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      “Something’s happened,” Virgin said.

      Thunder rumbled, lightning struck, and outside, the worst storm Virgin had ever seen raged on.

      Within the darkened space warden’s office, Virgin paced without abandon. Heart pounding, thoughts racing, he couldn’t help but feel as though he were completely, utterly alone.

      It’d been hours since Odin had gone out to find the little girl. So far, he’d shown no signs of coming back.

      He should’ve been back by now, Virgin thought, trying his hardest to maintain control of his breathing.

      He wasn’t stupid—knew that, in spite of the rain, even the slowest of men wouldn’t have taken more than an hour at the most to get to the hills.

      Odin had been gone for almost a quarter of the night.

      At the doorway, Carmen’s giant red dog Honor lay whimpering. The sound alone was enough to inspire fear within Virgin’s heart.

      “Sir,” one of his men said, clearing his throat to gain Virgin’s attention. “Excuse me for saying this, but… and I mean no disrespect to you whatsoever…. but I think you might be blowing this whole thing out of proportion.”

      “It’s highly likely that the commander found the girl and is waiting out the rain in the hills,” another man added. “Did you stop to think of that?”

      No. Virgin hadn’t, wouldn’t, couldn’t. He knew Odin better than anyone. He wouldn’t have stayed out in the rain, much less without sending a message.

      But you as well as anyone knows that magic doesn’t work well in the rain, the devil on his shoulder said. He told you.

      “Damn what he told me,” Virgin whispered.

      Lightning struck.

      Honor whimpered.

      Virgin’s hand balled into a fist.

      “I’m going out there,” he said, raising his gaze from the floor as thunder rumbled across the horizon.

      “Sir,” one of the men said, standing. “I would highly advise against⁠—“

      “Odin wouldn’t have stayed out there.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He would’ve sent a message.”

      “You know that messages get⁠—”

      “Skewed in the rain. Yeah, I know, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have tried.”

      “What makes you think he would waste energy sending a message when he could use it to keep him and the little girl warm?”

      Because it’s just a little rain, Virgin thought.

      A little rain never hurt anybody—not even a girl who had been kidnapped by a monster.

      With his mind made up, Virgin reached down, gripped his dagger to ensure that it was still attached to his belt, then strode across the warden’s office until he stood at the wall. Once there, he pulled free his waterproofed cloak, as well as a crossbow and a quiver of bolts.

      “Sir,” one of the men said. “Please, for all that is good in the world, don’t go out there.”

      “I’m not leaving the commander and the little girl to rot in the rain,” Virgin replied, reaching for the doorknob.

      “Sir—”

      “I said⁠—”

      “Don’t make this about who you’re sleeping with.”

      Virgin’s hand stopped halfway toward the doorknob.

      What? he thought.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, turning.

      The gentlemen who’d spoken reddened under Virgin’s stare. Shortly thereafter, he stiffened, straightened his posture, then pursed his lips before saying, “Everyone knows about your relationship, and it’s understandable that you’d be worried, but just because he hasn’t returned doesn’t mean you should just go blindly wandering into the⁠—”

      “I’m not blindly wandering anywhere, sir. And for your information, this isn’t about who I sleep with—it’s about the commander of this settlement having to contend with something that subdued a full-grown man and kidnapped his little girl. We have no idea what’s in those hills. For all we know,” he paused, then faltered, his voice catching and heart fluttering.

      “For all you… what, sir?”

      “For all we know,” Virgin continued, finally facing the reality of the situation, “the commander could’ve been hurt.”

      Or worse. Dead.

      Though he chose to keep his thoughts to himself, Virgin shook his head, then opened the door to the warden’s office. “Honor,” he said. “Come.”

      The dog whimpered, bowed its head, and tucked its tail between its legs before it followed him out into the darkness.

      Rain buffeted him.

      Virgin’s resolve was strengthened.
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        * * *

      

      He made his way along the valley with the dog in tow as behind him the gargantuan metal gates to the settlement closed. Cold, weary, terrified beyond belief and frightened not for himself, but for the man he loved, he adjusted his hold on the crossbow and reached up to tug his hood over his eyes as the rainfall continued to intensify.

      Everything’s going to be all right, he thought. You have nothing to worry about.

      Though his senses would be dampened in the rain, he had quite possibly the next best thing—Carmen’s dog: who, with his expert hearing and calculated nose, would be able to detect any hidden threat in the darkness.

      As they continued to crest the eastern side of the valley, carefully avoiding the snarls of grapes that adorned the hills like lush carapaces upon the grandest of insects, he became increasingly aware of the monolithic presence before him. The hills, wreathed in shadow but occasionally highlighted by bursts of lightning, appeared malevolent in nature—which was not, Virgin imagined, because of their appearance. To anyone looking upon them, this crop of rock appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary. What made it frightening was the possibility—that, within its structures, and beneath its hallowed depths, his lover could be dead.

      “Can’t think about that,” he whispered. “Not now.”

      At his feet, Honor whimpered, but remained steadfast. Virgin reached down and tangled his fingers in the dog’s thick mane, which seemed to calm him at least slightly.

      When he felt as though their journey would not be impeded, Virgin released his hold on the dog’s fur.

      They continued forward.

      It took little for them to cross the eastern heights of the valley and for them to arrive at the base of the rolling knolls that descended before the rocky hills. Here, the goat population numbered aplenty, and upon seeing him, scrambled for the hills. While the situation seemed grim, the fact that the goats were out in the open spoke wonders for his conscience.

      If they’re here, maybe there’s nothing in there.

      Or, he thought, maybe whatever was in there was dead.

      With a shake of his head, Virgin reached down, secured a bolt into the crossbow, then tightened and drew it back before gesturing Honor forward.

      At the base of the hill, the dog lowered his head and growled.

      Every hair on Virgin’s body stood rigid.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      Or so I hope.

      In response, he raised the crossbow and began to make his way forward.

      The dog followed.

      Rock shifted under his feet.

      Virgin’s foot settled into a groove of mud beneath him.

      Lightning flashed.

      Honor peered into a nearby opening.

      When no growl came from the dog’s throat, Virgin stepped forward.

      Deep within the shadowed recesses of the cave, Virgin could see nothing but rock—which, at that moment, made him all the more doubtful.

      Well, he thought. Here goes nothing.

      “Honor,” he said. “In.”

      The dog jumped into the cave and went sliding down, nails clicking on the rock as he struggled to stop.

      Virgin followed soon after.

      It took but a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Once fully revealed, his surroundings seemed nothing out of the ordinary. Flat ground, rocky walls, jagged bits and pieces of earth that had been upended and rooted by the tests of time—the cave was shown, in but a moment, to extend into a long corridor.

      The dog barked.

      Virgin jumped.

      The click of four feet bounded throughout the cave.

      “Honor!” Virgin cried, cursing as the dog disappeared beyond his vision. “Get back here!”

      The dog’s barks echoed along the walls until they sounded like nothing more than a coin falling into deep well.

      Virgin pushed his crossbow forward and began to make his way down the corridor.

      Honor’s barking increased to a fever pitch.

      Oh God, Virgin thought, tightening his hold on his projectile weapon. The fucking dog ran down the corridor and now it’s found something. Dear God, what the hell am I going to⁠—

      He steeled himself for what was to come.

      He had to find Odin. That was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Lights danced over his vision. A tongue lapped at his neck. A growl, deep and harsh, sounded at his ear.

      Where am I? Odin thought.

      Pain sung across his body. Blood ran down his arms. Agony drummed within his side. Torture by men could not have compared to what he felt, and in response, he began to wonder if he’d awoken from the straits of death.

      It’s okay, he thought. You got away. It’s dead. It can’t hurt you anymore.

      If anything, he would not suffer a violent death. He’d killed the bull. It would not be coming back for him.

      The tongue continued to lap at his neck.

      He opened his eyes.

      Odin could see nothing but darkness.

      Nothing to see, he thought as his eyes once again closed. Nothing to do, nothing to think, nothing to feel.

      It wouldn’t be much longer before he bled out and his life came to an end. At the very least, he’d brought his people to Avalon. He could go to his grave with that knowledge.

      A whimper sounded in his ear, followed by the sound of feet retreating from him.

      What sounded like a voice began to sound down the corridor.

      No, Odin thought. It can’t be.

      It became louder, harsher as it grew nearer. In his ears it rang like a clear bell meant to save the most damned of men.

      Odin opened his eyes.

      A gasp sounded nearby.

      “Odin,” the voice said.

      Something fell to the ground.

      Feet ran forward.

      Hands pressed against his shoulders.

      “Vah… Virgin?” he whispered.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” his Halfling lover said, sliding one hand under his right shoulder and beginning to apply pressure. “It’s okay, everything’s going to be⁠—“

      “Don’t move me,” he whispered.

      “What—”

      “The bull. It gored me.”

      A hand trailed along his side.

      Odin moaned.

      Fresh blood delivered its penance.

      “Oh God,” Virgin whispered. “Odin… what the hell am I gonna do? How am I going to move you?”

      “I don’t think you can.”

      “That’s bullshit!” the Halfling cried. “That’s⁠—“

      “I… I don’t know if I’m going to live,” Odin whispered, his hold on his consciousness fading. “Virgin… please… Arc...”

      “Everything’s going to be fine, Odin. I’m gonna get you out of here.”

      “Please… take care of him. Our son.”

      “Odin,” Virgin said, pressing a hand to his cheek. “Odin! No! Stay with me! Stay awake! Please! God! Stay the hell awake!”

      “I… I… love…”

      Odin’s breath faded.

      His heart ceased to beat.

      His hold on the world slipped.

      He fell—slowly, infinitely, into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Is this, Odin thought as darkness swallowed his being and his world eclipsed to nothing,  what happens after you die?

      No, a voice said. This is.

      A light, faint and illuminating, began at the end of what Odin could only assume was a tunnel above him. It first began to sparkle, twinkling, then expanding as it lowered like a sun falling to collide with the beautiful earth. It was here that he began to wonder if he had truly died, but when the light above became so blinding he could no longer see, he closed his eyes and hoped for the best that could possibly happen.

      A low humming sound began around him.

      The hairs on his body rose to react to the touch.

      Magic? he thought.

      No. It couldn’t be. He was dead. No magic existed beyond life.

      An explosion rocked the world.

      A warm breeze showered over his body.

      He opened his eyes to find the world great and completely unforgiving.

      It was lush and tranquil, filled with many dragons whom beneath the surface of trees tall and wide lazed like cats with yawning mouths and twitching tails. Upon the trees there grew golden apples that sparkled in the light emanating from the grand star above, and on the ground the grass grew fresh and green—shimmering, it could be said, as if it were touched by the grandest artist’s touch. The breeze that brushed him coalesced around Odin’s body and seemed to lift him into a sitting position, and as he rose, the dragons took note. Some blue, some red, but many green—they trained their golden eyes on him and watched, curiously, as he took a long, deep breath, filled not with the pain he so imagined himself to be in, but relief.

      Where am I? he thought.

      Could this be his own interpretation of what existed after life—of, he imagined, the great ship in the sky, of Valhalla, of the place where the Dwarves said that all life went, or was he in a place that many called Heaven, in a grand and luxurious clearing where all the greatest things existed?

      “Heh,” he started, surprised that he had a voice. “Hello?”

      The nearest dragon to him—a colossal green creature with a pronged crest upon its head and a beautiful smattering of green scales—cocked its head and flicked its forked tongue out of its mouth. It seemed to study him for a moment before it shifted its body and rose to its stubby legs.

      Odin looked up.

      The bushes beyond the trees parted.

      He reached, panicked, for one of his swords, but found neither of them to be there.

      With a great swallow of pride, he turned his head up.

      None other than Astlis the fair came forward from the bushes, his lean body proud and his near-white eyes gazing at him unlike they had ever done before.

      “Astlis?” Odin asked, blinking. “Is that you?”

      “It is I, friend,” the fair-haired mage said. “It is I.”

      “What’re you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Kegdulan, with Carmen. You⁠—“

      “All things do not go as planned, my friend. You as well as anyone should know that.”

      What the hell is that supposed to mean?

      Blinking, Odin waited for a response. When none came, he clumsily pushed himself to his feet, once more surprised that his side was no longer in searing pain.

      “What do you mean?” Odin asked, beginning to step forward but unsure whether or not he should bridge the distance between him and Astlis.

      Do you even know it’s him? a voice in his head whispered.

      Of  course it’s him. Why wouldn’t it⁠—

      You could be dead. Or worse. Gone.

      Gone? Odin pondered. But where, if anywhere, could he be? He was obviously no longer within the cave, nor was he anywhere he had ever been before. For all he knew, he could be dead—or, like the voice so insidiously-implied, somewhere beyond the realms of life and death. If that were truly the case, then the man before him could be one of many things. A trick, a mirage—any number of things could have presented itself as Astlis, but for him to appear, like this, in this very place, made Odin think otherwise.

      “Astlis?” Odin asked.

      “Yes?” the fair-haired mage replied.

      “I’m dead, aren’t I?”

      “You exist between the realms of life and death. You have not truly departed from this world.”

      “What about you then? Why are you here?”

      The mage blinked.

      “Astlis?” Odin asked.

      “You have been presented with a unique opportunity,” the mage said, stepping forward. “You are not truly dead. You are…stuck, one would say, between the worlds. Why this has happened is up for anyone’s interpretation, but it need not matter what I or anyone else thinks. What matters is that you are, in the very sense of the world, alive.”

      “I died back in that cave.”

      “You believed you died. You did not truly die.”

      “Then why am I⁠—”

      “It does not matter why you are here. What matters is that you return and do what it is you are supposed to do.”

      “What do you⁠—”

      “Now is not your time to die. There are people who depend on you now more than they have anyone in their entire lives. Your purpose has not yet been served.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      A resisting pressure began to tug at Odin’s conscience. Drawn, like a moth would be to a flame, his thoughts began to peel back from the world until, around him, darkness began to swallow his vision. Near the end of it all he could only see Astlis’ form, and even then it was beginning to disappear, blinking out like stars come time for the sun to greet the morning dawn.

      “Astlis,” Odin said, almost unable to believe what was happening.

      “What is it, my friend?”

      “Are you dead?”

      His friend had no time to respond.

      Odin’s hold on the world loosened until he could not feel, see, or hear a thing.
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        * * *

      

      It began as a choir in which the angels would have sung high within the air. A sound, low and crackling; a presence, near and departed; a warmth, warm and holy—the sensation of peace, so enraptured that it could have been compared to something of a blessing, spread throughout his body as if he were being bathed within the most glorious of light. When this sensation departed, Odin realized, with full and utter clarity, that he was no longer lying within a cave, nor was he within a clearing in which there lay many dragons.

      But where, he thought, then stopped before he could finish.

      The blissful melancholy he’d existed in up until that moment began to fade. With it came the sensation of pain that he’d become so familiar with over the past few years of his life.

      His hands balled into fists. His mouth opened in a slight moan. His eyes, struggling to open, flickered beneath their lids.

      The echo of footsteps sounded from somewhere within the room.

      You don’t know where you are, he thought, the panic that had remained dormant until that moment finally erupting. You could be anywhere and you have no way to defend yourself.

      But what of Virgin? Had he not been the one who found him? And if that were the case, would he not have delivered him to safety?

      Unless…

      Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Unless, he imagined, it had not been Virgin who had found him, but someone else.

      As the footsteps neared, creating within the air the staccato of a presence that could easily end his life, Odin resigned himself to the fact that he could do nothing to help himself.

      If he were to die, it would be here—atop this bed and within the presence of someone he did not know.

      He waited for something to happen.

      Several moments passed without any action.

      In that brief span of time in which Odin imagined his captor was deliberating just what to do with him, he sent out a brief prayer in the hopes that somehow, someway, his friends, his family, and, most importantly, his son, would be all right.

      God, he thought. Please⁠—

      A hand touched his shoulder.

      A breath passed from Odin’s chest.

      “Commander?” a voice asked. “Are you all right?”

      All worry ceased upon hearing the man’s voice.

      Commander.

      He was back in home territory—in Avalon, the very land he ruled.

      “I,” he managed, then stopped, his parched throat screaming at the force of trying to talk. “I’m⁠—”

      The mouth of a horn touched his lips, followed by the sweet taste of water.

      Odin drank.

      He’d drained half the skin before he began to cough—violently.

      “Sir?” he asked. “Are you⁠—“

      “Where is the warden?” Odin asked, sputtering the last of the water from his mouth. “By God, where is⁠—”

      “Someone send for the warden!” the man called out,. “Tell him the Commander has woken!”

      Odin’s body fell slack.

      His head fell back onto the pillow.

      His hold on the world faded.

      For an indeterminable period, he merely lay there, halfway between the realms of consciousness. There he dreamed of the bull that had attacked him, of its sickly black fur and its horrid grey eyes.

      When it came time to awaken, Odin was pulled from dream by the touch of a hand upon his face.

      “Odin,” a familiar voice said. “Are you all right?”

      It was the sound of love that allowed him to see the world around him.

      When his vision cleared—when the fog before his eyes lifted and the darkness around him rose to the height of bright firelight—Odin saw none other than Virgin standing above him.

      “Virgin,” Odin whispered, reaching up to press a hand against his lover’s face.

      “You’re alive,” Virgin said, leaning down to brace an arm around the uninjured side of Odin’s body. “Thank the Gods. I thought you’d died.”

      “I think I did.”

      Nothing was said in the moments that followed. Rather, Virgin merely held him, and Odin, in no position to say or do anything, merely allowed himself to be held. He saw briefly a series of male figures standing in the open doorway, soldiers and guards who had consigned themselves to Virgin’s duty, but they did little to distract him from the situation at hand.

      When Virgin finally released hold on his body, Odin allowed his arm to fall to his side and took a long, deep breath.

      “The physician did his best to tend to your wounds,” Virgin said, speaking through a voice so hoarse Odin imagined the man had to have been crying. “He couldn’t do much, though. He cleaned and tended to the wound, but he fears infection. He’s no healer. He wished he could⁠—”

      “I’m fine, Virgin. It barely hurts.”

      “What happened to you, Odin?”

      “I was attacked by a bull.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Did you not see it?”

      “What?”

      “The bull?”

      Virgin blinked. His eyes—which, Odin could now see, had been reddened by tears—narrowed and shifted away for a slight moment before the older Halfling forced them to return to his face.

      “Virgin?” Odin asked. “Didn’t you⁠—”

      “I took you from the cave the moment I thought you⁠—”

      “You don’t have to say it.”

      “I don’t understand, Odin. What attacked you?”

      “A—”

      “I know. You said a bull, but that doesn’t⁠—”

      “We should let him rest,” the man who had spoken before, and the man that Odin assumed was the physician, said, drawing next to Virgin and placing an old, gnarled hand along his forearm. “I know you’re concerned, but now’s not the time to be asking questions.”

      “But I⁠—”

      The doctor’s steely gaze stopped Virgin midsentence.

      With a sigh, the Halfling turned and started for the door, but not before casting a look behind his shoulder. “Odin,” he said.

      “The little girl’s dead,” Odin said. “I couldn’t save her.”

      “You did what you could.”

      The doctor ushered Virgin and the men standing near the infirmary away from the door.

      The moment the door closed, Odin lost his hold on reality and fell into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      He slept for what felt like days, during which he dreamed of nothing except the head of the creature that had nearly killed him. It was during these instances that Odin, distraught, woke to the light of the fire-lit room, but always he returned to the dreams and nightmares and the things that dwelled in the night.

      When he finally fully awoke, Odin opened his eyes to find the physician lifting the section of bandage that covered Odin’s gored right side.

      “Oh,” the physician said, raising his head when Odin stirred beneath his grasp. “Did I wake you?”

      “No, sir. You didn’t.”

      “Are you hungry? Do you want something to drink?”

      “Food, please. And water. If you have it.”

      The doctor disappeared out the door.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      A sigh escaped his lips as the past few days came back to him.

      Did I really die, he thought, or did I just imagine it?

      He had learned long ago that such a thing called shock existed—that, when near the edge of death, the mind could create unexplainable events to cope with the trauma inflicted upon the body. Some experienced grace, others angels, some the light they said came at the end of the tunnel. A choice few said that they went to some great place—Heaven, mostly, and sometimes Hell—but those who went to those places always came back without proof. To say that he had actually been in that clearing was preposterous, but to know that he had seen Astlis had completely turned the tables.

      But does that mean he’s dead?

      No. As he had already concluded, the body and mind could do many things when near the edge of death. For all he knew, Astlis’ memory could have acted as a savior to ensure that he would not stop fighting.

      Before he could start to consider the implications of Astlis’ presence, the door opened to reveal the physician, carrying a plate of food and a skin of water. “Roots,” he said, “and rolls. They’re a bit cold because you just missed breakfast, but they’re almost as fresh as they could be.”

      “I could care less if the food was cold right now,” Odin said, clumsily attempting to push himself into a sitting position by propping himself up on a multitude of pillows. Though pain flared along his side, he managed to do so and gave a stout nod when the doctor passed the tray over. “Thank you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me, commander. You brought us all here. If anything, we should be thanking you.”

      “Has the warden been by to see me?” Odin asked, shoving a bit of the roll in his mouth.

      “Oh, the warden’s been religious about checking in on you. Every hour, in fact.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Three days at the most. I was concerned that you weren’t getting enough water, but you drank whenever I put the skin to your lips.”

      “I did?”

      “You must not’ve been fully awake when you did it.” The physician frowned. “Either way, it’s no matter. You’ve only just missed breakfast. The guards should be coming in for their morning meal any moment now.”

      Outside the infirmary, the door opened to allow the sound of men to drift inside.

      “Speak of the devil,” the doctor said.

      “Is he with them?” Odin asked.

      “I don’t see why not. I⁠—”

      A knock came outside the threshold.

      Virgin peeked around the corner, eyes instantly seeking him out. “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey,” Odin replied, sliding another piece of roll into his mouth.

      Virgin waited a moment before stepping in the room. Shortly thereafter, the physician made his way out, then closed the door behind him, leaving Odin and Virgin to their own devices.

      “How are you feeling?” Virgin asked.

      “All right,” Odin said, accepting the kiss on his cheek before bowing his head to continue eating. “What about you? Are you all right?”

      “Don’t be concerned about me, Odin. You were the one who got hurt.”

      “Stupidly, at that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Do you really want to tell him? he thought, the urge to eat suddenly gone.

      Odin sighed, passed Virgin the tray so he could set it on the table next to the bed, then settled back down against the arrangement of pillows.

      “Tell me what you meant by that,” Virgin said, seating himself at the edge of the bed.

      “When I said I got hurt in a stupid way,” Odin began, “I wasn’t trying to be dramatic.”

      “I didn’t take it that way.”

      “No, but… well…” He paused, then shook his head.

      “Odin?” Virgin asked.

      He’s gone, Odin. What you say now can’t hurt him.

      Would it hurt his memory though?

      In the silence that followed, Virgin drew closer, leaned forward, and looked him directly in the eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong,” he said.

      “What most people assume about mages,” Odin said, clearing his throat and then raising his eyes so he could look at Virgin’s face directly, “especially royal mages, is that they’re well trained, able to handle anything, don’t get hurt on the field of battle, don’t have to worry about swords or spears or even stupid monsters. The only thing is, Virgin, is that…”

      “What?”

      “It hurts me to say it, because honestly, it makes me sound like I’m not qualified for what it is I’ve been doing, but Daughtry, the high mage of Ornala, only taught me basic magic—water and fire summoning, air manipulation, that sort of thing. And Miko⁠—”

      “Your father⁠—”

      “He…” Odin sighed and shook his head.

      What could he really say about what Miko had taught him in those three years? He’d not learned how to attack enemies beyond the normal conventions, had not learned how to manipulate power in ways to kill enemies with the least amount of energy. If he were to be honest, all Miko had taught him was how to conjure and shape light. He hadn’t even taught him how to heal. He’d learned more from friends than he ever had his knight master.

      When he offered no further word in response, Virgin sighed. He made move to reach forward and touch Odin’s face, but stopped before he could do so. “I’m not sure what to say,” the Halfling said, allowing his hand to fall back to its place at his side.

      “There’s really nothing you can say, Virgin.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for getting hurt.”

      “The only person I can blame is myself, Virgin. I overreacted. I didn’t think clearly. I let it get close and attack me. By God, I used my swords on it when I can use magic. What the hell does that say about me as a mage?”

      “You were scared.”

      “A real mage shouldn’t be scared of anything, especially not some stupid old-world monster that can’t cast magic.”

      At this, Virgin had no reply. Instead, he merely continued to watch him.

      With a shake of his head, Odin brought his left arm over his chest, then closed his eyes.

      “The fact of the matter is,” Odin continued, “I made a stupid mistake. I went into unexplored territory by myself in the middle of a rainstorm and got myself hurt. I couldn’t have sent a message even if I had wanted to. Hell, if you hadn’t’ve come after me, I’d probably be dead by now.”

      “Don’t say that, Odin.”

      “No one’s going to say it if I don’t. I fucked up and nearly died because of it.”

      After taking a moment to consider what had just been said, Virgin leaned forward, draped an arm around Odin’s shoulders, then bowed their temples together. “Is there anything I can get you?” he whispered.

      “I’d like to see my son,” Odin said. “After all I’ve been through the past few days, I’m starting to realize what’s important in my life.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You, my son, my friends, my people. I’ve been stupid, Virgin. I got in over my head and could’ve died all because I wanted to play the hero.”

      Rather than say anything, Virgin pressed a kiss against Odin’s brow and stood. “I’ll see if Onlee is awake,” he said. “If so, I’ll see if she’ll let me have Arc for the day.”

      “A few hours would be fine,” Odin said. “Thank you.”

      The moment Virgin left, Odin closed his eyes.

      Deep down—where, he imagined, the finer recesses of his heart lay—a warmth began to spread.

      His life had been saved.

      He had a second chance.
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        * * *

      

      Nestled in the space between his arm and chest lay the one thing Odin treasured more than anything in the world. Sleeping, blissfully, and chest rising and falling without a care in the world, was Arctimus Orion Karussa. To think that such innocence was still possible within a world so shattered by war was almost unimaginable, as in the past year alone Odin had seen far more atrocities than he could’ve ever dreamed of.

      It’s because of you that I still have faith, he thought, idly stroking his baby son’s ribcage. It’s because of you that I’m still fighting in this world.

      To think that anyone other than his son would have suffered from his death was outrageous. Virgin would have gone on. He would, of course, mourn, and while the passing of his partner would be painful, it would not completely destroy him. Nova and Katarina, even Carmen, would cry, but not completely suffer. His father would also persist, likely in peace with the fact that his one mistaken was no longer there to burden him.

      Arc, though—he would be haunted. Because what would he think of life under Virgin’s care, of a man he obviously did not resemble and, regardless of his affections, was not his real father; or of Onlee, who would likely be there but always distant? While Odin had no doubt his adoptive father would help raise the child, there would come a point in Arc’s life where he would begin to ask questions. With closed doors came the utmost curiosity, and most often than not, the answers behind them could tear a person apart.

      But that doesn’t matter. Because you’re here. I’m here. I’m alive.

      The baby slept soundly and without a care in the world. To hold Arc was to realize the fragility of it all, but to lie with him here, on this bed, while he was so horribly injured, was to acknowledge that this wound could easily change his life.

      “That doesn’t matter,” he whispered. “At least, not right now.”

      Odin closed his eyes and whispered to the sound of his son’s breathing.

      A knock came at the door.

      When Odin opened his eyes, Virgin stood in the threshold, a smile on his face and relief on his lips. “Sleeping?” he asked.

      “He’s been sleeping since you gave him to me,” Odin smiled. “I assume you’ve come to get him?”

      “I hate to wake him, but Onlee’s getting worried.”

      “It’s all right. She’s his caretaker, after all.”

      “We’ll have our time with him, Odin. You know that.”

      “I know.”

      “We just have to wait until he’s done breastfeeding.”

      “Virgin, can I ask you something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “When I was sick—dying I guess you could say—did you and Onlee⁠—”

      “Discuss Arc?” he asked. “Yes. We did.”

      “What’d you talk about?”

      “Who would care for him if you died, where I would go, what my position would be.”

      “And?”

      “I made it very clear that I love your little boy and would never abandon him even if something happened to you.”

      “She told me that you were like a father to him. Staying up at night to get him to go to sleep, feeding him, playing with him.” Odin paused. “It means a lot to know that you were there for him when I couldn’t be.”

      “He’s your flesh and blood. I was closer to you through him.”

      Closer to me through him, Odin thought.

      With a slight nod, he sighed, then adjusted the baby on his arm. “Go ahead and take him,” Odin said. “Tell Onlee I said thank you.”

      “I will. Don’t worry.”

      Virgin pressed a brief kiss to Odin’s cheek before lifting the child and leaving the room.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re actually gonna try and walk?” Nova asked, crossing his arms over his chest as Odin, sitting upright on his bed, shrugged a vest over his shoulders.

      “You might need to help me,” Odin replied, grimacing as the fabric adjusted to his bruised skin.

      “Are you sure you should be walking around when you’re so banged up?”

      “I can’t stay in the infirmary forever, Nova. There are other people who need it more than I do.”

      “Who else around here has been gored by a bull?”

      No one, thank God, Odin thought, but chose not to voice his thoughts.

      After taking a moment to prepare himself for what was to come, he eased his feet down to the ground and allowed his weight to settle into his legs. Once sure he wouldn’t fall over, he stood.

      Old wounds sung. His inner thigh, his lower legs, his chest and arms and ribs and lungs. Even his hip, which had healed in years past, throbbed.

      “You okay?” Nova asked, stepping forward.

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Take a few baby steps. Come on.” Nova extended his arm. “I won’t let you fall.”

      ‘Baby steps’ proved to be nearly unbearable. His entire right side felt as though it’d just been crushed. His broken ribs, combined with his recent gore wound, was almost enough to force him to his knees.

      “Easier said than done,” Odin grimaced.

      “Can you walk though?”

      “Not without it hurting like hell.”

      “You’ve got a few flights of stairs to go up. You think you can manage that?”

      “I’m not sure, if you want me to be perfectly honest.”

      Nova frowned. He crossed his arms over his chest, then reached up to toy with the length of beard at his chin.

      “What’re you thinking?” Odin asked.

      “You know, if you’re so banged up, it’s gonna kill your body to be going up and down those stairs all the time, especially for dinner or to see a doctor.”

      “I know.”

      “So why don’t you come stay with me and Katarina? We’ve got an extra room.”

      “You mean the one under the stairs?”

      “No. No!” Nova said, paling instantaneously. “We were only keeping Ketrak under the stairs because we wanted to keep a better eye on him, and because he was getting so weak we couldn’t hear him during the day. No. There’s an extra room in the house. I mean, yeah—there’s stairs, but there isn’t three flights of them.”

      “I could always stay under the stairs,” Odin offered. “It’s no big deal.”

      The frown that crossed Nova’s face made him think otherwise.

      “No,” Odin smiled, hoping to diffuse the situation. “Really, I don’t mind being under the stairs. It’s not about whether or not that was where Ketrak died. It’s about you guys letting me stay in your home.”

      “I just don’t want you to feel uncomfortable if you’re going to stay with us.”

      “I won’t feel uncomfortable, Nova. Really, don’t worry about it.”

      “All right then. Should we go?”

      With a nod, Odin made move to follow.

      They made their way out of the barracks and down the flight of stairs before they began to take the cobblestone street that led to the houses at the edge of the settlement. Along the way, they encountered the people of Avalon. Most came forward to offer Odin goodwill, to ask if he was well and if there were anything they could do to help him. Some shook his hand, several prayed. Many even offered personal goods like food or extra linen, which Odin was quick to turn aside for himself, but eager to offer his family.

      “Please offer it to lady Onlee in the barracks,” Odin said, giving a short nod to each man and woman who stood around him and Nova. “She is the mother of my child and could use it more than I.”

      “Yes sir,” they said. “Thank you, Commander.”

      It was with that declaration that Nova continued to lead him toward his and Katarina’s home.

      “The people care for you,” Nova offered.

      “I’m surprised,” Odin replied.

      “Are you?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I don’t exactly have the best reputation.”

      “There were vigils for you when your boyfriend brought you back. People in the streets, candles. Hell, even the resident priest had the settlement praying for you.”

      “It’s nice to know that people care about me.”

      “They’re coming around, Odin. I mean, yeah, some people might never forgive you for what you did, but you’ve helped us. All of us. That you can’t deny.”

      No, Odin thought. I can’t.

      When they stepped up to the door that led into the Eternity home, Nova reached into his pocket, fumbled through it, then retrieved a set of keys before unlocking and opening the door. “Katarina!” he called as they entered the home. “We’re here!”

      “Who’s we?” Katarina asked.

      “Me and Odin.”

      “Odin?” Katarina asked, appearing from the kitchen with the baby in one arm. “How’re you feeling?” she asked.

      “I hurt like hell, but I’m alive.”

      “There’s no way Odin’s gonna be able to go up and down those stairs in the barracks without hurting himself all the time,” Nova said. “So—if it’s all right with you—I thought he could stay here with us.”

      “He’s more than welcome to,” Katarina said, looking down at Konan. She flicked her eyes from the baby, to Odin, then back again before uttering a slight laugh. “I must warn you, Odin—he’s been a bit cranky as of late.”

      “He’s turning into a hellion,” Nova laughed.

      “Much like his father.”

      The grin and wink Nova offered was enough to reduce Katarina to giggles, which instantly thrust the couple’s baby into joyous laughter.

      “I don’t mind a loud baby,” Odin said, taking a step further into the house so Nova could close the door behind them. “It doesn’t bother me.”

      “We just want you to have your rest,” Katarina said. “That’s all.”

      “Like I said, it doesn’t bother me. Besides, I doubt Konan is really as bad as the two of you are letting on.”

      The redheaded baby, the near spitting-image of his father, narrowed his eyes.

      Odin couldn’t help but laugh.

      If anything, at least his stay would be interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Nova spent the afternoon cleaning and preparing the room under the stairs. While waiting for his friend to finish securing the place he would be spending his time in, Odin lay on the loveseat and stared at the ceiling, drifting in and out of consciousness as the day wore on. Occasionally he woke to the smells of Katarina’s cooking drifting into the room or a squeal from Konan mostly of happiness but sometimes of disgust. The peace was atmospheric in comparison to what he’d felt in the clinic..

      Everything’s going to be just fine. You don’t have a thing to worry about.

      Shortly thereafter, he fell asleep.

      Later that night, after Nova had shaken him awake for dinner and the inklings of a storm began on the horizon, a knock came at the door just as Odin was beginning to push himself off the couch.

      “Who is it?” Katarina called from the kitchen.

      “Virgin,” Nova replied, opening the door. “Hello, sir.”

      “Hello,” Virgin said, eyes instantly seeking Odin out in the room. “I just wanted to come by and check on you before I retired for the evening.”

      “You finally get off your shift?” Odin asked, accepting the one-armed embrace his companion offered him.

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “Go ahead and start eating without me,” Odin said, turning his gaze on Nova.

      “You sure?” the red-haired man asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      Odin waited until Nova disappeared into the kitchen before gesturing Virgin into the room. Once along the far wall, he took a quick glance over his shoulder to ensure they would not be overheard before he leaned forward and asked, “Have you sent any men out yet?”

      “To the cave?”

      “Yeah.”

      “They recovered the little girl’s body a few days ago. And…”

      “Well, what?”

      “They found… it.”

      “The bull?”

      Virgin nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “It was covered in blood. The men said they weren’t sure if it was yours or not, but from what they told me, its head was soaked and its throat was cut open. I assume you did that?” The Halfling waited for a nod before turning his head up to look into the kitchen. “One of the men expressed interest in preserving the creature.”

      “And you said?”

      “I didn’t say anything. I told him it was up to you to decide whether or not the body was returned the settlement.”

      “I don’t know if I want it to be brought back here, if you want to know the truth.”

      “Are you worried that the creature’s corpse will cause a panic?”

      “I don’t know what it would do, Virgin. I mean, in a way, it could be a good thing, stuffing it and putting it on display, because it’s a piece of history that’s going to rot and die out anyway. On another hand though, it might just make a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “Do you know if it was the only one in there?”

      “I should be asking you that question.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Didn’t your men explore the cave system?”

      “We were able to navigate the labyrinth because of the fleece that was there.” Virgin paused, then frowned. “That was how you found your way back, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. It was.”

      “Well, thank you for having the mind to keep it intact. That’s the only way we were able to recover the little girl and find the bull.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. Did your men explore the caves?”

      “No. They merely went to recover the girl’s body. Nothing more.”

      “Maybe you should send another team in to make sure there aren’t any more,” Odin sighed, reaching up to cross his arms over his chest, but grimacing and stopping before he could do so. “Like I said: I don’t think there are any more in there, but we can’t be too sure. Besides, there might be resources in there.”

      “Metals,” Virgin nodded. “Perfect for weapons.”

      “And anything else we might need,” Odin said. He reached down to squeeze Virgin’s hand before sighing. “They’re waiting for me. I should go.”

      “I just wanted to check in and see how you were. After the healer told me you left, I had to make sure you were all right.” Virgin turned toward the door. A moment thereafter, he turned his head, and said, “Send for me if you need anything. I can be here in an instant.”

      “I know.”

      With a short embrace, Virgin took his leave.

      Once sure the door was locked, Odin made his way into the kitchen.

      “Everything all right?” Nova asked.

      “Yeah,” Odin said, settling into his seat as carefully as he could. “Don’t worry. Nothing’s wrong.”

      With that, the family, and Odin, began to eat.
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        * * *

      

      He lay awake that night with an arm over his brow and his thoughts in the air. The sound of the rain a steady staccato, the rumble of thunder somewhat peaceful but also foreboding, he listened to the sounds of the outside world and tried desperately to fall asleep, to no avail.

      What’s wrong with me? he dared to question.

      His first instinct was to think that he was missing Virgin—that he was unaccustomed to not sharing another person’s body warmth.

      Maybe it’s because you’re getting used to it, he thought. Because you’re getting used to being home.

      “With him,” he whispered.

      The crash of thunder was so harsh and deafening it shook the walls. Unsettled, Odin tucked himself further into bed and even deeper under the covers.

      To think that his first true night of rest was wrought with such turmoil was almost ironic.

      Odin closed his eyes.

      In the back of his mind, he silently hoped and prayed that this wasn’t a foreshadowing of things to come.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Odin gave the man who wished to retrieve and acquisition the bull permission to return the creature’s corpse to the settlement of Avalon.

      By that afternoon, its body was laid naked to the world.

      It was carried on a large wooden stretcher atop the shoulders of four. Long, epic in proportion,  and free of the bloat of decomposition, the massive creature who no more than a few days ago had tried to kill Odin appeared ugly as ever. Though it did not smell, its grievous wounds were testament to the battle it had experienced with the commander of Avalon. Its neck  was cut to ribbons, and its body bore bruising upon its human physique.

      “So,” Virgin said, drawing Odin from the horror that was the bull. “Is that it?”

      “That’s it,” Odin nodded, swallowing a lump in his throat as the men drew closer with the creature.

      It’s not going to hurt you, he thought. It’s just a body.

      Still, it did little to reassure him when the creature hovered no more than a few feet away, poised atop what could be consider its silver platter. To look into its eyes was to see Hell, and in that Hell Odin saw many things—little boys and girls, skulls cracked and clohing torn; grown men and women, their corpses gone, replaced with bones. Even animals had dwelled there, and while bones had been broken and the marrow sucked out, Odin heard their cries regardless.

      Trembling, Odin stepped back against Virgin’s chest.

      The older Halfling wrapped an arm around Odin’s waist.

      Instantly, Odin felt as though he were trapped. “Let me go,” he whispered.

      “It’s okay,” Virgin whispered, setting his other hand atop his arm. “Don’t worry, Odin. It’s dead.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You cut its neck open. It’s been dead for days.”

      I see you, Odin Karussa.

      No you don’t, Odin said, trying his hardest to stand his ground. You may have almost killed me, but you didn’t. I won. I’m the one who’s still alive.

      “Commander Karussa,” the taxidermist said. “Where would you like us to put the creature?”

      “Where can we put it?” Odin frowned.

      “I think the dead gardens would be suitable for the time being,” Virgin replied, tightening his hold on Odin’s waist.

      “How will we preserve the creature, High Warden, sir?”

      “You’ll have to start the process soon, otherwise it’s going to rot.”

      “Besides,” Odin said. “We don’t want the birds coming in.”

      “What birds, sir?” a man asked.

      “Any birds. We don’t need rotten flesh infecting the people of this settlement.” Odin turned his attention to the man. “Start the process as soon as you can. Dispose of the meat. I don’t want it here.”

      “Yes sir, Commander sir.”

      The men shuffled past.

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable with letting them preserve it?” Virgin asked, releasing hold on Odin a short moment later.

      “Why? Do you think I’m not comfortable?”

      “Odin,” the older Halfling laughed. “Look at yourself. You’re a wreck.”

      “It’s not often you have to see the thing that nearly killed you a second time.”

      Virgin frowned. He made move to speak, but stopped as the developing crowd began to make their way toward the barracks—likely, Odin guessed, for the noontime meal.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Odin said as he turned to make his way toward Nova and Katarina’s home.

      “Would you like me to bring you anything from the barracks?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I’ll bring something anyway. Besides, it’ll keep Katarina from having to cook.”

      “Thank you.”

      The two parted with little more than a wave.
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        * * *

      

      Three days and a horrendous stench later, the creature stood within the empty circle where a fountain might have once been placed.

      It was tall and imposing. With its head held high, its hands balled into thick fists, and its hooved feet balanced carefully, the creature was an immaculate work of art whereupon there were no bruises or flesh wounds. Even its broken horn—which, Odin had imagined, would have never be cleansed of the marks that once marred it—appeared perfect.

      It looks so, he thought, then began to tremble. Alive.

      In staring at it, he couldn’t help but wonder just how he would sleep at night.

      Or how I’ll ever pass this in the dark.

      The gathering crowd began to whisper as the men who had created the taxidermy came forward. He took questions. The most particular question that was asked was how they had preserved the human anatomy so well. When questioned with this, the taxidermist merely laughed and said, Skill, my friend.

      It takes more than skill to do something like that, Odin thought.

      He could see no cut along the thing’s torso, and given that there was little hair to hide mistakes, it seemed highly unlikely that such work had gone unaided by some kind of supernatural treatment. Maybe there were more than just simple mages in their midst

      Stepping forward, Odin hobbled through the crowd.

      “Commander,” the man who had asked to retrieve the corpse said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Odin said, pushing out his hand.

      “Markus. Markus Gethery.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were Gifted?”

      Markus Gethery narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t feel it was important at the time,” the man said, releasing his hold on Odin’s hand when his gaze faltered.

      “Why were you not enlisted in the military? You are Gifted, after all, and there was⁠—”

      “A magical draft. I know.”

      Odin crossed his arms.

      Gethery shook his head, sighed, then reached up to comb a hand through his short black hair. “Okay, I’ll admit: I hid it. I didn’t want to serve the military. Hell, I don’t know how to fight.”

      “But you’re armed.”

      “Just because I have a sword doesn’t mean I can defend myself with it.”

      “I won’t question it or your motives,” Odin said, looking past Gethery to lay eyes on the bull’s corpse. “Tell me, though—how did you make it so perfect?”

      “I fancy myself a bit of a taxidermist, I guess you can say. I’ve been doing this kind of thing for years, but never on an animal like this.”

      “Would you call it an animal, sir?”

      “I don’t know what you’d call it. Whatever it is, it’s dead now, and preserved.”

      He does have a point, Odin thought.

      Nodding, he sunk his teeth into his lower lip, surveyed the preserved monstrosity, then took a brief step back. “Will it need upkeep?” Odin asked.

      “It’s been covered in a glaze, so no, it shouldn’t.”

      “I guess my question is: will it rot?”

      “No. It won’t.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you keep it here then, so long as it doesn’t start causing trouble.”

      “You think it would cause trouble, Commander?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I trust you’ll ensure it won’t.”

      Though Odin’s comment was not a question, Gethery gave a slight nod, then looked over his shoulder at the bull. “Don’t worry, sir,” he said. “I’ll make sure everything is all right.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s called a minotaur,” Virgin said later that night when he brought dinner to Nova and Katarina’s house, “and according to the documents written in Elvish, there were more of them at one point.”

      Seated at the dining room table with a fork in his hand and part of a roll in his mouth, Odin raised his eyes to look at his partner. Eyes soft, lips pursed with patience, he watched as Virgin began to round the table after setting the last of the food he’d brought from the barracks’ down.

      “A minotaur?” Odin frowned.

      “The locals were afraid of them when they initially migrated to the island,” Virgin said, waiting for a nod from Odin before he settled down next to him.

      “You mean that… thing, out there,” Katarina said. “There used to be more of them?”

      “I still haven’t uncovered why this place was abandoned. The Elvish only goes so far, and as I’ve said before, we’ll need Carmen to translate the Dwarven runic writings before we get the full history of the place.”

      “But they were terrified,” Odin said, stating his words rather than asking a question.

      With a sigh, Virgin nodded. He plucked a roll from the center of the table and took a chunk out of it, chewing with less fervor than usual.

      “Are you all right?” Odin asked.

      “I’m fine,” Virgin replied. “Why?”

      “You don’t seem well.”

      “Oh. That. Don’t worry it’s just a bug.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time outside at night, Virgin.”

      “I have to, Odin. I’m the warden.”

      “Can’t you train more guards?”

      “I’ll take up guard duty if it’ll help you guys out,” Nova offered, clearing his throat after wiping crumbs from his lips and beard. “I don’t feel like I contribute enough anyway.”

      “You’ve helped the farmers tend their land,” Virgin said. “That’s more than most here have done.”

      “Still, if you’re getting worn out, I can help. It’s no big deal.”

      “Odin’s just overestimating the situation. I’m fine. There’s nothing to be concerned about.”

      All right, Odin thought, but sighed. The look Virgin offered in response seemed dismissive.

      After finishing his roll and sipping the last of his wine, Virgin rose. “Thank you for having me, Katarina, Nova. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be retiring for the night.”

      “Goodnight,” Katarina and Nova said. Virgin kissed Odin’s cheek before departing.

      “He seems a bit overwhelmed,” Nova offered when the sound of Virgin’s footsteps faded up the road.

      “That’s why I’m worried about him,” Odin said, his appetite suddenly gone. He, too, rose, and made move to start gathering his dishes, but stopped when Nova grasped his wrist. “Nova?”

      “Go get some rest, Odin. Me and Katarina will clean up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You’ll just end up hurting yourself by bending over anyway,” Katarina said. “Really, Odin, go. You’ve had a long day. Get some rest.”

      “Thank you. Both of you.”

      Odin bade both of them a brief goodnight before departing for his room under the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Torn from sleep by thirst, Odin hobbled out of his bedroom in just his trousers and nightshirt. A blanket wrapped around him, his hair hanging in his face, he wandered into the kitchen and was about to lift a glass to pour himself water when he saw what appeared to be a light shining outside.

      What in the world? he thought.

      Leaning forward, he narrowed his eyes and waited for them to adjust to the darkness.

      A short moment later, horror struck him.

      “Fire!” he cried out. “Fire! Fire!”

      Despite the footsteps that came from upstairs, Odin could not tear his eyes away from the sight.

      So, he thought. It’s begun.

      The first crime on Avalon.

      The screams in the streets drew whispers of lantern light in the houses across from them.

      Footsteps came down the stairs. “What’s going on?” Nova asked.

      Odin pointed. It took less than a moment for Nova, half-undressed, to come forward, lift his hand over his eyes, and look out the window. “Oh fuck.”

      “Oh fuck is right,” Odin said, turning and starting for the door.

      “What’re you doing?” Nova cried. “You don’t even have shoes on!”

      Odin ignored him.

      He stepped into the night.

      Chaos ruled supreme.

      From the walls and streets came guards bearing buckets full of water. In the distance the barracks’ doors were open, pooling from their depths men disoriented from sleep, and in the sky the smoke blotted out the stars, shattering any hope the natural world could offer.

      It seemed, at that moment, that their haven had been thrust into darkness—that their utopia, so grand, had just been reduced to ash.

      Stepping forward, Odin raised his hand.

      Moisture began to slick his palm.

      “Odin!” a voice cried. “Odin!”

      He didn’t bother to turn. Instead, he hobbled forward and gathered about him the memory of rain.

      Beads of sweat began to run down the windows. Miniature rivers appeared in the streets. Mist blanketed the ground at his feet.

      The fire, now revealed in all its horrible glory, reared its ugly head.

      Someone burned the bull, Odin thought, unable to control his laughter as he advanced toward the source of the chaos. They set the fucking thing on fire.

      In this light, it still stood—menacing, harrowing, a devil in the night. From its back sprouted wings hellfire, and in its eyes burned an epiphany. Already burnt flesh stained the air—some fur, some the gross memory of bare skin—and from its shoulders smoke appeared and lifted to the sky. The fires raged, the people drew forward, and the flames, as if sensing their plight, heightened.

      Time to deal with this, he thought.

      “Get back!” Odin cried.

      The people recoiled.

      The droplets of moisture from the streets, cobblestone, buckets and windows came forward.

      The gelatinous mass Odin formed with magic drifted forward.

      It touched the fire.

      The flames screeched.

      It took but a moment for the act to occur.

      When he released his hold on the magic, the mass of water, the size of a small cow, fell from grace.

      It struck the minotaur.

      The flames screamed.

      Steam hissed into the air and darkened the night.

      In the moments that followed, Odin stood and watched as, before his eyes, the taxidermied bull crumbled.

      The sound of running footsteps tore him from the sight.

      “Odin,” Virgin panted, drawing forward and slapping a hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Odin replied. “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Who started the fire?”

      “This bastard did!” a voice screeched.

      Odin turned.

      A pair of guards, each grappling a figure in the dark, stepped forward and kicked the perpetrator’s ankles out from under him.

      Odin lit the tip of one finger in white light.

      The face of the father whose little girl he could not save came into view.

      “Why did you do it?” Virgin asked, voice calm but filled with unmistakable anger. “Why burn the bull?”

      “Because it killed my daughter,” the man said.

      Avalon’s Halfling warden stepped forward. In one swift move, he slapped the man’s cheek, grabbed his jaw, then tilted his chin up. “Do you have any idea how much danger you put these people in, how many people you could’ve killed? You idiot!” Virgin screamed. “You fucking imbecile! You could’ve set the whole settlement on fire!”

      Never in his year-and-a-half of knowing Virgin had Odin heard him raise his voice, scream, yell, rage without control.

      “Are you fucking insane?” Virgin roared. “You could’ve set the houses on fire, the walls, the barracks, the fucking valley! All of us would’ve been dead and it would’ve been all your fault!”

      “Why did you do it?” Odin asked. “Why couldn’t you have just left it alone?”

      “Why?” the man barked, ripping his head from Virgin’s grasp and rearing it back to laugh. “Why? Why? It killed my daughter! It killed my little girl! And you… you bastards… you let them bring it back in! Stuff it! Worship it! Bow before it and suck its monster fucking co⁠—”

      Virgin slapped the man hard enough to force his head to the side.

      When the bewildered father spit blood from his mouth, he laughed. “You gonna keep hitting me, you dirty, ass-fucking queer, or are you⁠—”

      The Halfling lifted his hand.

      Odin stepped forward and gripped his wrist. “No,” he whispered.

      “Goddammit,” Virgin growled. “God fucking⁠—”

      “Where should we put him, sir?” one of the guards holding the man asked.

      “Put him in the cells under the barracks. Now. Before I decide to punish him myself.”

      The guards lifted the arsonist and began to drag him away.

      Virgin, visibly trembling, balled his hands into fists.

      “It’s all right,” Odin said, pressing a hand on Virgin’s arm. “Virgin, look at me.”

      “That bastard,” he growled. “He called me⁠—”

      “I know. I heard it. You can’t let it get to you though.”

      “I’m the fucking warden!”

      “It won’t do you any good to get mad over it.” Odin set his free hand on Virgin’s other arm and drew closer. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I’m here.”

      Virgin’s arms relaxed under Odin’s touch.

      Odin tilted his head up.

      The storm within the older Halfling’s eyes waned.

      Leaning forward, Odin wrapped an arm around Virgin’s chest and held him close.

      Around them, the people of Avalon watched with eyes unsure and wary.

      When they pulled apart, Virgin looked up at the people around them, then said, in a much calmer voice than Odin had anticipated, “Return to your homes. Everything’s under control.”

      The crowd began to disperse.

      Odin watched as, in less than a few moments, every person within the settlement disappeared into their dwellings.

      “You need me to help you do anything?” Odin asked.

      “You’ve done enough,” Virgin said. “I’ll take care of this.”

      Odin started down the road.

      Before he made it to Nova and Katarina’s home, he turned to look at Virgin.

      All Avalon’s warden could do was stare.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe it,” Nova said the following morning as he approached and began to shrug a jerkin over his shoulders. “A fucking arsonist—here, in Avalon.”

      “It was because of the bull,” Odin mumbled.

      “What?”

      After allowing himself a breath, Odin took a moment to explain the situation to Nova, including not only the details about the creature’s recovery, but also the mourning father’s emotional backlash.

      “Honestly,” Nova said after Odin finished, “I really don’t blame him for doing it. If something killed my kid and they stuffed it, I’d be mad too.”

      “Yeah, but would you have set it on fire in the middle of a settlement?”

      To this, Nova had no reply.

      With a sigh, Odin shook his head, reached up to set a hand at his temple, then closed his eyes.

      It’s my fault, he thought, the pull on his heart becoming harsher as the moments passed. It’s my fault that the man set the fire, that someone could’ve been hurt, that Avalon could’ve burned.

      “I shouldn’t have done it,” Odin said. “This is all my fault.”

      “You made a mistake. We all do.”

      “I can’t afford to make mistakes, not when I have people depending on me.”

      “Listen Odin, there have been bigger and more practiced men who have made bigger mistakes than you have. I mean, God, you took care of the fire. Everyone’s safe. No one got hurt. You should be patting yourself on the back.”

      “Maybe, but I still can’t help but feel guilty.”

      Frowning, Nova crossed his arms over his chest and looked out the window—where, in the distance, the cleanup volunteers could be seen scrubbing the ash and burn marks from the cobblestone. “So,” the red-haired man said. “What’re you going to do about the arsonist?”

      “I don’t know,” Odin said. “That’s something I still have to think about.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do I think we should do with him?” Virgin laughed, lifting his head from his desk in the warden’s outer office.

      “Yeah,” Odin said, grimacing as a snarl appeared on his companion’s face. “And no don’t even think about hurting him. We’re not barbarians.”

      “But he sure as hell is. Come on, Odin, be realistic. He set a historical monument on fire.”

      “Is that what we’re calling it?”

      “Why the fuck else did you give them permission to bring it in here and stuff it?”

      “I wanted to preserve a part of the island’s history,” Odin mumbled.

      “Hence the term historical monument.”

      “I don’t want to argue about this.”

      “Neither do I, but you’re not offering any suggestions.”

      “That’s because I’m trying to think of something!” Odin barked.

      Virgin narrowed his eyes, though judging by his facial expression, he did not take the outburst harshly. Rather, he stood and paced over to one of the office’s porthole windows, where he looked out at the valley to view the progress of the farms.

      Okay, Odin thought. You’re in a position of power here. You’re the one who has to decide what to do with him.

      What forms of punishment did they usually inflict upon arsonists? he wondered. Back in the capital of Ornala, the most common punishment was jail time, the occasional whipping, a hefty fine. The harsh and medieval method of burning arsonists to give them what many considered ‘proper punishment’ had long fallen out of practice. Here, on Avalon, they were at the mercy of a lawless state—where, free of rules or regulations, people could forego good behavior to do anything they wanted.

      Odin cleared his throat to draw Virgin’s attention. When the Halfling turned, he let out a breath and said, “I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      It was unlike him to impose cruel and unusual punishment. In the past, he had endured such tortures of the mind, body, soul. Locked in a tower for two years, deprived of warm food, of gentle touch, of the sun’s kisses and gentle rays—to say that physical pain was the cruelest form of punishment was to deny the ones who truly suffered the luxury of relief. It was for this reason that, while staring upon the man whom they were about to punish, Odin felt only the slightest bit of sympathy.

      They stood at the top of the western hill that overlooked the apple forest. With the arsonist bound and on his knees, and his guards posed at his sides, the concerned onlookers watched as Virgin stepped forward. Brandished within his hands was a whip—studded with three metal beads. With this weapon he would deliver the exact number of lashings Odin had specifically requested.

      One for endangering the people, he had said, one for setting the fire, and another for disrespecting an authoritative figure.

      “Three lashings,” Virgin said, “for the crimes you committed.”

      The mourning father and confessed arsonist raised his eyes. In their depths was sorrow—darkness, it seemed, for a life long lost, and anger for a creature that he felt he had delivered proper justice even after its death.  Though he gave no response, he seemed to accept his punishment enough.

      The guards keeping hold of the shirtless man took a step back.

      Virgin rounded his body.

      Odin closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and prepared for what was to come.

      The whisper of whipping leather entered his ears.

      The kiss of pain sounded across the man’s flesh.

      A grunt—low, but not unheard—sounded from the arsonist’s throat.

      “One,” Virgin said.

      A second strike came.

      “Two.”

      As the final lashing sang in the air, Odin opened his eyes to witness the tragedy.

      Blood snaked the man’s back, his arms, parts of his face where along his neck the wicked studs had bit into his skin. Tender flesh lay open like ugly flowers and trembling teeth echoed the sentiment of what it was to be a victim. Those were an old man’s bones, Odin imagined, as he lay on his deathbed confessing the last of his sins, and though they chattered, they would never truly be saved.

      In the early twilight hours of the morning, during which the sun was beginning to rise, Virgin cleared his throat and said, “Let him go.”

      The arsonist was freed of his restraints.

      Baffled, it seemed, by the action, the man merely looked into Virgin’s eyes. “Wah… what?” he asked.

      “You have suffered greatly, sir, but that is no excuse for what you’ve done. This is merely a warning. If you ever commit a crime like this again, I will have you executed.”

      The man gave a short, stout nod. “I understand,” he said, then added, “sir.”

      The arsonist began to make his way down the western hill.

      Virgin looked down at the bloodied whip, wrapped the cord around his arms, then stepped up to Odin’s side. “Was that appropriate enough?” he asked.

      Odin nodded. “Yes,” he said. “It was.”

      Virgin started down the hill with the rest of his troop without another word.

      Odin bowed his head.

      Deep down, he felt more guilt than he ever had.

      It had to be done, he thought.

      At the very least, no one had died.
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        * * *

      

      “What’re you doing here?” Virgin asked as he opened the door to their personal quarters. “I thought you were supposed to be resting?”

      “I wanted to see how you were,” Odin replied.

      The Halfling narrowed his eyes. At first it seemed he would rebuke. After a short moment, he opened the door to allow Odin inside, and reached up to adjust the open collar of his shirt. Honor raised his head from beside the bed to look at him.

      “Come here, boy,” Odin said, wiggling his fingers to lure Carmen’s giant red dog to his side.

      “You shouldn’t have climbed all those stairs,” Virgin said. “You’re going to end up hurting yourself.”

      “I’m fine, Virgin.”

      “Besides, if you wanted to speak to me, you could have summoned me. You know I would’ve come.”

      “I know. I just, thought it would be better to speak with you in our home.”

      When Odin raised his head to look at his companion, Virgin nodded, then crossed the room to stand by Odin’s side. He perched himself at the end of the desk and stared at him intently with his bright green eyes. “I’m fine,” he said. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I know how much it hurt you to whip that man.”

      “Odin—”

      “Don’t try to argue with me, Virgin.”

      “I did what I had to.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean that it didn’t bother you.”

      Odin waited.

      Virgin offered no reply. Instead, he allowed his hand to fall prey to Honor’s affections, using the dog as a distraction to keep from looking Odin directly in the eyes. It seemed he wouldn’t respond at all, so when he felt his time waning and his grief growing, Odin said, “I know how much you hate to hurt people.”

      The Halfling raised his head. “What?” he asked.

      “Even when you were stealing for money you hated hurting people. You said so yourself on the way back from the Abroen.”

      “I only stole from those who had more than they needed.”

      “But you never hurt anyone, did you?” Odin asked.

      “No. I didn’t.”

      “See my point? You don’t like to hurt people.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my friends and family, even if that means having to hurt other people.”

      “But when it comes down to it, do you truly think that man meant to harm anything other than the corpse?”

      “No,” Virgin sighed. “I don’t.”

      Closing the distance between the two of them, Odin draped an arm around his companion’s shoulder, leaned against his chest, and whispered, “I love you.”

      Virgin bowed his head into Odin’s opposite shoulder.

      Faintly, Virgin replied, “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      A knock came at the door the following morning.

      Where am I? Odin thought.

      Confused, disoriented, and wondering how he had appeared this place, he struggled to open his eyes and found the demons of sleep attempting to reel him back in. Fighting to escape their pull, he tossed and turned and moaned as his side sung with pain.

      It’s all right, someone said. Stay still, Odin.

      Though he knew not whom the voice belonged to, Odin relented and settled back down.

      At his side, something shifted, then rose and began to make its way across the room. A lock scraped, a bolt came undone, then a door opened. Voices followed soon after.

      It took Odin less than a moment to realize that he had fallen asleep in his and Virgin’s personal quarters.

      What must Nova have thought?

      Odin yawned, opened his eyes, then struggled to push himself into a sitting position.

      He could just faintly make out the sound of Virgin’s and another man’s voices.

      “A caravan has been spotted heading toward the settlement?” Virgin asked.

      “Yes,” the man replied.

      “Who’re they being led by?”

      “A Dwarf and an Ogre.”

      Carmen, Odin thought. Ruhptar.

      “I’ll let him know,” Virgin said. “Thank you.”

      Odin had just begun to crawl out of bed when Virgin closed the door.

      “So,” the Halfling said, turning to face Odin as the sound of the bedspring creaked across the room. “You heard?”

      “I heard,” Odin said, reaching down to grab his boots. “Did he say how close they were?”

      “I’d imagine they’re still a ways off. They were only just spotted.”

      “From the southern wall?” Odin asked. Virgin nodded. “All right then. I guess we’ll have some new people to welcome here within the next few hours.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “Great, actually. I’m excited to hear our friends are finally back.”

      “As am I,” Virgin said.

      Odin made his way for the door. “You coming?” he asked, casting a glance over his shoulder.

      Virgin slid his dagger into his belt and grabbed his crossbow before following Odin out the door.
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        * * *

      

      It could have been called an exodus. A great migration. A final flight. As in the distance there appeared an Ogre, and a Dwarf and a shrouded figure at his sides, Odin leaned forward to consider the fleeing peoples of Kegdulan.

      “We’re not going to be able to house all these people,” Virgin mused, crossing his arms over his chest as his breath was stained blue.

      “What’re we gonna do?” Odin frowned. “Put them in tents?”

      “We’ll probably have to—unless, of course, the Ornalan people allow them room and board until new homes can be built.”

      “They’ll be generous. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Virgin cast him a wary look, but Odin merely shook his head and returned his attention to the group before them.

      There were fifty at the least, sixty at the most, the majority adults, several children, with Dwarves and elderly interspersed throughout their midst. On chains and collars and in cages and arms animals were led or carried to their salvation. Cows, goats, sheep, dogs, cats—even chickens and one large bull made up their group, which immediately gave Odin hope for future generations of livestock on the island.

      There may be enough, he thought.

      Though he could not dwell on the specifics of the situation, he smiled.

      They watched the group progress for much of the morning. Well into the afternoon, a crowd of orderlies began to develop along the heights of Avalon. Though Virgin did his best to try and order them to their proper work, most ignored him and continued to watch the coming caravan.

      By the time the evening had come, the group had reached the front gates.

      Odin and a dozen well-armed guards came forward.

      Carmen was the first to step forward.

      “Carmen,” Odin said, grinning as the Dwarf ran forward and wrapped her arms around his leg.

      “Oh Odin,” the Dwarf said, bowing her face into his pant leg. “I can’t believe I did it.”

      “You did more than well, my friend. You’re amazing.”

      Ruhptar came forward. He passed beneath the gargantuan gate that guarded the Avalonian settlement and came forward to grace Odin with a nod of his head and a gentle press of his massive index finger to Odin’s shoulder. “Oh-deen,” he said.

      “It’s great to see you too,” Odin said, reaching up to press a hand to the Ogre’s finger.

      The cloaked figure stepped forward.

      “Astlis,” Odin said. “It’s so good to⁠—”

      The figure lowered their hood.

      A woman came into view.

      Odin frowned.

      It took him several moments to process that it was not Astlis.

      But, he thought, swallowing, if that’s not him, then where?

      “Carmen,” Odin said. “Astlis?”

      “Oh, Odin,” Carmen frowned. “He’s gone. He sacrificed himself to save all of us.”

      Odin’s heart dropped in his chest.

      Honor, barking like mad, came running from up the road.

      The Dwarf released his leg.

      He would have fallen had Virgin not wrapped his arms around him from behind. “Odin?” he asked. “What’s⁠—”

      “Astlis is dead, Virgin.”

      The older Halfling did not reply.

      Odin looked to Ruhptar. In his deeply-set, ocean-blue eyes, a sadness toiled, as if it were a great storm ready to swallow the world and all its peoples.

      You can’t worry about that now, he thought. You have to get these people settled.

      “Sir,” Odin said, reaching out to grip one of the younger guards’ tunics. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Whatever you need, Commander.”

      “I want you to gather a group of guards and take these people door-to-door, both in the houses in the settlement, farms and barracks. These people are going to need somewhere to stay until we have accommodations for them.”

      “Yes sir, Commander.”

      The young guard split off from the rest of the group.

      Shortly thereafter, a series of young men and women began to lead the people of Kegdulan house to house.

      “Come with me,” Odin said, setting a hand on Carmen’s shoulder. “Tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      “What happened?”

      Seated at one of the several emptied tables within the Avaloanian barracks, Odin and Virgin watched as Carmen, Ruhptar and the newly-acquainted Kegdulanian Shaman Iora ate their first real meal in months. Carmen swallowed a healthy portion of diced goat meat before raising her head and looking Odin straight in the eyes.

      “I got separated from the group when I was trying to protect them,” the Dwarf said. “I didn’t mean to. Honest, Odin. I thought… I thought I was staying close to everyone, because I could hear the sound of battle all around me, but then I realized I’d gone further up the road than I intended, and by that time I knew I had already screwed up.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “A man—a mage—came out of the town of Fisherman’s Point. He had a wicker wood staff and he told me that he was going to kill me. I’d given in to the idea of death and closed my eyes, but that was when Astlis showed up.

      “He told me to run and take the rest of the people with us. By that time, Iora’s fires had already devastated the western side of the camp, and we were taking the people around the side road to the east. When we got to the cliffs, I tried to get Astlis to run, but he wouldn’t, so…”

      Carmen closed her eyes and bowed her head. Tears dripped from her face. Sniffles sounded from her nose.

      “So we ran,” Carmen said, “and waited for Ysyvelle to bring the ship in. We held off the enemies until the boat came. That was when we left.”

      “What about Astlis? How do you know?”

      “There was an explosion, Odin. It looked like a mushroom cloud. It destroyed everything around it. It killed the men running toward them, knocked them off the walls, destroyed the roads, turned the grass white. By the time it was all over, there was nothing left, nothing but ash.”

      What must it be like, Odin thought, to choose?

      Life, death; beginning, end—for such an ultimatum to have been present within the fair-haired mage’s life must have been terrifying, for each time Odin had faced death he’d experienced a helplessness that could only come with the finality of it all. Never in his life had he faced a foe that he thought he couldn’t beat, and never—ever—could he have imagined Astlis facing an opponent more powerful than he. To think that he could’ve died in magical combat was almost impossible.

      Carmen, still crying, bowed her head and began to wail. Ruhptar pressed a hand on her back and shook his head. “No cry,” he said. “He died a warrior’s death.”

      “I should’ve tried to save him!” she said. “But I couldn’t! I couldn’t do anything. I don’t have magic. I don’t have talismans. I don’t have an amulet. Those people… they were depending on me, and he… he told me just… dammit, Astlis! Goddammit! Why couldn’t you have just let me help you?”

      “He did what he felt was right,” Iora said. “He did not want you to be away from your husband.”

      “It’s bullshit!” the Dwarf cried. “It’s not fair! He wasn’t powerful enough!”

      “War is never fair,” Virgin sighed.

      Carmen pressed her face to the table and wailed.

      Unsure of what to do, Odin merely sat there, one arm trembling and his hand balling into and releasing itself from a fist every few moments.

      If there are mages out there who are even more powerful than Astlis, he thought, then how the hell am I supposed to protect these people?

      Would, he wondered, they pursue, and attempt to make their way to Avalon? They were but one small space, one isolated piece of land. To think they could make a quick escape if they were sieged was out of the question.

      Don’t think about it. If it happens, it happens. If it doesn’t, then good for you. You’ve successfully managed to evade the greatest threat the Three Kingdoms has ever seen.

      If anything, he, along with Carmen, Ruhptar, the Shaman Iora and the sadly-departed Astlis, had secured the safety of sixty Kegdulanian individuals. That was a feat that could not go unrecognized.

      “Carmen,” Odin said.

      “Yuh-Yes?” the Dwarf sniffled.

      “Thank you. You don’t know how much it means to me to know that you’ve helped all these people.”

      With a short nod, the Dwarf stood and began to make her way for the barracks’ open double doors.

      When she stepped outside, Ruhptar sighed. “Sadness,” the Ogre said. “Grief.”

      “We’re all going through it,” Virgin said. “Not much we can do other than hope for the best.”

      Would the best come, Odin wondered, or would it simply be swept out to sea?
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        * * *

      

      The skeletons of nearly two-dozen homes were erected within the following days. Flushed along the western side of the valley near where the hill rose at the end of the Apple Forest, there was nothing within them that could signify their layout. This, Carmen said, would be up to the individual people who would own the homes, and would be tailored to their specifications.

      They’re the ones who’re going to be living there, the Dwarf had said. Why not let them decide how they look?

      Odin could not agree more.

      Time seemed to mold together following Carmen, Ruhptar, and Iora’s return. Days he spent wandering the streets, talking to the Kegdulanian people and conversing with those who had established themselves as the new people of Avalon. Nights he remained inside, usually in Nova and Katarina’s home but sometimes in his and Virgin’s quarters. In those twilight hours during early morning he lay in bed thinking about his life and just what it had come down to. He wondered how they would fare here in the coming days, weeks, months, even years. He debated the laws he would have to create and how society would bend to his will. He mourned the absence of his son, toiled in guilt over not spending more time with his adoptive father, felt as though he were being a bad parent by not assisting Onlee more in the care of Arc. There were even times he felt as though he were being a bad lover in Virgin’s company—when, in moments after receiving a gentle touch, he would have to shy away due to his slowly-healing injuries.

      When he’d asked Virgin about it, the Halfling had merely shrugged it off and said, Don’t worry about it.

      Regardless of how much he didn’t want to worry, Odin couldn’t help but do so.

      On the seventh day of the Kegdulanian people’s return, Odin was standing on the far northern wall that overlooked the expanse of Avalon and trying his hardest to keep his past from haunting him.

      No.

      They came quickly, first as images, then as flashes. Bursts of color exploded over his vision and within his mind concrete patterns began to form. He first saw his youth—his flight, his ascent, his fall from grace within the tower. Then he saw the capture of the country, the destruction of Ornala, the blood and death and carnage of innocent people. What frightened him the most, however, was the reason for it all—and how, in one moment, his life, world, and future had changed.

      He saw within his mind’s eye the image of a creature far more beautiful than he could have ever imagined.

      Odin, he said. My name is perhaps too complicated to explain, but you may call me Miko.

      “Miko,” Odin breathed.

      Lightning struck overhead. Its arc spread along the horizon all the way down to where the sky appeared to end just below the northern cliffs.

      To think that it had already been five years.

      Five years, he thought, and my life has already changed so much.

      Nothing could have ever prepared him for this.

      “Commander,” a voice from his right said.

      Odin raised his eyes. A guard, dressed in his full leather attire and a slim cloak, came forward and offered him a slight frown.

      “Yes?” Odin asked.

      “You really shouldn’t be out here. You’re still hurt.”

      “I’m fine, sir. You have no need to worry about me.”

      “Still,” the man looked back into the settlement. “The warden wouldn’t want you to be out here.”

      “Is this about him?” Odin frowned.

      “He’s requested that the watch keep an eye on you, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      He keeps a better eye on you than you do yourself.

      With a chuckle, Odin reached out and shook the man’s hand. “Thank you for keeping an eye on me, sir. I think I’ll go inside now.”

      “Have a good day, Commander.”

      “You too.”

      Odin took the stairs and began to make his way to Nova and Katarina’s house.
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        * * *

      

      “Helluva storm out there,” Nova said, “huh?”

      Katarina, poised near the window, nodded. Odin, still shedding his wet cloak and boots, looked up at the young woman and frowned when he saw the look on her face.

      “Is everything all right?” Odin frowned.

      Katarina looked up. “Pardon?” she asked.

      “I asked⁠—”

      “No. I mean… everything’s fine. I’m just concerned.”

      “About the storm?”

      She nodded.

      “We used to get bad storms like this in Bohren sometimes,” Nova said, stepping up to his wife’s side to view the world beyond the home. “Nothing as bad as this, of course, because here we’re on an island and there we were just by the coast.”

      “We’d have to pull the shutters over the windows to keep the windows from breaking,” Katarina added.

      “A lot of the old run-down homes on the outer edges of town used to have their windows blown out. People used to fix them, but then they just took to boarding up their homes.”

      “We should be all right here,” Odin said. “We’re within the walls. I doubt the people who lived here would have built them had they not thought they weren’t necessary.”

      “True, that.”

      Odin reached under his shirt to press a hand against his ribcage and sighed when he felt dampness not from water there.

      I guess I overdid it.

      “Would either of you be willing to help me change my bandages?” Odin asked. “I’m sorry to ask, but I don’t think going out in the rain would help much.”

      “It’s all right,” Nova said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Maybe you should close the shutters,” Katarina offered. “Just in case.”

      The red-haired man looked at his wife for several long moments before frowning. “All right,” he said with a shrug. “I can do that.”

      “Come this way,” Katarina said, gesturing Odin into the kitchen. “Get your shirt off and I’ll have a look at you.”

      It took several moments for him to slide out of his jerkin, and an even longer time for him to undo the pins to unroll the bandages. By the time the first little bit was off, his body was screaming with agony.

      “Here, let me help.”

      Katarina came forward to finish the work Odin had started.

      Grimacing, Odin closed his eyes.

      “By God,” Katarina said.

      “How bad it is?” Odin asked, tempted to look, but unsure if he should.

      “Well… the stitching looks okay. It’s just the wound itself… well… it looks worse than it probably should.”

      Odin opened his eyes as Katarina trailed off.

      When he looked down, he swallowed a lump in his throat.

      As Katarina had said, the wound looked like a piece of art, akin to something a painter would have created during his or her most morbid of moments. The entry resembled a tattered piece of meat. Around it the mottled flesh spoke wonders of an impact’s longevity.

      “Let me clean this,” Katarina said, “and then I’ll rebandage it.”

      The young woman returned with a bucket of fresh water and a series of powders which she dumped into the mixture. She then began the long and laborious process of cleaning his side, which seemed to take ages considering the pain. She finished just as Nova stepped through the front door soaked and shaken, the shutters closed and the only light inside the home coming from the candles poised along the walls.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      “And Odin’s done too,” Katarina said.

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Better, but it’s no surprise that he’s still limping.”

      Nova stepped into the kitchen. “Damn,” he whistled. “You’re one tough fucker, Odin.”

      “I try to be.”

      “If I were you, I’d be laying in bed moaning the whole day.”

      “I have to be strong. The people need a leader.”

      “Still, you’re not invincible.”

      “Tell that to them.”

      Nova shrugged and began to undress as Katarina wrapped the bandages around Odin’s chest.

      Outside, lightning struck.

      A low, ominous growl of thunder echoed across the horizon.

      “You think everything will be all right?” Odin frowned.

      “God,” Nova thought. “I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      The first settlement of Avalon suffered from the previous night’s storm.

      The following morning, Odin walked out the door to witness such damage.

      It was perhaps the deadliest thunderstorm that had struck the settlement in the past few months. Though strongly built in both mind and matter, the remnants of windows not protected by shutters lay in broken fragments, and roof shingles speckled the streets. Upon examination, Odin came to find that several homes had been so badly stripped of their roofs that they would have to be repaired.

      I should’ve had carpenters check these homes before I let people live in them, he thought, then sighed.

      Then again, he couldn’t necessarily blame himself. They were desperate, torn from one home and forced into another. To have personally had each home examined for flaws would have taken ages. He couldn’t have allowed the people to be exposed to the elements that long.

      “It’s quite the sight,” a familiar voice said. “Huh?”

      Elrig appeared from up the road, smoking from a long wooden pipe.

      “Elrig,” Odin said.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you, Commander,” the blonde-haired and bearded man said, drawing up alongside him to survey the damage. “Excuse me for not saying hello before this. I’ve been recovering from our trip.”

      “It’s all right,” Odin said. “God, look at this mess.”

      “It’s quite the sight to be sure.”

      “How is Carmen? She wasn’t doing so well last time I saw her.”

      “She’s doing better,” the human man said. “Astlis… his death really affected her. She feels personally responsible for it.”

      “She couldn’t do anything. He was fighting a mage, one that was even more powerful than Astlis.”

      “You have to understand my wife: she saw her whole family die in front of her and she could do nothing about it. Add on top of that her military experience and I can only imagine what kind of memories seeing a friend die must have brought back.”

      “I wish she wouldn’t blame herself. It’s not her fault.”

      “I know it isn’t. I think deep down, she knows that too, but I also think that, even though she knows she would’ve died if she tried to help him, the guilt of not trying is still there. Just like it would be with anyone.”

      “He was a brave man. He did what he had to to make sure you all got out of there alive.”

      “And I can never repay him for that.”

      Silence followed. Odin, struck by sorrow, bowed his head and took long, deep breaths, hoping that the action would somehow make the pain go away. When it didn’t, he decided it would most likely be for the best if he allowed himself time to mourn later.

      “Elrig,” Odin said. “Do you think Carmen would be willing to translate some Dwarven writings?”

      “I don’t see why not. Besides, she needs something to keep herself preoccupied. I’ve been trying to get her out of the damn weather, but nope: she thinks she has to do something productive to be useful. Damn her carpentry schooling.”

      “This’ll be even more useful especially if we can figure out why the people who were here before us left.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s see,” Carmen said balancing herself atop the wooden chair before the Dwarven writings Virgin had stacked atop the desk. “Oh, by Thor’s Hammer. There’s a lot here.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?” Odin asked.

      “Oh no, not really. It’s just going to be very time consuming.”

      “Why is that?” Virgin asked. “Excuse my ignorance, but I don’t know a lot about Dwarvish writing.”

      “Neither do I,” Odin added.

      “It’s very complex,” Carmen said. “Back when the language was being developed, the Dwarves were a warring people. They used to have to get messages across very briefly, or in a way that didn’t require much time to convey. Hence the runes, which basically means that one rune can mean several words or even have a phrase or even more than that.”

      “More?”

      “The longest Dwarven rune that has ever been created is the one that details the Dwarven code. Basically, all the standard laws that the Dwarven people are supposed to abide by. In human language it would probably be twenty hand-written pages.”

      “Fuck,” Odin breathed.

      “Yeah. So you can see why it might take me a little while to get through this. Honestly, though, I highly doubt there are going to be many Dwarven runes that have such a complex code in them. I mean these were island people. What could they know about Dwarvish people?”

      Who knows, Odin thought. But if they knew how to write in Dwarvish, they had to have at least known something.

      Biting his lip, Odin looked from Carmen, to Virgin, then back to the Dwarf again, who had already lifted the topmost piece of parchment and begun to read through it.

      “Do you want us to leave you alone?” Virgin asked.

      “Just let me look at it for a little while. I’ll take it back to my room with me later, if you’re okay with that.”

      “That’s fine,” Odin said. “Come on, Virgin—let’s take a walk.”

      “Where?” the Halfling asked.

      Odin just shrugged and led his partner along.
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        * * *

      

      Their pursuits took them beyond the Avalonian settlement and eventually down the stairs that led to the gate.

      In the few weeks they’d been here, much had already changed. A road had been paved at the end of the stairway that led from the walled settlement to the farming community beneath. The apple forest was touched, many but not all stripped of their fruit, and the eastern hills where the grapes grew looked less colorful than they had before.

      “Virgin,” Odin said, turning his head as the two of them continued down the road. “How long ago do you think this place was abandoned?”

      “I can’t be sure,” his companion said. “Why?”

      “It doesn’t seem like they’ve been gone for that long.”

      “Yet the land is untouched.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you considered that maybe they didn’t feed off the land?”

      “That’s what I was wondering, but if that’s the case, where are their remains? Why haven’t we found any animal bones?”

      “Maybe they didn’t eat animals.”

      “You’re saying they might have eaten plants?”

      “Plant matter decays more quickly than bones do. I mean, when was the last time you threw a piece of carrot out your back door and found the remains of it a year later?”

      “Not very often,” Odin laughed.

      “So it could be possible that they didn’t eat meat. Or maybe they burned their bones. Or ate them. Or ground them into medicines. I don’t know. Any number of things could’ve happened.”

      “I just wonder why they left though. Like, what could’ve happened to make a whole civilization leave?”

      “Maybe the answer lies in the Dwarven writings.”

      “Maybe.”

      They spent the next long while advancing toward the farming houses and the skeletons of what would soon be more homes. In the fledgling fields farmers tilled their soil, around the houses carpenters and volunteers erected wooden planks and platforms. In the distance woodcutters could be heard chopping down the distant western forest, and though progress was slow, the burgeoning transformation did wonders for Odin’s sanity.

      It won’t be long until this is really a home.

      Soon this place would blossom. In ten years’ time there would be children—boys, girls, cats, dogs. His own son and Nova’s would be among them, running amok through the valley, climbing the hills, looking down at the world above. They would know nothing of Ornala and the plight it had gone through, the Three Kingdoms or the chaos it had been thrust under. They would know nothing but Avalon, and while that seemed like a blessing, Odin wondered if that would be best for them, especially his child.

      “Virgin,” Odin said. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”

      “What?”

      “I mean, I know you’re ok with Arc, and I know you love him because he’s my child, but I’ve never heard you call him your son.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “Well no, but I…” Odin paused. He took a deep breath, then expelled it before looking up at his partner. “I just don’t want you to feel like you’re not a part of his life.”

      “I know I’m a part of his life, Odin.”

      “But do you consider yourself one of his fathers?”

      “One?”

      Virgin stopped midstride. Odin continued walking, but stopped when he noticed his companion was no longer keeping pace with him. “Virgin?” he asked, turning.

      “A child can only have one father, Odin. You know that.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “What makes you think⁠—”

      “You are one of his fathers. I am the other.”

      “He is your child. You are his father, not me.”

      “You can’t honestly say that.”

      “I—”

      “You were the one who was there for him when he was born.”

      “I didn’t sleep with her.”

      “Are you?”

      “No, Odin. I’ve already told you, I don’t mind that you and her had a one-time thing. I never told you I loved you then, so it wasn’t as if we were committed, or that I expected you to remain monogamous. What we had for a while there was just—well—intimacy fueled by sex.” Virgin shook his head. “We’ve had this conversation before. I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”

      “I’m not mad at you.”

      “I didn’t think you were.”

      “I just don’t want you to think you’re not a part of Arc’s life.”

      “Like I said: you’re his father.”

      “But who is he going to think you are when he gets older? He’ll know I love you, that I live with you, that I sleep in the same bed as you. He’ll think of you as something.”

      “Which might make things even more complicated,” Virgin sighed.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “How often do you hear about two men raising a child?”

      “I—”

      “It’s not normal, Odin.”

      “Who cares what’s normal? If we did, we sure as hell wouldn’t be together.”

      Virgin frowned. Though his lips quivered and seemed as though they would open to offer a reply, they didn’t.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway,” Virgin sighed. “We’re together.”

      “And Arc?”

      “And Arc? He’ll have us. His fathers.”

      Odin smiled.

      That was exactly what he wanted to hear.
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        * * *

      

      “We,” Carmen said, “who are the aeons of existence, who shift and adapt to things that are unlike what we originally were, who tended and fertilized the land and made whole what was not. We, the Islanders, who came from the Lands Far, Far Away, who settled and made the Island our home.”

      Odin waited. In the company of not only Virgin, but Iora as well, he crossed his arms over his chest and prepared for what was to come—a revelation of the island that could easily change his entire outlook on this place. When none came, he frowned and made move to speak before Carmen raised her head.

      “That’s all it says,” she said.

      “All that section says?” Virgin asked. “Or all a lot of it says?”

      “That’s what the most interesting parts of it say. Most of this Dwarvish writing details how they built the city, what materials they used, that sort of thing.”

      “The human writing only described the weather conditions,” Odin said.

      “And the Elvish detailed the flora and fauna,” Virgin added.

      “So the Dwarvish must be about who they were as a people.”

      “But why would they split it into three different writings?” Odin frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe they meant to confuse whoever came after,” Iora offered. “That would be reasonable, considering they wrote in three different languages.”

      “But why would they take the time to build a settlement, write a manual on the wildlife, the weather and how they built their city? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe they didn’t abandon it,” Virgin said. “Maybe they built it to leave it behind for whoever came next.”

      No one spoke—not, because, Odin felt they had no opinion, but because it seemed such an unlikely thing. Even the idea that a group of peoples had come to the island, tended its lands and built a settlement only to abandon it for another group of peoples was so preposterous, so absurd that it seemed completely out of the question. This was the stuff of fiction, of fairy tales featuring benevolent Gods who showered upon their worshipers gifts of coin and food. Such things didn’t happen in the real world—couldn’t happen, because when it came down to the fine and gritty details of it all, most people were out for themselves.

      If it is true, Odin thought. If the people who were here before built this place just to leave it behind for someone else, then they’re our saviors.

      “If that’s the case,” Virgin said, speaking up for the first time since silence had befallen the room, “then they’re the ones we have to thank for our safety.”

      “What more must there be here?” Iora asked.

      Carmen shook her head. “I can only keep reading,” she said.

      “Then do it,” Odin said. “We need to find out why they left—now, before we get in over our heads.”

      Everyone in the room looked up at him. In their eyes begged the one question Odin himself was almost too afraid to ask himself.

      In the end, it all came down to one thing.

      Were they already in over their heads?
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      It was proposed in the days following the Kegdulanian peoples’ arrival that there be patrols sent along the shores. So, with a heavy heart and an even harder conscience, Odin agreed.

      The night he and the party of twelve were to leave the settlement, he donned heavy leather armor despite his recovering ribs and clipped his swords to his sides.

      “Are you sure you’re fit to go?” Virgin asked.

      Odin raised his eyes. From his place in the corner, where Virgin sat tending to his ornate dagger, the Halfling watched him with concerned and doubtful eyes. Odin, in response, merely shook his head, to which Virgin responded with a sigh before standing and crossing the room.

      “Odin—”

      “I’ll be fine, Virgin.”

      “You’re hurt.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “I’ll use magic.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “At least that won’t aggravate my injury,” Odin laughed. He finished securing the leather chest piece under his arms, then reached out and gripped Virgin’s bare upper arms. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Maybe I’m just greedy,” he mumbled.

      “Pardon?”

      “I was starting to get used to you being in the same bed with me.”

      “You’re too kind,” Odin said, wrapping his partner in a hug. “I’ll only be gone for a few days. I don’t plan on staying out there.”

      “Do you really plan on building an outpost all the way out by the coast?”

      “If we can, yeah. It’ll go faster if I’m there—cause, you know, I can cut down the trees, move the planks, that sort of thing.”

      “Just be careful, please.”

      “You know I’ll be fine.”

      “No, I don’t, but I trust you enough to know that you won’t get yourself into too much trouble.”

      With a smile, Odin leaned forward, pressed a kiss to Virgin’s cheek, then turned and walked for the door.

      Virgin’s hand graced his wrist.

      Odin looked over his shoulder.

      The Halfling’s lips pressed against his in one long, hard kiss.

      “What was that for?” Odin smiled.

      “Luck,” Virgin said, “and because I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      They exchanged one last hug before Odin left the room.

      Loneliness struck him the moment he stepped outside.

      You won’t be gone long, he thought.

      With that, he started down the barracks’ stairs and began to head for the wall.
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        * * *

      

      “Commander Karussa,” the guard standing at the front of the platoon of young men said. “My name is Kethlan Windwright. I’m one of your warden’s head guards.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Odin said, extending his hand to pump the man’s wrist.

      Though most of Kethlan Windwright’s face was obscured by a helm, he could make out distinct features on the lower part of his face—most particularly, his broad, blonde stubble, and the sharp but kind blue eyes that winked out from the spaces between his helm.

      “Are we ready to leave?” Odin asked.

      “We’re just waiting on final preparations. A farmer’s son is supposed to bring us apples and grapes.”

      “Speak of the devil,” one of the troops said.

      A boy pulling a cart filled with several leather sacks appeared at the closed gateway. “Gateguard Windwright, sir?”

      “I’m here, son,” the deep-voiced man said.

      “I’ve brought what you requested.”

      “Open the gate!”

      The guards above began to pump the levers that held the wrought-iron fixture in place. Windwright stepped through and clapped the boy’s shoulder the moment his way was cleared. “Thank you, young man. Your help is much appreciated and won’t go unnoticed.”

      “It’s no trouble, sir.”

      Odin half-expected the man to pass coin into his hand, but realized shortly thereafter that coin here on Avalon was close to useless, if not obsolete.

      “Rally up!” Kethlan called. “Grab your sacks and gather at the bottom of the stairway. Commander Karussa and I will be there shortly.”

      The gate guard waited until his troop was securely at the bottom of the stairway and standing in the valley before returning his eyes to Odin. “I appreciate your willingness to come with us despite your injury, Commander. Are you sure you’ll be well?”

      “The warden asked the same thing. I assure you, and him, that I’ll be fine.”

      “Now’s your last chance to turn around. I won’t take it personally if you decide not to come.”

      “You need a mage. The outpost will be built much more quickly if I’m there.”

      “All right. Suit yourself, Commander. Welcome aboard.”

      Odin nodded, took the stairway behind the gate guard, and descended into the valley.

      Behind them, the gate slammed shut.

      “You know the drill,” Kethlan said as they stepped off the stairs. “We’re heading to the coast to construct an outpost. This is to provide housing for captain Ysyvelle and her daughter, a lookout post over the coast, and to establish another point of contact. We’ll make the first half of our trip tonight and the other half in the morning. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes sir!” the troops said.

      “All right then. Let’s get the hell out of here. Our feet aren’t gonna move themselves.”
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        * * *

      

      By firelight men spoke of their lives. Of their new homes, duties, families, of the futures that would come in the days and weeks and months and years and of the things they wished to happen for not only them, but those around them. Some wished for children, young men and women who would shape this world and make it their own, others for prosperity in the land and nature. Science was spoken of by many men—of how things could be molded and shifted to one’s own creation—while others dreamed of contributing to what would soon be the culture of this place. Novels, they said, would be written; sonnets for the dead, poems for the living; and from the hearts of those who had escaped what could have possibly been the worst tragedy ever inflicted upon humankind the history of Ornala’s fall would be told, preserved for generations to come.

      From his place in his bedroll, in which Odin watched the fire and listened to the men around him, he waited for drowsiness to come. Eyes drooping but mind aware, he took long, deep breaths and expelled them equally.

      After what might have been the twelfth time he did this, Kethlan, whom Odin was resting by, raised his head to look at him. “Are you well, Commander?” he asked.

      “I’m restless,” Odin replied.

      “I can see that,” the high guard laughed. “Is something on your mind?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but… it’s been a while since I’ve been outside the walls. I think I feel a bit… vulnerable.”

      “You have thirteen well-armed and trained men around you, sir. We won’t let anything hurt you.”

      “It’s not that I doubt you or your men. It’s just that I doubt myself.”

      Kethlan frowned. He reached up to scratch the stubble around his mouth and turned his attention back to the fire before sighing and saying, “I’m sure we’ll be fine, sir.”

      They could only hope.

      The night progressed, the conversation died out, men lay down to rest in bedroll or across the lush ground that was Avalon. Odin eventually caved and settled down, but sleep did not come easy. Rather, the world around him seemed to conspire against such things. The crackling fire, the languid breathing of men, and the hiss of the wind as it tore from the distant coast like a moan should not have terrified him, something about it shattered his senses.

      It’s because of the bull, a devilish voice whispered. It’s because you’re waiting for it to come get you.

      It’s dead, Odin thought.

      And in more ways than one. He’d watched it burned—watched as, before his eyes, the corpse of a horrible creature preserved in death had crumbled to the ground—and had seen its remnants gathered in the heads of spades. That thing was gone. To even think that it would return was ludicrous.

      But it’s there. In your head. Your dreams. Your nightmares.

      No. It was gone. Spirits, in reality, did not exist. Sure—remnants sometimes persisted, and sometimes they were able to bridge death, but once the physical body was gone, it was gone. It could not be reborn.

      Or so you wish to believe.

      Odin forced his eyes shut.

      Though he tried to keep the image from coming, it did anyway.
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        * * *

      

      They approached the coast and saw in the distance the massive cargo ship that had become their salvation. Tall, epic in scope, broad in length and even more intimidating in purpose—its sails had since been lowered and it waited beside the shore, its several anchors down but its armaments raised. Odin, through his haze of drowsiness, briefly imagined what the construct would look like were it to be abandoned to the elements.

      “She’s been there by herself?” Odin asked, raising his eyes to look at Kethlan.

      The high guard nodded. “The warden has asked us to run scouts here every few days with food and supplies, but yes—the captain and her daughter have been living on the boat.”

      Hopefully they’ve been all right, Odin thought.

      This would be the first time in months he had seen Ysyvelle.

      With a shake of his head, he continued forward.

      By midafternoon, they reached the outcropping of land where atop a series of rocky plateaus a hill rose like an icon to the masses. Tall, perfectly-shaped, and eroded by time to the point where the rock around it had created an almost-perfect path to the top, Odin looked upon this, then stopped to consider why he hadn’t looked upon this location when they’d first arrived

      You were desperate, he thought. You were at sea for three months and wanted to get the people away from the water.

      Maybe that was why such a landmark had passed by him. Maybe that was why he had never stopped to consider it.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Kethlan said, knocking Odin from his thoughts and returning him to the real world. “I believe that is where we will build our outpost tower.”

      “Is it safe to build there?” one man questioned.

      “It’s on a cliff,” another offered.

      “Not a cliff—a plateau,” someone else stated. “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “It’s—”

      “It’s a fucking cliff!”

      “No it⁠—”

      “Don’t argue!” Kethlan barked, the growl in his voice enough to make even Odin’s trained mind falter. “Listen up! I want you all to divide yourselves into three groups. I want four of you to take your axes and head to the western wood to start cutting down wood. I want another four of you to take your pickaxes and begin carving out stone from the distant side of the plateau.”

      “What about the rest of us?” one of the remaining four men frowned.

      “Erect the tents. We’ll establish camp here.”

      The men departed. Some went east, others west. The remaining stayed behind and pulled from several packs the rope and cloth that would shield them from the elements. How long it would take to build the outpost tower Odin couldn’t be sure, as there were far too few men to do such a thing in a timely fashion. With him here, however, they could lift supplies easier and, he imagined, melt rock and seal stone.

      Hopefully it won’t be too much strain on my body.

      Then again, he did have to consider their situation. With no set timeframe, he could easily do only a little work a day and still make progress. They had no set goal as to when this outpost would need to be raised.

      “Commander,” Kethlan said.

      “Yes?” Odin asked.

      “Would you like to see the Captain?”

      “Yeah, I would.”
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        * * *

      

      Kethlan waded through the waist-high shallows along Avalon’s beach. From the shoreline, Odin watched as the high guard progressed toward the boat. Arms braced at his side, chest rising and falling with the strain of it all, he cleared the brief distance between himself and the base of the ship before raising his hands and calling, “Captain Ysyvelle! Are you there?”

      Odin waited.

      Several moments passed.

      Just when he thought Ysyvelle would not make her appearance, she stepped up to the edge of the railing and looked down at Kethlan’s shrouded figure.

      “Our commander has been injured and cannot risk wading in the waters!” Kethlan called. “Will you come to him?”

      After crouching down, she began to lower the stairway.

      Odin sighed.

      He would have his meeting.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry to hear you’ve had such a bad run in with the local wildlife,” Ysyvelle said, stirring a pot of water in which several tea leaves boiled over a brimming fire. “How are you faring? With your injury, I mean?”

      “It’s doing better,” Odin said. “I’m not completely healed, but I didn’t expect that.”

      In the distance, Kethlan stood barking orders to the men poised along the plateau. Ysyvelle briefly raised her head to watch the high guard before returning to her work on the soup.

      “How is your daughter?” Odin asked.

      “She’s doing well,” the Kadarian woman said.

      “I’ve been worried about her wellbeing. You know, what with being on a boat for so long.”

      “She claims to love it; says the ocean is beautiful and that the fish are even prettier than anything she’s ever seen on land, but deep down, I can tell that it bothers her. I mean, what wouldn’t? She’s a little girl who watched her father die before her eyes and who was forced from her home by marauding terrorists. I find it hard to believe she’s held up so well.”

      “She has her mother’s strength.”

      “I would not call myself strong, but thank you.” Ysyvelle reached into her pack and pulled two mugs from it. After filling both with the tea, she passed one to Odin, nodded, then asked, “What about your son? How is he?”

      “He’s doing well,” Odin said. “I haven’t been able to see him as much as I’d like, but he’s healthy and happy.”

      “What’s keeping you from spending time with him?”

      “My injury. My position. The fact that Onlee and I aren’t necessarily on the best of terms.”

      “I gathered that the two of you weren’t exactly an item,” Ysyvelle said. She paused to look at the men in the distance. “You are with the tall, chestnut-haired man, are you not?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Tell me, if you don’t mind, how did you and Onlee⁠—“

      “I was drunk. I was ordered to appear as though I had a thing for her. Things got out of hand. I only have myself to blame for that.”

      “Accidents happen, Odin. Besides, something special came out of it, didn’t it?”

      Yes, Odin thought, the image of his dark-haired, pink-eyed baby coming easily to mind.

      With a short nod, he lifted his mug, sipped his coffee, and looked out at the shoreline—where, distantly, he could see the tide beginning to come in.

      “It’s already gotten so late,” Odin mused.

      Ysyvelle nodded. “Yes,” she said. “It has.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Odin wandered away from the camp and to the shore when he saw upon the horizon a series of lights.

      What the, he thought.

      They appeared like constellations within the sky. They resembled something akin to fireflies dancing within the forest. Into the sky, down toward the ocean, to the east and then to the west. At one point, they even began to produce something like lightning bolts. How the men further back hadn’t seen this yet was beyond his recollection, but in his mind, Odin could only think of one thing.

      Magic.

      It buzzed in the air with an intensity he had never felt, making the hair atop his head rise with static and forming gooseflesh along his arms. Even his blood—which, warm in his veins, seemed impervious to such outside influenced— reacted, and as the heat within his body rose to a fever pitch, he thought for but one moment that they may be sieged.

      I have to do something, he thought. I can’t⁠—

      Just before he turned to return to the camp, all sources of magic stopped.

      Odin paused.

      The chaos within the air calmed until nothing could be seen, heard or felt.

      “I don’t,” he whispered, “understand.”

      A figure appeared on the horizon.

      Odin drew his sword.

      Tall, cloaked, holding within one hand an oar that Odin imagined could be birch—its ominous figure did not glow, contrary to the magic that had been seen before. That was strange, as Odin had expected something much more striking. But the fact that this man—woman, creature, thing—had come all this way, and in a canoe no less, stunned him to no end.

      “Who are you?” he whispered.

      At his side, his black blade began to hum.

      You’ve only done that a few times, Odin whispered. When⁠—

      He swallowed a lump in his throat.

      His blade only sung when something of great, magical power had approached.

      What was he to do?

      I can’t run, he thought.

      Would it pursue? Of course it would. He wasn’t stupid—knew that, if something of such high power was nearing their world, it had come of its own accord. If he moved, he could endanger the non-gifted men at the camp. But what if he failed? They would be slaughtered anyway, and the people of Avalon—they would die. Realistically, he was in no position to fight. Regardless, though, he could not idly stand by and not defend his people.

      In that moment, Odin prepared for the worst.

      He tightened his grip on his black-bladed sword.

      The figure drew nearer.

      Get ready, a voice whispered. This is where everything changes.

      The figure’s canoe breached the shore’s soft sand.

      It lifted from the water its oar, stepped off its vessel, then immediately began to make its way toward Odin.

      “Who are you?” Odin asked, trying his hardest to hold his ground even though his sword arm had since begun to tremble. “Why are you here?”

      Why are you so afraid? a voice asked. Are you scared?

      No, he thought, setting his jaw. I’m not.

      This was no monster, no terror that would wreak havoc upon a nation. This thing could easily be a man, or something partially resembling one.

      Odin waited for a response.

      The figure dropped its oar, then reached for something that protruded from its back.

      Odin drew his other sword and prepared for battle.

      The telltale image of a scythe, albeit with two heads that faced opposite one another, came into view.

      “I don’t want to fight you,” Odin said, raising his black blade and summoning upon its tip a glowing sphere of concentrated air. “Do not move any further. State your reason for being here or leave.”

      “Do you not know who I am, Odin Karussa?”

      Odin’s heart stopped beating within his chest.

      No, he thought. He’s dead. He… he can’t⁠—

      The figure allowed the balled end of its wicked weapon to fall to the sand.

      Shocked from his reverie, Odin waited for a person whom he knew was dead to come forward.

      It took several moments for the figure to cross the distance between the two of them. The whole while it walked, Odin kept his sword steady, his ball of concentrated air suspended forward.

      “Reveal your identity,” Odin said. “Now.”

      The figure reached for its hood.

      Odin waited.

      It took only a moment for the hood to come down and its face to be revealed.

      The visitor to this land was no Elf, no Neven D’Carda, no creature who upon its body bore scales or feathers or even fur. Rather, it was a man—a Cadarian, Odin could see, by the dark hue of his skin—and when he stepped forward, he revealed to Odin striking features: sharp cheekbones, large and full lips, and a jaw so chiseled Odin wondered if he had eaten a full meal in his life.

      It was not, however, his features that truck Odin. It was his eyes—meridian blue, the color of warm waters along the shores of the greatest lagoon.

      This stranger. He didn’t seem human, much less Cadarian.

      “You’re not a human,” Odin said, lowering his sword and dispelling the magic he’d conjured at the end of it.

      “I assure you, friend that I am a man just as you are.” The individual shifted the double-bladed scythe in his right hand, instantly causing Odin to step back and raise his sword. The visitor merely smiled and shook his head. “I mean you no harm, Odin Karussa of the Felnon Providence. I am a friend.”

      “I know no Cadarian such as yourself.”

      “But you will come to, in time.”

      “What do you want?” Odin asked. “Why are you here?”

      “To deliver a message,” the dark-skinned man said. “Take me to your camp. There is business to be discussed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was with trepidation and fear that he led the Cadarian across the shore and the expanse of grass that led to his camp. With his stomach in knots and his heart beating like a herd of stampeding horses, they approached the camp where around several fires the twelve men sat. It took only an instant to be noticed.

      Immediately, each man rose and drew his weapon.

      “Commander?” a young man who couldn’t have been more than sixteen asked, holding a crossbow steady at the hulking figure at Odin’s side. “Are you all right?”

      “I am fine,” Odin said. “Do not worry.”

      “Who is this?” Kethlan asked.

      “I’m not sure. He just appeared.”

      “Appeared? What are you⁠—”

      The visitor stepped forward. All the crossbows Odin could see were on him the next moment.

      “My name is Michael,” the black man said, “and I have come from the lands beyond the Crystal Desert within the Impossible Mountains.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” one of Kethlan’s men said. “No one can pass those mountains.”

      “Those determined and of good will can accomplish anything.”

      The men continued to keep their weapons aimed at the man from beyond the Impossible Mountains. Odin, who stood directly beside him, felt no animosity, but that could have been influenced by the intense magical aura pooling off his person.

      To trust him, he thought, or to not trust him?

      Either way, he could not let his guard down, not even for a second.

      “Lower your arms,” Odin said.

      “Commander?” Kethlan asked.

      “Your weapons would have no effect on him anyway. If he meant us harm, we would already be dead.”

      “Is that why⁠—”

      Odin nodded. Michael merely shifted in his place before tightening his hold on his bladed staff.

      “Come,” Odin said, gesturing the black man around the fire. “Sit.”

      He settled down on his bedroll and waited for the newcomer to sit beside him. Michael crossed his legs, balanced his scythe across his lap, then stared into the fire, his exquisite features glowing and his blue eyes shining in the light.

      “You said you had a message,” Odin said, taking a moment to prepare for a reply before turning his attention to the man. “Who from?”

      “God.”

      All eyes turned to Michael.

      God? Odin thought, blinking?

      Michael stared at him, then flashed a slight smile. “Are you all God-fearing men?” the black man asked. “Or are you an atheist country?”

      “Hey!” a man cried. “I believe in God!”

      “I do too!” another man called.

      “Commander?” Michael asked.

      “I don’t know what I believe,” Odin said.

      “That’s a shame. He is truly wonderful.”

      “What message from God do have for me? You would think I would’ve fallen out of His favor after all I have done.”

      “God does not judge those whose actions lay in good intentions,” Michael said. “But God has plans for you, Odin Karussa. He has many plans.”

      The camp was silent. No whispers, no voices, no coughs, cries or laughs. Even the fire seemed silent as it waited for the declaration that was to come. Such quiet was unruly. For that, Odin cleared his throat to draw the black man’s attention.

      “What is the message?” he asked.

      “You will reclaim the country of Ornala and becomes its new messiah.”

      “I’m sorry,” Odin said, as clarity began to come, and his shock ceased to exist. “I’m not sure I heard you correctly. Can you say again?”

      “You heard me, Odin Karussa. You know in your heart what I said was true.”

      “But I don’t understand.”

      “God has many reasons for choosing men among mortals for His cause.”

      “But why are you here? Why couldn’t He have just told me Himself?”

      “Because you are clouded. You do not truly believe.”

      This time, all eyes turned to him.

      Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. “That’s not true,” he said.

      “Whatever you may or may not believe, I will not judge. I will only say this: I received a vision and was chosen by God Almighty to take my staff and my honor and to come to the land known as Avalon. It was there, God said, that I would find the messiah—who, with black hair and red eyes, would hold within his possession the two swords: Heaven, and Hell.”

      The blades at Odin’s sides hummed in accordance.

      Heaven? he thought. Hell?

      Were those the names of the swords he held in his possession—who, according to his dead father, had been crafted by the Elves, one Dark and the other Light?

      “I’m not sure I believe you,” Odin said.

      “You will, in time.” Michael raised his head. “Will you take me to your settlement?”

      “We’re working. We⁠—”

      “Take him,” Kethlan said. “This is obviously more important than any outpost we could make.”

      Odin closed his eyes.

      How badly he wanted to disagree.
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        * * *

      

      Odin returned to the settlement with Michael in tow the following afternoon. From the tops of the walls came the indescribable looks of men who could only be looking upon one confusing scene—the commander, obvious in his appearance, and another man, striking in contrast in both race and style.

      “This is the settlement?” Michael asked.

      “This is it,” Odin said.

      “It is quite beautiful. Those who left it here did well.”

      “Do you know who built this place?”

      “God does not give answers. He merely gives instruction.”

      No answers? Odin thought.

      If that were the case, then it was no wonder people were so confused.

      As they rounded the curve in the hill and began to make their way up the newly created path, a tall, lean figure appeared on the wall above the gate.

      Virgin.

      The Halfling raised a hand. Almost immediately, the gate went down.

      What in the?

      The guards atop the walls aimed their weapons at them.

      “Commander Odin!” Virgin called out. “Are you well?”

      “I am well!” Odin called back.

      “Who is the person in your company?”

      “Someone who has come a very, very long way.”

      Virgin lowered his hand. He gestured for the gate to be opened, then took the western wall and disappeared down the stairs.

      “And that is?” Michael asked.

      “The Warden,” Odin replied.

      The two of them continued up the path.

      Upon reaching and passing through the gate, Virgin appeared, arms slack at his side but fingers flushing along his thigh. “Odin,” he said.

      “Virgin,” Odin replied.

      “I was concerned that you’d been captured.”

      “So was Kethlan,” he laughed.

      “Who is this?”

      “This is Michael. He came from the lands beyond the Impossible Mountains.”

      “But they…” Virgin shook his head. “It does not matter. How did you get here?”

      “I came by boat via magic.”

      “That’s why the air is light.” The Halfling crossed his arms over his chest and scrutinized the black man. His eyes darted between Odin and the newcomer before settling back on Michael again. “Do you mean harm to the people within this settlement?”

      “I wish nothing more than to spread the word of God to the people here.”

      “The word of God?” Virgin asked.

      “Yes, Warden Virgin, the word of God.”

      Virgin’s eyes returned to Odin.

      Don’t say anything that might get us into trouble, he thought, nodding, sinking his teeth into his lower lip. Let him do what he wants.

      “We are a people of freedom,” Virgin said, returning his gaze to Michael. “We do not care what you say or preach so long as you do not try to inspire violence within our home.”

      “I do not believe violence upon innocents to be necessary.”

      “And against an establishment?”

      “All great things eventually crumble. It is up to those who wish to preserve such things to maintain them.”

      Virgin merely nodded. He lifted an arm and gestured one of the guards down.

      “Sir Warden, sir!” the young guard said as he descended the stairs.

      “Please, if you would, take this man to the barracks and have him clothed and fed. Give him a room as well. He has come a long way.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Will I see you later?” Michael asked, turning to face Odin.

      “Yes,” Odin said. “You will.”

      Michael nodded and began to follow the guard up the road, double-bladed scythe in hand.

      “Why is he here?” Virgin asked, drawing closer so only the two of them could hear.

      “He came with a message… for me.”

      “I get the feeling that this ‘message’ wasn’t exactly to your liking?”

      “He said I would reclaim Ornala and become its new messiah.”

      “What?” Virgin narrowed his eyes.

      Odin shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he said. “All I know is that he came a long way.”

      “How did he get here?”

      “He came by canoe, just like he said. With magic.”

      “But Odin. this island is three months away from the mainland. Even if he used some kind of magic—which, realistically, I don’t believe, because so far as I know it takes huge amounts of energy to do little things, let alone push a boat.”

      “You missed your point.”

      “Even if he used magic,” Virgin continued, “it would’ve taken him weeks to get here. Do you honestly believe that he ‘just used magic’?”

      “He’s a powerful mage, Virgin.”

      “I—”

      “I haven’t met a mage as powerful as him since my father.”

      The older Halfling paused. A frown lit his face, then disappeared with a shake of his head, his long chestnut hair falling over his eyes and momentarily shrouding them from view. “It doesn’t matter,” Virgin said at last. “He’s here, you’re still here, and so far as I know, you don’t plan on becoming ‘Ornala’s next messiah’ right?”

      “I don’t plan on doing anything, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Virgin shook his head. “I have to get back to work. Go see Onlee. She’s been wondering why you’ve been absent.”

      “All right. Thank you.”

      They went their separate ways.

      The whole while, Odin couldn’t help but wonder.
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        * * *

      

      “Is everything all right?” Odin asked.

      From his place in front of the cradle, where he looked in at his giggling baby son, Odin raised his eyes to look at Onlee from across the room. Poised on a chair knitting what appeared to be a blanket for the child, she turned her attention up to him and gave a slight nod, but quickly returned her attention to her work.
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