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      A man carried the dove in a cage gilded and lined with silver, his head hung low, his face all but unseen. Any who looked upon him would have been apt to see the fact that he bore little to no expression upon the pale frames of his lips. His chin cleft, his stubble harsh—he appeared to have walked straight from the oppressing nature they had all endured over the past few weeks bearing the very thing that would deliver one of the fallen to the world beyond the mortal realm.

      Standing before the funeral pyre with his head bowed and his emotions ready to break, Odin tried not to look at the body of the man who no more than a day ago had revealed himself to be his father.

      How will I go on, he thought, if I have no one to guide me?

      At his sides, Carmen and Nova stood stoic, silent in their grief and all but perpetual in the depressing nature, while ahead the man with the gilded cage stepped forward and set it on the platform directly above the Elf’s head.

      “Odin,” a voice said. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Odin replied, raising his head to regard the cloaked man before them.

      He looked to be a visage of horror, this man with the gilded cage, for his face was shrouded in a darkness so grand Odin couldn’t help but wonder if his intentions were pure or just a ploy.

      Stepping forward, careful not to disturb the dirt at his feet or the tension within the area, Odin wrapped his hands around the edge of the funeral pyre and tried not to look at his father’s face.

      After so much time, after so many years, he finally had the answers to some of the most important questions in his entire life.

      I am what I am because of you.

      Somehow, whether due to the miraculous chance of fate or the inability to openly express his emotions, he resisted the urge to reach out and touch the Elf’s delicate skin, his hands, which bore no masculine traits or human flaws. There was no discoloration where his knuckles lay rigid, no veins upon which blood could travel, nor, Odin noticed, were there lines upon the curves of his fingers.

      “I could have asked you so much,” he whispered, reaching up to stroke the Elf’s hair from his eyes. “I wish I could have.”

      “The knife,” the cage carrier said.

      Odin barely bothered to look up when he heard the sound of the knife being drawn from its sheath and passed from the cage carrier’s hands to Parfour’s. Odin couldn’t imagine how the boy must feel, given his age and his place within the world, but if his own emotions were any indication, he knew the young man must be burning up on the inside.

      “Odin,” Parfour said.

      He took the knife from the boy’s hand and circled his fingers around its hilt.

      You may be gone, he thought, but you will live on.

      It had been his decision to take from the Elf’s head a strand of hair, which spilled over his shoulders and down to his feet. Carefully freed from its braid and stroked until it lay perfect over his skin, it looked to be shining in the faint twilight of the gloomy afternoon day, a sight that reminded him of all the glorious things in the world.

      Perfection would have not been the word to describe the Elf before him. Even in death, Miko was the most beautiful thing he could have ever laid his eyes upon.

      By pure, concrete will, and with force he felt he was incapable of exerting, Odin turned his head up to look at his father’s perfect, porcelain face then reached out to take the strand of hair between his fingers.

      “Dear God,” Parfour said, just as Odin raised the knife and carefully cut the piece of hair away, “or Gods, or Demigods, or Deities or Enlightened, please deliver upon us the clarity which we, the mortals, often do not have, and please, dear God, or Demigods, or Deities or Enlightened, deliver us the power to move on in this most horrible time. Deliver this man’s soul to the world beyond and forever cherish him within Your arms.”

      When the piece of hair from the Elf’s brow fell perfectly within Odin’s hand, Ardut stepped forward, took Odin’s palm within his, then trailed it up to Odin’s brow, where he then bowed his head and streamed the power of magic through his wrist and out his palm.

      One moment later, Odin felt the fibers of his father’s hair connecting to his skull. Like snow, dust and ash, it seemed to meld with his skin as if it were a passing wind upon his brow. It held no pain, no sympathy, no enlightenment, or any justification upon which he could base his morals.

      Had he the urge to describe what he’d just done, Odin would have compared it to vanity.

      “Would anyone like to speak to High Mage Unisto before the ceremony continues?” Parfour asked.

      “I will,” Nova said.

      As Odin turned his head up to look at Nova, he saw in his friend suffering he could not have even begun to describe. The grief of a nation, the loss of a child, the death of a familiar or the passing of a friend—in Nova’s pale, amber eyes, so clouded with hurt they seemed pieces of the pale yellow moon on an autumn night, Odin saw his life flash before his vision, all his hopes and dreams condensed into one single, tragic moment.

      A sob escaped his chest and tore through his throat.

      Nova stepped forward and took him into his arms.

      “It’ll be okay,” the older man whispered, snaring his fingers in Odin’s shirt.

      “How can I go on without him?”

      “Life goes on,” Nova whispered. “It has to.”

      “I don’t think it can.”

      Choosing not to respond for reasons Odin couldn’t imagine, Nova leaned forward, pressed his hand over the Elf’s, then offered one slight smile. “Well, partner,” he said, “I guess this is it, then. The end.”

      The end.

      How horrible it felt to hear those words.

      “I’ve come a long way since I’ve met you,” Nova continued, bowing his head and taking a long, deep breath. “You saved my life a few years ago. I know you already know this, but it’s nice, being able to remember like this. I…I’m sorry I couldn’t have remembered sooner, when you were still here. Thank you for all you’ve done. There’s nothing I could have ever done to repay you.”

      Carmen stepped forward. In one small hand, she held a flower the color of lavender on a warm summer day. “I didn’t know you,” the Dwarf said, carefully reaching up to set the flower within Miko’s large, interlaced hands, “but I know you were important to a lot of people, especially to the men I call friends. I’m sorry I never got the chance to know you. I hope you’re happier, wherever you are, and I hope that your life…or afterlife…whatever you want to call it…is full of smiles and dandelions.”

      “Would anyone else like to say something?” Parfour asked.

      Though no one else responded, most, if not all, bowed their heads.

      “Jackson,” the boy replied, turning his attention to the man who bore the dove in the gilded cage. “Will you free the dove and place it over our friend’s heart?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It was an act intricate beyond measure. A lock shifted, a gate opened, a bird taken into a pair of gnarled hands—it could have been described as contemporary, a thing that could have occurred at any other time during any day of the year, though Odin knew otherwise: knew that, in spite of everything, doves were not often asked to take souls to the beyond, to whatever place existed beyond the world of life. For that alone, he felt it not only necessary, but essential that such a traditional passage be performed upon his dead friend’s body.

      When Jackson stepped forward and stood directly before Odin and Nova, the man extended his hands.

      “Take our friend home, little buddy,” Nova said. “I know you’ll do a good job.”

      Odin’s finger strayed one moment too long when he touched the bird’s head and felt its down feathers.

      The creature cooed.

      One last sob escaped his chest.

      Jackson stepped forward, pressed the bird to Miko’s breast, then bowed his head. “By the Gods, by the world, and by all the good in this world, please, our Masters, use this vessel to deliver this man’s soul home.”

      The man released the bird.

      It stayed but one moment then lifted into the air.

      Odin turned his head up.

      They watched it sail the wind until it could no longer be seen on the horizon.

      “By tradition,” Parfour said, stepping forward in the moment Odin turned from viewing the scene before him, “you are to be given his sword.”

      “Thank you,” Odin said, taking the weapon between his palms.

      A low, dull hum sounded in his head.

      Are you aware? he thought. Do you know who I am?

      “Odin,” Nova said, pressing a hand to his palm. “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Odin said.

      Two men stepped forward with burning torches.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” one of the men said.

      Odin and Nova reached forward and took the burning constructs within their hands.

      “Goodbye,” Odin whispered. “I love you.”

      He set the torch at the foot of the pyre.

      The flames burned strong.
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        * * *

      

      He could not bear to watch his father burn, so when the flames grew high and covered the world, Odin turned and made his way back to Dwaydor. Cold, alone, and bearing the weight of what seemed to be the entire world, he made his way through the open gates and back to city hall without so much as a word to anyone.

      Once, when he passed a man who appeared to be completely oblivious to the happenings around him, he thought briefly to strike him in the face. My father’s dead, he wanted to say. Do you even care?

      How he managed to contain himself he did not know. That, however, did not necessarily matter, for in that moment, all he wanted was to be alone.

      After letting himself into city hall, he made his way through the throng of bedding, marched into the hall, then locked himself into one of the offices, where he quickly slid down the wall and bowed his face into his hands.

      “How could this have happened?” he whispered, struggling to maintain his composure.

      How, why, when—had Miko died in spirit alone, separated from his group and shot in cold blood? Had he suffered? Most importantly though, had he felt as though there was any way to save his life—that regardless of his mortal injuries, he could be delivered from pain, from agony and sorrow and brought back into the real world?

      I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner.

      Could he have possibly saved the Elf’s life had he summoned Ardut upon the moment of finding him lying in his own blood?

      With no way to know, Odin allowed himself to cry for the first time since leaving the scene. The tears hot and heavy, burning his face and streaking dirt down his cheeks, he shook his head, cast his hair over his eyes, then slid down as far as both his and the Elf’s sword would allow him.

      As one, they began to hum.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      There was always something special about you, he thought, reaching down to touch the black blade’s hilt.

      And the silver blade—special couldn’t describe it, could not equate it to something of a human and earthly term, for it was too great, powerful, and marvelous to be anything but ordinary.

      Reaching down, Odin freed the blade from his belt and held it before his eyes.

      In the faint light streaming from the far window, the silver metal shined as though it bore its own sun, stars, and universe.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “I know you would have wanted me to have it.”

      After freeing his own blade from his belt, he set the swords at his side then curled up into as tight of a ball as he could.

      This feeling had to end soon.

      It couldn’t go on forever.

      Can it?
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        * * *

      

      When a knock came at the door and tore him from the nightmares wreaking havoc upon his mind, Odin rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. Unsure whether or not the sound was real, he lay there with his arm over his brow and his hand on his stomach, desperate to fight the unbearable urges that rolled throughout this body.

      Could these symptoms be of grief, or were they bodily—not, in the least, caused by his emotions?

      “Odin?” Nova asked. “Are you in there?”

      Without bothering to reply, Odin stood, unlocked the door, then opened it and fell into his friend’s arms. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay,” he whispered, bowing his head into Nova’s shoulder. “I couldn’t bear to watch it.”

      “Neither could me or Carmen.”

      “Did the dove come back?”

      “No.”

      Good, he thought. Then it really is carrying my father’s soul.

      It took willpower he wasn’t able to summon to truly call the man who’d been his mentor for years “father,” so in thinking that, he felt a slight sense of power shift through his conscience and press toward the front of his mind, where it bloomed with passion and created a portrait of relief.

      In Nova’s arms, there seemed to be a rift, pressing forward and slowly attempting to tear them away.

      Rather than wait for it to push them apart, Odin freed his arms from his friend’s chest then took a few steps back, stumbling into a chair and nearly falling over in the process.

      “You all right?”

      “I’ll live,” Odin said. “I think, anyway.”

      A head peeked around the corner. Odin would not have seen it had Nova still been standing in the threshold. “Carmen?” He frowned.

      “It’s me,” the Dwarf said, stepping into the room and wrapping her arms around his leg. “Oh, Odin, I’m so sorry—for both of you. I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”

      “Thank you for putting that flower in his hand,” Odin said, crouching down to wrap his arms around the Dwarf’s shoulders. “He would have liked that.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “What about you?” Odin asked, turning his attention on Nova. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m doing all right—better than I was, anyway. I have to tell you, Odin: when you left, I lost it.”

      “Don’t try and be strong for me, Nova.”

      “I’m trying to be strong for myself.”

      He wouldn’t have wanted us to do this.

      Were Miko here, or had he the ability to communicate with them beyond the veil, he imagined the Elf would have told them that all was well—that beyond life, there existed an oasis, Utopia, a place where everything was peaceful, green, and pure, where animals ran free and fish swam without fear.

      With the Gods, he thought. If…

      He couldn’t bear to think that nothing existed beyond life. That would have been too horrible.

      Shaking his head, Odin reached up to push his hair behind his ears then tilted his head up when he saw Amasa standing in the doorway. He offered the slightest wave to acknowledge his presence.

      “Sir,” the Kadarian said, stepping through the threshold and into the room, “I hate to bother you so soon after your father’s passing, but…with your permission, I’d like to assume control of the Ornalan army.”

      “Go ahead,” Odin said. “I don’t want it.”

      “You don’t?” Nova frowned.

      “How can I be expected to lead with a clear head after what all I’ve been through?” he asked, turning his attention from Amasa to Nova then down to Carmen. He waited a moment for either of the men or the woman to respond before looking back up at Amasa. “Yes, Amasa—take control of the army.”

      “With your blessing, I’d like to initiate a forward advance to ensure that the enemy forces are out of the country.”

      “You have my blessing.”

      “Be well, my friend.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Amasa turned and made his way out the room.

      “What’re you going to do now?” Carmen asked, reaching up to set a hand on the back of his leg.

      “I don’t know,” Odin replied. “Wait.”

      “For what?” Nova frowned.

      An answer, he thought.

      He didn’t bother to reply.
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        * * *

      

      Night swallowed the world and his conscience whole.

      Alone, in the darkened space of the office he had so willingly taken refuge in earlier that afternoon, Odin lay curled into a ball and attempted to sleep, his heart heavier now than it was before, complete with a forecast of guilt and shame. His thoughts became clouds of the harshest variety—cruel, jagged things that sang of rain on long, cold days and threw lightning through the air, attempting to strike everything one could possibly imagine.

      At one point, Odin saw a flicker of light before his vision.

      For one moment, he thought it could have been lightning.

      Sighing, he drew his blanket tightly around his body and attempted to control the tears that threatened to fill his vision.

      Don’t, he thought.

      Much to his regret, they came anyway, pooling from his eyes, over the hills of his cheekbones and down the expanse of his face.

      Would the pain ever end, he wondered, or would it simply continue for the rest of his life, a black cloud over his entire existence?

      A crack of thunder rolled over the lowlands.

      Odin shivered.

      When the telltale sign of rain began its pitter-patter against the window, he allowed himself to cry, if only to erase the pain so desperate to claw out of his heart.

      Reaching forward, he pressed his hand against the combined width of both his and his newly acquainted father’s swords.

      They hummed beneath his touch.

      Throughout his entire life—through his readings, teachings, studies, research, and history—not once had he ever heard a story of a weapon humming: singing, some would say, of things that could not be spoken of in mortal terms. The thought made him consider the direct possibility that the swords could have easily been forged to communicate with one another.

      Could they? he thought.

      Though not out of the realm of possibilities, Odin closed his eyes, drew his hand back to his chest, then tried not to think about anything at all.

      The Elf’s face appeared in his mind.

      The strand of purple hair tingled at the base of his scalp.

      I know you’ll always be with me, but please…if you are there, give me a sign. Something⁠—

      “Anything.”

      Odin opened his eyes.

      He saw nothing but darkness.
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        * * *

      

      A knock at the door roused him from sleep.

      “Odin?” Nova asked.

      “I’m awake,” Odin said, pushing himself to his feet just in time to see the door open and Nova peer in. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” the man replied. He paused for a moment before adding, “You don’t look so good.”

      Of course I don’t, Nova. My friend and biological father just died.

      “I’m all right,” he said, reaching down to button his jerkin. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Kind of hard not to, bud.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      After securing the buttons on his shirt, he exited the office with little more than a passing glance down the side hall, toward a place that had, once upon a time, been inhabited by the very creature he could only refer to as his father. The sight forced a shiver throughout his body.

      No more than two or three days ago, he had stood in this very place, looking upon the man he’d grown to love over five years of his life.

      “You see something?” Nova asked, pressing a hand against his shoulder.

      “No,” Odin replied. “I don’t.”

      “I’m here if you need someone to talk to, bud. Don’t leave me in the dark.”

      “I won’t. Don’t worry.”

      Stepping forward, then through the rows of bodies that blanketed the expanse of the waiting room floor, he made his way toward the door but stopped when he found that Carmen’s usual place was not occupied.

      Is she…? he thought, frowning, taking note of the unassembled bed.

      The door opened.

      Odin looked up.

      The Dwarf allowed a gust of cold wind through. “G’morning,” she said. “Odin. How are you?”

      “Not so good, Carmen.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Would you care for a walk, both of you?”

      “Anything to take my mind off of what’s going on.”

      “I’ve found that a nice walk can really clear your head if you allow it to.”

      “Hopefully, that’ll be the case,” Odin agreed, letting himself out the front door after Carmen pushed it open.

      Taking the lead, if only because he was the first person on the street, Odin led the way toward the distant side of town and tried not to acknowledge the fact that there were no longer rows of soldiers stationed along the streets. The roads were deserted, the lack of people terrifying. He crossed his arms over his chest then clamped his fingers around his biceps when yet another cool wind blew in from the north and tossed his hair into his eyes.

      The first thing he considered was the fact that snow could possibly fall, given the temperature and the way it had rained last night. Then he began to wonder whether or not the enemy had sent reconnaissance in the form of dark magic to watch not only the city, but the northern part of the country.

      Unnerved of the idea, Odin stopped in place then turned his attention toward a nearby building, where he knew the mages were stationed.

      It used to be a hospital, he thought. Maybe Ardut’s there.

      It could also possibly be where Parfour was staying.

      “Something wrong?” Carmen asked, reaching up to tap his thigh.

      “I was thinking,” Odin said.

      “About what?” Nova asked.

      “Did you guys feel that chill?”

      “Who couldn’t?”

      “It’s making me nervous.”

      “You think it might be⁠—”

      “A cloud?” Odin asked, turning his attention from the hospital to Nova then down to Carmen. “Yeah. I’m worried.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Nova replied.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t tell whether or not it’s magic,” Icklard said from his place at the hospital’s broad front window, lowering his orange-emblazoned hand and focusing his attention on the horizon. “What about you, Dom? Can you tell anything?”

      “Not particularly.” The older brother frowned. He turned his attention to Odin and offered a slight sigh. “Odin.”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you worried about this thing?”

      “Not particularly,” he replied, leaning against a nearby wall. “It’s just…with everything’s that happened…”

      “We know,” Icklard said, reaching out to first set a hand on Odin’s shoulder then leaning forward to offer him a short embrace. “Our condolences.”

      “We couldn’t believe the news.” Domnin sighed, sliding his hands into his pockets and turning his attention down to the ground. “We were there, at his funeral.”

      “Thank you,” Odin said. “Both of you. It means a lot.”

      “There’s no need to thank us.”

      “Not in the least,” Icklard said. “The world is worse without him.”

      Is it?

      Was it, in the end, a true statement or just a thought expressed in the face of sorrow? One could argue that the world, as grand as it was, would not suffer from one less Elf, one less hybrid, and one less mage, but one could also argue that those lives that were affected from that loss could easily have been changed had he lived to see another day. With clarity and intent that existed beyond himself, Odin knew that his life would have been better, but would it have been adversely affected if the Elf had left on his own accord rather than that of death’s?

      If he would have left on his own, Odin thought, struggling to maintain his composure as a newer, fresher wave of emotions came forward, then at least I wouldn’t be struggling with the idea that he’s gone.

      “Forever,” he whispered.

      With a slow, deep breath, Odin looked up at the horizon then at what appeared to be moisture falling in the distance.

      He’d been wrong all along.

      The clouds were nothing more than rain.
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        * * *

      

      In the safety of city hall, curled up in a chair with his faithful blanket around his shoulders, Odin watched the lightning in the distance grow to an escalating pitch until, at one point, the sparks across the sky turned pink.

      On a normal, ordinary day, such a sight would have been beautiful—haunting, but beautiful, like a thing that appeared long rotten rising from a shallow grave to breathe for another day. On a day like this, however, it seemed only to further secure the fact that he was all the more alone in the world.

      You know, his conscience whispered, stroking his collarbone and wrapping its fingers around his shoulders, you could let them in.

      Sure. It was perfectly reasonable to think that he could allow both Nova and Carmen into the room, maybe even Parfour, Ardut, and the mage brothers, but what purpose would that serve other than to spread his misery?

      “I can’t give it to them,” he whispered. “I can’t.”

      It seemed to be a tumor, this thing of his—growing, festering, rotting beneath the surface of his skull and slowly poisoning his bloodstream. He half expected to die from the feeling alone, such was the pain that flowed throughout his body and spiraled into his chest. He wanted to scream, to cry and, most horribly, to die, and while he knew such a thing would do nothing to solve his problems, he couldn’t help but feel as though not existing would help ease the burden that life seemed to be imparting upon him.

      It’s the middle of the day, he thought, and I’m sitting in a dark room all by myself.

      Some would have argued that isolation would do nothing to better his problem—that given his nature, he would have done better around a group of people, friends at the very least. The thought seemed to taunt him, like a bear caged and forced to be put on public display.

      When a knock came at the door, Odin remained steadfast in his seat.

      No matter the cause, no matter the need, he would not move from his place in his seat.

      “Commander,” a voice said.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Sir Eternity has asked that you come eat dinner with him and Lady Delarosa.”

      “Tell him I’m not feeling well.”

      “He insists.”

      Rather than risk making a fool of himself, Odin chose to remain silent and bridged the distance between him and the door. Once there, he inserted the key into the doorknob, sighed, then collapsed against the wall and slid into a sitting position.

      There—on the floor, in no more than a pair of pants and with no shoes to adorn his feet—his emotions threatened to take hold and grind him into the dirt.

      Everything will be fine, he thought. You just have to keep telling yourself that.

      Would it, though?

      In the end, he couldn’t—nor, he thought, wouldn’t—know.
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        * * *

      

      Hunger drove him from his pursuit of a full night’s rest, gnawing, roaring, clawing at him as though he were a hunk of fresh meat on a butcher’s grand block. He pushed himself from his place on the floor and unlocked the door without so much as a whisper. He stepped out into the hall then into the waiting room, where he found Nova and Carmen sitting up whispering among themselves.

      “Hey,” Odin said, careful to keep his voice lowered as to not disturb the men sleeping around them.

      “Hey,” they both replied.

      “Is there anything to eat around here?”

      “We’ve got biscuits,” Carmen said, lifting one of the small, bubble-shaped pieces of bread from a tray at her side. “Would you like one? Maybe two?”

      “You never did eat dinner,” Nova mumbled.

      “I needed a while to myself,” Odin said, stepping forward to accept one of the biscuits Carmen offered.

      “Did you get anything sorted out?”

      “No.”

      Sighing, all the more aware that what he had just spoken could have been the kiss of death to the entire morning, he shoved the piece of bread into his mouth then accepted a second when Carmen pushed it forward. “How are you guys?” Odin asked.

      “I’m doing better,” Nova said. “It sucks, losing someone so close to you.”

      “I’m not sure what to feel.” Carmen shrugged, easing herself back in her seat. “I didn’t know the guy, but I hate seeing the two of you suffer.”

      “We’ll live, hon. Don’t worry.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried. I know the both of you are strong enough, but…well, when you lose someone, it’s hard, almost like the whole world’s up in arms.”

      And ready to burn you alive.

      What a perfect metaphor for such a simple thing.

      Taking the unoccupied seat next to Nova, Odin leaned against his friend’s shoulder then sighed when the man’s hand fell across his back.

      As their heads touched, knocking together softly and without ill intent, he couldn’t help but remember the old days—when, as a child, he had wandered long roads and wished without a thought in the world that the future would be grand and filled with nothing but good.

      How ignorant was I?

      To think that life would be grand, that nothing would come without consequence, that always things would be great, shining, and beautiful—idealism could often be found within those young and without regret, in children and people who knew nothing of the world and the rules upon which they were hindered. Some could look to the sky and one day wish to fly then find in ten years’ time that such a thing was not possible. Others, meanwhile, could dream of seeing beyond the hemisphere, toward the stars and just what lay within the abyss of darkness that seemed to shadow over them each and every night. Whatever way one sliced it, dreams were not always meant to come true, especially when they seemed too far off, and life could not always be perfect, even when molded in such concrete forms.

      After taking but a moment to compose himself on his friend’s shoulder, Odin leaned back, closed his eyes, then tilted his head up to the ceiling.

      He wondered if life would return to normalcy—if, by the end of all this, he would be back in the king’s chamber, stroking his dogs and continuing his life as a humble servant.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon brought with it storm clouds.

      Standing at the top of Dwaydor’s highest wall and garbed beneath a cloak that veiled everything but the bottom of his face, Odin watched the distant horizon with a sense of trepidation he couldn’t help but feel in spite of all the silence around him. The thunder distant, the storm anything but a threat, it seemed summoned by a conjurer’s wild hand to serve only as a form of harassment to a heart that had not and probably would never recover.

      Does it always do this, he thought, when a loved one dies?

      A chain of lightning burst on the horizon and flowered across the sky, snaking its vines through formations of clouds and lighting the distance.

      In that moment—when the entire southern horizon seemed to be but one expanse of blue—Odin expelled a breath. Chest tight, breath rasping, he locked his hands around the railing and tried to keep himself under control.

      At his sides, the guards walked back and forth, either oblivious to his presence or ignorant at the least. They knew of his purpose on the walls—knew that, in spite of his attire, he was, in fact, the former commander of the Ornalan military—but why they hadn’t stopped to acknowledge him was beyond his comprehension. Maybe they just had nothing to say—or, maybe, they just didn’t want to speak for fear that, should their tongues slip, and should their consciences tremble, they may spew venom in the eyes of a child who could easily go blind for the rest of his life.

      In the moments that occurred after his thought, Odin saw that his perception of the world had been altered—skewed, distorted, made to look as though only he suffered and that everyone else was trivial. An Elf may have died, and a mighty force may have been put to rest by a weapon that could only be described as monstrous and uncanny, but that did not mean the world wept for him: that the rain, though slowly rolling in the distance, had once again returned to mourn.

      “You’re such an idiot,” he whispered. “Such a stupid, stupid fucking idiot.”

      As his hands tightened around the railing, the wood whispering of splinters that could embed themselves within his skin, tears began to drop from his face and onto his hands, staining his skin and the wood dark brown. Such open displays of emotion had become casual and expected from him, considering the circumstances, but each and every time that horrible thing began to stir in his chest, a certain weakness began to overwhelm his conscience, one which seemed to impact his entire being and hurl him from his current perspective on the world.

      How can I continue without you?

      Who would be there when he messed up—when, out of the blue, a problem fell into his lap and something needed to be done? Who would stand to be his council, sit to be his companion, or rest to be his salvation; and who, by God, the Gods, or nothing, would sit up late at night to watch over his dreams and fears, his hopes and aspirations, his future and destiny?

      When yet more tears came, and as the rain began to fall and mask his tears from any wandering eyes, the realization struck him so hard he felt as though he could not, nor ever would, go on.

      No one would watch over him.

      From here on out, he was on his own.

      There was nothing he could do.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re soaked,” Carmen said.

      Odin said nothing.

      Standing in the threshold, allowing the rain to fall without any rage or protest, he watched the little creature that seemed too willing to care for his heart and tried to discern the emotion that lay on her face.

      This is Carmen, his conscience whispered. The Drake Slayer of Ehknac.

      He knew there was nothing to worry about. She was a friend—a person whom he could trust—but looking upon her in the strange half-light that fell from the open doorway made him feel as though nails were being drawn along a chalkboard. A whisper ran along his spine, a tremble echoed throughout his frame, and a horrible notion that could not be described struck a chord in his heart and vibrated into his brain.

      Such an ugly sound, he thought, for such a noble purpose.

      “Odin,” the Dwarf said, extending her word as though he were incapable of hearing two-word syllables, “are you all right?”

      “I’m…fine. Why?”

      “You’re just standing there, in the rain.”

      It took him but a moment to realize that he’d been standing in the storm. His composure was so shaken by the matter that when he did step into city hall, only to track in with him a sopping load of clothes, he immediately began to shiver and started to disrobe.

      “Something’s wrong.” Carmen frowned. “Tell me.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Yes, I am.

      When he’d stripped down to nothing but his underwear and stood directly before the Dwarf, he shook his head, tossed his hair back over his shoulders, then arched his back, shivering as a cold gust of air shifted through the barely open doorway.

      “Odin,” Nova said, stepping from the side hall and approaching him from across the room, “you’re⁠—”

      “Soaked,” Carmen said, cutting Nova off before he could finish. “Just like I said he was.”

      “I’m fine.” Odin sighed, gathering his clothes up into his arms. “Please, guys—just give me a moment.”

      “You shouldn’t have been out there by yourself.”

      “So now I can’t even have a moment alone?”

      “I never said⁠—”

      “You don’t have to say it, Carmen. I already know.”

      “Odin,” Nova said, extending his arm as he began to cross the room. “Come on, buddy.”

      “Leave me alone, Nova.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing!”

      With one simple thrust of his shoulder, he knocked his friend aside and sent him stumbling into the wall.

      Odin barely bothered to take a look back as he crossed the threshold.

      Once in the hall, he turned, took the second door on his left, then stepped into his personal private sanctuary and locked the door behind him.

      When he stood fully naked in the office, before a row of open windows that looked out at what used to be a beautiful garden, a horrible sense of dread began to overwhelm his entire being.

      A fire started in his chest.

      A creature reared its ugly head.

      Odin collapsed into a chair and began to cry.
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        * * *

      

      He kept the door locked until the day eclipsed to dusk.

      When men outside began to banter, speaking on matters completely unrelated to the city or the happenings around them, Odin dressed from the waist down, attached his swords to his belt, then made his way out the door.

      Immediately after he crossed over and into the waiting room, all eyes turned on him.

      Nova and Carmen sat at the far side, watching him with uneasy eyes.

      “Hey,” Nova said.

      “Hey,” Odin replied.

      As the men around him turned their eyes back to one another, no longer talking in tones jovial and sincere, Odin crossed the room and stood directly before Carmen and Nova, unnerved at the way their eyes traced his body from head to toe. It seemed that they were examining him for any flaw he could possibly have—from the scars on his hip, the definition in his abs. All, at that moment, seemed up for interrogation, for he was not the person he used to be, but a monster savage and insincere to the people he considered to be his best friends in his entire world.

      In the moments that followed, Odin tried not to meet their eyes, but to no avail.

      No matter how hard he tried, no matter how desperate or ashamed he felt, he could not help but long for his friends’ love and respect.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” Odin said, falling to his knees before Carmen then taking her hand. “I shouldn’t have said what I said.”

      “It’s all right,” the Dwarf said, stroking his knuckles and easing her hand around the flesh of his palm.

      “You really do need to tell us if something’s going on,” Nova said, setting a hand atop Odin’s shoulder. “You can’t keep whatever it is you’re feeling bottled up.”

      “I know, Nova.”

      “So…is there anything you want to tell us?”

      “No.”

      Yes.

      How desperately he wanted to say that he felt as though the world was bearing down around him—that the sky had taken on a density that resembled something of stonework in a grand blacksmith’s forge and that the ground had grown hard and impenetrable. At any moment, it seemed, he would simply be crushed in two then allowed to bleed onto the floor around him, crushed by the matters at hand and the grief that came with them. The notion forced a shiver throughout his body.

      How much longer can you take it? he thought. How much longer will it be until your entire existence crashes around you?

      No. He wouldn’t let that happen.

      He’d been on the brink of insanity before.

      Carmen pushed her arm forward.

      Odin looked down.

      In her hand, she held a biscuit, fresh with what appeared to be honey on top.

      “Thank you,” Odin said, settling down on the floor next to the Dwarf.

      She reached down and set her hand over his shoulder.

      Outside, the rain continued on.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe it,” Nova whispered, pressing his hand to one of the glass panes. “It seems like it’ll never stop.”

      “No kidding,” Carmen said.

      They both stood with their hands pressed to the windowpanes. The areas around their palms distorted, their breaths fogging the glass, they looked to be children fascinated by what nature could do. Gaia, or so she could be called, had bestowed upon them a great sadness in the days following the Elf’s passing. That alone was enough to twist Odin’s heart into several intricate knots, each of which seemed to tear at his being and push him even further into the ground.

      Just like the world is bearing down upon me.

      His fingers tight around the armrests, his feet pushed as hard as they could be onto the floor, he leaned back in his seat and took a long, deep breath.

      As he exhaled, the heat in his chest seemed to dissipate.

      He sighed.

      It came right back again.

      When would this horrible feeling end? Would he have to douse himself with water, throw himself into the rain, dive into a pool so dark and deep they said there was no end to it, or would it simply disappear in time, much like some old men said it would?

      The key to grief, some said, is to let it perspire from your pores.

      Perspire he may, the feeling didn’t seem to be leaving anytime soon.

      For three days he’d suffered in almost unbearable agony, twisting about in his seat and squirming beneath his sheets, and for three days he’d felt as though his world would suddenly and inexplicably come to an end. His father gone, his friends torn away, his emotions crumbling and his existence falling apart—it would only take one more chisel in the great work of his life for everything to self-destruct.

      “Odin,” a voice said.

      Blinking, unsure of who had just spoken and whether or not the voice was male or female, he cleared his vision then sought out his friends at the far side of the room. Carmen and Nova stood looking at him with wide eyes and stiff, unsure frames.

      Which one? he thought.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, tilting his head down then up again. “What is it?”

      “I asked if you were all right,” Nova said.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “I know we keep asking and we’ve already said it before, but you know we’re here if you need us,” Carmen said, hopping down from her place on the massive windowsill and crossing the short distance between the two of them. “You want a hug?”

      “I guess.”

      He knelt down, wrapped his arms around the Dwarf, then sighed.

      How he would make it through this monsoon was beyond him.
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        * * *

      

      “I want to go back to Ornala,” Nova said.

      The three of them sat around the table in the office Odin had taken to calling home, candles lit, wicks flickering in the faint draft ebbing from beneath the door. Odin watched his friend with calm, unsure eyes and tried to make out just what it was that lingered beneath the surface. He obviously longed for his family, for the company of his wife and the guidance of his father-in-law, but did that mean that he wanted to leave now, in spite of everything that was transpiring?

      I don’t know, he thought, and I’m not so sure I want to know.

      “We can’t do it in the rain,” Odin said, placing his hands on the table. “You know how dangerous it is to travel in this kind of weather.”

      “Trust me, Odin—I nearly died the first time I met you in this kind of shit.”

      “I say we wait,” Carmen said.

      “You’ll be coming back with us?” Odin asked, seeking her eyes out at the far end of the table.

      “Well…yeah. Not much I can do right now.”

      “You don’t want to go home?” Nova frowned.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to,” the Dwarf said. “It’s just that I currently have no way of getting back there. It’s not like I can go back with the Dwarves or anything. That would be a trip unto itself.”

      “I guess.”

      “I plan on returning by boat when I can.” Carmen shrugged, hopping onto the table and taking her seat atop of it, legs crossed and heels of her boots in the air. “Right now, though, it doesn’t seem like I have any other option other than to stay with you. I mean, yeah—I could always brave it and go alone, but I’m scared of horses, too small to ride one by myself, and only one person. I can’t hunt on my own because I don’t know how to shoot. And besides—I hate to say it, but even though I’m a great fighter, I can’t take a pack of bandits on my own.”

      “I understand.” Odin nodded and turned his attention to the Bohrenian man. “Nova,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “I…I don’t think I can leave—at least, not now.”

      “We’ll have to move on sometime, buddy.”

      Did he really just say that? Odin thought.

      Could Nova have really just delivered the finality of it all—that now, no more than just a few brief days after his death, it was time to stop mourning Miko and push forward in their lives?

      “I don’t understand,” Odin said, easing his hands around the side of the table and locking his fingers around the square of the frame.

      “We can’t mourn him forever.”

      “You don’t understand, Nova.”

      “I understand completely, buddy. I lost my father when I was your age.”

      “But you…you at least had time to know him.”

      “Did I, Odin, or was I just too oblivious to realize that the people we love can’t live forever?”

      He was an Elf, he thought. If that damn bastard wouldn’t have…wouldn’t have⁠—

      Tears snaked down his face and dripped onto his trousers.

      “I know how hard this must be for you,” Nova said, “because let me tell you, it’s hard on me, too, because that man was like a brother to me, but sometimes we just have to keep moving and push the past aside.”

      “This isn’t my past, Nova. This was my future.”

      “I’m sorry, Odin, but I have a family to get back to.”

      “What do I have?” Odin asked, standing. “What do you think I have, Nova?”

      “You have Ectris. He’s been more of a father to you than Miko ever was.”

      “Miko was my friend.”

      “Maybe you should go back home,” Nova said. He, too, stood and pressed his arms flat against his sides, sliding his thumbs into his pockets and drumming his fingers along his hips. “At least there you can recover and mourn in peace.”

      “I don’t want to go back home.”

      “Then what do you want to do, Odin?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I just want to sit here, figure things out, then move on with my life.”

      “You don’t seem to be doing a whole lot of moving, if you ask me.”

      Odin said nothing. Instead, he turned, made his way to the door, then stopped.

      When he cast a glance over his shoulder and caught Nova’s gaze within his own, he saw nothing but two amber pools of remorse, agony, and pain.

      He couldn’t bear to look any longer.

      He made his way out the door without another word.
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        * * *

      

      Outside—in the cold, dampened air—Odin made his way down the streets with the world on his mind. Head down, hands limp at his sides, he crossed the distance between city hall and the town sphere only to find himself in a place that reminded him of things long past and no longer existent.

      This is where I saw you, he thought, when I thought all of us were doomed to die.

      His skirt around his waist, his cape about his shoulders, a cut shallow on his face, and his hair tied back into a braid—he’d been a true warrior, in life, and though in death he existed in a state of nothing more than ash, no one could take away the fact that he had once been a creature who could have easily ruled the world had he not been torn away from the life he so rightfully deserved.

      “You lived a long time,” Odin whispered, crossing his arms over his chest and seating himself at the edge of the fountain. “At least, I hope you did.”

      Miko had once said that he’d lived to see the dawn of Ornala—that, in centuries past, he had seen the walls rise, the framework applied, the stone set, and the castle assembled. A thousand years that had been, but before that, what? He’d once said he could not remember how many years had passed since the dawn of his life, since his flight from Ohmalyon, but it couldn’t possibly be that long, could it?

      A thousand years is a long time to live.

      Ten men could not have lived the lives that Miko had—could not, in any way, have compared their existence to a creature so great and powerful he could make weather by will, change into landscapes, or destroy faces of structures that had rose from the forces of nature. That, though grand, did little to comfort Odin in his time of need, but it did secure within him the fact that the Elf had lived a long, if somewhat distressed life.

      “Why couldn’t it have been with me?” he whispered. “How could you have abandoned me?”

      Had his true, biological father been selfish, or had he simply been afraid for his life in the face of everything it was that controlled him so?

      Without the knowledge that would likely save him from a downward spiral of grief and madness, Odin could do little more than think about the specifics of how he had come to be conceived and just how his life could have played out had Miko cared for him. He knew already that his eyes were from his Draethel blood, as little and scant as it was, and his skin and lack of body hair the Elven part of his existence. His mother, though—he knew little of her, though guessed that she had bestowed upon him his handsome cheekbones and the slight softness of his eyes.

      Miko had been such an extraordinary creature. How could Odin even think to compare himself to the Elf?

      I’m part of him, he thought. At least, I was.

      “And am.”

      Odin circled his fingers into his palm and closed his eyes.

      Though Miko was gone, that didn’t mean he couldn’t continue on with his life.

      He would have to try, if only because he knew he could do nothing more than that.
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        * * *

      

      When he returned to city hall later that night, he refrained from retreating into his personal office and instead chose to eat with Nova, Carmen, and the rest of the men who’d stayed behind to protect Dwaydor. Their meal grand, their drinks aplenty, Odin ate until he felt as though he could eat no more then lay on the floor and stared at the ceiling with his arm over his brow and his eyes crossing from the pale light streaming through the windows.

      “Carmen,” Odin said. “Can I ask you something, if it isn’t too personal?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did you do when your family died?”

      “Other than kill the drake?” the Dwarf asked. “Bore it.”

      “Bore it?”

      “There’s little else you can do when you know in your heart and soul that you’ve already done all you can to erase whatever it was that’s caused you so much grief.”

      “That’s the thing,” he said. “I haven’t done anything to avenge Miko’s death.”

      “You will, in time. For now, though, just know that you did all you could to help him in his final moments.”

      “I tried.”

      “I know you did, honey.”

      Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his cheek for a short kiss then strode across the room, where she returned to her place amongst a group of men who sat flipping pieces of copper into shot glasses then downing them shortly thereafter.

      Pushing himself forward, Odin clasped his hands in his lap then leaned back against a chair, unable to contain the slight sigh that whispered from between his lips.

      You’ll heal, in time.

      How soon was soon?

      Having no way to know, he stood, brushed the dirt off his pants, then made his way toward his room.

      There was nothing he could do now.

      He had to wait, plan, and try to move forward in his life.
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        * * *

      

      It came to him in a dream filled with darkness and unbearable agony. The face of his dead father distorted, the visage of a creature rotten and filled with worms present, it shambled across the scope of his vision and thrust itself upon him in the perpetual darkness that filled the surface of his eyes.

      Kill me, the thing said, so much like the flesh summon had once upon a time. I am nothing.

      Arms spread, mouth open, teeth destroyed, and gums severed—it appeared to be a beggar in the streets searching for food, something not often seen in Ornala but always elsewhere. As it approached, Odin took into consideration the fact that this thing could only be his father due to the purple sheen in its hair and the structure in its face. Eyes hollow, much like they had been in its previous life, and cheekbones high, even the rotting, hanging flesh did little to distort the very creature that had once looked upon him as a mentor and a father.

      “What did I do to you?” he whispered, tugging at his hair as he took a few steps back. “What could I have possibly done to do such a thing?”

      The book, the creature whispered. You took the book.

      The moment after the flesh summon said those words, Odin opened his eyes.

      Alone, in the darkened space within the locked office, he couldn’t resist the urge to cry as tears spilled from his eyes and into his ears.

      What…how?

      Had he, like he so vividly imagined, brought his father back from the dead, only to isolate him within a carapace of dead flesh?

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      He couldn’t nor would ever resort to using such tactics to bring a dead creature back to life.

      You could be right, his conscience whispered, pressing down atop his chest like a long-lost lover freshly united with its soul mate. You could very well do the thing that others have failed.

      He could never do something like that—could never, in a hundred or thousand years, find a book that could teach him the art of summoning something dead back to life.

      “Father,” Odin whispered, extending his hand toward the ceiling. “Can you give me a sign?”

      No sign was likely to come. This he already knew, as things usually never played into his advantage even when he asked or wanted them to. He’d been lucky to survive the first wave of enemies that had come his way, but to outmaneuver what surely could have been a long-lasting war? That in itself was a miracle.

      No longer sure whether or not he would be able to sleep, Odin rose, wrapped his blanket around him, then made his way to the window, where he watched as outside clouds shadowed the moon and forever darkened the landscape.

      It seemed, in that moment, that everything would go dark—that inside, the candles on their last whispers would finish burning and the melted wax would no longer work.

      His breath caught.

      His heart seized.

      In a heartbeat, he thought he would die from lack of oxygen.

      Come on, Odin. Get a hold of yourself.

      With that, he expelled the breath trapped within his throat and took another to replace it.

      If he chose to go to bed now, would he surely fall asleep?

      Not able to know unless he tried, Odin crossed the room then settled himself back down beside his swords.

      When he closed his eyes, they began to hum, the sound restful, comforting music to his ears.
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        * * *

      

      “I had a bad dream last night,” Odin said.

      “You did?” Nova asked.

      “Yeah. I did.”

      As they sat around the table within the office, Odin sipped tea and tried to keep his eyes from wandering across the room and away from his friend’s face. It seemed that any time he tried to do such a thing his gaze would falter—first, he noticed, to Nova’s hands then to the ornate table that bridged the distant between them.

      You already mentioned it, his conscience said. Now you have to say something.

      That wasn’t necessarily true. Should he decide not to say anything, he could simply shrug it off by saying he had relived the final moments of Miko’s death, the Elf in his arms and his blood snaking through his fingers. He didn’t have to elaborate on the fact that yes, he did have a bad dream last night, but no, he had not dreamed of Miko’s death, but his rebirth as something horrible.

      Sighing, Odin wrapped his hands around his warm cup and turned his attention directly to Nova.

      When their gazes met, Odin thought he saw a glimmer of unease in Nova’s amber eyes.

      “Is this the first nightmare you’ve had since it happened?” Nova asked.

      “I think so.”

      Truth be told, he couldn’t remember, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have wanted to. Who wished upon themselves horrors of dreams without respect, to cast shades of darkness across windows that lay open to allow light inside? Who, by any depth of knowledge, wanted to relive things that terrified them within their most vulnerable of moments?

      I sure don’t.

      Odin bowed his head, sipped his tea, then stared at the table before him, no longer sure what to expect from life or just how he was supposed to deal with it.

      You would never do such a thing, he thought, taking slow breaths as a hand fell upon his shoulder and instantaneously forcing his attention back up and at Nova, who had since rounded the table to stand at his side. You know you wouldn’t.

      “Even if I wanted to,” he whispered.

      “Sorry?” Nova asked.

      Odin shook his head.

      After finishing his tea, he stood, made his way toward the expanse of windows at the far side of the room, then crossed his arms over his chest.

      A flower of doubt began to bloom within his mind.

      Would he ever resort to such a thing, had he the ability and knowledge to do it?

      Though instinct told him no, his heart spoke an entirely different matter.
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        * * *

      

      He sat against the wall in darkness and with only a single candle burning. Arms around his legs, knees to his chest, Odin tried to quell the burning desire that wrapped around his lungs and threatened to burn them whole. His conscience was a wreck, his thoughts darker than they should have ever possibly been, and it seemed that his mind would crack and spill forth its essence from his nose and onto the floor below.

      You would never do such a thing, he thought, rocking himself in tune to the faint wind that whisked about the building and into the town.

      Would he, though? Given the chance, would he really deny himself the opportunity of bringing someone who could secure his future, his hopes, dreams and, possibly, bring his sanity back to life?

      “You can’t do it,” he whispered. “It’s illegal.”

      In the high courts of magic, Necromancy was not to be practiced, for its malicious intent had once destroyed a group of people. The Draethel were said to have been born from such things, from the ill use of magic, though what exactly would befall a Halfling who contained not only Elf and human blood, but the scant traces of Draethel he did not know.

      Would it hurt me?

      No matter how hard he attempted to force himself not to think such thoughts, it seemed they would not escape him. Like cats troublesome and in need of milk, they wrapped around his ankles and eventually began to climb his legs—claws out, legs extended—before they made his way to his chest. Once there, those thoughts—those cats—began to dig into his torso until they burrowed out the other side of his back.

      When they dropped off his shoulders, there was nothing left from where they’d come. There was no flesh, not even bone.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he whispered, desperate to calm himself. “You’re not planning on doing anything rash.”

      Who was he to say that he wasn’t, though? In that moment, he could have done something—anything—in order to bring back the one person who had brought him salvation in his most terrible of moments, even if it meant launching himself on a mission toward the Abroen Forest to find a book that was said to make strong men bow and beautiful men old.

      Though it could be a warning in its own right, Odin closed his eyes and continued to rock back and forth.

      It was possible that he could get to the forest on his own and somehow make his way through the Abroen.

      If Miko could do it, so could he.

      All he needed was a little faith.
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        * * *

      

      “I wanted to see how you were doing,” Parfour said, stepping into the waiting room and closing the door behind him.

      “Thank you,” Odin said, crossing his arms over his chest and scooting over so the boy could sit.

      “I can only imagine what you’ve been going through.”

      “If only you knew the half of it.” He laughed.

      “I could be better,” Parfour admitted, “but I’m keeping myself going, despite it all. What about you? How have you been?”

      I’m trying, he thought but said nothing in response.

      Instead, Odin set his hands on his thighs then leaned forward to examine the carpeting, if only to distract himself from the acolyte’s face and the likely persecution it held.

      Does he know? he thought, afraid to turn his head up and see the look that was arguably within the young man’s eyes.

      Did anyone know, he wondered, just what it was he felt compelled to do? It wasn’t likely, given the circumstance and the fact that he had not openly voiced his thoughts, but regardless, he couldn’t help but feel as though dozens upon dozens of eyes were staring at him. Through the walls, between the cracks in the windowpanes, around corners—no matter the distance and despite the fact, he imagined everyone could see him, could feel what he was feeling and desire just what he desired. For that alone, he trembled in the presence of the young man who’d only come to see whether or not he was all right, much like he had years ago on a far-off island that bore no regret or mercy.

      “Odin?” Parfour asked. “You’re shaking.”

      “I know.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I honestly don’t know, Parfour. I feel like I’m going crazy.”

      “It’s part of the grieving process, Odin. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

      How can I not when I feel like the entire world is against me?

      His heart once more coiling, his organs constricting within his torso, Odin leaned forward, reached up, then snared his fingers within his hair.

      Maybe, he thought, if he pulled hard enough, he could tear his hair from his scalp.

      A strand of purple shrouded his vision.

      He blinked.

      Directly before his face, shielding the vision in his right eye, was the strand of hair Ardut had bonded to his head, fresh from his father’s scalp.

      You wouldn’t want this, he thought. You wouldn’t want any of this.

      Miko would have wanted him to continue on—to fight the pain regardless of how supreme it was and deny his body the emotions that could only be summoned from the mind. Human emotions, he would have said, will only make you vulnerable in a state where you cannot protect yourself.

      “Odin,” Parfour said, setting a hand on his back.

      The muscles in Odin’s shoulders tensed.

      He imagined, had he looked up, he would have seen a look of indecision within Parfour’s pale eyes.

      Go ahead, he thought, daring himself to turn his head up and look at the young man who sat beside him. He’s not going to hurt you.

      No words could bring upon him bodily harm—sticks and stones maybe, but not words alone. The sooner he got that through his head, the sooner he could proceed with his life and continue in his quest for sanity.

      After turning his head up to look into the boy’s pale, nearly golden eyes, Odin reached out, clasped Parfour’s arms, then bowed his head.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he whispered, thankful that they were the only two in the room. “I don’t know what to do, Parfour. I feel like I’m spiraling out of control.”

      “It’s natural, Odin.”

      “Is it natural to feel like I could kill someone?”

      Parfour had no reply.

      There, his conscience whispered. You’ve done it.

      The hammer on the nail, the strike to the face, the icing on the cake, and the lucky cherry on top—he couldn’t have done any more to further destroy the situation.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Odin said, turning his head up once more to look into his friend’s face.

      “First of all,” Parfour said, reaching up to brush a strand of hair out of Odin’s face, “you’re being too hard on yourself.”

      “Second of all,” Odin replied, “I have to be.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a champion.”

      “Champions aren’t allowed to be weak?”

      Champions aren’t allowed to be anything but strong.

      Odin stood and started for the door.

      “Where are you going?” the acolyte asked.

      “Outside,” Odin replied.

      “It’s cold out there.”

      He chose not to reply.

      Instead, he made his way out and into the biting-cold air.
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        * * *

      

      Odin walked the town until he came to a graveyard that was bleak, cold, and anything but welcoming. He stumbled into the outer grounds and took extra care not to get too close to any of the gravestones, if only out of respect for those long-departed.

      I can never visit you, he thought, even if I wanted to.

      That form of final rights should have brought peace to his mind, for there could be great and distinct argument that any scattered upon the wind could be seen and witnessed anywhere. Upon the breeze, within the woods, in the ocean and on the ground—the possibilities were endless. Despite that, however, comfort did not come easily. He imagined that should he ever want to counsel his father’s passing and had he the inclination to go where his final remains had been scattered, he’d have to return to Dwaydor, if only by principal.

      Crouching, he brushed a strand of cobwebs from an old, whitewashed grave and tried to read the text inscribed into it.

      “Someday,” he whispered, “I’ll do something like this for you.”

      Where he would go from this point was beyond him. While his thoughts led him toward the castle, his heart drew him to the Abroen—where, most likely, he would attempt to steal a book and commit treason that could possibly sentence him to life in prison.

      Bowing his head, Odin closed his eyes.

      A wisp of wind came up, shifting his hair across his face.

      Father, he thought. Please…if you can hear me, wherever you are…give me a sign.

      “Any sign.”

      A shiver ran up his spine.

      Odin tilted his head up and raised his eyes.

      Though he saw nothing in the near distance, he couldn’t help but feel as though he’d just been delivered what he’d asked for.
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        * * *

      

      The night brought with it a chilling sense of reality that he could hardly begin to imagine.

      Standing in the office with the door locked and a quilt about his shoulders, there should have been nothing to disturb him on this night cold and without regret. Contrary to that, however, something seemed amiss. As the moments continued on, and as his sense of reality began to distort even further, Odin wandered to the window to examine what he could only begin to imagine was a glowing ball of light.

      At first unsure whether or not what he was seeing was actually real, then baffled at the possibility that such a thing could be occurring, he trained his eyes on the distant walls across the street and toward an alleyway that lay shadowed by two awning roofs.

      What in the world? he thought.

      His first inclination led him to believe that this thing—this glowing ball of light—had to be conjured by a mage, though where that mage was could be anyone’s guess. When the orb tilted, spun, then began to flicker as though a pale lamp disturbed by a passing figure, the muscles in Odin’s face began to pull his lips into a frown as the construct slowly began to descend to the ground.

      One moment it was hovering perfectly above the line of dirt on the side of the road. A short breath later, it collapsed then lay blinking before it disappeared entirely.

      “Father?” he asked.

      The word a mere whisper on his lips, the idea more than present in his mind, he pushed his arm forward then channeled his will through the length of his appendage and toward the digits that lined his hand.

      Outside, the construct once more burst into light.

      “Is this you?” he asked, watching as the thing flickered in the alleyway first by bobbing up and down then shaking back and forth as though signifying a no.

      Not sure what to think about the thing before him, Odin lowered his arm, set it at his side, and waited.

      For several long, indeterminable moments, he watched the thing as though his life had no other purpose.

      His eyes adjusted to the faint moonlight penetrating the outside world.

      A breath whispered from his lips.

      Slowly, and with grace he felt incapable of having, he reached forward and pressed his hand to the pane of glass.

      Instantaneously, fog shadowed the windowpane.

      “Father,” he whispered. “If this is you, please…let me know that you’re here.”

      Let me know that you’re watching out for me.

      It took but a moment for Odin to realize that the room had taken on a horrible chill.

      He turned his head up and looked at the apparition floating across the road.

      A shiver ran down his spine, eclipsed at the center of his back, then shot off the tip of his tailbone.

      He dropped to his knees.

      His breath caught in his chest.

      A pain so unbearable he felt as though it would split his head in two flowered at the front of his vision.

      No, he thought, clawing at his face, his hair, his eyes. No no no no no!

      His chin shot up until it stared directly at the ceiling.

      His eyes watered.

      Snot began to run from his nose.

      Tendrils of ice began to develop along his forearms. Flowering across his fingertips as though great vines from exotic, blooming plants, they snaked their way up and around his arms until they touched the quick of his elbows. There, it seemed, they began to merge within his body, chilling his blood as though water tainted by ice.

      Father, he thought.

      Light showered over his vision.

      The world became but one great, instinctual light.

      A hum began to drone in his head.

      Odin, a voice whispered.

      “Who are you?” Odin whispered, reaching forward, as if hope would allow him to touch whatever it was that had come to him on this horrible, cold night. “What do you want with me?”

      Pain shattered his entire body.

      Had he the ability, he would have screamed. Instead, he fell to the floor then bowed as if before his one and only king.

      The world returned to focus.

      The room lost its chill.

      At his side, the single burning candle flickered then winked out.

      Across the street, the hovering ball of light winked once then twice before disappearing entirely.

      Behind him, his swords began to hum.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      He knew what he had to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Odin made his way across the waiting room with a weight in his heart so heavy it felt his chest would collapse. His lungs were on fire, his breath hot and rapid; he stood before the locked door firm in purpose and stout in need.

      You can’t go back, he thought, not now, not with so much at stake.

      One false move would surely rouse one of the men sleeping no more than three feet away. If that happened, he would be caught and interrogated by not only his friends, but his recollections on the situation at hand.

      His cloak tight around him, a bag secured but haphazardly packed, he realized in that moment that there would be no turning back.

      In the moments he prepared to leave city hall and Dwaydor for good, he took it upon himself to first undo the locks on the door and mentally prepare himself for his flight. First, he maneuvered the deadbolt out of place, his breath thick and his flow of oxygen uneasy, then he released the chains snared at the top of the door with unsurety that threatened to turn him back. Shortly thereafter, he pushed the door open and tried not to look back at two of the best friends he could have ever imagined.

      “You won’t be left without an answer,” he whispered. “That much I promise you.”

      Long before he’d packed and eons from the time he considered trekking across the waiting room, he’d written a note telling them of not only his plight, but his feelings—that, in his current state of mind, he was apt to go insane unless he followed his heart toward a place he could only refer to as his ancestral home ground: where, he felt, he could likely find the answers he was so desperately looking for.

      For life, for death, for what came after life and, most importantly, what came before it all—he told of these things as if he were a poet grand and revered, his pen his sword and his ink his honor. Though he didn’t necessarily feel his attempts would be anything close to poetry, he knew that it would explain why he was leaving.

      This is it, his conscience whispered. Your last chance.

      No matter how hard he tried, no matter how desperately he wanted to pull himself from this venture and say that it was all too much, he took one last look back at Nova and Carmen then closed his eyes.

      One last chance for you to turn around and end it all.

      Tears threatening to burn from his eyes, he pressed forward, catching the door before it could slam shut.

      When the doorknob locked securely behind him, Odin made his way down the road and toward the stables that would set him free from his personal version of madness.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He took extra care not to rouse the horses from their slumber. Once inside the stable, Odin arranged a saddle that he felt would ensure his safety along the trip. He bore no fresh water, no foods other than aged fruits and vegetables, and held no ingredients from which to make biscuits. While it would certainly be a long journey, he would not go hungry.

      I can kill with one whisper, he thought.

      After he placed the saddle onto an ample stallion’s back, he pulled it from its stall with little more than a soft coo. This horse—fine, proud, towering over his head by at least three feet—walked forward without contempt, which only served to symbolize the fact that Odin could continue on without worry.

      “There,” he whispered, reaching up to stroke the stallion’s snout and even managing a smile when it bowed its head into his shoulder. “Everything’s going to be just fine. I’m going to take care of you.”

      The horse snorted, disturbing the hair dangling down Odin’s shoulders.

      With the knowledge that he wouldn’t have to worry about the horse disrupting the surroundings firmly in mind, Odin led it toward the mouth of the stable, cast a glance back at the sleeping horses, then turned his attention toward the streets, where in the distance gates stood without respect.

      Now, he thought. All I have to deal with are the gates.

      “And the guards.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He snapped the locks from their places around the wrought-iron fences with simplicity he felt mocking.

      This is too easy.

      Surely the security had to be more intense, for if it were not, any mage capable of increasing the pressure within an object could walk right in and do whatever he wanted. Most mechanisms were pressure-triggered. It didn’t take much to bend iron if you began to heat it from the inside first.

      Stepping forward, taking extra care to lead his horse along the dirt-lined road in order not to disturb the cobblestones, Odin trained his eyes on the two guards that stood at the top of the southern gates and tried to decide how he was going to deal with them. He couldn’t kill them—that much he already knew—but he would have to incapacitate them in order to escape.

      Is this illegal?

      In the end, who cared? It wasn’t as though his venture was within the limits of the law anyway.

      After stepping into an alley to ensure that neither he nor his mount would be seen, Odin raised his hand and lifted two fist-sized rocks from the ground before them.

      Here goes nothing.

      Perfect in shot and execution, both rocks hit their targets and sent the guards stumbling forward then onto the ground.

      “Well, friend,” Odin said, leading his mount toward the expanse of lowlands before them. “I guess you and me have a long ways to go.”

      To the future, for the past, toward the beyond and, hopefully, an answer that would solidify his place within the world—he marched forward without a care in the world and mounted his stallion once they stood on ample ground.

      With one look back at not only the city, he took off down the path in a full-out gallop.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Under the cover of darkness, he made his way along the path that cut through the Dwaydorian Lowlands. His mind made up, a decision orchestrated, his spirit weary, heavy, and throbbing, he hung his head low and trailed his eyes on not only the dirt beneath his horse’s feet, but the death that surrounded him.

      This is your future, his conscience whispered. This is your cause.

      Who could say, though, that the death around him was meant for his accord and not another’s—that, regardless of his place in the world, he had not truly caused the catastrophe around him? Some, he knew, could argue that this was his fault—that, given how his knighting ceremony had occurred, he was the reason Herald Monvich had fled crazed and out of his mind—but what would others believe when they looked upon the situation? Would they say he was not, in fact, the cause, that the power of the human spirit, once tainted, was great, or would they simply count it as a fluke, a stroke of luck caused by several variables that managed to come to one individual point?

      “Does it really matter?” he whispered.

      In his mind, it didn’t, but when he looked upon the scene before him, guilt ate at him for the atrocities that had taken place.

      Not yet picked apart by animals, insects, birds or other creatures, the bodies of the Ornalan boys and men, Orcs, Ogres, Elves, Dwarves, and even Draethel lay scattered about the plains. Their armor sparkling, their eyes open, mouths agape, they looked to be the charming artifacts left behind after a horrendous search for the grand jewel amongst a treasure of stones. Once, Odin thought he saw within the face of one man a maggot gorging on the flesh between his pursed lips, though whether or not it was true he couldn’t be sure. His eyes had since crossed, tortured by the sights and the reality of it all.

      It could’ve been you, Odin. It could’ve been⁠—

      The horse grunted.

      The sound jarred him from the visage and back to the matter beforehand.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered not only to himself, but the stallion guided only by his hand. “It won’t be much longer now.”

      Honestly, he could not say that such pursuits would be over anytime soon. Upon the horizon—so dark, dreary, and lit only by the moon—bodies extended forever across the expanse of lowlands, marking progress that could reach the outskirts of Ke’Tarka and surrounding provinces before the Denyon Passage. Human, Elf, and Dwarf alike had made it a point to drive their enemy back as far as possible, but had they succeeded in their goal? Had they truly driven their enemy back?

      With doubt plaguing his conscience and his heart thundering in his chest, he decided to make a decision that would ultimately and, hopefully, free them from the surrounding chaos.

      Turning his horse to the east—toward the eventual highlands of Bohren and the slanting slopes that made up the area near Sylina—Odin closed his eyes and led his horse across the plains.

      This madness couldn’t go on forever, could it?

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He took it upon himself in the early hours of the morning to grant his troubled conscience a moment of silence at the site of Blaine and Jordan’s deaths. Reins held steady, the horse shivering at his side, Odin reached up to clasp his hand over his chest and threatened himself with persecution were he to cry in such an open environment. While no one would be able to see such tears, save the Sprites and those whose souls they carried, he couldn’t reveal himself in a moment of weakness, not in the forgotten presence of two great men.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything for you,” he said, crouching down to test the dampened grass that had no more than a few days ago been stained with blood. “I trained my best—my hardest—to do whatever I could to make sure the both of you were safe. I…” He paused. “I guess, in the end, it wasn’t enough.”

      A whisper of wind skirted along the sloping hills and echoed across the horizon.

      Odin raised his eyes.

      Though the bodies from this location had since been burned to prevent Necromancers from creating additional flesh summons, it seemed as though every man and boy still dwelled within this very spot—cold, alone, and rotting amongst the grass.

      “Well, friend,” Odin said, standing and mounting his stallion. “I guess this is it, then. Off we go.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      In the breaking hours of dawn—at a time during which the sun’s ebbing rays could slowly be seen making their way over the distant Hornblaris Mountains—Odin stabbed a nail into the ground to keep his horse in place and prepared to make camp. A fire magicked and glowing before him, a few scant apples and water his only breakfast, he crossed his legs and stared into the white flames as though they would do something to take his pain away.

      You’re doing just fine, he thought, sliding a piece of apple into his mouth and taking a slow bite out of it. You’ve made it this far without having to worry about anything.

      Not once had he considered the fact that he’d abandoned his friends and left them in terror for his safety, nor had he considered what Ournul would say once word got out that his champion had fled. To anyone’s comprehension, and to his own intimate fascination with the way his thoughts constantly plagued him, he was perfectly fine—capable, even, of handling his emotions despite the odds pressed against him.

      At his side, his horse whinnied and pawed at the ground.

      Odin took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, shifting the pail of water beneath the creature’s snout and sighing when it leaned forward to take a drink. “There isn’t any more water.”

      To think that they could go for such an extended period of time without moisture was beyond him. Though it had rained quite a lot over the past two weeks, that didn’t matter when watering holes this far south were few. Most of it would run downhill, just like rain when pressed to a slanted piece of glass, and though he could have easily filled his skeins within the watering holes outside Dwaydor, he did not fancy the idea of drinking his fallen comrades’ blood.

      In the trees shifting in the slight wind beside him, Odin thought he heard a faint coo.

      A frown painted his lips.

      It’d been the first bird he’d heard since he started on this endeavor.

      Is it…? he thought.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      Raising his head, Odin trained his eyes on the distant trees.

      Seated directly atop a branch gnarled and twisted beyond compare, a lone, albino dove watched him with a pair of beady red eyes.

      At first, Odin wasn’t able to speak, such was horror of seeing such a creature. His heart thundered, his mind swam, his thoughts jumbled to and fro.

      It’s… he thought, swallowing the lump in his throat that threatened to choke him to death. It’s a⁠—

      “Dove,” he whispered.

      The creature cooed.

      His eyes began to water.

      As the memory came burning back into his brain, ingraining itself there much like hot wax does when dripped upon the poor flesh of the sorry man, his sense of self began to disintegrate and in turn swallowed him whole. Dark, unholy, threatening and barbed with sharp metal teeth—he imagined steel sinking into his flesh and tearing him to pieces while his mind absorbed every throb of pain that echoed throughout his being.

      He could barely believe it.

      The last dove he’d seen had been nestled in a cage.

      “Just after you died,” Odin whispered.

      The dove shifted its snow-white wings and fully opened them for him to see.

      Does it really end after you’re gone? he thought, watching the bird arrange its feathers along its sides. Is this life the only one that exists even after you die?

      A soft coo echoed from the tree line and stabbed directly into his ears.

      Tears staining his eyes, blurring his vision, and burning down his face, he turned his attention back to the white fire and closed his eyes.

      Behind him, the branch the creature was on shifted, snapping in the low wind that rose from the west.

      Odin grimaced.

      The bird cooed.

      He bowed his head and threatened to singe his hair as his brow nearly touched the mouth of the fire.

      A rustle of feathers and one moment later the bird was gone.

      “I miss you,” he whispered.

      The wind continued on.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Morning came honorably cloudy when he rose that mid-afternoon and began to arrange his meager pack of supplies into the saddle atop his stallion’s back. The thoughts in his head humbled, scattered, and feeling as though they would cease to exist, he kicked himself onto his mount and prepared for the day’s worth of travel without bothering to turn his head and look at the distance they’d just crossed.

      Were he to glance back over his shoulder, he would likely see Dwaydor on the horizon. Such a sight wasn’t necessary so early in the morning, especially not after what had happened last night.

      Why did it come to me? he thought, brushing a hand through his hair and tucking it behind his ear.

      What reason would a bird—alone, albino, and strange—have to visit him on a cold, lonely night after a day of nonstop traveling? Had it bore a message, sent from Ournul, a mage, the capital of Dwaydor itself, or had it simply been a living entity following the path of a lone traveler much like himself?

      It could be possible.

      Weren’t some birds intelligent enough to speak words, say phrases, follow paths and even individual people? He knew of falconers who trained birds of prey to do their bidding, but never had he heard of a dove following a person.

      “Could I have conjured it?”

      In the twilight of the new day, which pooled over the horizon as though spilled from an overflowing cup, Odin closed his eyes and tried to imagine a time when his magic had backfired on him. There’d been a moment during his childhood when his father had been teaching him to spar that a flame had been expelled from his hand, then there had been choice times when summons and constructs had developed wills of their own, but not once since he’d been a child had he done something without purpose. He had far too much control over his magic and too many hours of training for such a thing to occur.

      They said in moments of weakness that sometimes, the mind could forget things in order to better protect itself.

      Could it let me forget an entire summoning? he thought. An entire moment when I couldn’t remember conjuring a bird?

      The bird had not seemed magical in the least. With that in mind, he could easily discount it, but what could he say about a creature who for no reason had come to land on his horse’s head and watch him with its beady eyes?

      Without the direct knowledge, he had no way to distinguish just what was going on or why the bird had come to him.

      Sighing, Odin raised his eyes and looked to the dark horizon.

      Though it would be at least one or two weeks until he made it to Sylina, he could at least try and regain his spirits by that time.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The day fell into evening with rain showers. Given that he was so far into the open plains and there were little to no trees under which to take shelter, Odin bowed his head in an attempt to shield his eyes from the massive downpour and continued to lead his horse along the distant grasslands to Sylina.

      You can keep going, he thought, taking a slow, deep breath then expelling it. Don’t you worry.

      He was no stranger to these weather conditions, these forms of tragedy. Were someone to question him, he would say that the best and safest thing to do during a rainstorm was to continue on. Lightning, they said, struck targets lone and solitary, and though he knew he was highly unlikely to be hit, he didn’t want to test it.

      Beneath his weight, the horse grunted and shook its head, flipping beads of moisture from its mane and into Odin’s face.

      “It’s all right,” he said, stroking the stallion’s neck and leaning forward to press his lips to the top of the creature’s head. “I’m sorry, friend, but we have to keep going.”

      At the very least, the creature might be able to capture moisture between its lips. Maybe they might even stumble across a watering hole replenished by the storm.

      I can only hope.

      Chest once more alight with fire, he closed his eyes, steeled himself for the emotions readying to attack him, then opened his eyes.

      Directly before him stood three figures, all of which bore swords.

      “I should have known,” he mumbled.

      “Give us everything you have,” the lead figure said, stepping forward just in time for Odin to draw his sword, “and we won’t do a thing to you.”

      “Stay back,” Odin replied, “and maybe I won’t kill you.”

      “We outnumber you three to one. What makes you think you’ll be able to kill us?”

      “You have no idea who you’re messing with.”

      Odin pushed his right arm out and shot a pressurized burst of water forward.

      One of the figure’s necks snapped up just before he fell to the ground.

      “A mage,” the man said, laughing as he eased his way toward Odin’s stallion.

      “Get away from me,” Odin said. “I mean it.”

      “You must be the one they’ve been talking about.”

      “That who’s been talking about?”

      “The one who ran away,” the man said. “The one who abandoned his king.”

      To the kingdom, he was a deserter—a man whom had abandoned not only the one he’d been sworn to protect, but his country as well.

      “Get away from here,” Odin said, “and I’ll spare your lives.”

      “You’ll kill us anyway.”

      Odin snapped the neck of the man standing before him. “I said,” he growled, “get away from me!”

      The leader of the troop raised his sword and attempted to strike.

      Odin brought his sword down atop the man’s head.

      The force of his blow was enough to crack his skull.

      Odin pushed his horse into a full-out run the moment his sword was back in his sheath.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      They ran through what could only be described as hell. The rain hammering, the chance of hail threatening to swallow him whole, the idea that he could be in bandit territory more than present—his horse grunted and began to pant through the stress, and Odin, terrified as he was, barely took a moment to consider that he could kill the creature.

      Not too much longer now, his conscience whispered. Keep going.

      Why his thoughts conspired to run him down was beyond him. Maybe it was the gilded thing whispering in his ear, stroking his shoulders with its armored hands, or maybe this was something worse—something more deviant and crueler than he could ever begin to imagine.

      Odin pulled on the reins.

      The horse bucked, kicking its feet up in the air.

      He only managed to hold on because his wrist was wrapped within the straps of leather.

      “We’re stopping,” he said, training his eyes on a crop of trees that lay in the near distance. “Keep going, boy. Come on. I promise we’ll be stopping soon.”

      The fruits of the horse’s labor could be heard within its heavy breathing. One breath in, one breath out—they came and went like the rain bearing down upon them. Thankfully, it would be over soon.

      If only the bandits hadn’t attacked him.

      Damn them.

      Damn those men and their words of hate, for their stupidity and their ignorant falsehoods. They could have run away and lived to see another day, maybe even another year, but what would that have accomplished? Had they lived, they would have simply gone on to rob, possibly even kill, another man, rape a woman, and abduct a child.

      In the end, it didn’t matter if three lives were lost.

      What does that mean for me, though?

      With that thought, did that mean that Blaine’s, Jordan’s, and even Miko’s deaths meant nothing?

      “Of course not. Stop thinking that way.”

      Somehow, he couldn’t. Instead, the thoughts of death and just how much it was worth began to overwhelm his mind.

      Odin bowed his head.

      Though he could not tell whether fresh tears were streaming down his face due to the rain, he felt he had to be crying.

      I’m sorry, he thought. There was nothing else I could do.

      You could’ve run, the voice said. They wouldn’t have been able to keep up with you.

      But they would’ve hurt someone else.

      Would they, Odin, or would they have simply wandered off?

      He reared his head back and screamed.

      Lightning cracked the sky.

      The rain continued to bear down upon him.

      When hail began to fall—when small, icy chunks of moisture struck his face to crack upon his face, his marks and flaws—Odin led his horse under the canopy of trees and tried his best not to fall from his mount.

      How much further could he go living like this?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It would have been beautiful, were he to have seen it in a different frame of mind. The Forked Sylinian Rivers began as though a knot on a grand king’s boot and then branched out to the east in two intricate flourishes, much like an artist’s pen would have depicted were it to have been placed to paper. After such a long journey, the sight was enough to lift Odin’s spirits.

      Thank you, he thought, to whoever out there is watching me.

      Odin raised his hand and shielded his eyes.

      On the distant horizon, the river reflected light from the mid-afternoon sun and made it sparkle like a thousand uncut stones in a bed of rock.

      It’s beautiful, Odin, the voice of a young man named Parfour said in his head. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

      Bejeweled across the horizon, shimmering like thousands of pearls fresh from a clam’s mouth, spread along the whitewashed shores and allowed to bathe in heavenly light—it could have been described as magma, a great thing said to flow from the tips of mountains in the great wandering distance—but here it was, resting there contently. It was said that beautiful things, although truly vain, loved to hide. This was not one of them.

      No more than a few hundred feet away lay one of two bridges that cleared the western river.

      It wouldn’t be much longer before he made his way into Sylina.

      From there, he thought, Germa.

      And from Germa, where? The Whooping Hills, fabled for the Centaurs, now extinct and buried in the ground? And what about the Great Divide, the expanse of land that separated the Hills and the Abroen, a place they said life began and sometimes never ended? What would he come across there?

      “Who knows?” Odin whispered, drawing his cloak tighter around his body.

      Though he knew not what to expect once in Sylina, he had a feeling that he may be recognized were he not to keep his hood pulled down.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He crossed the wooden bridge that led into Sylina and made his way across the shoreline with little doubt in his mind. Hood drawn, swords shielded by his cloak, and face all but invisible, he felt that he had not a worry in the world when it came to being noticed.

      What a spectacle that would be, he thought, pushing his horse into a more casual trot.

      For the king’s champion to be seen so far away from not only the war, but the capital would have been a national offense. Sure—he may have a reason for leaving, and his sanity may have been at the breaking point, but did that mean he had the right to leave his king and country behind?

      Does it really matter?

      Brushing the idea from his mind, Odin thanked the fact that he’d since drawn his hood when he found fishermen to be wandering the shores. With baskets balanced at their hips and atop their heads and others upon wheelbarrows, they walked back and forth, snaring nets from the water and drawing into them fish full of fervor. Most acknowledged his presence, while those with sunburned shoulders regarded him with little interest. To them, he knew, he was nothing more than a stranger—a man, by all respects, needed no merit.

      “Good,” he whispered, low enough so none of the passing men could hear.

      If they weren’t able to gauge who he was, then he could possibly make it through this venture without interference.

      Thank the Gods.

      Taking a moment to acknowledge a man who raised his hand to wave, Odin turned his attention on the slowly blooming city and found his breath had since caught in his chest.

      This is it, he thought.

      “The place where Parfour learned to be a man of God.”

      A chill crossed the surface of his spine before echoing down his arms and into his hands. Odin tightened his hold on his horse’s reins and directed it across a foot-high bridge that passed over a small moat.

      It was nothing like Ornala, this beautiful place, nor was it like the wooden heights of the now-taken Bohren or the hidden passages of the darkened wood of Felnon. Sylina, in a short word, could be described as something of a marvel—a place where, regardless of height or stature, one could live happily and in peace.

      “Excuse me,” Odin said, pulling his horse to a complete stop as a woman stepped from her home. “Can I ask for your help, ma’am?”

      “Of course you can, sir. What would you be needing?”

      “Directions to a convenient store. Somewhere where I can get supplies.”

      “It’s the last building to your right at the end of the street.”

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

      He pushed his horse down the road.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      “You’re looking to buy a map that details the lands beyond the country,” the shopkeeper behind the desk said, running his finger along a series of portholes that contained what appeared to be wrapped pieces of parchment. “Am I correct in that assessment?”

      “You would be, sir.”

      “What business would you be having out there, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      I wouldn’t mind if it weren’t so personal, Odin thought, sinking his teeth into his lower lip and desperately hoping he wouldn’t draw blood.

      “I’m an adventurer,” he said, reaching down to make sure both of his swords were evenly in place at his belt.

      “An adventurer?” the man asked. “Where might you be going, lad?”

      “The Whooping Hills.”

      “Ah. Quite a beautiful place, if I do say so myself.”

      “You’ve been there?”

      “Yes. Any novice archaeologist like me would love to visit such a place. You know the Centaurs used to live there?”

      “I know,” Odin said.

      Who could forget how when humanity discovered Centaurs they’d driven them from their homes—some killed outright, others put into menageries and forced to live their entire lives within cages?

      Before him, the man began to sift through pieces of parchment while Odin’s hand strayed to his face.

      “Here we are,” the storekeeper said, unfurling a piece of parchment and spreading it on the glass counter before Odin. “Is this what you were looking for?”

      To say yes would have been an understatement. The map alone—devised to show the very outskirts of Ornala and Germa—displayed in great detail the Whooping Hills and the areas nearby, including the Great Divide and the Dark Mountains.

      The one thing between us and Denyon, he thought, unable to resist the shiver that weighed upon his spine.

      “What else would you be needing, sir?”

      “Food, flint, a stone—anything you have.”

      “I can get you anything you want,” the man said, leaning forward. “Just tell me what you need.”

      Odin couldn’t help but smile.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Though his natural inclinations told him to continue on his journey, he managed to restrain himself just long enough to purchase a room at the Sylinian Inn. Once in his quarters and behind a firmly locked door, he freed himself of his cloak and collapsed into bed, his mind afire with pleasure as his fingers tangled around quilts and sheets.

      Enjoy this while you can, his conscience whispered. You’ll be going for another month.

      He’d already been going for two weeks. In all, it could take him months to get to Lesliana and then back again, though whether he would return unattended was beyond his comprehension.

      Would an Elf come back with him if he was so inclined to ask?

      No. Of course not.

      Elves were of a solitary nature. If Miko had been any indication—and surely, Odin thought, he had to have been—then every creature fair preferred silence and the kindness of only occasional strangers. Though one could plainly argue that Miko was tainted and therefore expelled from both Elven society and habit, Odin couldn’t help but base his preconceived notions around the fairer race on his now-fallen friend, especially when it came to whether or not he could have one return to the country with him were his conscience to fall.

      Then again, what was he thinking? He was going to the Elven capital to steal a book to try and raise his dead father.

      You can’t think about that, he thought. You can’t…not now, not here of all places.

      All he needed was to have an emotional meltdown in a public place. Surely someone would come if he screamed, wouldn’t they?

      Pushing himself forward, he trained his eyes to the far window and tried not to lose himself in the beauty of the many fountains surrounding the inn.

      He could live here the rest of his life, he imagined, had he a choice.

      Sadly, he had none of that.

      Closing his eyes, Odin bowed his head.

      It was moments like these, next to empty windows, that he missed the man who’d called him son the most.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      He pulled himself from bed in the early hours of the evening. With plans to order wine to help him develop a buzz and subsequently fall asleep, he buckled his swords at his sides and made his way down the stairs, his breath caught in his throat and his nerves all but fried.

      It’s all right, he thought, taking a slow, deep breath. You’re just in a bar. Nothing’s going to happen to you.

      Still, being in such a personal position of power offered disadvantages that he couldn’t afford to have.

      Seating himself at the end of the bar, Odin waved the man tending it over with a simple wave of his hand and sighed the barkeep set a shot glass filled with amber liquid before them.

      “You’re new here,” the young, olive-skinned man said, eyeing him up and down as Odin downed the shot. “What brings you to Sylina?”

      “A stop.”

      “For what?”

      Peace, Odin thought. Silence.

      “Just to rest for a while,” Odin replied, nodding when the bartender pulled the glass away.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “Wine, if you have it.”

      “Red or white?”

      “Red.”

      While the man turned and pulled a bottle from the shelf, Odin reached up to rub the bridge of his nose, unsure about the talkative man and the looks he gave. Perhaps he was just being cautious, maybe even a bit paranoid, but regardless, the looks didn’t help to ease his worries.

      “Here you are,” the bartender said, setting a glass full of wine before him.

      “Thank you.”

      “Can I ask where you’re from?”

      “Ornala,” he said, cursing himself shortly after when he realized the severity of his words.

      “Ornala,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back as if to examine him. “Say…you wouldn’t happen to be anyone important, would you?”

      “Would you believe me if I told you no?”

      “Probably not,” the man laughed, “but no matter. Kick your feet up. No matter who you are, there’s nothing to be ashamed of here.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “What I meant,” the young man said, leaning forward until they were close enough for their noses to touch, “is to take your hood off.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “It’d make me more comfortable if I could see who I was looking at.”

      Odin swallowed the lump in his throat.

      No, he thought, he couldn’t be.

      No matter what he thought or wanted to believe, the smile never left the man’s face, nor did he erase the distance between the two of them.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” the man whispered, reaching across the bar to press his hand against Odin’s shoulder. “You can go back up to your room, and I can follow you, knock on the door once and then twice. You’ll know who I am.”

      “There’s no need for that.”

      “I’m not asking you to pay me.”

      “I never said⁠—”

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about. Come on—just one night, you and me. What could it hurt?”

      “I’m not looking for someone to sleep with,” Odin mumbled, leaning back just far enough so he could lift his glass and sip his wine.

      “No one is when they come in here, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun.”

      “I’m fine,” Odin said.

      He could hardly say that being intimate with someone would help ease his mind. But for what it was worth, one could easily counter that one moment could replace another—and that, given the situation, he could easily wash his worries away in the arms and body of another.

      Looking into the young man’s eyes, he felt a sense of longing rise within him, pushing all other inhibitions away.

      You can’t sleep with someone who works in a bar, he thought. For all you know, he could have slept with a dozen other men before you.

      Did it matter, really, or was he just being absurd?

      “Like I said,” the young man replied, leaning forward once more to close the distance between them, “I can be up there and back in a flash.”

      “There’s no need for this,” Odin said, rising. “Please, just leave me alone.”

      “I know what you want,” the young man whispered. “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “You can’t see my eyes.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I can still tell when someone’s so lost that they need a moment to take it all away.”

      Odin shook his head.

      When he turned and made his way back toward the stairway, he felt no regret for having not paid for the shot or half-empty glass of wine.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      As the rain came down that night in sheets that seemed to shadow not only the city and stars, but his thoughts, Odin drew the sheets and blankets around him and tried desperately to contain the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. His fingers tightened almost painfully, and his joints were ready to fire from their prisons; he rolled onto his back and allowed himself to sink into the worn-out mattress and stared at the woodwork ceiling above.

      In what seemed like the worst point of his life, he considered the fact that, no more than a few moments ago, he had been propositioned by someone of the same sex.

      Does this really mean what I think it does? he thought.

      No—it didn’t, not necessarily. Just because he’d never had a fleeting thought about a woman did not mean that he was, in fact, queer, nor did it mean that he desired anything more than companionship from a fellow human being.

      You wanted to, his conscience whispered, stroking his collarbone with one sharp nail. You know you did.

      “So what?” he whispered. “So what if I wanted someone for the first time in my life?”

      Throwing himself forward, he reached up, tugged at his hair, then tossed his head back and forth as if to shake from his body the spirit of evil that wished to overtake him.

      With rivers of unease trickling throughout his body, he wrapped his arms around himself and began to rock back and forth atop the mattress.

      A knock came at the door.

      Odin froze.

      Two more followed shortly after.

      You can go back up to your room and I can follow you.

      To think that he was even considering sleeping with such a promiscuous person was almost impossible—outrageous, even, for he’d never considered himself among such lowlife.

      I can knock once, then twice. You’ll know it’s me.

      Closing his eyes, Odin leaned back and reached up to brush his hair from his eyes.

      Didn’t everyone need someone eventually, at least once in their life?

      “Sir,” the voice at the door said.

      “Go away,” Odin replied, pulling the blankets tighter around him.

      The doorknob clicked.

      Odin threw himself from bed and drew his sword just as the door open to spill light into the room.

      The bartender stood in the threshold with his arms raised, face unsure and startled.

      “I said to leave me alone,” Odin said, training the sword on the young man as steadily as possible. “I was trying to sleep.”

      “Can I say something without you threatening to stab me in the heart?”

      “Go ahead. Just don’t try anything funny.”

      “You’re the loneliest person I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”

      “You think that’s funny?” Odin laughed. “You really think it is?”

      “I never said it was funny,” the bartender said, closing the door behind him. “What’s happened to you that you don’t have an ounce of happiness at all?”

      “You really want to know?” Odin asked, reaching up to pull his shirt together.

      “I was enjoying the view.”

      Odin growled under his breath.

      The bartender offered a smile and crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously, though,” the man said. “What happened?”

      “My father just died.”

      “No shit?” the man asked, seating himself in the armchair at the side of the room. “Damn. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah. So you can see why I’m in no mood to grow attached to someone who I’ll likely leave behind anyway.”

      “Come here.

      “No.”

      “I just want to see your face, maybe even your eyes.”

      “No one wants to see my eyes.”

      “No?” the young man asked. “I do.”

      I do.

      “You’re serious,” Odin said. “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am,” the young man replied.

      Odin descended to the mattress.

      Stepping forward, the young man crossed the distance between them and crawled onto the bed.

      Above him, hands at either side of his head, Odin stared into the young man’s eyes and tried to comprehend what he was doing.

      “It’s all right,” the young man whispered. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      The man leaned forward.

      Their lips touched.

      Odin closed his eyes and rolled over on top of him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning for Odin came late the following afternoon and with the sound of blackbirds. Disoriented and confused about the events that had taken place last night, he lay alone in bed and tried to breathe.

      What did I do last night?

      To anyone looking upon the situation, they could have answered simply. Of course, they would say, he’d had sex—“gotten laid” a possible term, “knocking boots” another. To him, however, the act that had occurred had been completely unnecessary, a matter of the flesh that could have been completely avoided.

      “Does it really matter?” he asked.

      Not anymore. The young man had departed sometime during the night or early in the morning, leaving Odin not only with a sense of guilt, but the reality that he’d just attached himself to a person who could not care whatsoever.

      He said he wanted to see my eyes.

      Yes, but had the bartender really gleaned anything from them?

      No longer sure what to think about life or the consequences willing to come with it, Odin rolled over onto his back and closed his eyes.

      Travel could come later.

      For now, he could simply rest and enjoy what little time he had.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Later, he rose from sleep, dressed himself in his trousers, shirt, and cloak, then attached his swords at his side and slung his pack over his shoulder. More than ready to be rid of the place and not in the least concerned about the repercussions that could possibly follow, he marched down the stairs and started to make his way to the door before he stopped in place.

      Alone in the bar with no one else around him, he turned to find the young man standing behind the counter, hands pressed to the bar and eyes alight with mischief.

      “Hello,” Odin said.

      “I assume you’re leaving.”

      “I have to.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “The Whooping Hills.”

      “Why there?”

      “My heart leads me in that direction,” he decided to say, though as full of doubt his words were, they at least held some semblance of truth.

      “Are you feeling any better?”

      “Can’t say that I am.”

      “Last night didn’t do anything for you?”

      “Last night made me understand a few things about myself that I’ve never known before,” Odin said, shrugging his pack up his shoulder and making his way over to the bar. “So I want to thank you for that.”

      “No need to thank me.”

      “Question.”

      “Yes?”

      “How many others have you slept with before me?”

      “Just because I’m friendly doesn’t mean I’m easy.”

      “How many others?”

      “Look,” the young man said, leaning across the counter as though making a move for Odin’s neck. When he realized his action, he drew away then sighed. “I have a thing for knights, all right?”

      “What makes you think I’m a knight?”

      “You act like one, look like one. Hell, you’re built like one—which, I have to say, is pretty nice considering the chums you get around⁠—”

      “I get it.”

      The young man frowned. His lips a portrait on his face, his eyes two great blue wells of doubt, Odin tried as hard as he could not to stare at him but couldn’t help when he did.

      So, he thought, it really was for nothing.

      Then again, who was to say their first time was ever really something?

      “Goodbye,” Odin said, turning and making his way toward the door.

      “Will I see you again?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Good luck in whatever you’re doing.”

      Odin’s only reply was a simple wave of his hand.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      When he’d arranged his packs and gathered everything he’d need for the trip, he mounted his horse and made his way to the southeastern side of Sylina, toward the second bend in the river that came before the whisker-like constellations of mini-streams that sprouted off from the tail. While he left the city with many doubts in his mind, particularly about the young bartender and the intimate moment they had shared, he had no doubts about his future, nor the path he was making for himself.

      Soon, he thought.

      Once he cleared the Ornalan border, he would have very little time to consider his other opportunities before he crossed over into the Whooping Hills.

      What would he find there, if not ancient relics of the past?

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he said, reaching down to tangle his fingers through his stallion’s mane. “You don’t even know if anything has taken over the area.”

      While he couldn’t blame himself for thinking ahead, he knew thinking too far in advance would surely slow him down.

      Sighing, Odin bowed his head and pushed the horse into a slow trot.

      When his mount began to pass over the low bridge that crossed the expanse of the river, it marked a point in his journey where he would be leaving humanity behind for a very, very long time.

      Would he be swallowed by things dark and heavy?

      Only time would tell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe it,” Nova said. “He’s gone.”

      “What’re you gonna do?” Carmen asked.

      “Honestly…I don’t know.”

      Seated in the waiting room with his hands laced and his head bowed to avoid the Dwarf’s eyes, Nova tried not to shiver in the chill seeping through the room and prayed with all his heart that Odin, wherever he happened to be, was all right. As thoughts of the past slowly crept forward and swallowed him whole, he felt as though he’d been dipped in water so cold it burned and imagined all those years ago when he had, once upon a time, wandered through such hellish conditions and had nearly died because of it.

      He could get it, he thought. The chill.

      Outside—in the cold, shattered world—hail began to rain down and covered the ground like snow.

      “Nova,” the Dwarf said.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re not thinking about going out there to get him, are you?”

      “I’d say no, but…I really can’t.”

      “So you did think about it, then.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to do it?”

      “I can’t.” Nova sighed, running his hands through his hair. “There’s no way I would ever catch up.”

      “I just want you to know that I’m glad you’re not going.”

      “You’re a great friend, Carmen. I really appreciate the support.”

      “Hey—you and Odin are friends, too. I’m just sad to see how much this has devastated him.”

      How couldn’t it, Nova wondered, when a man who’d been in his life for the past five years just up and admitted that he was your father at the moment of his death? To form a bond with such a man and find that it was so much more had to be horrible, a tragedy beyond all compare.

      If he tried hard enough, he imagined it felt like torture—comparable to being backhanded repeatedly and whipped until the welts on your back began to bleed.

      Don’t think about that, he thought. It’s over, done with, and gone.

      “What’re you going to do?” Nova asked, turning his head to look at the Dwarf, who’d since moved from her place near the wall to stand on a chair and look out the window. “Will you go home?”

      “Going home now wouldn’t be worth it.” The Dwarf sighed, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I plan on contacting my husband, yes, but only to tell him I’ll be staying at the capital until this war resolves itself.”

      “It must be hard, being away from him.”

      “You tell me. You’ve been away from your wife, too.”

      For far too long, Nova thought.

      Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath.

      Regardless of whether he liked it or not, he would have to return home—soon, before the war resumed.

      Though he had no idea how long it would be until he saw Odin again, he had to return to his family.

      There would be no rest for his troubled mind until he was safely in Ornala.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Nova decided it was best to return home on the dawn of the eighth day, when he realized without a doubt in his mind that there was no chance in all the Gods’ glory that his friend would be turning back. For that, he made it an effort to rise from his place along the floor, dress and make himself as presentable as possible, then cross the street and make his way to the hospital, where Parfour, the mage brothers, and several other injured men were staying.

      Upon arriving at the structure, as cracked and withered as it happened to be, Nova presented himself at the front desk and waited for the man sifting through the records to come and greet him.

      “Hello, sir,” the man said. “How can I help you?”

      “I need to speak with Parfour Jonathanson and the mage brothers Icklard and Domnin.”

      “They should be around here somewhere. Let me have a moment to find them for you.”

      Nova seated himself in the chair beside the door and crossed his arms over his chest while waiting for the secretary to wander through the hallways. Outside, the weather seemed to have taken a turn for the worst. Hail once more fell from the heavens in thick, meaty drops the size of his thumbnail and thrust itself at the windows like fists bashing onto a table. At one moment, he thought it would shatter the glass and send those in cots into blots of pain, though when they didn’t, he offered himself a sigh and bowed his chin to his chest.

      Get a hold of yourself. You’re too old to be thinking like this.

      A series of footsteps echoed toward him.

      Nova raised his eyes.

      Parfour, Icklard, and Domnin stepped forward with the secretary shortly behind.

      “Nova,” Parfour said. “What brings you here?”

      “I wanted to say goodbye,” he said, standing.

      “I assume you’re returning home,” Domnin said. Icklard nodded at his side.

      “Not home…there isn’t one to return to, at least not yet. I meant Ornala.”

      “I’m glad to hear your family is safe,” Icklard said.

      “What’ll you do about Odin?” Parfour frowned.

      “There isn’t much we can do right now.” Nova sighed, allowing his arms to hang limp at his sides. “Honestly, Parfour…Odin’s going to do what he has to. There isn’t anything we can do to stop or bring him back.”

      “There’s no reason for you to stay here,” Domnin said, reaching out to press a hand against Nova’s shoulder. “You have a life to live, at least until whatever happens next.”

      “What will you do while I’m gone?” Nova asked.

      “We’ll do what we always do,” Icklard said, looking up at his brother. “Wait.”

      “I’ll do the same,” Parfour said. “There are men dying that need my help…my guidance.”

      “I’ll see the three of you again,” Nova said, reaching out to shake each of their hands. “Thank you for helping me, but most of all, thank you for helping Odin.”

      Though he needed no acknowledgment, Nova left with pride in his heart that he hadn’t held moments before.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      “You ready to go after this rain settles down?” Nova asked, carefully arranging their belongings into an empty saddlebag.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Carmen said, shifting through her own meager pack of goods.

      Nodding, but all the more determined to start out, Nova flushed his fingers over the intricate rubies inlaid within his scythe and sighed when he thought of Odin and how he must have felt.

      Was it different, he thought, than my own father’s death?

      Of course it was—to think anything less was blind. If anything, he’d known the man who’d become his adoptive father until the day he turned seventeen. Odin, though—he’d gone five years of knowing their friend without the knowledge that they held a lineage within one another: that, regardless of their differences, their height, and their hair, they were one and the same, father and son, and bonded in blood.

      “Nova,” Carmen said.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re thinking about something.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “You’ve got that look in your eyes.”

      “I was never good at hiding what was on my mind.” He laughed, securing the final knot on one of the saddle’s many sacks and lifting it over his shoulder.

      “You’re thinking about Odin, aren’t you?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      But you are, his conscience whispered. You know you are.

      Shaking his head, he turned to survey the horses around them and tried to decide which would better serve their purpose. His eyes first fell to a beautiful black mare then a chestnut-colored stallion before they eventually came to rest upon the red and beige Cadarian mount Odin had acquired for them on the outskirts of the desert. He was much more inclined to take it, if only because they could push it more than the other horses. Besides—it held such sentimental value that it seemed wrong not to ride upon it.

      After placing the saddle on a rack beside the horse stalls, Nova turned his head down and watched the Dwarf spool marbles into her palm.

      “What’re those?” he asked.

      “Material things,” Carmen replied. “If you want me to be honest, though, my father gave them to me when I was a child.”

      “They’re nice.”

      “I think so. I used to play a mean game of marbles when I was a girl.”

      “You think you could still play?”

      “Probably, but there doesn’t seem to be much use for it anymore.”

      How quickly childhood could go by.

      Crouching, Nova plucked one of the small spheres from its place in the hay and lifted it before his vision. “Cat’s eye.” He smiled.

      “My favorite one,” Carmen said, taking it from Nova’s outstretched fingers and pressing it back into her bag.

      “You’re not nervous about going back to Ornala…are you, Carmen?”

      “Not particularly. I’d like to return to Arbriter eventually—at least, if nothing ends up going on—but for now I’m content with staying with you. There isn’t much more I can do anyway unless I want to hang around here.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t.”

      “Not really.”

      Outside, lightning cracked the horizon and spilled light across the sky.

      Nova raised his eyes.

      Though he had no idea how much longer the rain would continue, he had a feeling that tomorrow, their venture would be filled with mud.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The rain continued to worsen throughout the night. Bearing down in great sheets, once more creating hail and screaming like some old hag in the middle of a deserted wood—the sounds eventually began to wear on Nova’s conscience and tore him from sleep each time thunder rumbled and the wind hissed along the buildings.

      At his side, Carmen rested blissfully.

      Don’t get mad, he thought, easing himself onto his pillow and the outstretched forearm that lay beneath it. There’s nothing you can do about it, so settle down.

      What he wanted to do was scream, to throw himself from the floor and at the windows to demand to God or the Gods that someone, something stop this atrocious weather. The knowledge that he would not only cause a scene but draw every angry eye in the room froze him in his spot and forced him to remain under the covers.

      “It’s just a little rain,” he whispered.

      A flash of lightning flickered across the sky. A rolling drone of thunder followed soon after.

      Sighing, no longer able to contain himself or his emotions, he pushed himself into a sitting position, ran his hand through his hair, then set his palm over his forehead and prayed for at least one moment of sleep.

      How could he be so vulnerable? He’d never been like this before.

      You know why you are.

      Did it matter that death had recently entered his life—that the doorkeeper, cold and honorable, had opened the threshold and allowed in the spirits of doom and gloom? He figured it had to, at least in one form or another, as his emotions had been off-center for the past week-and-a-half. To think absolutely nothing was wrong with him was to dip a living thing within a boiling pan of water and expect it not to scream.

      “You’re just stressed,” he mumbled, leaning back against the chair that his head had just recently took refuge under. “Give yourself some time. You’ll get over it.”

      Could he really, in the end, get over the death of such a close friend?

      You saved my life, he thought. For that, I can never repay you.

      The rain continued on.

      A bead of moisture slipped from his eye and traced its way down his face.

      It may have been the first time he’d cried since the entire ordeal began.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The night rose to morning and struck shards of light across the sky. Haunting the far horizon like some deathly thing creeping into the garden of the living, its hand of mottled, gray flesh spread over the sky and seemed to encapsulate all but one brief glimmer of hope within its mighty fist. First to rise, but surely not last to greet the new day, Nova pushed himself to his feet just in time to see the double doors open and the Dwarf wander in with an over-sized hat that covered her entire brow except the beginnings of her eyelashes.

      “Good morning,” Carmen said without a pause in her beat.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked, unable to restrain the smile that pulled the corners of his lips.

      “I found this in the store across the street.”

      “Did you pay for it?”

      “The man running it gave it to me, so no, I didn’t, but I would’ve and you know it.”

      “Oh, I know. Don’t worry.”

      “It looks like we’ll be dealing with some weather today. Hope you’re in the mood to get a little wet—unless you’d like to borrow my hat, of course.”

      “I’ll pass.” Nova laughed, buttoning his jerkin in place. He turned his attention to the small pack at Carmen’s side and smiled when he realized it must have been full of more of her trinkets. “Are you ready?”

      “Just as soon as we eat. Then we’ll be out the door.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      A quick breakfast of biscuits and jerky later, they were seated atop the long-haired Cadarian mount and making their way north, away from the city and ultimately the sight of war. A low tune hummed beneath her throat and her hat sturdy atop her head, Carmen ran her fingers through the stallion’s long fine mane and tilted her head up occasionally to look at the darkening sky around them. It would likely rain, but that didn’t necessarily matter, so long as they weren’t ambushed by Marsh Walkers.

      We’re too far away to be worrying about them, Nova thought.

      Still—he couldn’t help but fear for their safety. Surely Carmen could not strike an enemy with her mace, and while he had a scythe that he could easily disengage from the sheath at his back, he didn’t feel as though he would be able to maneuver both the horse and keep Carmen safe at the same time.

      “Feeling all right?” Nova asked, looking down at the Dwarf that sat between his legs.

      “I’m all right,” Carmen said, tilting her head up just enough so the two of them could look at one another. “Why? Something wrong?”

      “I’m just worried about the trip, that’s all.”

      “Something happen to you coming up this way?”

      “Coming down from Ornala, actually. Me and Odin had to deal with a bunch of Marsh Walkers.”

      “Nasty critters. Not that I’ve ever seen one, but I’ve heard of them. Doesn’t sound like something you’d like to run into.”

      No, Nova thought. They aren’t.

      Taking a breath through his nose then expelling it out his mouth, he adjusted himself in his seat and reached back to scratch his back, his attention only faltering when his eyes strayed to the sides of the road and the fresh graves that still had yet to be reclaimed by grass and other natural flora.

      No more than two weeks ago, they’d burned their own dead beneath these grounds, all to keep them from coming back to life.

      Rest in peace, my friends.

      He said but a quick prayer before returning his attention to the road.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rain was held at bay either by divine intervention or miraculous luck for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening. As unease wavered at the back of his neck and sparked alight the hairs on his arms, Nova navigated the horse directly down the center of the road and tried not to allow his eyes to falter toward the darkness around them, which seemed all the greater due to the fact that the moon had not yet risen from behind the clouds.

      “Nova,” Carmen whispered.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “Why are you being so quiet?”

      I don’t know, he thought.

      Maybe it was because he felt as though someone—or, more likely, something—was watching them, or maybe it was paranoia caused by nothing more than instinctual fear of the dark. While he’d never considered himself a coward, it took little to realize that, in such pitch-black darkness, anything could be watching.

      “Nova,” Carmen said.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t know what?”

      “Why I’m being so quiet.”

      “Do you feel like something’s watching us?”

      “Yeah. A little.”

      “I’ve felt like that for the past little while, too.”

      Surely the horse would have been spooked had something been following them, wouldn’t it?

      Now you’re overthinking the matter, he thought, sighing, the hairs on the back of his neck only continuing to stiffen as the moments continued on. Come on, Nova—get a hold of yourself. You can do this.

      “Of course I can,” he whispered. “Nothing to be afraid of here.”

      A twig snapped nearby.

      Before him, Carmen unclasped and drew her mace.

      “Do we have a light?” Nova whispered, pressing a hand to the Dwarf’s back.

      “I don’t. Do you?”

      No.

      “No.”

      The twig snapped once more.

      The source of the sound became more discernible as whatever it was marched through the outcrop of trees and proceeded toward the road. Though unable to see the creature in concrete detail, it was easy enough to see that it was well over eight feet tall, enough to put his six-foot form atop a horse of the same height to shame. Carmen, who sat before him trembling with her mace drawn and held at the ready, drew back against him as if to seek comfort, though whatever comfort she wished upon herself Nova could not give.

      Do we run?

      Didn’t animals of violent natures always pursue fleeing prey?

      Nova knew it would be impossible for them to run from whatever creature this was. For that reason, he steadied his grip on the reins and reached back to free his scythe from its sheath.

      “Come at us,” Carmen whispered. “Know our wrath.”

      Nova gritted his teeth.

      The creature fell to all fours and began to progress slowly.

      Like a cat stalking its prey, it began first by pressing forward and then circling them. The horse blind, possibly by darkness or even by fear, Nova forced the stallion to turn with the stalking creature and waved his scythe about the air in an attempt to shoo the thing away. From his current vantage point, he felt as though he could identify the creature, if only because of its lupine form and long, extended snout, but a part of him didn’t want to believe that they were being stalked by a werewolf.
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