Tonight, they’d positioned their protective sphere against the eastern hills. The western ones, where Odin had seen the Kerma tribe, had been completely out of the question, as the creatures’ intentions appeared not in the least bit friendly.

      “What do they want?” Odin whispered.

      “I don’t know, Odin.”

      “You have to have an idea.”

      “No. I don’t have to have any kind of idea. That would be ludicrous.”

      “I’m sorry for being so nervous,” Odin sighed. “I just don’t like the way they’re following us.”

      “Neither do I, but we have nothing to worry about. They’re harmless in their state.”

      “Because of their disease?”

      “That, and their numbers. How many were up there? Half a dozen, if that?”

      “I’ve seen five at the most.”

      “See what I mean? Why would five Kerma—who, at the highest, are probably only five feet tall—try to attack a grown man, a squire of considerable build and an Elf who’s two feet taller than they are?”

      “I guess you’re right.” Sighing once more, Odin crossed his legs and set his hands in his lap, eyes set to the purple flame flickering in the center of the sphere. “I don’t think I’d be as comfortable with just a normal man as a knight master.”

      “A normal human man would have never brought you to Neline.”

      And he’s right again.

      Odin smirked.

      “It’s nice to see you smile,” Miko said.

      “I’m not smiling, sir.”

      “It’s close enough.” Miko reached over and set a hand on Odin’s upper back. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I’m taking care of both of you.”

      “I know,” Odin said. “You’re taking a lot better care of me than I thought you would.”

      “Some men don’t care for their squires,” the Elf nodded, “but I’m not like that. I try not to be, anyway.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Miko closed his eyes, then leaned back until he was lying flat on his back, legs spanning nearly the entirety of the sphere and resting directly beneath Nova’s outstretched feet. “Thank you for talking with me. I believe I’m going to get some sleep now.”

      “All right. Goodnight, sir.”

      “Goodnight, Odin.”

      Miko extended his arm.

      With little more than a passing thought, Odin reached out and gripped his knight master’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell was that?” Nova asked, spinning, gesturing madly at the hills and pointing to individual spots along the peaks. “I saw something.”

      “What was it?” Odin frowned, quick to play ignorance.

      “Five little things walking along the hills.”

      “They’re nothing to worry about,” Miko said. He, too, stopped to look at where Nova had pointed.

      “Nothing to worry about? Are you telling me you’ve seen them too?”

      “Yes, Nova. They’re called Kerma.”

      “I don’t care what they’re called! I just want to know why no one’s told me we’ve been being followed!”

      “We didn’t want you to worry,” Odin said.

      “You’ve seen them too?” Nova asked.

      Swallowing a lump in his throat, Odin nodded. “Yes,” he sighed.

      “I’d expect Miko to keep secrets from me, but not you, kid.”

      “I told him not to tell you,” Miko said.

      “I wasn’t talking to you!” Nova snapped.

      “Please stop,” Odin said, reaching out to touch Nova’s arm.

      “Don’t touch me, Odin!”

      “Stop, Nova,” Miko said. “There’s no need for this.”

      “Don’t you tell me to stop, Elf.”

      A flash of movement came from behind the hill.

      While Miko continued to try and calm Nova, a pursuit which seemed completely impossible in light of the recent revelation, Odin watched the area, eyes darting across the peaks that blanketed the western hills and heart fluttering rapidly in his chest.

      He said, Odin thought, then stopped.

      Hadn’t Nova said he’d seen the Kerma dotting the hillside?

      Before Odin think any further, and before Miko could even begin to calm Nova from his rampant tirade, they appeared from behind one of the highest peaks that dotted the hillside. Five in total, each carrying a walking stick, made their appearance from the heights of the icy despair and began, slowly, to point and maneuver their way into a single line.

      “This is bullshit!” Nova cried, pulling his scythe from the strap on his back.

      “There’s no need for violence,” Miko said.

      “I don’t care what you think, Miko! They’re following us and now they’re pointing at us.”

      “They’re coming,” Odin said.

      His hand strayed to his belt, toward his sword, as he watched the creatures descend the hill.

      Their movements, he thought, grimacing, freeing his sword of the clasp that held it in place and drawing it out but a breath.

      The way they were advancing reminded him of what he’d learned in his history textbook—of how, in order to surprise a target, the enemy would often come down the side of the hill and rush them in an advancing sweep meant to blindside their target. He briefly considered the notion that they could be flanked and turned his attention to the north and south, but found nothing in the distance that could spell further trouble for the three of them.

      Behind him, he found Miko’s hand near his side, where his sword lay hidden beneath the billows of his cloak. “Keep your distance!” the Elf warned.

      The head Kerma, slightly taller than the rest of the group and bearing upon its cloak a series of white designs that must have signified which tribe it came from, stopped and raised its hand, beckoning its group to stop. “You are not welcome!” the creature called back, voice deep and thick with rumble. “Humans brought the sickness to our land. They do not belong.”

      “We come in peace, kind Kerma. We mean you no harm.”

      “We do not believe you, creature behind the hood of its cloak. Turn around and we will not attack you.”

      Three more shapes appeared on the hill. Odin caught the shine of metal. “Bows,” he whispered. “Sir⁠—”

      “We’ll be fine,” Miko said. Turning his attention away from Odin, he looked up at the Kerma. “We will not turn back!” he called. “There is nowhere for us to go!”

      “Return to your constructs that sail across the water. That is how you arrived on this land.”

      “We saw you,” another Kerma said. “We saw your creatures of wood.”

      “They are gone,” Miko said. “We seek passage to the Globe village. There is no need for us to fight.”

      “We will defend our home and families,” the head Kerma said. “Draw your weapons, friends.”

      From their sides the Kerma drew sickles and pickaxes. The weapons, curved and tipped with sharp blades and blunt edges, shone in the soft light that pierced through the miasma of cloud lingering overhead.

      “We ask you again, humans—leave our land and we will spare you the harm you will face in battle.”

      “We are not turning away!” Miko cried.

      The first arrow went soaring through the air, a constellation of battle sung by a drawstring from the harp of disgrace. Odin tackled Nova to the ground just before it could strike the two of them, the clang of his pauldron hitting the ice loud even in the deafening reality of battle. “Watch out!” he screamed. “Archers!”

      The next set of arrows flew at Nova as he stumbled to his feet and gripped his scythe in his hands. The first two missed, sailing through the air and embedding themselves into the ground. The next, however, was true. Glancing off the man’s unguarded shoulder, it slicked the snow with blood.

      The Kerma infantry—whom, at this point, had descended the hill and now stood on fair ground—advanced slowly, most likely attempting to catch them off guard in the wake of flying arrows.

      “Kill them!” Odin cried. “Miko! Miko!”

      The Elf said nothing, nor did he move.

      Nova growled, tightened his grip on his scythe, and screamed, “Come and get us, you furry little fucks! We’re not afraid of you!”

      Odin slung his sword free of its sheath.

      This will be the first time I’ve used you to fight, he thought.

      In that moment, he closed his eyes and tightened his grip on the hilt of the weapon, knowing more than well that it would not be much longer before his first real battle began.

      The Kerma, now no more than a few feet away, stopped when the third barrage of arrows soared through the air.

      Odin cut the first shaft from the sky before it could hit him, then caught the second and third with his magic and threw them back with a flick of his wrist. The creatures on the hill had little time to react in the moments before the arrows buried themselves in their skulls.

      “Stay back!” Odin screamed. “I’ll kill you myself!”

      “You will try, child, but you will fail.”

      The head Kerma flew forward. Odin caught the head of the pickaxe with his sword just before it connected with his chest and briefly glimpsed Nova as he ran at the other group. Miko, too, charged, raising his magic-sparked hand.

      “Die, boy,” the Kerma growled.

      Odin flung his blade into the air to dislodge their weapons. The Kerma lunged, swung the blunt edge at Odin’s side, and almost managed to make a connecting blow before he ducked.

      With a twirl of his hand, Odin cut the flesh of the creature’s shoulder and sprayed blood into the air.

      They’re so small, he thought, panting, jumping back to avoid a thrust to his gut.

      While the difference in height would prove troublesome, especially because the creature stood at least a full foot shorter than him, Odin ignored it and instead threw three more blows. The Kerma blocked or dodged each one, pouncing through the air as if it were an animal, before it came forward and slashed at Odin’s thigh.

      Odin screamed as the blade parted the fabric of his pants and sliced his leg open.

      “You spill my blood, I’ll spill yours,” the Kerma breathed, rising, slamming the axe’s blunt edge into Odin’s hip.

      Both hits sent him staggering back.

      With a limp preventing him both from fighting and moving his best, he held his sword steady and began to reach into his magic.

      Is it fair, he thought, to use magic when no one else has it?

      “Stay back,” Odin gasped, setting his free hand on fire. “I’ll use my magic on you.”

      “Try it, boy.”

      Odin threw the flame forward.

      A plume of steam parted the air as the fire met a barrier of ice before extinguishing.

      They have magic too.

      “Leave us alone!” Odin cried. Nova roared in the foreground and slammed his scythe into one of the Kerma’s back. Blood exploded form its torn spine as the man sliced the creature in half from groin to head. “We’re going to kill you if you don’t run!”

      “There’s no reason to live when we’re already dead.”

      The creature freed itself of its hood to reveal a maleficent image that, upon first glance, could not be truly comprehended. It seemed too impossible, too unreal for such a thing to be displayed upon the form of flesh, for when Odin stumbled back and looked directly at the creature’s head, he realized that this creature was really, truly dying. A patchwork of mange coated its skull, while its face was revealed in shades of pink and brown; its flesh—rotting, splitting and oozing pus—was cracked along its cheeks; and bone, the color of the moon, could be seen, and radiated with red scars that were either filled with blood or even exposed marrow. What might have been the most horrifying feature of this creature’s destruction, however, was a tumor the size of Odin’s hand. Pressed to its cheek, pulsing in tune to the raw, fleshy beat of its heart, it seemed to have only one eye—an eye that, unbeknownst to Odin, judged him with each passing moment.

      Unable to believe his eyes, Odin allowed his sword arm to dangle limply at his side, then screamed, “We didn’t do this to you!”

      “Humans destroyed us,” the Kerma said, thrusting its pickaxe forward as it advanced. “Humans deserve to be treated in kind.”

      “Odin!” Nova cried.

      The Kerma lashed out.

      Odin, just barely managing to catch the pickaxe on his sword, took his chance and snapped his blade up.

      He fell forward.

      The sword pierced the Kerma’s chest and killed it on impact.

      Lying in the snow, leg bleeding and hip throbbing, Odin prayed his friends had killed the rest of the Kerma, especially the final archer that stood atop the hill.

      Pain blotted his vision and drove him into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Nova had just killed his third Kerma when he saw Odin fall. Arms burning, face and beard drenched in blood, he turned to see the creature he had come to know as the tribe leader impaled on Odin’s sword. The other two lay slain near Odin’s feet, while a third lying nearby had just been liberated of its head.

      “Odin’s down!” Nova cried.

      Miko raised his hand and shot a beam of purple light at the western peaks.

      A flash of light lit up the sky.

      Nova’s vision clouded over.

      When it cleared, an explosion shook the hillside and made the ground quiver as if it were trembling. Rock, snow and ice flew into the air and rained down around them as if it were the stuff of stars making its way into the atmosphere. Nova only managed to throw himself from the immediate area just in the nick of time to avoid being struck by a falling piece of ice.

      “Odin!” Nova said, gasping, fighting the weight of his armor to crawl toward his friend. “Odin! Odin!”

      He rolled the young man over, saw the cut on his leg and immediately inhaled a deep breath. While the wound bled, it didn’t seem life threatening, and for that he took to scanning the boy’s body for other injuries. When he found none, he closed his eyes and whispered a silent prayer.

      We almost lost him.

      “Is he injured?” Miko asked, falling by his side.

      “His leg got cut, but I don’t think he’s hurt anywhere else.”

      “Get his sword.”

      Nova stood and slid the hilt of the blade out of the dead Kerma’s chest, kicking the corpse to the side as it fell. The sword, slick with blood and chunks of flesh, looked even more ominous than normal.

      Is your blade black, he wondered, because you’ve tasted more blood than any other sword that’s ever existed?

      He cleaned the weapon as best as he could in the snow and on the Kerma’s cloak before sliding it back into Odin’s sheath. Miko, meanwhile, continued to kneel by the boy, a hand over the wound. Blood slicked the Elf’s pearly flesh and slid through his fingers to create a tapestry of spidery veins.

      “We need to get him to the village,” the Elf said, raising his head. “You’ll need to carry him.”

      “I don’t think I can,” Nova replied, only just realizing how worn out the battle had made him. “His pack, his weight, his sword…”

      Miko unbuckled the black blade and set it at his side, then grabbed Odin’s pack, which had been cast aside sometime during or before the battle. “There,” he said. “Take him into your arms. Be careful though—I think more than his leg was wounded.”

      “Why—”

      “Because the side of this coat is damp.”

      Nova swallowed. “How⁠—”

      “The blunt edge of his pickaxe. I assume that’s what caused the injury.”

      “How bad do you think it is?”

      “I’m not sure. Please, be gentle.”

      “You know I will.”

      Sliding his hands beneath the boy’s body, Nova lifted him up, instantly surprised at how much the young man weighed.

      Almost immediately, the boy started thrashing. He groaned, cried out, then stilled his protest.

      “It’s ok,” Nova said, holding Odin close to his chest. “It’s just me. You’re safe.”

      “It hurts.”

      “It’ll be all right. Don’t worry. I got you.”

      Miko stepped forward, set a hand on the young man’s face, then said, “Sleep” in a soft voice, before continuing with, “until your body begins to wake.”

      For a moment, the air tingled with static. Just as quickly, it left. The boy’s body went slack in Nova’s arms. “Did you⁠—”

      “It will help keep the pain away,” Miko sighed. “Come, Nova—I will try to keep the three of us warm.”

      “How much further do we have to go?”

      “Not much.” The Elf turned. “Now… come. We must get our friend to safety.”

      Closing his eyes, Nova watched the Elf crouch, slide Odin’s sword into his skirt and his scythe to his back, then position the two extra packs into place.

      “I’m sorry I can’t carry anything else,” Nova sighed.

      “The boy is burden enough. Do not worry.”

      Miko took a few steps forward.

      Taking a deep breath, Nova started walking, all the while holding his friend close to his chest.

      You’ll be ok, he thought, stroking Odin’s hair. Have faith.
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        * * *

      

      When a baby is born, it sees everything—the past, the present, maybe even the future. It sees the Elves that came from the distant lands that lay across the sea and the corruption humanity and others brought with them. It sees the wars raged and the blood spilled across the horizon, feeding crows a feast that would last them for years to come, and it sees men strewn across the battlefield: bloodied, bruised and crazed from the atrocities of war. It may not realize what exactly it is seeing, for it is only freshly-born and ignorant of the world, but there is a reason newborn infants cry. The world is harsh—unbelievably-cruel, even, for it burns those who are young and scars those who are not meant to be touched.

      It was like that baby, whom was very much ignorant of his surroundings, that Odin woke from a nightmare of storms—of snow and blood and little bearish men. He saw before him a wooden ceiling deeply-tinted and worn by age and was instantly blinded by the light from the outside world.

      Where am I? he thought, setting a hand over his eyes. Why is it warm?

      For several doubtful moments he lay there trying to muster the urge to at least open his eyes. Silence clouded his thoughts and confusion rumbled throughout his conscience, echoing across his ears and reverberating along his eyelids. It seemed too peaceful, too normal for it to be outside, in the cold, barren world completely unforgiving and without respect. It was this feeling that came over him for quite some time, trapping him in blissful melancholy, before he heard a man growl nearby.

      Nova?

      “Nova?” he managed, moving his arm away from his eyes and turning his head only to find that his friend wasn’t there. “Where are you?”

      “It’s okay,” someone said. “You’re safe.”

      The new, unexpected voice jarred him upright. Odin nearly screamed when pain shot through his leg and spiraled into his hip.

      “You got hurt pretty bad,” the strange man said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulders. “You okay, buddy?”

      “I—” Odin blinked. The man, dressed in a sleeveless blue jerkin and pants the same hue, bore tan-colored skin, as if he were an individual pressed into the sun and meant to work in the fields for long periods of time. How this could be Odin didn’t know, as all there happened to be in Neline was snow and clouded skies, but that didn’t necessarily bother him. What troubled him was the presence of another man—of a person other than a nearly-dead, rotting Kerma. “I’m in the Globe Village,” Odin said, dumbstruck, his heart flickering in his chest and strumming peace across his ribcage. “Aren’t I?”

      “You are. Your friend—Nova, I believe you called him—is over there.” The stranger pointed at the opposite wall, where beneath a window Nova lay in bed, sweat gleaming through the layer of red hair on his chest.

      “Is he all right?” Odin asked. “Did he get hurt?”

      “No, he’s not hurt. You, on the other hand—” Odin reached down to grab the blankets, instantly all the more aware of his injuries, but the man caught his hand before he could do so. “You can’t see anything anyway. Besides—even if you could, I wouldn’t let you.”

      “Who are you?” Odin frowned. “A doctor?”

      “A doctor’s assistant, actually.” The man smiled and reached back to scratch his neck. “I’m Joseph. The big man in the black coat said your name was Odin.”

      “That’s right. And that’s my friend Nova.”

      “You three have come a long, long way.” Joseph stood, crossed the room, and pulled a skein off a desk that stood near the wall before offering it to Odin. “Water,” he said.

      When Odin tipped the skin back, moisture sweeter and warmer than he had ever tasted in his entire life slid down his throat and into his stomach. He didn’t care about its temperature—he’d had enough of the cold. “Where is my master, sir?”

      “He’s speaking with the mayor at his home. I’m sorry to say that I can’t let you out of bed.”

      I don’t want to get out of bed.

      Pain bore no mercy, especially when the throbbing sensation reemerged in his hip.

      “I think,” Odin began, carefully settling himself against the headrest, “that the Kerma hit me with the blunt side of its pickaxe.”

      “You fought with the Kerma?”

      “I fought the tribe’s leader. It had magic, otherwise I would’ve been able to kill him before it could do this.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re protected here,” Joseph said, letting out a nervous laugh. “If the Kerma are revolting, I don’t want to be in the middle of it.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      Though Joseph offered no reply, he smiled, instantaneously easing Odin’s worry of being a burdensome patient.

      “How long will I be in bed?” Odin asked.

      “At least until your hip starts feeling better. Your leg’s not as bad. I was able to stitch that up right away.”

      “Will I be able to walk?”

      “Your muscle wasn’t damaged and your hip is only bruised, though the bruising is deep enough to make me concerned. You’ll be fine, though—in the long run, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      “Thank you, sir. I’m going to rest now.”

      “That would be for the best.” The assistant stood. “If you need something, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’m more than willing to bring you something to eat or drink.”

      “I will,” he said. “Thank you.”

      Just as the man turned and walked back to his desk, Odin drifted back to sleep.

      This time, there were no storms.
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        * * *

      

      “Odin… Odin. Hey, buddy. Wake up and say hey.”

      Nova’s smiling, windburnt face appeared as soon as Odin opened his eyes. He couldn’t help but smile when he reached up to grip his friend’s hand. “Hey,” Odin said. “I’m glad you’re awake.”

      “Me too. I had a dream about you that woke me up.”

      “You did?”

      “Uh huh. I dreamed we were back in Ornala sparring with the staves.”

      “And you won,” Odin chuckled.

      “Yeah,” Nova smiled. “I did.”

      Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin scooted back against the headrest and propped a few pillows behind his back. Nova sat down and nearly patted his leg, but stopped before he could do so.

      “Almost forgot,” Nova murmured.

      “Did you get hurt?”

      “Oh, no—I didn’t. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “I thought you got hit by an arrow?”

      “I did, but he healed it the night after we fought the Kerma.”

      “But if he healed you, why didn’t he⁠—”

      “Miko said healing you would not help your injury because it was too deep,” Nova sighed. “I think he was concerned about wasting energy. He stopped the bleeding, but he wanted to keep you warm.”

      “What about Miko? If he all right?”

      “You should’ve seen him kill those Kerma. It took hardly any effort at all. And the way he blew the side of the hill up⁠—”

      “He blew the hill apart?”

      “Yeah. He shot a huge beam of magic at the area and everything just exploded. Thankfully we didn’t get hurt.”

      Odin nodded and slid his hands behind his head. He almost pushed the blanket off until he realized he’d been stripped of his clothing.

      “Yeah,” Nova chuckled, “I got a big surprise when I crawled out of bed.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “Not long.”

      “Do you know where Miko is?”

      “I asked that Joseph guy if he knew. He said he’s visiting with the mayor.”

      “Again?”

      “Again?” Nova frowned. “You were awake earlier?”

      “I’m… not so sure. I don’t know if it was earlier today, yesterday, or⁠—”

      “Well, all I know is that we’ve both been out of commission for a while. Doesn’t surprise me much though, considering what all we went through.”

      “Yeah.”

      Nearby, a door opened. Joseph, garbed in a thin cloth coat, stepped into the building. “Excuse me,” the man smiled. “I had to step out for a moment.”

      “That’s fine,” Odin said. Nova nodded his approval. “How long have we been asleep?”

      “Days. I started to get worried, but your knight master assured me that you were both all right.”

      “He knows us pretty good,” Nova grinned, sliding an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “Huh, bud?”

      “Yeah, he does.”

      “I trusted his decision even though he wouldn’t take his cloak off,” Joseph said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Is something wrong with him?”

      “No,” Odin said. “He… just prefers not to be seen.”

      “Which is why I asked⁠—”

      “His skin,” Nova said, “it’s sensitive. He’s very pale. You can see the veins under his skin, so he tries to keep himself covered so others don’t have to see him.”

      “Oh.” Joseph nodded, seemingly-pleased with this answer. “All right. It’s none of my business. I’m just trying to be helpful. You three have come a long way.”

      “Yes sir,” Odin smiled. “Thank you.”

      Joseph turned and walked back to his desk.

      In the silence that followed, Nova reached up and scratched his beard, then turned and looked out the nearby window. “I wonder what it’s like out there,” he muttered.

      “You haven’t been out?”

      “I only just got up, remember? The first thing I did when I got out of bed was wake you up.”

      “All right,” Odin said. “Just wondering.”

      “No worries,” Nova grinned. “Besides—I’ll be more than ready to tour the area once you get to feeling better.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, just as the sky began to darken, Miko returned, hunching his back and tilting forward his left shoulder to fit through the door.

      “Hello sir,” Odin said. “I hope your day was good.”

      “I’m glad to see the two of you are awake. I was getting worried.”

      “Joseph said so.”

      The cloaked Elf turned, scouring the room. He reached for his hood, but stopped before he could loosen the strings.

      “Probably not the best idea,” Nova muttered.

      “Which was why I stopped.”

      “You know,” Odin started, “if you want to get out of your cloak, you could go get a room at an inn or something. I know I’d want to get out of it if I were you.”

      “Odin’s right,” Nova said. “You should go get a room, get that damn thing off you. When was the last time you bathed anyway?”

      “I’m concerned about the two of you more than I am about myself.”

      “It’s not good to worry about someone other than yourself for too long. A man’s gotta look out for himself too.”

      “I assure you, I’m fine.”

      While Miko crossed the room, toward an armchair that appeared large and heavy enough to support his frame, Odin pushed himself up, grimacing at the throb in his hip. He ignored it, instead pulling a blanket around his body. “Why’d it get so cold all of a sudden?” he frowned.

      “The village runs off a magical heating system made up of stones that float in the sky on the four sides of the village. The mages that live here share the burden of keeping the barrier up, though that in itself requires little actual magic. The heating aspect, however… it requires much more work. You realize how much energy it takes just to heat yourself, Odin.”

      “Right, sir.”

      “But imagine heating a whole village for an entire day. It would kill a dozen mages to do it, let alone a handful. So, like they share the task of keeping the barrier up, they share the work of imbuing the stones to provide warmth. They don’t channel the warming magic at night because it would be too big a task.”

      “That makes sense,” Odin said. Nova nodded, but didn’t seem too interested, even though he had given Miko his full attention. “It’s best to just stay inside and under the covers at night then.”

      “Yes,” Miko nodded. “You’ll be fine. You have nothing to worry about. The wood is thick and the cracks are filled with plaster. Even if it does get cold in here—which, obviously, it has—the blankets will keep you warm.”

      Nova rose from his chair and settled down on his bed. Though he didn’t get under the covers, he grabbed the spare blanket at the foot of the mattress and wrapped it around his shoulders.

      “This is where I leave the two of you for the evening,” Miko said, standing to his full height. “I’m going to take your suggestion and get a full night’s rest without my cloak. A bath would also do me some good.”

      “All right,” Odin said.

      “See you in the morning,” Nova added.

      Raising a hand, Miko bade the two of them goodbye before he headed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Odin’s leg recovered quickly. His hip, however, showed slow signs of healing, and the first time he’d seen the actual scar on his leg was when Joseph removed the stitches some two weeks after they were inserted. About the length of his palm from middle finger to wrist, the gash stood out on his upper thigh in the quick between his pelvic bone and upper leg, but seemed to have little bearing on his overall mobility. Joseph said that, because of his age, it would most likely heal and disappear altogether—not that it particular mattered, as Odin could care less whether or not he had scars of battle and because he’d fought nobly, but it gave him peace of mind to know that his leg wouldn’t be a hindrance for the rest of his life.

      It’s good to fight your battles when you’re young, the doctor’s assistant had laughed, his stitching tongs and scissors carefully in hand as he’d removed the stitches. I sure wish I’d fought some of mine when I was your age.

      A month after they’d stepped upon Neline and taken refuge within the Globe Village, he walked the streets with Nova in a slow but otherwise-natural gait. He limped a little—preferring his left, uninjured side to the leg that still felt stiff and sensitive—but it didn’t slow him down. Considering how bad his hip was, it was a miracle he could even stand, much less move.

      At least the ground is flat, he mused.

      What surprised him most about the material beneath them was that it was not snow or any kind of ice. If anything, the white material felt like dirt upon a normal road or path. Already the Globe Village had turned out to be a strange place. If their surroundings were not key enough, then surely they would encounter more wondrous opportunities along the road.

      “You see the barrier?” Nova asked, speaking up for the first time since they’d disembarked.

      Odin nodded. Though not clearly visible, if one stared long and hard enough, they could make out the pattern of snow and sleet sliding around the globe—embracing, it seemed, the village. The stones, though far in the distance and some dozens of feet in the air, were much easier to see, as upon their surfaces runes winked and sparkled with varying rainbows of magic.

      “Yeah,” Odin said, blinking, tearing his eyes from one of the floating structures to look at the barrier in front of them. “I’ve seen it.”

      “Kinda weird, being in a place with so much magic.”

      “I guess.”

      “You don’t feel strange?”

      “No. Why? Do you?”

      “Not really. I just feel more alert, that’s all.”

      Maybe that’s how magic affects him.

      Not wanting to dwell on the specifics, Odin gripped his friend’s arm and pulled himself forward a few steps. “Sorry,” he said, taking a long, deep breath. “I can’t walk as fast as you.”

      “Is your hip feeling all right?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “We can stop whenever you want.”

      “I know. You’ve said that ten times already.” Nova grinned and slid his hands into his pockets. His attention fell to a large tavern that lay on the side of the road, complete with a sign that hung over the porch that read ‘bar’ in bold red letters.

      “We’re not going in there,” Odin asked. “Are we?”

      “Maybe for lunch, not beer.”

      I didn’t think so, he thought, nodding and smiling at his friend.

      “What?” Nova laughed. “You thinkin’ about a little while ago, back when I was dog-ass drunk?”

      “You were more than dog-ass drunk,” Odin chuckled. “Miko had to drag you up the stairs. I think you were more horse-ass drunk than anything.”

      “Pretty much.”

      The bigger man slid his arm around Odin’s neck and messed with his hair. In response, Odin pushed him away, a ball of laughter rolling through his chest. “Oh God,” he smiled, leaning against a nearby wall. “It’s good to finally be somewhere where we can just fool around and be ourselves, don’t you think?”

      “Hell yeah I do.”

      Nova joined him on the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them, gaze set on the buildings opposite them. “We’ll be here for a year,” the man nodded. “It seems like a nice place, don’t you think?”

      “From what little I’ve seen, I’d say yes.” Odin’s attention fell to the ground. A single, white rock rested at the end of his shoe. He kicked it, sending it soaring over the road and onto the other side of the street. “At least we don’t have to worry about being cold, and it seems pretty big.”

      “I had no fucking clue when he said we were staying out here for a year. I thought he meant there, outside.” The two fist jabs that followed made Nova’s point more than clear.

      “He wouldn’t take us anywhere he didn’t think we could go. He already said that.”

      “Maybe to you, but not me.” Nova took a deep breath and expelled it. A smile perked his lips soon after. “Anyway, let’s keep walking, if you’re up for it.”

      “I am,” Odin smiled. “More than up for it, actually.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sir?” Odin frowned. “Are you all right?”

      Since returning to the infirmary from his excursion at the mayor’s house, the Elf hadn’t said a thing. Instead, his attention had been set on the series of windows that lined the wall near Odin’s bed.

      He’s always looking out the window, he thought, frowning.

      Though he’d come up with a few ideas as to why Miko looked out windows so much, he couldn’t be sure of any of them. One thing he questioned was the Elf’s mortality and how, because of his age, and because the world shifted so rapidly before him, he might possibly like to lock things into his mind, to instill within himself a sense of purpose that would make his life knowledgeable. Another, and the horrendously more sinister of the two, was how Miko could, possibly, be thinking about the ones he loved and just what he would do when they died. It seemed perfectly reasonable to have such thoughts with an indefinite lifespan, and for that Odin tried to relate to the feeling, but found himself unable to do so.

      Just when he thought he’d made a connection, he sighed, realizing Miko’s sudden turn of his head was because of something he had seen outside and not, in fact, because of his or Nova’s presence.

      Come on, Odin thought, turning his attention to his sleeping friend. Why aren’t you awake when I need you to help me with him?

      Did Nova know about the Elf’s doubts, his worries, his insecurities and trials, or did he just not try and help because he figured he couldn’t? He knew Nova to be a caring man—a person whom, in all respects, would help another should he or she be in need of such things—but he couldn’t necessarily be sure, as he hadn’t seen him interacting with too many people. However, he’d seen enough interaction to know that he wasn’t unfriendly. From his kindness to his father, to respecting Miko and being friendly with the bartender back in Elna, there seemed to be no lack of compassion within his friend’s body.

      “Sir,” Odin said again, this time louder and more forcefully.

      Miko turned his head. “I’m here,” he said.

      “I just asked if you were all right. You didn’t answer me.”

      “I’m sorry, Odin. I’m lost in my thoughts.”

      “Do you⁠—”

      “No.”

      Odin said nothing, instead drawing his blankets up to his waist and leaning against the headrest. After a moment of waiting for any further response, the Elf returned his attention to the window, eyes hidden beneath his hood but more than obvious with their intent.

      I don’t think I’ll ever really know what goes on in his head.

      The fact that Miko suffered so was enough to unsettle him. Here he was—a young man, only sixteen, trying to find his way in the world whilst attempting not to fall—having to deal with a creature who was far more advanced than him both physically, mentally and possibly spiritually. It seemed impossible to even try and consider such things, and to even think he could alleviate his master’s problems seemed completely out of his abilities. Such was the way in the world, Odin figured, when relating to such creatures, like the ant is with the human just before its foot comes down, and so with his heart unsure and his conscience tainted, he finally said, “I don’t want you to suffer.”

      Miko turned his head. “Suffer?” he asked.

      “Remember the night on Jerdai’s boat, when I sent Nova the message to his wife? You told me about the things Elves do when⁠—”

      “I know, Odin. There’s no need to say it.”

      With a long, drawn-out sigh, Miko seated himself on the bed beside Odin and spread himself out lengthwise. He set his feet—bare, but seemingly-clean—on the footrest so he wouldn’t get the bed dirty. “You said I suffered,” the Elf said, his voice low possibly so only Odin could hear. “Why do you think that?”

      “Because of what you told me back on the boat.”

      “I don’t suffer, Odin—I live with those thoughts.”

      “Which is suffering, isn’t it?”

      Miko said nothing.

      “I want you to be able to talk to me,” Odin continued. “I… I don’t like seeing you looking out the window at something I can’t see.”

      “Have you stopped to consider the things that maybe I can see?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you still have doubts about me looking at the outside world?”

      “I don’t like thinking about things I can’t see,” Odin repeated, closing his eyes and taking a few deep breaths. “I know it sounds bad, but… I grew up not knowing a whole lot about a lot of things—me, my magic, the world outside of Felnon and what was going on around me when I was locked in the tower.”

      “It’s natural to think about such things when you’ve been sheltered your whole life.” Miko draped an arm over Odin’s back. “You need to weaken the empathy you feel towards others, Odin—it will save you much pain and suffering.”

      “I’m not going to stop caring just because you tell me to.”

      “I never said⁠—”

      “Yes you did, sir!” he hissed. “You said I need to weaken the way I feel about others because it will save me the grief of wondering how they feel.”

      “It’s sound advice⁠—”

      “For who? Someone who doesn’t care about the people around them?”

      “I do care about the people around me, boy.” Miko stood and walked around the bed. Odin found himself drawing back into the corner, in the space where the headrest met the wall and the world seemed safer. “You’re the one who started this conversation, not me.”

      “I just…” Odin sighed. Without any reply, he simply hung his head and tightened the blanket around his waist. “I’m sorry.”

      The Elf turned, crossed the room, and left the infirmary.

      Odin didn’t look up to watch his knight master leave. He was too ashamed of what he had done.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t blame yourself, Odin,” Nova said. “All you did was ask if he was all right.”

      “I made it sound like he didn’t care about either of us.”

      Odin looked up to face his friend. Though Nova didn’t seem particularly troubled, he looked hurt.

      “I… don’t know what to tell you then,” the older man sighed. “From the way you explained everything to me, it sounds like you asked something and he got offended when you questioned his answer.”

      “He told me to question him.”

      “But did he tell you to question what he told you?”

      Odin said nothing.

      “See my point?” Nova continued. “He got upset when you questioned what he thought was sound advice. Knowing him though, I don’t think it was just your question that made him react that way. Something’s bothering him.”

      “That’s why I tried to ask.” Odin set his hands on his knees and stared at his feet. “Just look at all the good that did though.”

      “You tried, that’s all that matters. If anything, he’s probably feeling guilty about what he said to you.”

      “He just left though.”

      “Right… after he got mad at you.”

      Sighing, Odin stood, grimacing when his hip began to throb as though he’d just walked a thousand leagues and back.

      “We just got to face the fact that we’ll never understand him,” Nova said, rising from his place on the bench just outside the infirmary. “He’s too old and too complex for anyone to understand him, I think. You could probably talk to him until the day you die and only know a little about him.”

      “You know what, Nova? You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” Odin kicked a stone harder than he should have. It went flying into the building opposite them, leaving a small, if noticeable chip in the wood. “Great. Look what I did.”

      “He’s right about one thing though, buddy—you do need to quit beating yourself up about everything, or thinking that something you did is going to hurt someone else.”

      “I guess I’m just that kind of person.”

      “And you probably always will be. But hey, look at it this way—not everyone has a heart of gold.”

      Odin looked over at his friend. Nova smiled, reached back to scratch his neck, then slid that same hand onto Odin’s shoulders. “Do you really think that?” Odin asked.

      “I do.”

      “Thank you. It means a lot.”
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        * * *

      

      As he had for the past few nights, Miko returned to the infirmary incredibly late, past the time the sun had fallen across the horizon and the world lay shadowed in pale gray. Nova, who had been diligently sitting up with Odin per his request, had since fallen asleep in the armchair and now lay with his head tilted to the side, mouth agape and snores echoing from his lips. It had been intended for the man to be his companion—to keep him from sounding or perceiving the situation awkward upon the Elf’s return. With that plan shot out of the water, Odin could do little than stare at the creature whom had taken him in despite the outrage and cruel torment he’d been put through.

      “Hi,” Odin said when he felt the room too quiet, raising a hand in greeting.

      With the hood over his face, Odin had no way to tell what his master might be feeling. The Elf’s facial structures had become second knowledge after such a long time of being together.

      “Hello,” Miko said, but made no move to continue the conversation as he closed the door behind him.

      “I’m sorry if I upset you last night, sir. It… wasn’t my intention.”

      “And I’m sorry I scolded you for questioning my intentions.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Miko moved to the table that sat near Odin’s bed. There, he set a foot on the wooden chair, tested its strength by applying pressure, then settled down in it. “There’s nothing to talk about,” the Elf sighed, turning his head up to face him. “Nothing you would understand, anyhow.”

      “I can try,” Odin replied, “like I did on the boat.”

      “You may try, but you’ll never know the things I feel. I pray to the Gods you never feel as I do, Odin. This… this thing… it’s like someone’s tying the organs that let you breathe together and slowly making you drown in your own blood.”

      “Were you thinking about me and Nova last night, sir?”

      “No,” Miko sighed. “I wasn’t.”

      “What was it then?”

      “Do you want me to tell you, my friend?”

      “If… you’re comfortable.”

      Yes! he thought, hoping the pure joy of the thought wouldn’t somehow be communicated through his facial expressions.

      “If you must know the full and honest truth,” the Elf said, “I’m going through a particularly difficult mating cycle.”

      “Mating cycle?” Odin frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You understand how animals feel the need to mate with one another in order to sustain their species, right?”

      “Yes sir. I do.”

      “Like an animal, I experience these urges, though they are much more complex than what, say, two rabbits feel. Their instinct is natural, as is mine, but theirs lacks sentient thought—morals, decision making, consequence.”

      Odin nodded. Even if he knew what it was like to be with another person in such a manner, he still didn’t think he would know what to say. In that regard, he was ignorant, but he could understand it, to a degree. “You’re feeling trapped then,” he said.

      “Trapped would be a good way to describe it, yes. A simpler way to relate it to you is to compare what I feel to the desire of greatly wanting something. I know you’ve experienced want in your life, Odin. You know how it feels when you want, or at least believe you want something more than anything. Imagine that, but multiply it as though your life depended on it—as though, at any moment, your entire existence could come down to one single moment.”

      That sort of the feeling was the reason Odin dreaded ever getting excited about anything. The sheer disappointment one felt when that something didn’t happen could kill happiness—self-esteem, even, and make a person feel less than themselves. To greatly want something and then be denied of it was a horrible tragedy, as the feelings within one’s heart for such a crime were often so great that perfect moments were envisioned only to be torn down moments later.

      “I’m sorry,” Odin said, and couldn’t help but sigh. “I wish I could help take that feeling away.”

      “It will pass, eventually. My only concern is if the feeling gets out of control.”

      “Do you really think it’d get to the point where you’d want to rape a woman?”

      “It easily could, which is why I’ve been visiting the mayor. That in itself posses a problem, however.”

      “Why?”

      “The mayor has a daughter.”

      Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. Okay, he thought. This isn’t going to end well.

      “My will is strong enough to keep me from committing such a lecherous act,” Miko continued, as if sensing Odin’s unease, “so you need not fear that. As I’ve said, though—even my own personal strength can sometimes falter.”

      “Why risk visiting the mayor when his daughter is there?”

      “To relieve the two of you the burden of my mood.”

      This time, Odin caught the flash of teeth beneath the Elf’s hood.

      “I’m glad you told me about this,” Odin said, rising from his place in bed. “This is why I want you to talk to me. It feels better if you get your feelings off your chest, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Miko sighed. “It does.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ah,” Nova said, voice filled with understanding. “That makes sense.”

      “It does, in a weird sort of way,” Odin smiled. “I’m just glad he told me.”

      “I’m guessing he hasn’t invited us to come see the mayor because your hip’s bummed up.”

      “I can walk, you know?”

      “Yeah, but he probably doesn’t know that. He’s seen you go… what? Two, three steps away from your bed?”

      “I guess.”

      “Then again, he could just be up there because of that woman.”

      “You don’t think he’d… do anything, do you?”

      “If you want to fuck, you want to fuck. Trust me—I know how that feels.”

      “You haven’t said anything though.”

      “Well, yeah, bud—it’s because I’m married. And because I take care of myself.” Nova grinned. Odin merely shrugged. “What?” the man asked, baffled, as though he’d just received a response that could not be taken literally. “Don’t tell me you don’t⁠—”

      “Oh, I do,” Odin smiled. “But I don’t know anything about being with a woman, so it’s not like I have much to go on about.”

      “Anyway,” Nova laughed, “you probably don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “Not really,” Odin chuckled. “I’m just glad Miko opened up. I try to tell you guys about how I’m feeling.”

      “And you know I’m more than willing to listen.”

      “Same with me.”

      They stopped. Now near the side of the globe, Odin stepped forward, a desperate desire to touch its surface suddenly instilled within his mind.

      “What’re you doing?” Nova asked.

      “Just looking at the globe,” he said. “It’s kinda neat, isn’t it?”

      “If a bunch of you magic guys can keep something like this running, hell yeah it’s neat.”

      Nova stepped up beside Odin. Unlike Odin’s indecision, Nova did reach out and touch the globe. Ripples immediately extended from the surface like water would if a stone were cast into it and echoed across its expanse until they disappeared to the limits of the ground and the heights of the sky.

      “I wouldn’t try to push your hand through it,” Odin muttered, tempted to reach forward and pull his friend’s fingers away. “You might get it stuck out there.”

      “Touching seems wrong enough,” Nova nodded. He pulled his hand back, examined it, then wiped it on the leg of his pants. “It’s like… I don’t know… trying to touch something you’re not supposed to.”

      “We were never told not to touch it.”

      “Yeah, but you get my point. It’s the act of touching something you’re not sure you’re supposed to touch that makes it feel wrong.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      Odin knew the feeling more than well. The sword that graced his belt was proof enough of that sentiment.

      “You ready to walk back to the infirmary?” Nova asked. “I’m starting to get a little worn out from all this walking.”

      “Yeah,” Odin said. “I’m ready.”

      The two turned and started back down the road.
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        * * *

      

      “Sir,” Odin said, surprised by his knight master’s sudden arrival. “What are you doing back so soon?”

      “The mayor has errands,” Miko said. “Hello, Joseph.”

      “Hello,” the man said, looking up from his desk to smile at the three of them. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”

      “I’ve been visiting with the mayor.” Miko closed the door behind him. “I’d like to thank you for the attention you’ve paid to my squire and friend. It means a lot knowing I have someone like you watching out for them.”

      “It’s all in a day’s work,” Joseph smiled. “I like helping people and bringing them back to health. I wouldn’t be a nurse otherwise.”

      “You’ll be a very fine doctor.”

      With that short introduction finished, Miko stepped up to the table. Odin lay on the bed, content with his place in the room and the happenings around him, while Nova sat on the couch beneath the windows, hands behind his head and his feet on the opposite armrest.

      “I’ve told Master Hakua about the two of you,” the Elf said.

      “Why’d you do that?” Nova asked, turning his head to look at their cloaked friend.

      “He was interested in who I was traveling with. He wants to meet both of you.”

      I wonder why, Odin thought.

      Maybe Miko’s urge was starting to get the best of him. He could see no other reason for the mayor’s sudden interest in the Elf’s companions.

      “Right.” Nova rolled onto his side, attention set on the Elf. “What’s the mayor like?”

      “Very old and wise.”

      “I take it he lives in that big mansion up on that hill in the north then?”

      “Right. It takes a while to walk there, but it shouldn’t be any trouble.” Miko turned his eyes on Odin. “You’re able to walk?”

      “I’ve got a little limp, but I’m ok.”

      “It’ll go away,” Joseph said, then waited to see if he had interrupted their conversation before continuing. “You limp because the bone is bruised.”

      “So that’s why my side is still purple,” he mumbled.

      “Yes,” Joseph nodded. “If the three of you don’t want to walk, a friend of mine can take you in his carriage. He’s got a trio of fine stallions that would be able to pull the three of you.”

      “That sounds nice,” Miko said. “If you will, arrange for him to come when the sun rises. The mayor’s invited us for morning tea.”

      “All right,” Joseph said, heading for the door. “I’ll go now—unless, of course, you need something?”

      After they shook their heads, the doctor’s assistant walked out the door to leave them to thoughts of tomorrow morning and the tea that would come with it.
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        * * *

      

      A whole other side of the village greeted them the following dawn. Drawn in red wood, structured by ornately-carved columns, tipped with roofs slanted and decorated with black stripes likely used to draw heat from the ever-lingering sun—housing the size of barns and with multiple living compartments bordered both sides of the roads, creating a caricature of the people that lived within the Globe Village. Amidst the bustle of early risers and horse-drawn carts, children yelled and screamed, dogs yipped and barked, men in finely-woven robes wandered the streets and women carrying upon their shoulders linens and fruits walked the sides of the roads, tending to those who’d fallen or the elderly rising from a long night’s rest to greet the day. It looked to be nothing other than the ordinary, this place beneath a magical snow globe, and it felt nothing other than inviting despite the circumstance the village existed in.

      “This is where the older generations live,” Miko explained, drawing Odin and Nova’s eyes away from the outside world as they passed what appeared to be a playing field. “They were built to help withstand the cold before the mages imbued the floating rocks with heated energy.”

      “Just after the land was cursed,” Odin nodded. He turned to look back out at the area, watching the inhabitants play, work or stumble about with abandon. “How long has the village been here, sir?”

      “A good while. I can’t say for sure because this part of the world has never particularly interested me, but I assume it’s been here for as long as Ornala has stood, if not longer.”

      “So at least a thousand years or so,” Nova said.

      Miko nodded.

      “Sir,” Odin said, suddenly entranced by an idea. “How has the village survived for so long? I mean, it’s not like every family manages to have a son or daughter with the gift.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Odin. But as to your question, I’m not exactly sure how the village has managed to withstand the test of time. Like you’ve said: the gift is rare enough within large populations of people. How is it a small village can have so many people with magic?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve always seen it as a thing of luck, really. But, there have been cases when older mages have sacrificed their lives to keep the stones going for a much longer time. That’s only happened a few times, but only in the most desperate of situations. Suicide offerings, however, are not uncommon, especially considering that even on their death bed a mage is still immensely powerful.”

      Odin turned to look back out at the city. Above, on the large hill that lingered over the village, stood the mayor’s mansion, covering the surface from one side to the other in a grand, luxurious sweep. The sight of the building made him think of how old the mayor could possibly be and just how many mages he had to have employed to keep his people alive. It had to be more than a few dozen, because just a mere handful of men couldn’t produce the amount of energy it took to sustain the globe, much less heat the village.

      Unless there’s something other than men here.

      Although he trusted the Elf more than anyone else in the world, he was going to hold secrets, possibly ones that could reveal the world and more unto his conscience. Miko seemed to be the master of such things, as it usually took brute, mental force to get him to say anything, and for that Odin had to wonder if there was more to the Globe than was being let on.

      He’s not going to get us into anything that’s going to hurt us.

      Then again, the Elf had been the one to take them here, where along the way they’d run into both sirens and Kerma.

      We got out of that though, didn’t we?

      All except for the men who’d succumbed to terrible beauty, or how his arms had been torn apart by Nova and his hip bruised by the Kerma.

      I’m okay though, he thought, looking down at his arms, which, contrary to his previous beliefs, had not scarred at all. And my limp is going to go away here soon.

      He couldn’t say he regretted coming all this way.

      In such a short amount of time, he’d learned more than he would have as a farm boy throughout his entire life.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Hakua,” Miko said, bowing his head. “I’d like you to meet my friend, sir Novalos Eternity, and my squire, Odin Karussa.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you,” the mayor of the Globe village said, gripping Nova’s hand, then reaching out to shake Odin’s. “My, you’re quite a fine young man. You both are.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Odin said. He turned just in time to see Miko pull his hood down. “Sir!” he cried. “Why are you⁠—”

      “I already know,” Hakua said. “He’s too fine a creature to be hidden beneath a cloak.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Miko said, disrobing fully until he stood in only his cape and skirt, feet bare and muscles showing. “I appreciate your kindness.”

      “And I appreciate your company. But come—we’ve wasted enough time with chatter. Tea and biscuits are ready.”

      The old man turned and led them down a set of stairs and into a fine living room. Here, a series of bedazzling crystal chandeliers of varying colors dangled from the ceiling, casting shards of light gleaming through the windows across the room, while couches the finest of reds lay arranged in a square, each bordered by soft rugs and furs. Hakua took a seat in a fine, plush chair that formed around his body as soon as he settled in, then gestured them to sit.

      Odin and Nova sat on a couch. Miko took his place in an armchair large enough to support his frame.

      Upon settling down, Odin set his hands on his knees and leaned forward, watching Hakua pour tea from a fine, porcelain pot. “Your home is beautiful,” he said, looking up at the rafters that crisscrossed the ceiling.

      “It really is,” Nova nodded. “It reminds me of what my father-in-law’s home looks like, though it’s nothing as big as this.”

      “You’ve left a woman behind, coming along on this adventure,” Hakua nodded, lifting a cup and setting it in Nova’s hands. “You’re quite brave, sir.”

      “Not brave. Just foolish, I suppose.”

      “Foolish, maybe, but brave nonetheless. I would have never been able to leave my wife when she was alive.”

      Nova nodded, but said nothing further. Odin watched his friend, waiting for any sign of indifference, then turned to look at his knight master, no longer wondering why he had spent so many long hours at the house. Here—in this grand, luxurious mansion—he could not only rest and talk in comfort, but be himself.

      Now that he thought about it, maybe that was what Miko truly desired—to walk and talk freely, unafraid of what someone else might say, think or do.

      “Odin,” Hakua said, immediately drawing his attention away from the Elf. “Your master said you came from Felnon. Is that right?”

      “Yes sir,” he said. “I grew up there with my father.”

      “I’ve heard it’s a truly beautiful place.”

      “It is,” Odin smiled. “It’s surrounded by trees on all sides, there’s hills you can climb up and sit on to look at the whole village, streams where you can fish and forests filled with game. It’s… well… hard to describe, but it’s like the trees there are greener, brighter than anything else in the entire country—at least, from what little of it I’ve seen.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” Hakua smiled. “And you, Nova—you came from Bohren?”

      “Yes,” Nova grinned.

      “The land of the hills,” Hakua laughed. “Is it really as hilly as they say?”

      “The surrounding area is, but the town itself was built on the flatter parts. Me and my wife live with her father further out of town. The land starts to rise and fall there.”

      “Miko said you used to live on a hill?”

      “I could see all of Bohren there,” Nova smiled. “My father… he raised me for much of my life there until he passed away a few years ago.”

      “I’m truly sorry,” Hakua sighed, setting his cup of tea down. “It’s hard when a man loses his father.”

      “It is, but he taught me everything I know, so I can’t say he’s been forgotten.”

      “No good father is forgotten,” Hakua nodded. He relieved the table of his cup of tea, then looked at Miko, pale eyes lingering above his steaming tea. “How have you been, kind Elf?”

      “I’ve been well. You?”

      “I myself have been fine, though I regret to say that my daughter has come down with an illness.”

      “What kind of illness?” Odin frowned.

      “I believe it’s no more than a cold, but it’s been enough to keep her in bed. My daughter’s always had trouble with sickness, but she’s always come out of them.”

      A quick glance at Miko showed more than he needed to see. His expression—a mix between trouble and desire—lay tangled across his face. Eyes out of focus and lip curled to one side, the Elf readjusted his position, if only to ease the likely unsettling heat in his chest.

      Maybe I should get him alone, he thought, looking from his knight master, to the mayor, then back again. It might not be good to stay if his urge is getting worse.

      “Miko, sir,” Odin said. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      “You know you can.”

      “Alone,” he added, hoping the resounding frown wasn’t a warning of things to come. “If that’s all right, anyway.”

      “No, we can speak.” Miko stood, gesturing Odin to rise with him. “Hakua, may we use one of your halls?”

      “You’re more than welcome to use an empty room if you’d like,” the old man said. “We’ll be here when you get back.”

      Nova offered an odd look, but Odin only shrugged before turning and following his knight master down a hall. They passed a framed piece of artwork depicting the village, the mansion, and of horses and other creatures before they came to the very end, where a large window opened up to reveal the frozen wasteland that lay beyond the almost-invisible, translucent barrier.

      “What did you want to speak to me about?”

      “Are you all right?” Odin frowned.

      “I’m fine,” Miko smiled, mouth harsh and full of lies.

      “You don’t look fine. You were squirming in your seat.”

      Miko turned and looked out the window.

      “Sir,” Odin said, stepping forward, suddenly perturbed by the Elf’s silence. “If you want to leave, I’m sure Nova wouldn’t mind. We don’t want you to be comfortable.”

      “So you told him.”

      “I…” Odin paused, then sighed. “Yes sir. I did.”

      The Elf had nothing to say. He simply continued to look at the window.

      “We’re only concerned,” Odin continued, hoping to press the matter further. “We care about you.”

      “I told you that in confidence, Odin.”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Would you like me to tell Nova the things you told me?”

      “I haven’t⁠—”

      “You’ve told me more than a few things that you wouldn’t want Nova to know. I’ve kept them between us so far, haven’t I?”

      “I’m sorry.” Odin bowed his head, unable to meet the Elf’s eyes for the shame he held in his heart. “You can tell him anything you want that I’ve told you.”

      “I won’t tell him anything.” A pressure on Odin’s shoulders caused him to look up. Miko stood there, glossy purple eyes showing no trace of anger or hurt. “You’re young,” the Elf said, tightening his grip on Odin’s body. “I expect you to turn to others when you don’t know what to do.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s just… I don’t know how to help you.”

      “I don’t believe anyone does, Odin, and I don’t believe anyone ever will. Even I don’t know how to relieve the urge and temptation that rests in my soul.”

      “I’m sorry I broke your trust.”

      “You haven’t broken my trust at all,” Miko said. “Please, don’t think you have.”

      “I… I just… I just want to be the best I can be for you,” Odin sighed, balling his fists. “The only other person I’ve ever wanted to please was my father, and without him here⁠—”

      “You turn to me,” the Elf nodded, finishing what Odin couldn’t. “It’s all right. Please, don’t be afraid you’ve done something to disappoint me.”

      “All I’ve wanted to do was please you.”

      “You have,” Miko said, “and you always will.”
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        * * *

      

      After Miko and Odin returned, they excused themselves from the mansion and headed back to the infirmary with Nova. The whole ride back, Odin couldn’t help but feel guilty and wronged—guilty that he’d revealed something Miko had told him in confidence, wronged because he had no one else but Nova to turn to for advice.

      He’s already said he’s all right with it, he thought, looking back up at the Elf.

      Still, that did little to relieve the pain in his heart.

      “You have a good time up there, bud?” Nova asked, sliding an arm around his shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Odin said, somehow managing to force a smile. “I did.”

      “The mayor’s a pretty nice man.”

      “He is,” Miko agreed. “It takes a good person to open up his home like that.”

      Odin nodded, reaching down to mess with one of the buttons on his sleeveless jerkin. It’d come loose sometime, though when he couldn’t be sure. He’d have to ask Joseph if he could borrow some needle and thread so he could sew it back together.

      I don’t think I could do it the right way with magic.

      Though he could mend and heat fabric, he didn’t think he would be able to sew the thin areas between the button and jerkin without messing up. That was something else he’d have to learn how to do.

      At least I’m not going to be a tailor.

      He laughed at the thought.

      “What?” Nova grinned.

      “I was just thinking about how I’m not going to be a tailor,” Odin said, fingering the button on his shirt. “It’s loose.”

      “Ah,” Nova said.

      “I’ll mend it for you,” Miko offered.

      “Oh no, sir—I can do it myself.”

      “It’s fine. I enjoy doing simple things like knitting anyway. They help put my mind at ease.”

      That’s odd, Odin thought, because it always seems to drive me nuts.

      “If you want to, that’s fine. Thank you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me.”

      The carriage passed over the invisible barrier that separated the old part of the village from the new. Amidst newer, browner wood and more evenly-laid paths, Odin found himself missing the somewhat-colorful, red-wooded area they’d just been in.

      “Sir,” Odin said. “When my hip is fully recovered, can me and Nova come stay at the inn with you?”

      “The mayor has arranged for us to stay in a small cottage near where he lives. It’s down the hill right near the main road, so we’ll have easy access to the rest of the village.”

      “That’s awfully nice of him,” Nova said, though Odin thought his voice held some amusement. Given the convenient placement, it was no wonder Nova sounded the way he did.

      “He’s taking a liking to me, I suppose,” the Elf said.

      Nova chuckled. Odin elbowed his side before he could say something stupid.

      We don’t need you screwing things up.

      “Anyway,” Odin said, “Joseph said my hip should be better soon. If I’m walking as well as I am, all I’ll have to do is keep getting the right amount of rest and exercise.”

      “He’s a good man,” Miko agreed.

      Odin kept his silence as the carriage continued to lead them through the village.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, after they’d eaten a small lunch of soup Joseph had brought for them, Odin lay in bed watching the cloaked Elf guide a needle through the tough fabric of his jerkin. For having such large hands and well-proportioned fingers, the needle didn’t seem to trouble Miko at all.

      He doesn’t cease to amaze me.

      “Is something wrong?” Miko asked, looking up to face him.

      “Oh, no,” Odin smiled. “I was just thinking about how hard it must be to use that small a needle, given how big your hands are and all.

      Nova chuckled. Miko merely shrugged and went back to knitting.

      “You kidding?” the older, human man asked, plopping down at the end of Odin’s bed. “He can do anything.”

      “Not anything,” the Elf murmured.

      “Pretty much everything.”

      “The two of you flatter me.”

      “We’ll be quiet,” Odin said.

      Miko nodded.

      “Hey,” Nova whispered, gesturing Odin to get out of bed. “Come here. I gotta show you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “Some new game I found in a book here.”

      “A game?”

      “Yeah.”

      After sliding out of bed, Odin made his way to the table in the corner. There, a pair of wooden, eight-sided dice and a stack of cards lay arranged in the center, neatly-posed as though prepared specifically for that moment.

      “You see,” Nova said, lifting a couple of cards and setting them right-side up. “You draw four cards, roll the dice, and put down as many numbered cards as you can.”

      “Okay,” Odin said. “What’s the goal of the game?”

      “It’s like this,” Nova said, drawing two more cards, setting them face up, then rolling the dice. One die had a four, the other a two. “There’s six there, and I’ve got a two, a three, a one and a five card, so that gives me eleven numbers. But, listen to this: you need to match the cards as perfectly as possible, or else you lose part of the fifty points you start out with.”

      “So the point of the game is to make the other person go to zero?”

      “Yeah. Wanna play?”

      “I guess,” Odin shrugged, sliding into the chair opposite Nova. “What’s the game called?”

      “Beats the hell out of me, but at least it gives us something to do.”

      Odin couldn’t agree more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They played the nameless game for the next several hours, trying to best one another in chance and luck. After a few cycles, Odin started to doubt that he had much luck, as he only continued to lose time and again as the day continued on.

      “We’re almost tied,” Nova chuckled, setting down another perfect set of cards. “I mean, I’ve won five and you’ve won three.”

      “Now you see my point.”

      Nova chuckled and turned his head up to look around the room. Odin, too, looked over his shoulder. It soon became apparent that they’d been deserted some time ago. “I wonder where they went,” he mumbled, pushing away from the table to walk toward the window.

      “Hey!” Nova cried. “Where you goin’?”

      “I think I’m done, if that’s all right.”

      “Aww, come on!”

      “Do I have to?”

      “No.” Nova stood and walked to Odin’s side, slapping an arm across his back. “That was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Odin said. “It was.”

      Eyes on the window, he scanned for any trace of Miko or Joseph. The two could’ve stepped out at the height of their game, when Odin had won his first match, but he couldn’t be sure. For all he knew, they could’ve been gone for hours and neither of them would have known. “Where do you think they went?” he asked.

      “Beats the hell out of me. Don’t worry—they won’t be gone for long.”

      Yeah right.

      Knowing Miko, he’d probably returned to the mayor’s house.

      Uh oh.

      “What if Miko went back to visit the mayor?” Odin frowned.

      “How do you mean?”

      “The whole reason we left earlier was because I wanted to get him away from there.”

      “So that’s why we left,” Nova mumbled.

      “But anyway, what if he’s up there?”

      “I don’t think we have anything to worry about, Odin. He’s got self-control. He⁠—”

      “There!”

      Odin pointed.

      The red and black carriage came barreling up to the building, whips flying and horses whinnying in protest. A flick of the reins stopped the mighty beasts just as Joseph flung himself from the contraption and into the infirmary.

      “What’s wrong?” Odin asked, heart thundering in his chest.

      “Your knight master’s at the mayor’s house,” Joseph gasped, setting his hands to his knees. “You have to get up there. The mayor’s daughter is very sick. They’ll need all the help they can get.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment they entered the mansion and into the chaos placating the air, Miko bounded across the room and ascended the stairs with unimaginable speed before disappearing down a hall. Odin, with little time to ask where they were going, simply followed as fast as he could, despite the throb in his hip.

      Not now, not now, he thought. Don’t give out on me.

      If his hip decided not to support his weight, he’d be back at the bottom of the stairs before he would even realize what happened.

      “You okay kid?” Nova asked as they stepped off the last stair.

      “Yeah,” he breathed. “I am.”

      “He went down this hall, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Nova slapped Odin’s back, then gripped his hand, pulling him along. They needed no direction as the frantic cries of the old man and the struggling gasps of a woman desperate to breathe drifted into the hall to meet them.

      Should we go in? Odin thought, but soon disregarded it when Nova pushed the door open.

      “What can we do?” Nova asked.

      “Stay back!” Miko cried, the force in his voice so powerful that it sent even Nova back a few steps.

      “Help her!” Hakua cried. “Please!”

      “She’s choking,” Miko whispered, setting a hand on her chest. “Step back, sir.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      Before the man could finish, the Elf cast a glove off and slit the girl’s shirt open from blouse to midsection. Heaving breasts exposed, frantically falling and covered in sweat, Miko set a hand between the two perk muscles and reached up to tilt the woman’s head forward.

      What are you doing? Odin thought, drawing against Nova’s side. How are you going to get her to stop choking?

      Tossing his head back, Miko’s hood came free of his skin and hair, revealing handsome worry in the most terrifying form. His eyes, wide with pain and misery, closed as he bowed his head and pressed his colorful lips to the girl’s pale blue flesh.

      He’s—

      “Sucking it out of her lungs,” he whispered.

      Wasn’t such a move dangerous? Hadn’t the healer back at the castle said that performing magic on something you couldn’t see could produce deadly consequences?

      Unless he’s not using magic.

      The thought crossed his mind for only a brief moment before Miko broke away from the girl. Coughing, she threw herself forward, arms outstretched, and dug her fingers into her savior’s cloak as his large, strong hands met her back.

      “Odin,” Miko said. “The glass.”

      “What, sir?”

      “The glass of water.”

      The amber-colored vial sat near the bed, atop a small end table. Odin had just stepped forward and lifted the glass when the Elf spat what rested in his mouth out.

      A quick glance down showed the mixture of brown-gray residue floating amidst the water.

      “Who… who are you?” the girl asked, openly sobbing in a stranger’s arms.

      “No one,” Miko said, setting a hand to the girl’s neck and guiding her back to the bed. “Sleep until your body is healed.”

      Almost immediately, the girl ceased trembling.

      Hakua let out a low moan.
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        * * *

      

      While the mayor’s daughter recovered, her breathing tuned to the natural rhythms of her healing body and lungs no longer swollen with bile, Odin and Nova sat downstairs, trying to listen to the conversation that took place in the room no more than a few feet away. Hakua and Miko spoke in soft, hushed tones. Every so often, a slight word would drift to Odin’s ears, filling his chest with heat and worry, but nothing in the air could be discerned, save for the subtle rise in pitch from Hakua the few times the conversation rose to a crescendo.

      “What are they talking about?” Odin asked, leaning close so only Nova could hear.

      “Probably what they’re going to do with the girl.”

      “What to do with her?” Odin frowned. “What are you⁠—”

      “Miko wants her, Odin. Now that he’s saved her from an early death, he’s free to do what he wants.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve never heard that before?” Nova frowned. He crossed his arms over his chest, obviously troubled by the sentiment, before leaning back and letting loose a sigh. “If a knight, or someone of similar status, saves a nobleman, chieftain or mayor’s daughter, he’s free to take her to bed with him, regardless of marital status or whether or not they are committed to another’s affairs.”

      “He wouldn’t do that, Nova. Just because he can doesn’t mean he⁠—”

      Odin stopped speaking. Miko stepped forward from the hall and gestured the two of them to rise.

      “Is everything all right, sir?” Odin asked, sliding his thumbs into his pockets.

      “Everything is fine,” Miko sighed. “The girl is safe, Hakua isn’t frantic, and we’re returning to the infirmary to gather up your clothes and other personal belongings.”

      “How come?” Nova frowned.

      “We’ll be moving into the cottage—unless, of course, Joseph wants to keep you in the infirmary, Odin.”

      “He said I should be ok,” Odin mumbled.

      “Good. Let’s get going then. We need to give the two of them their time alone.”
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        * * *

      

      They returned to the infirmary and packed Odin and Nova’s belongings. Into sacks, packs, and by any means possible, they assembled their gear and personal artifacts in preparation to move to where they would be kept for the remainder of the year. The whole while, it seemed as though a heat was rising in Odin’s chest—burning, slowly, through his esophagus and into his mouth, where it birthed decay and made him think of all the horrible things in the world.

      He wouldn’t, Odin thought, rising from his place near the end of his bed.

      Just when they seemed ready to leave, Joseph returned from his afternoon errands and asked to look at Odin’s injuries.

      Just as a precaution, he said.

      Beneath the privacy of a sheet, Joseph examined the wounds, prodding the area around the scar with his fingers and gently stroking the swollen scar tissue. Once he deemed his leg well, he slid his hand up Odin’s thigh until they rested at his hip, where a black and blue bruise lay knotted against the surface of his skin like a wicked tattoo of the flesh.

      “Damn,” Nova whistled, falling to a knee by the nurse’s side. “That looks like it hurts.”

      “It does,” Odin mumbled, adding just the slightest bit of sarcasm with the hope that Joseph would stop poking and prodding.

      “I’m just checking to see that it’s healing properly,” the man laughed. “Don’t worry—it’ll all be over soon enough.”

      I might as well just shut up and deal with it.

      Setting one hand behind his head, Odin closed his eyes and listened to the man’s sighs of approval. Nova, breathing slowly, reached out and set a hand on Odin’s chest, right by his ribs.

      “It’ll be all right, bud. You’re ok.”

      “You’re perfectly fine,” Joseph said, standing. “I see no reason to keep you here unless your leg wound opens or your hip shows no signs of recovery.”

      “So I can go then?” Odin asked, sliding out from under the sheets. He reached for his underwear at the end of the bed.

      “You can go, but I wouldn’t suggest running or doing any strenuous leg exercises until the wound heals. You don’t want to rip it open.”

      No, I don’t, he thought, grimacing when he remembered how bad it had hurt to run. He nodded and slid his trousers up his legs. “Thank you,” Odin said, reaching out to grasp the man’s hand. “You’ve done so much for all of us.”

      “Yeah,” Nova said. He, too, offered a hand. “It means a lot.”

      “I know it does, guys. You don’t have to thank me though—it’s part of my job.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Odin smiled, accepting the man’s firm handshake. “You still took care of us.”

      “And nursed us back to health,” Nova added.

      “Again, part of my job.”

      The door opened. Miko crouched down and entered. “Is my squire able to leave the infirmary?” he asked.

      “More than ready, sir. If you can, try not to make him do anything that might open his wound. It’s healing, but I don’t want an accidental fall or jump to tear it open again.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t allow him to injure himself.”

      “All right then. I guess I’ll see the three of you around—if you’re staying, that is?”

      “We’ll be here for the next year,” Odin said. “We’ll come around and visit. Huh, Nova?”

      “Right.”

      “And you’re more than welcome at Hakua’s cottage if you’d like to visit,” Miko said.

      “I’d be honored,” Joseph replied.

      They bade the man a final goodbye before slinging their packs over their shoulders and their weapons at their sides.

      Before he could leave, Odin turned and smiled.

      It seemed like everywhere he went, his faith in the kindness of strangers only continued to grow.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s small,” Miko said, “but it will keep the three of us.”

      Plain, devoid of beds, and with only a shower room built into the side, the cottage stood about the size of a small barn, suitable for keeping horses at an inn or a similar establishment. Odin chose a place in the corner, slinging his pack off his shoulders. Nova, who chose to sleep near the western wall, settled his pack beside Odin’s, where he settled down onto the floor cross-legged and surveyed the room with curious eyes.

      “I’ll make the beds,” Odin said, accepting his knight master’s pack as Miko slid it off his shoulders. “I haven’t been acting like much of a squire lately.”

      “That’s fine,” Miko said. He never specified what he was implying.

      Choosing to ignore the open statement, Odin settled to his knees, began arranging his master’s larger-than-average bed, then slid across the room, grabbing for Nova’s pack.

      “It’s all right, kid. I can make my own bed.”

      “Let him,” Miko said. “He wants to.”

      “Right,” Odin nodded.

      Though Nova seemed doubtful, he released his hold on his pack. Odin opened it up and pulled clothes and other personal items out of the bag, one of which included a small mirror and a knife.

      “For shaving,” Nova chuckled.

      Odin laughed. Nova had done anything but shave over the past few days.

      “At least you keep your beard trimmed,” he chuckled, rolling Nova’s bedroll out.

      “Just because I’m hairy doesn’t mean I don’t keep myself clean,” the man laughed, locking Odin’s head between his chest and forearm, then messing with his hair before releasing him.

      “I know. I’m just kidding. You look good with a beard anyway.”

      “You do,” Miko agreed, voice low and painfully-plain.

      Both Odin and Nova turned to look at the Elf.

      “Is something wrong?” Odin frowned.

      “Pardon?”

      “I asked if something was wrong.”

      “Oh, no.” Miko shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “You sure?” Nova asked.

      “Yes, Nova—I’m sure.”

      Though Odin doubted his master’s words, he continued to make the bed.

      Unable to resist the urge to sigh, he bowed his head.

      Now that he had permission, Miko could more than easily go and take the thing he’d been wanting for so long.
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        * * *

      

      “Nova,” Odin whispered. “Are you awake?”

      “Yes,” the man grumbled. “Why?”

      “Can we go outside? I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Can’t it wait until morning?”

      “No.”

      Muttering something under his breath, Nova stood. He waited for Odin to rise—keeping a hand on his head, as if the request frustrated him to no end—before he pushed the door open and slid out into the white night.

      “What is it?” Nova shivered, turning to face him. “It’s colder than hell out here.”

      “I know,” Odin said. He fumbled with his belt, then let out a long, troubled sigh. “About Miko⁠—”

      “You woke me up to ask something about him?”

      “Can you let me finish, please?”

      Nova nodded, but leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. His expression, though harsh, had lightened, as if he’d realized his nature and decided to correct it.

      “As I was saying,” Odin said, narrowing his eyes in warning. “Do you think he’ll go after the mayor’s daughter?”

      “Why are you so worried about this?”

      “Because—”

      “Why?”

      “I—”

      “Just spit it out already Odin. No use in bullshitting me around.”

      “Because it destroys his honor!”

      Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, Odin set his hands at his sides, but dare not release the curl on his fists for fear the aggression would only channel back into his head.

      “Odin,” Nova sighed. “You gotta realize that men get these kind of urges. They’re not easy to keep bottled up.”

      “I haven’t had them.”

      “You’re not a man either.”

      The comment stung him into silence.

      “You see what I mean, bud? Just because a man can keep his emotions bottled up for months on end doesn’t mean he won’t cave when he has the chance to release some strain.”

      “Why haven’t you done anything then? Why haven’t you tried to find a woman to⁠—”

      “That’s different. I’m married.”

      “It’s no different, Nova! Just because you’re married doesn’t mean you can’t go find a whore and bring her back here, and just because he saved the mayor’s daughter doesn’t mean he has the right to rape her!”

      “He wouldn’t⁠—”

      “What would you call it then? What would you call going and taking the mayor’s daughter against her will?”

      “I—”

      “It’s rape. If he goes up there, he’ll be raping her.”

      “Miko said he wouldn’t,” Nova said. “He⁠—”

      “That doesn’t matter! He shouldn’t take for something he gave!”

      Nova kept his silence.

      After a moment of watching his friend and trying to figure out what to do, Odin sighed, ready to go back into the cottage and try and go back to sleep.

      It isn’t worth it, he thought, brushing past Nova and stepping forward. It isn’t⁠—

      “Odin.”

      Odin stopped, hand circled around the doorknob.

      “I don’t know what else to tell you,” Nova continued. “I know this bothers you, because it bothers me too, but we can’t control what he wants to do.”

      “I know,” Odin sighed. “It’s just… wrong.”

      “I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “Then don’t tell me anything.”

      Before he could push the door open, Nova grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back slightly, just enough so Odin would release his hold on the doorknob.

      “Let go of me,” Odin whispered.

      “I just want to tell you one more thing before you go back in there.”

      “What?”

      “If it bothers you that much,” Nova sighed, leaning in close to his ear, “talk to him about it.”

      “I won’t be able to change his mind.”

      “Just because you can’t change his mind doesn’t mean he won’t reconsider what he’s going to do.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next several days, a lingering sense of dread hung over Odin’s head like a dark storm. He stayed in the cottage most of this time, reading and losing himself in fictional narratives or historical accuracies in the hopes that the clouds would finally pass. The birds, he knew, could shake the storm, could muster the urge, could dissuade the darkness, and the wings upon which they flew could guide the world to all its horrid or wondrous glory. For that, he knew, things should be fine—that no matter how horrible his situation and feelings seemed to be, they would simply be carried away on the wings of creatures loved and holy.

      However, when his feelings did not pass—when his insecurities became holes in his heart that threatened to swallow him whole—he stood from his place on the floor and almost cast the book against the wall, which would’ve surely broken it.

      I can’t.

      The leather-bound tome had been included in the pack that Daughtry had especially arranged for him. Along with handwritten texts about some of the lesser-known places in the world, it also contained short tales of men in armor who saved villages from peril or maidens from monsters. Such a gift couldn’t be wasted, nor abused during a moment of passion.

      Taking a moment to allow the knot of rage in his chest to loosen, Odin looked out the window and stared at the barrier that lay no more than a dozen feet away. Its magical surface slid and crawled with hidden entities—dragons made of snow and air, spiders created from ripples and whorls, men dragging women from their homes and into back alleys.

      No matter how hard he tried—no matter how much he attempted to force his conscience into more pleasant places—all he could see was the Elf, naked, poised over the trembling virgin not ready to have one of her most important things ripped away from her. Would she be afraid, he wondered, as the Elf lingered before her, member taut and heavy and his mouth made of passion, or would she simply give in, for she knew she was nothing more than tradition’s fair game to a man whom had saved her life? She, the beauty; he, the beast—a crime of passion, a moment of lust, an equinox of envy: these were the things that this could be described, that could be compared, that could be spoken of, but would they ever really relate in the end?

      In thinking of such things and just how much they related to his life, Odin began to wonder. Had Nova been right in his assessment of the situation? Was it right for a man who’d saved a maiden to take her back to his room and do any and everything he wanted to her? Because if it was, and if that law of anarchy really did exist, Odin didn’t want any part of it.

      I don’t have to be like that, he thought, crossing his arms over his chest. I don’t have to do those kinds of things.

      He could be a good man, a good squire, a good knight. He could ride upon his horse of darkest blacks and make his way across the land, saving any and all who needed his help, and by his sword he could slay those who meant harm to those innocent and pure. He need not ever commit an act of sin, of violence, of terrible greed, and he need never speak or think of such things, as in that regard he could be the best man he could be—a man whom, by all definitions, was a hero in every essence of the word.

      “Odin?”

      He jumped, falling back into the nearby wall.

      Nova stood a few feet away, a concerned frown framed by a thin mustache and a freshly-trimmed beard.

      “What?” Odin asked, surprised at how breathless he was.

      “Are you all right?”

      “You know what’s bothering me.”

      “Have you talked to him?”

      “I’m not going to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s none of my business.”

      “You’re his business though,” Nova said. “He’d want to know if something was bothering you.”

      “He knows what’s bothering me. He just doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      “Maybe he’s sparing you the grief of a confrontation. Have you thought of that?”

      “No,” he said, but his thoughts betrayed him otherwise. “I haven’t.”

      “Well, think about that, then think about how much he cares about you.”

      “I know how much he cares, Nova. He took me out of the tower.”

      “Because he believed in you,” the man said. “Just like I do.”

      “You believe in me?”

      “I wouldn’t have left my wife if I didn’t believe in you, Odin.”

      Odin nodded, stepped forward, and wrapped his arms around his friend’s chest. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do if I only had him to talk to.”

      “You’d talk to him and only him,” Nova said, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “Think about what I said though, all right? Do it for me. Please?”

      “I will,” he sighed. “Don’t worry.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Odin opened his eyes to see Miko garbing himself in his black cloak. Oblivious to Odin’s actions and focused on the task at hand, the Elf continued to dress, snapping buttons up his torso and pulling gloves over his hands. It seemed anything but impractical, the thing he was about to do, and it seemed at any moment he would simply turn and leave without thinking on the matters beforehand. His goal was set, his eyes locked, his target in sight. For one to think he may turn around without intervention would have been madness. In that moment, though, Odin felt it his duty to say something—if not for the Elf, for the maiden, who would surely be scarred for life.

      “Sir,” he said, raising his head from his pillow.

      Miko turned to face him. “Yes?” he asked.

      Though he could not see the creature’s face, he sensed a disturbance—a tremble, possibly, within his voice, weakened to the point where the deep baritone sounded no more than a child’s tenor.

      I did it, he thought, pleased, but not yet willing to collect his reward. I actually made him think.

      “You’re going,” he said, sinking his teeth into his lower lip. “Aren’t you?”

      They exchanged gazes for several long moments—Odin’s direct, the Elf’s shrouded. Regardless, that did not matter, because in his heart and mind Odin could feel what it was the Elf was doing. An eye, clever and docile, traced his body, from his shrouded waist to his long-sleeved shirt, producing the sensation of hundreds of bugs crawling across his skin. Some bit, causing gooseflesh, while others simply dug in and forced themselves into his bloodstream, in turn causing unease so deep and horrible it seemed his heart would explode out of his chest.

      Come on, he thought. Let what I said have affected you.

      To his surprise, and to his unholiest disturbance, the Elf continued to dress.

      “Tell me,” Odin sighed, his voice sad and resembling something of a wounded dove. “I don’t want to worry.”

      “I’m going to see the mayor’s daughter.”

      “I thought you said you could contain your urge?”

      “I lied.”

      The sigh that escaped the Elf’s lips instilled the revelation that Miko did realize his intentions and how wrong they were. But unlike what Odin expected, and contrary to his beliefs, Miko continued to dress, only further loosening the restraints he’d kept for so long.

      “Why would you give in like that?” Odin asked, standing, wanting to go to his master’s side but unsure how he would react. “Why would you just let everything you told me go?”

      “Even I have weaknesses.”

      “But you don’t have to have them.”

      “You have to realize, Odin, that all men experience urges they cannot simply shrug off. When given the option to release that urge, it’s better to let it go than keep it locked inside.”

      “Even if it makes the man feel like he’s done something wrong?”

      “Yes, Odin—even if he feels like he’s done something wrong.”

      “If you go up there,” Odin began, this time taking a bold step forward, “I hope you know you’ll be raping her.”

      “I’d do no such thing.”

      “What else would you call taking a woman against her will?”

      “Look, boy,” Miko growled, turning his head to glare at him from beneath the shroud of his cloak. “You will not question my intentions.”

      “Sir—”

      “Put yourself in my place. Would you keep one of the most powerful urges you’ve ever felt locked inside, or would you release it any way you could?”

      “I wouldn’t rape someone just to make myself feel better!”

      “There’ll come a day when you want a woman just as badly as I do, and when that day comes, you’ll realize that you won’t be able to control that urge. At least I have been given permission to take the girl. I could do it against her will.”

      “You will be doing it against her will.”

      A hand lashed out.

      A brute palm struck his face.

      Sent to the ground, blood trickling from the side of his lip, Odin could only look up, mind reeling and face throbbing in pain.

      For a brief moment, he thought he saw the most terrible anguish light his knight master’s face before he slipped out the door.

      Lying on the floor, bleeding and hurt, Odin curled into a ball and closed his eyes.

      There was nothing he could do.

      A woman was going to be raped tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Odin didn’t get out of bed until late in the afternoon. Having woken not only at dawn, but to a day where things seemed impossibly-dreary, he dreaded the day and what it would bring so much that he simply lay in bed with his eyes closed, not in the least bit inclined to get up and face the demons that surely lurked nearby.

      Finally, when the sun lay high in the sky and pierced through the overhead windows, Nova came to his side and shook him up. “Odin,” he whispered, reaching out to touch his face. “What happened last night?”

      “We talked,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position.

      “You talked?”

      “Yeah. I took your suggestion and talked to him about what he was going to do last night. He hit me when I told him I would never rape a woman just to make myself feel better.”

      “That bastard,” Nova growled.

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Odin laughed, reaching up to rub his bruised face, “because he went anyway.”

      “I haven’t seen him all day.”

      “He’s too afraid to come back and face what he did to me.”

      Placing a hand on Nova’s shoulder, Odin rose and faced the eastern windows. A mere sliver of the mansion lay visible on the hill, a single drop of blood atop a virgin’s skin.

      “I’m going to talk to him when he gets back,” Nova said, voice thick with anger. “Only a coward hits a boy, especially a boy who’s only concerned about him.”

      “I knew it was a bad idea to try and talk him out of it.”

      “No it wasn’t. You didn’t do anything to deserve what he did.”

      “I insulted him.”

      “He deserves to be insulted, Odin. Don’t you get it? He said you would end up raping someone when you got the urge to fuck just because you wanted to. How pathetic is that? You acted more like a man than he did last night.”

      Odin said nothing.

      In the silence that followed, Nova drew close and set a hand on his shoulder. “Come on,” he said.

      “Where are we going?” Odin frowned.

      “To the bar. We’ll get some lunch and forget about this whole incident for now. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      With a sigh, Odin followed his friend to the door, only just realizing how much it hurt to touch something the Elf had no more than a few hours before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They ate a variety of breads, cheeses, meats and vegetables and tried to forget about the earlier conversation and the emotions it had stirred. Throughout this time, and during the duration before and after the meal, men sitting at the bar or tables glanced at Odin when they took notice of the bruise slowly flowering across his face. They, however, said nothing, and whether they glanced at him due to the bruise or something more Odin didn’t know. He suspected the former held a very strong hand in this game—the one who owned the king.

      I don’t think he’ll be coming back to the cottage for a while.

      Sliding cheese rolled in meat into his mouth, Odin looked up at Nova, watching him tear a chunk out of his thick sandwich. A quick look at his plate showed he’d tried to stuff most, if not everything between the bread.

      “Is that good?” Odin asked, not sure whether to copy his friend.

      “I think it is,” Nova said, swallowing his mouthful before swigging it down with a light alcohol. “I promise not to drink as much as I did last time.”

      “It’s all right,” Odin said. He, too, sipped his beer, in favor of the numbing sensation it created in both his heart and face. “As long as you don’t get drunk, you can order another glass. I might order one myself.”

      “I thought you didn’t like the stuff?”

      “So did I,” Odin mumbled.

      Nova frowned, but returned his attention to his food, as if unnerved at Odin’s sad eyes.

      I really need to cheer up.

      Why drag Nova into his bad mood?

      “Sorry,” Odin sighed, setting his glass back on the table. “I mean, for being so depressing.”

      “It’s all right. If I were you, I know I’d feel bad.”

      “Thanks for taking me out to lunch.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, bud. I know it’s not a lot, but considering I’m using some of the money my father-in-law gave to me, it’s all I can afford, since I’m not digging into our journey’s stash. I used most of my money trying to find you.”

      “It’s okay. Really. I like what you got us.”

      “Me too,” Nova chuckled, setting the other half of his massive sandwich down. “Gotta give me a little to get the urge to finish what I ate. I didn’t realize how much food we ordered.”

      “It didn’t cost that much though.”

      “Yeah, but we still got a lot of food.”

      Odin nodded. He smiled for what he believed had been the first time that day. “You want to go anywhere else after this, Nova?”

      “Like where?”

      “I don’t know. Just… around?”

      “Sure. It’s not like we have much else to do anyway.”

      No, Odin sighed. We don’t.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, they made their way down the long street that both the infirmary and bar sat on, taking in what they’d already seen. Though Odin didn’t particularly pay attention to his surroundings, as his mind was much too frazzled, he liked the feeling of being with his friend above anything else.

      At least he doesn’t hit me.

      Then again, he had provoked Miko at a bad time. Would the same thing have occurred if he’d chosen his words more carefully? Could he have avoided getting backhanded if he had simply stated that he wouldn’t rape anyone?

      Why would I do that? What makes him think I’d do that?

      Up until now, he hadn’t considered the prospect of being with someone—mainly, and in part, because he’d always been focused on getting out of the tower and becoming a knight. He knew he would eventually like to have a family—a home, a purpose, a job and, above all else, a responsibility—but until that time came, he couldn’t dwell on it. He couldn’t imagine being a husband, much less a father to a child.

      “Hey,” Nova said, reaching out to touch his upper back. “What’re you thinking about?”

      “Not a whole lot,” Odin said. “I was thinking about what I might do after I become a knight.”

      “A family?” Nova asked. Odin nodded. “That’s what I want after I get back to Bohren.”

      “You do?”

      “Uh huh. I hadn’t discussed it with Katarina before I left, but I’ve always wanted a son.”

      “You’d make a good father,” Odin said.

      “I hope so. Now that I’m with Katarina, at least I could give my boy everything I never had. Not that it wouldn’t matter if Katarina was wealthy or not, but it does help.”

      “What makes you think you’ll have a boy the first time around?”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “Your Sight?”

      “Yeah. All I see is a baby in Katarina’s arms, but I know it’s a boy because she keeps saying, Our son.”

      “Do you see yourself in your visions?”

      “No. Not yet, anyway.”

      Odin looked up when they came to the end of the road—where, directly at the junction that created an L in the path, a black stone plaque stood, its text too faded to read.

      “What do you think it is?” Odin asked.

      “I dunno.” Nova stepped forward and bowed his head to the black surface. “I’m guessing it commemorates the village. You know, saying when it was built and what it hopes to accomplish.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      “I think they have one in Bohren, though I can’t really be sure.”

      “And Felnon’s not big enough to have anything like that.”

      “Your home’s been around for a few years though, right?”

      “Uh huh. I don’t know exactly how long, but it’s been there since before I was born—I know that much.”

      “Ah well,” Nova chuckled. “You want to keep going?”

      “I don’t know,” Odin shrugged. As far as he could see, there wasn’t a whole lot up the northern road. “If you want to. I don’t care.”

      “I don’t either. I’m just saying—there’s not a whole lot we can do back at the cottage. If your leg and hip were better, we could go spar or something, but that’s out of the question.”

      “There’s got to be something to do here,” Odin said. “I mean, Joseph’s friend had a carriage, but I don’t see how they’d raise the horses with no grass.”

      “Unless they’re using some kind of magic to feed them.”

      “I don’t see how they’d been doing it though,” he mumbled.

      As far as he remembered, it took seeds to make plants. Of course, a person could always mate two preexisting plants or flowers himself, but that took work and a careful eye. Grass, on the other hand, had to have a place to grow, as well as soil and enough sunlight and warmth to keep it alive.

      It is a globe here, he thought, entranced with the idea of what kind of magic the mages could be using to make their fruits and vegetables. Did it ever rain here?

      “Let’s go up the road,” Odin said. “Maybe we’ll find the answer to that question.”

      “Might as well,” Nova grinned. “Come on, bud. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Though they never did find where the townspeople kept their livestock, how they grew their food or whether or not the globe surrounding the village was capable of producing precipitation, the time spent together was well worth the trip. They took the far, northern road back to the village and arrived at the cottage around dusk, just as the sky lost its brilliant hue and the orbs ceased to give off their warmth.

      “At least we’re home,” Odin said.

      “Yeah,” Nova sighed, “but we had fun, right?”

      Nodding, Odin pushed the door open. He’d expected to see Miko at least lying or sitting on his bed, but frowned when he saw that the Elf hadn’t returned. “He never came back,” he said.

      “Do you blame him?” Nova asked. “He hit you hard enough to knock you down. I don’t think he’ll be back for a while.”

      “I don’t want him to be gone though.”

      “You don’t?”

      Odin shook his head and seated himself down on his makeshift bed. “He hit me because he was hurt and confused,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t want him to think I hate him.”

      “You’re a very forgiving person, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      “No,” Odin smiled. “I don’t.”

      “I mean it. Miko said you forgave your father after he threatened to take you back home. He also said you forgave Daughtry when he apologized for not trying to do more to get you out of the tower.”

      “People make mistakes.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not easy to forgive the kind like that.”

      “I don’t see why I should hate or stay mad at someone after they apologized. All it does is continue to make me feel bad.”

      “He’ll be glad to know that you’re not angry.”

      “I know,” Odin said. “I’m not.”
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        * * *

      

      With the rising sun came the realization that Miko had not returned—that the angel, so grand and beautiful, had fallen from grace; that the king, so high and mighty, had been brought down; and that the child, whose fate had been foretold from the beginning of time, was slain by the giant. It was for this reason that, as Odin came to consciousness that morning, he sighed. Frustrated beyond belief, he sat up, brought his knees to his chest, and bowed his head.

      Why are you still gone? he thought, taking slow, deep breaths. You know I don’t hate you, so why do you have to keep us apart?

      Could the Elf have stayed with the woman, or had he kept his distance because he was afraid of what might happen when they met again? Or, Odin wondered, could he be so ashamed of what he did that he could not bear to look upon his face?

      Come on, Miko. Please.

      His torturous thoughts stopped when an idea hit him.

      Why hadn’t he thought of it before? How could something so simple, something that required absolutely no contact at all, stay in the back of his mind until just now?

      Maybe because I’ve been too stressed out to think about it?

      Chuckling, Odin unlocked his hands from the bottom of his knees and extended his wrists, beginning to conjure the image of the white dove his friends from Elna had taught him to use. Fueling said image with all the grief, pain and hardship he’d experienced from the past few days and what little happiness that had rose from remembering said technique, he brought the bird into existence, its form shimmering to being. A smile crossed his face when it began to jump and flap around his hands.

      “Hey,” he said, hoping the sound of his voice wouldn’t wake Nova. “It’s me.”

      He paused, not sure how to continue the message. The bird cocked its head, as if it bore intelligence beyond what Odin had consciously passed into it, and cooed. He found himself smirking, because he hadn’t even tried to make the bird react to his pause.

      Just keep going.

      “I’m not mad at you, sir,” he added, with confidence he hadn’t felt until just then. “Please, come back to the cottage. I… I miss you, and I hate not knowing where you are or how you’re feeling. Please, come back. I want to see you again.”

      With that said, he broke the connection between him and the summon and cast it into the air to set it free. It flew a complete circle about the room before disappearing through the northern wall, leaving Odin to sit and wonder whether or not the creature he’d come to think of as his second father would actually return.
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        * * *

      

      What seemed like forever later, Miko stepped into the cottage. He turned and closed the door behind him, but made no move to disrobe.

      “Hello sir,” Odin said, standing to cross the room, but taking extra care to keep a safe distance between the two of them. “I’m sorry about what happened a few nights ago. I shouldn’t have questioned your actions.”

      “You had every right to. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. You were just hurt and upset about what I said.”

      “I shouldn’t be hurting the young man I’m supposed to be protecting.”

      Miko reached up and pulled his hood from his head. His eyes, now revealed, looked sad and glossed over, like pools sallow and speckled with blood. He imagined the Elf might cry if he said the wrong thing.

      “Please,” Odin sighed, reaching out to touch his master’s arm. “Don’t be sad. I forgive you.”

      “I don’t deserve forgiveness, Odin.”

      “You made a mistake. Everyone makes them.”

      “I shouldn’t. What would happen if I made one out in the field or during battle? One little mishap could get one of us killed.”

      “You shouldn’t be thinking about things like that. It doesn’t have anything to do with what we’re talking about.”

      “Yes it does.”

      “No, sir—it doesn’t.”

      For the next several moments, they stood in silence—Odin unsure what to say, Miko likely the same. The Elf was the one who took the initiative. Instead of saying something, he began to pull the rest of his dark clothing off, careful to cast them aside, then walked to the bed that he hadn’t lain for days. There, he undid the clasp of his cape and let it fall to his feet, then descended, drawing the fabric around him like a child would a blanket. “I’m going to bed,” the Elf said, looking over his shoulder.

      When Miko lay down, Odin wasn’t sure what to expect.

      On sudden impulse, he crossed the room and covered his knight master with a second blanket before the Elf had a chance to do so.

      “Thank you, Odin,” the creature said. “I don’t deserve your kindness or respect.”

      Leaning forward, Odin draped an arm across the Elf’s back and placed his hand right below the strong ribcage. He held the embrace for what seemed like an eternity.

      When he pulled away, Miko rolled over to face the wall.

      The gesture began the ache in his heart all over again.
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        * * *

      

      “He apologized then?” Nova asked.

      “No,” Odin said.

      “What?”

      Odin kicked a rock that lay in his path and looked up at his friend. Nova frowned, reaching up to scratch his cheek. “I don’t get it,” Nova said. “I thought you apologized?”

      “I did.”

      “But he didn’t apologize back?”

      “He said, ‘I should be the one apologizing’ and, ‘I shouldn’t be hurting the young man I’m supposed to be protecting,’ but not that he was sorry or ashamed of what he did.”

      “He doesn’t know how to apologize to you, Odin—that’s all.”

      “I know.”

      Another rock soared through the air, this time colliding with a house. It only barely missed the window. “I need to quit doing that,” he mumbled.

      “Odin,” Nova said. “Listen to me.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’re not keeping anything from me, are you? You two didn’t get into a fight or anything?”

      “No, we didn’t. He seemed… unsure about coming back.”

      “Do you blame him? It was the first time he’d seen you in days.”

      “I expected him to be glad that I forgave him, not… well… depressed.”

      “He’s different from us, you know? Besides—we can’t expect him to react the way we want him to.”

      “I know.”

      Another sigh escaped his lips, but this time he managed to resist the urge to kick a rock. Instead, Odin crouched down and picked up one of the stones. He examined its surface and pondered why it was white until Nova set a hand on his back.

      “You need to talk again. He needs to apologize for hitting you.”

      “He did.”

      “As far as you told me, he didn’t apologize. Let me finish though.” Odin nodded. Nova waited another moment, likely expecting Odin to counteract, then took a deep breath. “As I was saying,” he continued, “he needs to apologize for hitting you, and you need to make sure he understands that you apologized. It sounds like he shrugged off what you said because he didn’t think he deserved an apology.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “You said he rolled over after you stopped hugging him, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s what makes me think that.” Nova pried the rock from between Odin’s clenched fist. “Pretty rock. You gonna keep one?”

      “How come?”

      “Don’t you want something to remind you that we were here?”

      “I… guess.” He hadn’t ever considered taking home a souvenir.

      “Well, I know I’m keeping one.”

      Rather than pocketing the rock Odin had just held, Nova reached down and fingered through the patch until he found a stone worth keeping. He slid it into his pocket, then took Odin’s hand and set the rock in his palm.

      “You could’ve taken mine,” Odin said.

      “I know, but I want you to keep this one, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Like I said, talk to him again, all right?”

      “I will, Nova. Don’t worry… I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “You want to talk about it?”

      Miko looked up. He’d only risen from sleep because Odin had asked to speak with him, though rather than secure his cloak around his naked upper torso, he’d wrapped it around himself and remained placid, eyes dull and face devoid of expression. “No,” the Elf said, then sighed, “but we have to.”

      Sitting down, Odin crossed his legs and set his hands in his lap. He waited until the Elf raised his eyes, then to see if he would speak. When he didn’t, Odin took a deep breath and decided he would have to go first. “You know I meant it when I said I was sorry,” he said, “right?”

      “I know your apology was sincere.”

      “But do you know I meant what I said?”

      Miko said nothing at first. Gradually, he expelled a breath from his pursed lips and nodded. “I didn’t want to believe it, but yes, I do.”

      “Why didn’t you want to believe it?”

      “Because I don’t deserve to be forgiven.”

      “You made a mistake, sir. Like I said, I don’t blame you. If I were you, I probably would’ve hit me too.”

      “You would?”

      Though his choice in words had been a bit harsh and one-sided, Odin nodded. They at least held some semblance of honesty, especially given the situation. “I called you a rapist,” he began. “I know I won’t ever understand what you go through, but I can try and understand how bad the urge must have been.”

      “I hope you never feel so great an urge, regardless of what I told you. It… is all consuming. Devastating. Breathtaking.”

      Slowly, with grace that seemed impossible given the situation, Miko pushed himself to his feet and set his finger to his arms, then began to dig his fingernails into his flesh. Sharpened, horribly, to vicious points, they cut through skin like knives and brought forth blood so black Odin wondered if it was not blood but sludge. In turn, it took him several moments to recover; and when he did Odin grabbed the Elf’s wrists and managed to pry them apart, but not without slicking his fingers in blood.

      “Nova!” Odin screamed. “Nova! NOVA!”

      Nova burst into the room from the outside world and forced himself between the two of them, grabbing Miko’s bloodied hands. Somehow—and how, Odin felt he would never know—Nova forced the distraught Elf against the wall, pressing their bodies together like two lovers tangled in a frenzied fit of cannibalism.

      “KNOCK IT OFF!” Nova screamed, slamming his chest into Miko’s with all his might. “STOP!”

      “Let go of me,” Miko said, voice still devoid of its conscience. “I have to end it. Now. Before I hurt somebody.”

      Before he hurts somebody? Odin thought. Does that mean⁠—

      He couldn’t think further.

      Odin pressed up against Nova’s back.

      With the combined weight of Odin and Nova against his body, Miko gave in. He stopped moving, struggling, even screaming. Instead, he bowed his head into Nova’s neck and remained silent, his body free of all struggle and his breath nearly inaudible in spite of the violence wreaking havoc through the room.

      Finally, when the words began to make sense, they became stutters—long, drawn-out vowels that only bore one word. “I,” it was. “I… I⁠—”

      “Quit,” Nova said. “No more.”

      The Elf’s eyes began to darken.

      Is he, Odin thought, but didn’t finish, as soon after the Elf’s entire body went slack in Nova’s arms.

      When he was unsure—when he knew not how to respond, act or say in response to this strange and euphoric admittance—Odin took several steps back and watched.

      In but a short moment, Nova drew the Elf away from the wall and pressed him to the ground.

      In the depths of his own cruelty, Miko lay silent.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      What was he to do?
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        * * *

      

      While his arms were being bandaged, the Elf didn’t say a word, nor did he protest when Odin led him to his makeshift bed and told him go to sleep. Throughout the ordeal, Nova watched with his arms crossed over his chest, barely moving and hardly breathing. It was as though they were being watched by some higher thing. They could, it seemed, be judged at any moment, and for that silence seemed the greatest answer.

      It was only when Odin thought his knight master had fallen asleep when he gestured Nova out of the cottage.

      “If I’d have known he would’ve done that,” Nova began once they stood outside, “I would’ve told you to leave him alone.”

      “It would’ve come out one way or another. It’s best he did it with both of us there.”

      “Odin… why did he try and tear his arms apart like that?”

      Though the answer lay at the tip of his tongue, Odin couldn’t bring himself to say—to tell Nova about the way Elves freed themselves of their immortal depression or how on long, cold nights Miko stared out in the window in the hopes of immortalizing happy times for a sad, uncertain future; how, despite happiness, anguish always lay beneath the surface; and how, despite love, something always festered and ate at his heart, a gargantuan worm to the body that ate the mind and soul.

      “Odin?” Nova asked.

      “He wanted to hurt himself, Nova.”

      “Why?”

      “I… don’t know. I guess he wanted to make himself feel better.”

      “How could digging your fingernails into your skin make you feel better?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Yes I do.

      He knew more than well that hurting oneself or shedding blood in any way produced something inside the mind that made it feel good. The simple act of imparting a wound on one’s skin could bring about the reality that pain did, in fact, exist, and if pain existed in a world where everything seemed wrong and out of focus, you, too, had to exist, despite what was said or done or what floated before your eyes at certain times of the night when you couldn’t go to sleep.

      “Should we ask Joseph to come?” Nova frowned, once more shocking Odin from his thoughts. “Do you think he’d be able to help?”

      “He can’t help Miko. I don’t think even we can.”

      “We got him to stop.”

      “That’s because he knows us. Do you think he’ll let a complete stranger come anywhere near him when he’s like this?”

      “No,” Nova sighed. “I don’t.”

      Several moments passed without any words transpiring between them. The sun shifted, the clouds rolled in, the storms of innocence raged outside. It was at that moment, in thinking about everything that happened, that Odin began to wonder.

      Had the Elf raped the girl.

      Had Miko done the unthinkable?

      For some reason, he didn’t think so.

      His reaction—it had been too severe, too outrageous a thing to occur shortly after what the Elf deemed ‘the greatest release.’

      For that reason, he turned and began to make his way back to the cottage.
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        * * *

      

      After they came inside, they decided that it would be best if one of them stayed close to Miko at all times. A heavy change in schedule, both physically and emotionally, would be required, but until they knew for sure that the Elf would not harm himself, they had to keep close tabs on his whereabouts and actions.

      The following morning, Odin roused his knight master from sleep and undid his bandages. Bloody, but not completely soaked, he set them in a nearby pile, wary of the possibility that placing the blood in an open orifice could make him immortal.

      He said if someone drank it…

      Then again, blood could go through places other than the mouth—the eyes, the nose, wounds, sores.

      Really, though—was he that afraid of being truly immortal? How could he be, especially after the revelation that the blood traveling through his veins was deluded with the essence of immortals?

      “Odin,” Miko muttered.

      Odin looked up. “Yes, sir?”

      “I can bandage my own arms.”

      “I know, but I don’t want you to hurt them on accident.”

      Gathering the bandages, Odin took a roll of the hand-sewn fabric and unraveled it, cutting a piece of cloth only when he deemed the length necessary. Afterward, he applied medical gauze that had been included in their supplies to the bandages’ lengths, then started wrapping Miko’s left, and worse, arm.

      “If you need anything,” Odin said, raising his head from his progress to look the Elf in the eyes, “tell me, okay?”

      “All right.”

      “I’m serious. You… you need to rest.”

      While he continued to bandage the Elf’s strong but torn arms, Odin examined his master’s facial structure and how, when depressed, the beauty seemed to disappear. His skin, usually vibrant and pearl white, now seemed dull and gray—ashen, like the remnants of a loving home that had been destroyed by a fire. His cheeks were hollow, the cleft in his chin more prominent, his nose harsh and ugly. Even the grand purple that made his eyes sparkle had dimmed and now resembled nothing more than two empty black wells—places where, Odin knew, the dark things lay, endlessly tormenting the one creature who could not choose what haunted him.

      Is this what happens to Elves when they’re upset? he wondered. Do they lose their beauty?

      He could ask, but he didn’t think it would do any good. Maybe a book from a library or personal collection could help him. Even a mage might be able to answer his question.

      Or I could ask Icklard and Domnin.

      The thought of speaking to them hadn’t crossed his mind until just then. If he did end up getting in contact with them, he’d have to wait until Miko fell asleep.

      “There,” Odin said, setting a hand on the Elf’s shoulders after he finished bandaging his arms. “Better?”

      “They sting.”

      “They’re supposed to, sir. It’ll help.”

      “I…” Miko stopped. He turned his handsome face up. A bird, desperate to escape its cage, lay in his expression—his eyes its wings, his cheeks its body, its tail the oh-so-prominent cleft of his chin. Above all, and most frightening, were its cries, made of eyes that so desperately wished to speak pain but couldn’t. “Yes,” Miko then said, slowly and deliberately, as if unsure of his words, “I… suppose they are.”

      “Sir—” The knot in Odin’s chest tightened, constricting his lungs. He found himself unable to breathe until Miko made the slightest movement. Of anything the Elf could do, he blinked, eyelashes meeting in a brief embrace before the dull, nearly-black purple came back into view.

      “Yes, Odin?”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Of course you are,” the Elf said, a smirk somehow managing to lighten his expression. “Your empathetic heart yearns to ease the restless soul of a creature you will never understand.”

      “I’m trying to understand. Can’t you see?”

      “I understand that perfectly well, but maybe you should acknowledge the fact that I am hundreds of years older than you will most likely ever be, then consider that you will never completely understand me.

      “At least I’m trying.”

      A grand tremor started in Odin’s chest, forced its way down his arms, then made his fingers twitch. He managed to contain it, for the most part, but it was still more than obvious his mind waged a battle with his body, trying to overtake even the simplest task.

      “Odin,” Miko said, the smirk disappearing and his eyes gaining the slightest clarity. “Please… don’t fear for me.”

      “But I do!” he cried. “I do fear for you. You tried to… to⁠—”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What were you doing then? Why were you tearing your arms about?”

      “I wasn’t⁠—”

      “Don’t lie to me! I know how much pain you’re going through! I mean… I only know bits and pieces, but… I know more than anyone else does.”

      “Odin, don’t⁠—”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you. If you died… I’m not sure what I’d do.”

      “Nothing will happen to me,” Miko said. “I promise.”

      Odin looked up.

      When he met the Elf’s eyes, he thought he saw the normal spark that made him proud to not only be the Elf’s squire, but his friend and confidant.

      “You asked why I was tearing my arms apart,” the Elf said after a moment of hesitation. “It was because… because⁠—”

      “Because what?” Odin asked.

      “Because I didn’t rape the girl,” Miko said. “Because I was releasing the urge through pain.”

      Odin blinked. Stunned into submission, silenced by the truth and relieved to the point of devastation, he merely stared at the creature as he continued to stare, unblinkingly, at him. “You… you didn’t?” he asked.

      “The urge was there,” Miko said. “Growing. Festering. But when I got to the cottage, I… I stopped. And thought… of you.”

      “Of me?”

      The Elf nodded. “Yes,” he said, then smiled, his features once more brightening despite the severity of the conversation. “I thought of what I’d done, what you’d said, and realized… that I couldn’t take away what wasn’t rightfully mine.”

      “Where were you, then?”

      “The inn. Stewing. Waiting. When you called, I came back. But when I saw your face, all those emotions, they… came back. Like a flood. Pouring over my being.”

      Odin leaned forward and took hold of one of the creature’s hands.

      The Elf’s eyes, though dark, held a semblance of their normal selves.

      It was at that moment that he realized they could possibly move on from this situation.
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        * * *

      

      Miko plagued his thoughts, his dreams, his waking moments, his beautiful breaths and his terrible agony—he walked the plane of beauty and caressed within his skull the places that held compassion, virtue and integrity. Yes, he would speak, while Odin lay sleeping, as if he would be heard even through the barrier of unconsciousness, I am here. Most often than not, Odin would fall asleep thinking about the Elf only to enter a dream in which he became present. An epiphany, some would have been fit to describe him, were they to see the creature within Odin’s dreams, for shrouded in light and bearing a halo on his head the Elf appeared to be an angel—a deity so spoken of in human lore. In these dreams, he would walk, he would talk, stop, then exhale a breath of air. From his lips would then be born happiness, as when red smoke expelled from the Elf’s mouth and around his body Odin felt as though nothing in the world could go wrong.

      The night after he tried to console the creature’s weary soul, Odin had a dream—a dream that, while natural and content, both surprised and startled him.

      In this dream, so shrouded in light and shadow, they walked the outskirts of Ornala’s castle ground speaking freely and without hesitation. Miko, without his cloak and in all his glory, walked along the side of the road as if he were without worry of the attention he would draw, and attention he did. Men, women, and even children would stop in place to look at the mighty creature. Their eyes would falter, their mouths would drop, their limbs would tremble—yapping dogs felt the need to be silent, for it was in his presence they felt all the more mortal and less like Gods.

      They don’t know what he is, Odin thought in his dream, turning to watch a group of squires glance at them, then quicken their place. That’s why they’re afraid.

      Really, though—who could blame them? When faced with something new, a person usually reacted in one of a few ways: he would run, she would scream, the girl would laugh, the boy cry, the elderly couple stop and sigh and realize that it was within such a short amount of time that their lives had passed, for they knew when looking upon the creature’s face that this thing was eternal, ethereal, and had been born when the world began, and would only die when it would end. When Odin himself had first met his knight master, he’d felt a slew of emotions—awe, terror, unease, excitement. In the end, how could he expect them to feel the same as he did when looking upon something so beautiful, yet strange?

      “How does it feel,” Miko began.

      Feel, Odin thought, but found his dream-self smiling, then saying, “Good.”

      “You’ve worked hard to get this far.”

      For the first time since the dream had begun, Odin took notice of how much older he looked. His face, hardened and squarer than his previous teenage years, lay framed in a dark beard shadow, which ran along his cheeks, darkened at the chin, then lightened slightly before it curled up onto his lip.

      Is this, he thought, what I’ll look like…

      When he… what—became a knight, went back to the castle, returned from a grand mission several years down the road?

      Does it really matter?

      No. It didn’t. The vision, as amazing as it was, only existed in a dream, and would continue as such until the future revealed itself for better or worse.

      The two of them continued down the road, but stopped at the end of a path that slanted down to a hill. There, they watched the water of the Ornalan harbor from the docks, eyes wide and mouths pursed with indecision.

      “Are you glad to be home?” the Elf asked.

      “Yes,” Odin said. “I am.”
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        * * *

      

      Startled from sleep, Odin glanced around the room, wondering where exactly he was. However desperate his heartbeat, how placated his mood and how uneasy his thoughts were, it took but a moment to remember that he lay under the roof of a cottage in Neline—a cottage that, while small, had been supplied by the mayor of the Globe Village, particularly for Miko’s wellbeing.

      Will we really be here for that long? he thought, sitting up and running a hand with sweaty hair.

      Nova leaned against the nearby wall, watching him with calm amber eyes. “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I had a weird dream,” he replied.

      “About what?”

      “That we hadn’t gone back to the mainland until I was older.”

      “How much?”

      “I’m… not sure.”

      The concept of age could hardly be explained by physical appearance, let alone by looking at someone’s face and gaging the fat in their cheeks or the hollow of their face. Just because he had looked a little older and had beard shadow didn’t mean a thing, as for all he knew that could be on his face tomorrow or even next year.

      He said we’d be here a year… so that makes sense.

      What didn’t make sense was the time difference that seemed to have been so obviously-present in his dream. If they returned to the mainland when he completed his journey, that would make him eighteen, if not nineteen-years-old. He’d become a squire at sixteen-and-a-half—if all played out well, this would all be over when he was eighteen.

      “Ah well,” Nova chuckled. “A dream’s a dream, right?”

      “I guess.” Odin turned his head and watched Miko’s back rise and fall with each passing breath. “Has he said anything?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I was just wondering. I’ve never had a dream like that.”

      “You haven’t had dreams about me or him?”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just… weird. It felt like I really was at the castle with him.”

      “Well, like I said, dreams are dreams—you have `em or you don’t.”

      “I know.” He settled back into bed and drew the blankets tightly around him. “Anyway, I’m going to try and go back to sleep.”

      “Sweet dreams,” Nova said.

      Sweet dreams they would hopefully be.
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        * * *

      

      Odin sat up with Nova out of boredom and because he couldn’t seem to fall asleep. Miko, who hadn’t said a word since Odin rose from his tangled mess of blankets and pillows, rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, eyes wide and aware.
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