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The Willow Wand
It has been cast
The Holy Ones
Were meant to last
And as the Angels
From High Above
Come Sailing Down
With Trumpeting Doves
There will be a cry
There will be a call
One great person
Was meant to fall.
 
They will be lifted
High above
By the hands of Heaven
The One who Called
Who rang that Phone
Long Distance Call
And there will be Someone
Who will answer that call
They said, “Hello?”
There was no reply
They said, “Who’s there?”
Is it time to die?
And on the brink of nothing
—The cool, the calm—
There was a sense of everything
—The high, the tide—
As there comes a moment when, in time, He does call,
They say He is everything
He is Us All
 
There will be no pain
No misery
No rise, no fall,
No struggled breathing
No demise or bawl
For there are in great times of need Ones who Watch
They aren’t in the shadows
They aren’t in the fog.
 
The Willow Wand
It has been cast
And God above
Was meant to last
He will lift you
And take you high
And though some may not believe
There will be
One final reprieve.
* - * - * - *
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Foreword
 
I think one of the most amazingly-universal things is how quickly life can pass and how swiftly death can be thrust upon us. Four years ago, I began rewriting The Brotherhood out of fear that I would lose my ability to write due to a suspected brain tumor. Little did I realize what all I would lose in the process.
It’s natural that everyone loses someone within the first eighteen years of their life. By the time I left Idaho at the age of consent, I’d already lost both grandparents on my father’s side and, more recently, my grandfather on my mother’s. There’d always been doubts in my mind about my family being able to see my success, or at least what I thought I considered to be success, so when I lost my grandfather Larry shortly after beginning the first in this series, I was devastated. In a way, I’d felt like I’d failed—cheated him of seeing what I could do with a talent I knew would one day support me.
Because of that guilt, I vowed that I would do everything in my power to make sure one of my biggest supporters, my grandmother Betty, would see The Brotherhood until the end.
Sadly, life does not work that way. It was little more than a month after I released the first book that she was stricken with illness that soon took her life.
There are several moments in my life I can vividly remember—the day my Grandpa Jim passed when I was seven, when my mother came into the room and told me the news; the stormy afternoon my Grandma Shirley slipped away after existing in a catatonic state for three days; the night my mother woke up to tell me that my Grandpa Larry had passed and then the night I drove to a local plaza in Austin, Texas at nearly midnight and listened to Lady GaGa’s The Edge of Glory when I experienced the realization that my Grandma Betty would not survive. Death is undoubtedly the most powerful cause in the cycle of life. After the grand or even slight appearance of something marvelous it strips from the world an asset that can be used in many ways. There is usually little to no warning. Death can sometimes be defied, altered, postponed or hastened, but in the end it is alwys the same result.
Throughout my life, I’ve lost an incredible amount of people, both family and friends. The most haunting of these revelations is the idea that, while writing Death, inspired one of the darkest questions I’ve ever thought of.
What would happen if you could do something to bring someone you love back to life? If there was a magic—or, undoubtedly, a curse upon the body you could inflict upon yourself to bring back someone whose life had been cut short—would you do it?
This is the central focus of Death, and what I believe is the most terrifying question of all.
3/21/13
 
 



 
 
Chapter 1
 
A man carried the dove in a cage gilded and lined with silver. His head hung low, his face all but unseen, any and every who looked upon him would have been apt to see the fact that he bore little to no expression upon the pale frames of his lips. His chin cleft, his stubble harsh—he appeared to have walked straight from the oppressing nature they had all very well endured over the past few weeks bearing the very thing that would deliver one of the fallen to the world beyond the mortal realm.
Standing before the funeral pyre with his head bowed and his emotions all but ready to break, Odin tried not to look at the body of the man who no more than a day ago had revealed himself to be his father.
How will I go on, he thought, if I have no one to guide me?
At his sides, Carmen and Nova stood stoic, silent in their grief and all but perpetual in the depressing nature, while ahead the man with the gilded cage stepped forward and set it on the platform directly above the Elf’s head, all but ready and willing to begin the ceremony whenever instructed.
“Odin,” a voice said. “Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Odin replied, raising his head to regard the cloaked man before them.
He looked to be a visage of horror, this man with the gilded cage, for his face was shrouded in a darkness so great and grand Odin couldn’t help but wonder if his intentions were pure or just a ploy in order to deliver something far worse than what his nature specifically implied.
Stepping forward, careful not to disturb the dirt at his feet or the tension within the area, Odin wrapped his hands around the edge of the funeral pyre and tried not to look at his father’s face.
After so much time, after so many years, he finally had the answers to some of the most important questions in his entire life.
I am what I am because of you.
Somehow, whether due to the miraculous chance of fate or the inability to openly express the emotions that lay taut and pulled within his chest, he resisted the urge to reach out and touch the Elf’s delicate skin, his hands of which bore no masculine traits or humanly flaws. There was no discoloration where his knuckles lay rigid, no veins upon which blood could travel, nor, Odin noticed, were there lines upon the curves of his fingers.
“I could have asked you so much,” he whispered, reaching up to stroke the Elf’s hair from his eyes. “I wish I could have.”
“The knife,” the cage carrier said.
Odin barely bothered to look up when he heard the sound of the knife being drawn from its sheath and passed from the cage carrier’s hands to Parfour’s, who’d specifically asked to lead the ceremony in light of the situation before them. He couldn’t imagine how the boy must feel, given his age and his place within the world, but if his own emotions were any indication, he knew the young man must be burning up on the inside.
“Odin,” Parfour said.
He took the knife from the boy’s hand and circled his fingers around its hilt.
You may be gone, he thought, but you will live on.
It had been his decision to take from the Elf’s head a strand of hair which spilled over his shoulders and down to his feet. Carefully freed from its braid and stroked until it lay perfect over his skin, it looked to be shining in the faint twilight of the gloomy afternoon day, a sight which reminded him of all the glorious things in the world.
Perfection would have not been the word to describe the Elf before him. Even in death, Miko was the most beautiful thing he could have ever laid his eyes upon.
By pure, concrete will alone, and with force of which he felt he was incapable of having, Odin turned his head up to look at his father’s perfect, porcelain face, then reached out to take the strand of hair between his fingers.
“Dear God,” Parfour said, just as Odin raised the knife and carefully cut the piece of hair away, “or Gods, or Demigods, or Deities or Enlightened, please deliver upon us the clarity of which we, the mortals, often do not have, and please, dear God, or Demigods, or Deities or Enlightened, deliver us the power to move on in this most horrible time. Deliver this man’s soul to the world beyond and forever cherish him within Your arms.”
When the piece of hair from the Elf’s brow fell perfectly within Odin’s hand, Ardut stepped forward, took Odin’s palm within his, then trailed it up to Odin’s brow, where he then bowed his head and streamed the power of magic through his wrist and out into his palm.
One brief moment later, Odin felt the fibers of his father’s hair connecting to his skull. Like snow, dust and ash, it seemed to meld with his skin as though a passing glance of the wind upon his brow. It held no pain, no sympathy, no enlightenment or any justification upon which he could base his morals. It held nothing—nothing but pure, simple touch.
Had he the honest urge to describe what he’d just done, Odin would compared it to vanity—pure, selfish vanity.
“Would anyone like to speak to High Mage Unisto before the ceremony continues?” Parfour asked.
“I will,” Nova said.
As Odin turned his head up to look at Nova, he saw in his friend suffering he could not have even begun to describe. The grief of a nation, the loss of a child, the death of a familiar or the passing of a friend—in Nova’s pale, amber eyes, so clouded with hurt they seemed pieces of the pale yellow moon on an autumn night, Odin saw his life flash before his vision, all his hopes and dreams condensed into one single, tragic moment.
A sob escaped his chest and tore through his throat.
Nova stepped forward and took him into his arms.
“It’ll be ok,” the older man whispered, snaring his fingers in Odin’s shirt.
“How can I go on without him?”
“Life goes on,” Nova whispered. “It has to.”
“I don’t think it can.”
Choosing not to respond directly for reasons Odin couldn’t imagine, Nova leaned forward, pressed his hand over the Elf’s, then offered one slight smile. “Well, partner,” he said. “I guess this is it then. The end.”
The end.
How horrible it felt to hear those words.
“I’ve come a long way since I’ve met you,” Nova continued, bowing his head and taking a long, deep breath. “You saved my life a few years ago. I know you already know this, but it’s nice, being able to remember like this. I… I’m sorry I couldn’t have remembered sooner, when you were still here. Thank you for all you’ve done. There’s nothing I could have ever done to repay you.”
Carmen stepped forward. In one small hand, she held a flower the color of lavender on a warm summer day. “I didn’t know you,” the Dwarf said, carefully reaching up to set the flower within Miko’s large, outstretched hands, “but I know you were important to a lot of people, especially to the men I call friends. I’m sorry I never got the chance to know you. I hope you’re happier, wherever you are, and I hope that your life… or afterlife… whatever you want to call it… is full of smiles and dandelions.”
“Would anyone else like to say something?” Parfour asked.
Though no one else responded, most, if not all bowed their heads.
“Jackson,” the boy replied, turning his attention to the man who bore the dove in the gilded cage. “Will you free the dove and place it over our friend’s heart?”
“Yes, sir.”
It seemed an act intricate beyond the measure upon which it could be weighed within the normal world. A lock shifted, a gate opened, a bird taken into a pair of gnarled hands—it could have been described as contemporary, a thing that could have very well occurred at any other time during any day of the year, though Odin knew otherwise: knew that, in spite of everything, doves were not often asked to take souls to the beyond, to whatever place existed beyond the world of life. For that alone, he felt it not only necessary, but essential that such a traditional passage be performed upon his dead friend’s body.
When Jackson stepped forward and stood directly before Odin and Nova, the man extended his hands forward for one single, needed touch.
“Take our friend home, little buddy,” Nova said. “I know you’ll do a good job.”
Odin’s finger strayed one moment too long when he touched the bird’s head and felt its down feathers.
The creature cooed.
One last sob escaped his chest.
Jackson stepped forward, pressed the bird to Miko’s breast, then bowed his head. “By the Gods, by the world, and by all the good in this world, please, our Masters, use this vessel to deliver this man’s soul home.”
The man released the bird.
It stayed but one moment, then lifted into the air.
Odin turned his head up.
They watched it sail the wind until it could no longer be seen on the horizon.
“By tradition,” Parfour said, stepping forward in the moment Odin turned from viewing the scene before him. “You are to be given his sword.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, taking the weapon between his palms.
A low, dull hum sounded in his head.
Are you aware? he thought. Do you know who I am?
“Odin,” Nova said, pressing a hand to his palm. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said.
Two men stepped forward with burning torches.
“Whenever you’re ready,” one of the men said.
Odin and Nova reached forward and took the burning constructs within their hands.
“Goodbye,” Odin whispered. “I love you.”
He set the torch at the foot of the pyre.
The flames burned strong.
 
He could not bear to watch his father burn, so when the flames grew high and covered the world, Odin turned and made his way back to Dwaydor. Cold, alone, and bearing the weight of what seemed to be the entire world, he made his way through the open gates and back to city hall without so much as a word to anyone.
Once, when he passed a man who appeared to be completely oblivious to the happenings around him, he thought briefly to strike him in the face, if only for such indecency. My father’s dead, he wanted to say. Do you even care?
How he managed to contain himself he did not know. That, however, did not necessarily matter, for in that moment, all he wanted was to be alone.
After letting himself into city hall, he made his way through the throng of bedding, marched into the hall, then locked himself into one of the offices, where he quickly slid down the wall and bowed his face into his hands.
“How could this have happened?” he whispered, struggling to maintain his composure even though he was completely isolated.
How, why, when—had Miko died in spirit alone, separated from his group and shot in cold blood? Had he suffered, for in those moments leading up to the time Odin and Nova had made their way toward him he surely must have felt some sort of pain. Most importantly though, had he felt as though there was any way to save his life—that regardless of his mortal injuries, he could be delivered from pain, from agony and sorrow and brought back into the real world?
I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner. 
Could he have possibly saved the Elf’s life had he summoned Ardut upon the moment of finding him lying in his own blood? 
With no way to know, Odin allowed himself to cry for the first time since leaving the scene. The tears hot and heavy, burning his face and streaking dirt down his cheeks, he shook his head, cast his hair over his eyes, then slid down onto his side as far as both his and the Elf’s sword would allow him.
As one, they began to hum.
Odin closed his eyes.
There was always something special about you, he thought, reaching down to touch the black blade’s hilt.
And the silver blade—special couldn’t describe it, could not equate it to something of a human and earthly term, for it was too great, powerful and marvelous to be anything but ordinary.
Reaching down, Odin freed the blade from his belt and held it before his eyes.
In the faint light streaming from the far window, the silver metal shined as though it bore its very own sun, stars and universe.
“Thank you,” he whispered. “I know you would have wanted me to have it.”
After freeing his own blade from his belt, he set the swords at his side, then curled up into as tight of a ball as he could.
This feeling had to end soon.
It couldn’t go on forever.
Can it?
 
When a knock came at the door and tore him from the nightmares wreaking havoc upon his mind, Odin rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. Unsure whether or not to believe the sound was real, he lay there with his arm over his brow and his hand on his stomach, desperate to fight the unbearable urges that seemed to be rolling throughout this body.
Could these symptoms be of grief, or were they bodily—not, in the least, caused by his emotions?
“Odin?” Nova asked. “Are you in there?”
Without bothering to reply, Odin stood, unlocked the door, then opened it and fell into his friend’s arms. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay,” he whispered, bowing his head into Nova’s shoulder. “I couldn’t bear to watch it.”
“Neither could me or Carmen.”
“Did the dove come back?”
“No.”
Good, he thought. Then it really is carrying my father’s soul.
It took willpower he currently wasn’t able to summon in order to truly call the man who’d been his mentor for years ‘father,’ so in thinking that very thing, he felt a slight sense of power shift through his conscience and press toward the front of his mind, where it bloomed with passion and created upon his mind a portrait of relief that seemed spelled in reds, blues and greens. 
In Nova’s arms, fractured and all but well, there seemed to be a rift, pressing forward and slowly attempting to tear them away.
Rather than wait for said rift to push them apart, Odin freed his arms from his friend’s chest, then took a few steps back, stumbling into a chair and nearly falling over in the process.
“You all right?”
“I’ll live,” Odin said. “I think, anyway.”
A head peeked around the corner. Odin would not have seen it had Nova still been standing in the threshold. “Carmen?” he frowned.
“It’s me,” the Dwarf said, stepping into the room and wrapping her arms around his leg. “Oh, Odin, I’m so sorry—for both of you. I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”
“Thank you for putting that flower in his hand,” Odin said, crouching down to wrap his arms around the Dwarf’s shoulders. “He would have liked that.”
“I’m glad.”
“What about you?” Odin asked, turning his attention on Nova. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m doing all right—better than I was, anyway. I have to tell you, Odin: when you left, I lost it.”
“Don’t try and be strong for me, Nova.”
“I’m trying to be strong for myself.”
He wouldn’t have wanted us to do this.
Were Miko here, or had he the ability to communicate with them beyond the world that he currently saw, he imagined the Elf would have told them that all was well—that beyond life, there existed an oasis, Utopia, a place where everything was peaceful, green and pure, where animals ran free and fish swam without fear.
With the Gods, he thought. If… 
He couldn’t bear to think that nothing existed beyond life. That in itself would have been too horrible.
Shaking his head, Odin reached up to push his hair behind his ears, then tilted his head up when he saw Amasa standing in the doorway. He offered the slightest wave in order to acknowledge his presence.
“Sir,” the Kadarian said, stepping through the threshold and into the room. “I hate to bother you so soon after your father’s passing, but… with your permission, I’d like to assume control of the Ornalan army.”
“Go ahead,” Odin said. “I don’t want it.”
“You don’t?” Nova frowned.
“How can I be expected to lead with a clear head after what all I’ve been through?” he asked, turning his attention from Amasa to Nova, then down to Carmen. He waited a moment for either of the men or the woman to respond before looking back up at Amasa. “Yes, Amasa—take control of the army.”
“With your blessing, I’d like to initiate a forward movement in order to ensure that the enemy forces are out of the country.”
“You have my blessing.”
“Be well, my friend.”
“I’ll try.”
Amasa turned and made his way out the room.
“What’re you going to do now?” Carmen asked, reaching up to set a hand on the back of his leg.
“I don’t know,” Odin replied. “Wait.”
“For what?” Nova frowned.
An answer, he thought.
He didn’t bother to reply.
 
Night swallowed the world and his conscience whole.
Alone, in the darkened space of the office he had so willingly taken refuge in earlier that afternoon, Odin lay curled into a ball and attempted to sleep. His heart all the heavier now than it was before, complete with a forecast of guilt and shame, his thoughts became clouds of the harshest variety—cruel, jagged things that sang of rain on long, cold days and threw lightning through the air, attempting to strike each and every thing one could possibly imagine. 
At one point, Odin saw a flicker of light before his vision.
For one moment, he thought it could have very possibly been his imaginary lightning, though whether or not it was could be anyone’s guess.
Sighing, he drew his blanket tightly around his body and attempted to control the tears that threatened to fill his vision.
Don’t, he thought.
Much to his regret, they came anyway, pooling from his eyes, over the hills of his cheekbones and down the expanse of his face.
Would the pain ever end, he wondered, or would it simply continue for the rest of his life, a black cloud over his entire existence?
A crack of thunder rolled over the lowlands.
Odin shivered.
When the telltale sign of rain began its pitter-patter against the window, he allowed himself to cry, if only to erase the pain that seemed to so desperately want to claw out of his heart.
Reaching forward, he pressed his hand against the combined width of both his and his newly-acquainted father’s swords.
They hummed beneath his touch.
Throughout his entire life—through his readings, teachings, studies, research and history—not once had he ever heard a story of a weapon humming: singing, some would say, of things that could very well not be spoken of in mortal terms. The thought alone made him consider the direct possibility that should the swords be directly communicating with not only him, but each other, they could very well have been created to do such a thing.
Could they? he thought.
Though not out of the realm of possibilities, Odin closed his eyes, drew his hand back to his chest, then tried not to think about anything at all.
The Elf’s face appeared in his mind.
The strand of purple hair tingled at the base of his scalp.
I know you’ll always be with me, but please… if you are there, give me a sign. Something—
“Anything.”
Odin opened his eyes.
He saw nothing but darkness.
 
A knock at the door roused him from sleep.
“Odin?” Nova asked.
“I’m awake,” Odin said, pushing himself to his feet just in time to see the door open and Nova peer in. “Is something wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” the man replied. “Are you all right?”
“Why?”
“You don’t look so good.”
Of course I don’t, Nova. My friend and biological father just died.
“I’m all right,” he said, reaching down to button his jerkin. “Don’t worry about me.”
“Kind of hard not to, bud.”
“Yeah. I know.”
After securing the buttons on his shirt, he exited the office with little more than a passing glance down the side hall, toward a place that had, once upon a time, been inhabited by the very creature he could only refer to as his father. The lack of sight alone forced a shiver throughout his body.
No more than two or three days ago, he had stood in this very place, looking upon the man he’d grown to love over five years of his life.
“You ok?” Nova asked, pressing a hand against his shoulder.
“I’ll be fine, Nova.”
“I’m here if you need someone to talk to, bud. Don’t leave me in the dark.”
“I won’t. Don’t worry.”
Stepping forward, then around and through the rows of bodies that lay blanketing the expanse of the waiting room floor, he made his way toward the door, but stopped when he found that Carmen’s usual place was not occupied.
Is she, he thought, frowning, taking note of the unassembled bed.
The door opened.
Odin looked up.
The Dwarf allowed but a gust of cold wind through. “G’morning,” she said. “Odin. How are you?”
“Not so good, Carmen.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Would you care for a walk, both of you?”
“Anything to take my mind off of what’s going on.”
“I’ve found that a nice walk can really clear your head if you allow it too.”
“Hopefully that’ll be the case,” Odin agreed, letting himself out the front door after Carmen pushed it open.
Taking the lead, if only because he was designated the first person out into the street, Odin led the way toward the distant side of town and tried not to acknowledge the fact that there were no longer rows upon rows of soldiers stationed along the sides of the street. The roads deserted, the lack of people terrifying, he crossed his arms over his chest, then clamped his fingers around his biceps when yet another cool wind blew in from the north and tossed his hair into his eyes.
The first thing he considered was the fact that snow could possibly fall, given the temperature and the way it had rained last night, then he began to wonder whether or not the enemy had sent reconnaissance in the form of dark magic to watch not only the city, but the northern part of the country.
Unnerved of the idea, Odin stopped in place, then turned his attention toward a nearby building, where he knew based on appearance alone the mages had to be stationed.
It used to be a hospital, he thought. Maybe Ardut’s there.
It could also very possibly also be the place Parfour was staying.
“Something wrong?” Carmen asked, reaching up to tap his thigh.
“I was thinking,” Odin said.
“About what?” Nova asked.
“Did you guys feel that chill?”
“Who couldn’t?”
“It’s making me nervous.”
“You think it might be—“
“A cloud?” Odin asked, turning his attention from the hospital to Nova, then down to Carmen. “Yeah. I’m worried.”
“Only one way to find out,” Nova replied.
 
“I can’t tell whether or not it’s magic,” Icklard said from his place at the hospital’s broad front window, lowering his orange-emblazoned hand and focusing his attention on the horizon. “What about you, Dom? Can you tell anything?”
“Not particularly,” the older brother frowned. He turned his attention to Odin and offered a slight sigh. “Odin.”
“Yes?”
“Are you worried about this thing?”
“Not particularly,” he replied, leaning against a nearby wall. “It’s just… with everything’s that happened…”
“We know,” Icklard said, reaching out to first set a hand on Odin’s shoulder, then leaning forward to offer him a short embrace. “Our condolences.”
“We couldn’t believe the news,” Domnin sighed, sliding his hands into his pockets and turning his attention down to the ground. “We were there, at his funeral.”
“Thank you,” Odin said. “Both of you. It means a lot.”
“There’s no need to thank us.”
“Not in the least,” Icklard said. “The world is worse without him.”
Is it?
Was it, in the end, a true, sentimental statement, or just an open thought expressed in the face of sorrow? One could argue that the world, as great and grand as it was, would not suffer from the lack of one less Elf, one less hybrid and one less mage, but one could also argue that those lives that were affected from that loss could very well have been changed had he lived to see another day. With clarity and intent that existed beyond himself, Odin knew that his life would have been better, but would it have been adversely affected if the Elf had left on his own accord rather than that of death’s?
If he would have left on his own, Odin thought, struggling to maintain his composure as a newer, fresher wave of emotions came forward, then at least I wouldn’t be struggling with the idea that he’s gone.
“Forever,” he whispered.
With a slow, deep breath, Odin looked up, at the horizon, then at what appeared to be moisture falling in the distance.
He’d been wrong all along.
The clouds were nothing more than rain.
 
In the safety of city hall, curled up in a chair with his faithful blanket around his shoulders, Odin watched the lightning in the distance grow to an escalating pitch until, at one point, the sparks across the sky turned pink.
On a normal, ordinary day, such a sight would have been beautiful—haunting, but beautiful, like the sight of a thing that appeared long rotten rising from a shallow grave to breathe for another day. On a day like this, however, it seemed only to further secure the fact that he was all the more alone in the world.
You know, his conscience whispered, stroking his collarbone and wrapping its fingers around his shoulders. You could let them in.
Sure. It was perfectly reasonable to think that he could allow both Nova and Carmen into the room, maybe even Parfour, Ardut and the mage brothers in order to isolate his pain, but what purpose would that serve other than to spread his misery?
“I can’t give it to them,” he whispered. “I can’t.”
It seemed to be a tumor, this thing of his—growing, festering, rotting beneath the surface of his skull and slowly poisoning his bloodstream. He half expected to die from the feeling alone, such was the pain that seemed to flow throughout his body and spiraled into his chest. He wanted to scream, to cry and, most horribly, die, and while he knew such a thing would do nothing to solve his problem, he couldn’t help but feel as though not existing would help ease the burden that life seemed to be imparting upon him.
It’s the middle of the day, he thought, and I’m sitting in a dark room all by myself.
Some would have argued that isolation would do nothing to better his problem—that given his nature, he would have done better being around a group of people, friends at the very least. The thought alone seemed to taunt him, like a bear encaged and forced to be put on public display where such things were no longer allowed to exist.
When a knock came at the door, Odin remained steadfast in his seat.
No matter the cause, no matter the need, he would not move from his place in his seat.
“Commander,” a voice said.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Sir Eternity has asked that you come eat dinner with him and Lady Delarosa.”
“Tell him I’m not feeling well.”
“He insists.”
Rather than risk making a fool of himself, Odin chose to remain silent and bridged the distance between him and the door. Once there, he inserted the key into the doorknob, sighed, then collapsed against the wall and slid into a sitting position.
There—on the floor, in no more than a pair of pants and with no shoes to adorn his feet—his emotions threatened to take hold and grind him into the dirt.
Everything will be fine, he thought. You just have to keep telling yourself that.
Would it, though?
In the end, he couldn’t—nor, he thought, wouldn’t—know.
 
Hunger drove him from his pursuit of a full night’s rest. Gnawing, roaring, clawing at him as though he were a hunk of fresh meat on a butcher’s grand block, he pushed himself from his place on the floor and unlocked the door without so much as a whisper under his breath.
Then and there, he stepped out into the hall, then into the waiting room, where he found Nova and Carmen sitting up whispering among themselves.
“Hey,” Odin said, careful to keep his voice lowered as to not disturb the men sleeping around them.
“Hey,” they both replied.
“Is there anything to eat around here?”
“We’ve got biscuits,” Carmen said, lifting one of the small, bubble-shaped pieces of bread from a tray at her side. “Would you like one? Maybe two?”
“You never did eat dinner,” Nova mumbled.
“I needed a while to myself,” Odin said, stepping forward to accept one of the biscuits Carmen offered.
“Did you get anything sorted out?”
“No.”
Sighing, all the more aware that what he had just spoken could have been the kiss of death to the entire morning, he shoved the piece of bread into his mouth, then accepted a second when Carmen pushed it forward. “Are you guys ok?” Odin asked.
“I’m doing better,” Nova said. “It sucks, losing someone so close to you.”
“I’m not sure what to feel,” Carmen shrugged, easing herself back in her seat. “I didn’t know the guy, but I hate seeing the two of you suffer.”
“We’ll live, hon. Don’t worry.”
“Oh, I’m not worried. I know the both of you are strong enough, but… well, when you lose someone, it’s hard, almost like the whole world’s up in arms.”
And ready to burn you alive.
What a perfect metaphor for such a simple thing.
Taking the unoccupied seat next to Nova as his own, Odin leaned against his friend’s shoulder, then sighed when the man’s hand fell across his back.
As their heads touched, knocking together softly and without any ill intent, he couldn’t help but remember the old days—when, as a child, he had wandered long roads and wished without a thought in the world that the future would be grand and filled with nothing but good.
How ignorant was I?
To think that life would be grand, that nothing would come without consequence, that always things would be great, shining and beautiful—idealism could often be found within those young and without regret, in children and people who knew nothing of the world and the rules upon which they were hindered. Some could look to the sky and one day wish to fly, then find in ten year’s time that such a thing was not possible. Others, meanwhile, could dream of seeing beyond the hemisphere, toward the stars and just what lay within the abyss of darkness that seemed to shadow over them each and every night. Whatever way one sliced it, dreams were not always meant to come true, especially when they seemed too far off, and life could not always be perfect, even when molded in such concrete forms.
After taking but a moment to compose himself on his friend’s shoulder, Odin leaned back, closed his eyes, then tilted his head up to the ceiling.
He couldn’t help but wonder if life would return to normalcy—if, by the end of all this, he would be back in the king’s chamber, stroking his dogs and continuing his life as a humble servant.
 
The afternoon brought with it storm clouds.
Standing at the top of Dwaydor’s highest wall and garbed beneath a cloak that veiled everything but the bottom of his face, Odin watched the distant horizon with a sense of trepidation he couldn’t help but feel in spite of all the silence around him. The thunder distant, the storm anything but a threat, it seemed as though summoned by a conjurer’s wild hand to serve only as a form of harassment to a heart that had not and probably would never recover.
Does it always do this, he thought, when a loved one dies?
A chain of lightning burst on the horizon and flowered across the sky, snaking its vines through formations of clouds and lighting the distance.
In that moment—when the entire southern horizon seemed to be but one expanse of blue—Odin expelled a held-in breath. Chest tight, breath slowly rasping in and out of his chest, he locked his hands around the railing and tried to keep himself under control.
At his sides, the guards walked back and forth, either completely oblivious to his presence or ignorant at the least. They knew of his purpose on the walls—knew that, in spite of his attire, he was, in fact, the former commander of the Ornalan military—but why they hadn’t stopped to acknowledge him was beyond his recollection. Maybe they just had nothing to say—or, maybe, they just didn’t want to speak for fear that, should their tongues slip, and should their consciences tremble, they may very well spew venom in the eyes of a child who could easily go blind for the rest of his life.
In the moments that occurred after his initial thought, he couldn’t help but see that his perception of the world had been altered—skewed, distorted, made to look as though only he suffered and that everyone else was trivial. An Elf may have died, and a mighty force may have been put to rest by a weapon that could only be described as monstrous and uncanny, but that did not mean the world wept for him: that the rain, though slowly rolling in the distance, had once again returned to mourn.
“You’re such an idiot,” he whispered. “Such a stupid, stupid fucking idiot.”
As his hands tightened around the railing, the wood whispering of splinters that could embed themselves within his skin, tears began to drop from his face and down onto his hands, staining his skin and the wood dark brown. Such open displays of emotion had become casual and expected from him, considering the circumstances, but each and every time that horrible thing began to stir in his chest, a certain form of weakness began to overwhelm his conscience, one of which seemed to impact his entire being and hurl him from his current perspective on the world.
How can I continue without you?
Who would be there when he messed up—when, out of the blue, a problem fell into his lap and something needed to be done? Who would stand to be his council, sit to be his companion or rest to be his salvation; and who, by God, the Gods or nothing, would sit up late at night to watch over his dreams and fears, his hopes and aspirations, his future and destiny?
When yet more tears came, and as the rain began to fall and mask his tears away from any wandering eyes, the realization struck him so hard he felt as though he could not, nor ever would, go on.
No one would watch over him.
From here on out, he was on his own.
There was nothing he could do.
 
“You’re soaked,” Carmen said.
Odin said nothing.
Standing in the threshold, allowing the rain to fall around him without any rage, roar or protest, he watched the little creature that seemed too willing to care for his heart and tried to discern the emotion that lay on her face.
This is Carmen, his conscience whispered. The Drake Slayer of Ehknac.
He knew there was nothing to worry about. She was a friend—a person whom he could trust—but looking upon her in the strange half-light that fell from the open doorway made him feel as though nails were being drawn along a chalkboard. A whisper ran along his spine, a tremble echoed throughout his frame and a horrible notion that could not be described struck a chord in his heart and vibrated into his brain.
Such an ugly sound, he thought, for such a noble purpose.
“Odin,” the Dwarf said, extending her word as though he were incapable of hearing two-word syllables. “Are you all right?”
“I’m… fine. Why?”
“You’re just standing there, in the rain.”
It took him but a moment to realize that he’d been standing in the storm. His composure was so shaken by the matter that when he did step into city hall, only to track in with him a sopping load of clothes, he immediately began to shiver and started to disrobe shortly thereafter.
“Something’s wrong,” Carmen frowned. “Tell me.”
“I’m fine.”
“No you’re not.”
Yes I am.
When he’d stripped down to nothing but his underwear and stood directly before the Dwarf, he shook his head, tossed his hair back over his shoulders, then arched his back, shivering as a cold gust of air shifted through the barely-open doorway.
“Odin,” Nova said, stepping from the side hall and approaching him from across the room. “You’re—“
“Soaked,” Carmen said, cutting Nova off before he could finish. “Just like I said he was.”
“I’m fine,” Odin sighed, gathering his clothes up into his arms. “Please, guys—just give me a moment.”
“You shouldn’t have been out there by yourself.”
“So now I can’t even have a moment alone?”
“I never said—“
“You don’t have to say it, Carmen. I already know.”
“Odin,” Nova said, extending his arm as he began to cross the room. “Come on, buddy.”
“Leave me alone, Nova.”
“But—“
“But nothing!”
With one simple thrust of his shoulder, he knocked his friend aside and sent him stumbling into the wall.
Odin barely bothered to take a look back as he crossed the threshold.
Once in the hall, he turned, took the second door on his left, then stepped into his personal private sanctuary and locked the door behind him.
When he stood fully naked in the office, before a row of open windows that looked out at what used to be a beautiful garden, a horrible sense of dread began to overwhelm his entire being.
A fire started in his chest.
A creature reared its ugly head.
Odin collapsed into a chair and began to cry.
 
He kept the door locked until the day eclipsed to dusk.
When men outside began to banter back and forth, speaking on matters completely unrelated to the city or the current happenings around them, Odin dressed from the waist down, attached his swords to his belt, then made his way out the door.
Immediately after he crossed over and into the waiting room, all eyes turned on him.
Nova and Carmen sat at the far side, watching him with uneasy eyes.
“Hey,” Nova said.
“Hey,” Odin replied.
As the men around him turned their eyes back to one another, no longer talking in tones jovial and sincere, Odin crossed the room and stood directly before Carmen and Nova, unnerved at the way their eyes seemed to trace his body from head to toe and then back again. It seemed, in that moment, that they were examining him for any and every flaw he could possibly have—from the scars on his hip, the definition in his abs to the mysterious lack of hair on his torso. All, at that moment, seemed up for interrogation, for he was not the person he used to be but a monster savage and insincere to the very people he considered to be two of his best friends in his entire world.
In the moments that followed, Odin tried not to meet their eyes, but to no avail.
No matter how hard he tried, no matter how desperate or ashamed he felt, he could not help but long for his friends’ love and respect.
“I’m sorry about earlier,” Odin said, falling to his knees before Carmen, then taking her hand. “I shouldn’t have said what I said.”
“It’s all right,” the Dwarf said, stroking his knuckles and easing her palm around the flesh of his palm.
“You really do need to tell us if something’s going on,” Nova said, setting a hand atop Odin’s shoulder. “You can’t keep whatever it is you’re feeling bottled up.”
“I know, Nova.”
“So… is there anything you want to tell us?”
“No.”
Yes.
How desperately he wanted to say that he felt as though the world was bearing down around him—that, slowly, the ground was opening and preparing to swallow him whole; that the sky seemed to take on a density that resembled something of stonework in a grand blacksmith’s forge and that the ground below had grown hard and impenetrable. At any moment, it seemed, he would simply be crushed in two, then allowed to bleed forth and onto the floor around him, crushed by the matters at hand and the grief that came with them. The notion alone forced a shiver throughout his body that he visibly expressed, though he felt as though the smile he offered would cover for any unease that could have been taken from the moment.
How much longer can you take it? he thought. How much longer will it be until your entire existence crashes around you?
No. He wouldn’t let that happen.
He’d been on the brink of insanity before.
Carmen pushed her arm forward.
Odin looked down.
In her hand she held a biscuit, fresh with what appeared to be honey on top.
“Thank you,” Odin said, settling down on the floor next to the Dwarf.
She reached down and set her hand over his shoulder.
Outside, the rain continued on.
 
“I can’t believe it,” Nova whispered, pressing his hand to one of the glass panes. “It seems like it’ll never stop.”
“No kidding,” Carmen said.
They both stood with their hands pressed to the windowpanes. The areas around their palms distorted, their breaths fogging the glass, they looked to be children fascinated by what nature could do. Gaia, or so she could be called, had bestowed upon them a great sadness in the days following the Elf’s passing. That alone was enough to twist Odin’s heart into several intricate knots, each of which seemed to tear at his being and push him even further into the ground.
Just like the world is bearing down upon me.
Fingers tight around the armrests, feet pushed as hard as they could be onto the floor, he leaned back in his seat and took a long, deep breath, then expelled it.
The heat in his chest seemed to dissipate.
He sighed.
It came right back again.
When would this horrible feeling end? Would he have to douse himself with water, throw himself into the rain, dive into a pool so dark and deep they said there was no end to it, or would it simply disappear in time, much like some old men said it would?
The key to grief, some said, is to let it perspire from your pores.
Perspire he may, the feeling didn’t seem to be leaving anytime soon.
For three days he’d suffered in almost unbearable agony, twisting about in his seat and squirming beneath his sheets, and for three days he’d felt as though his world would suddenly and inexplicitly come to an end. His father gone, his friends torn away, his emotions crumbling and his existence falling apart—it would only take one more chisel in the great work of his life for everything to self-destruct.
“Odin,” a voice said.
Blinking, unsure of who had just spoken and whether or not the voice was male or female, he cleared his vision, then sought out his friends at the far side of the room. Carmen and Nova stood looking at him with wide eyes and stiff, unsure frames.
Which one? he thought.
“I’m sorry,” he said, tilting his head down, then up again. “What is it?”
“I asked if you were all right,” Nova said.
“No. I’m not.”
“I know  we keep asking and we’ve already said it before, but you know we’re here if you need us,” Carmen said, hopping down from her place on the massive windowsill and crossing the short distance between the two of them. “You want a hug?”
“I guess.”
He kneeled down, wrapped his arms around the Dwarf, then sighed.
How he would make it through this monsoon was beyond him.
 
“I want to go back to Ornala,” Nova said.
The three of them sat around the table in the office Odin had taken to calling home. Candles lit, wicks flickering in the faint draft ebbing from beneath the doorframe, Odin watched his friend with calm, unsure eyes and tried to make out just what it was that lingered beneath the surface. He obviously longed for his family, for the company of his wife and the guidance of his father-in-law, but did that mean that he wanted to leave now, in spite of everything that was currently transpiring?
I don’t know, he thought, and I’m not so sure I want to know.
“We can’t do it in the rain,” Odin said, placing his hands on the table. “You know how dangerous it is to travel in this kind of weather.”
“Trust me, Odin—I nearly died the first time I met you in this kind of shit.”
“I say we wait,” Carmen said.
“You’ll be coming back with us?” Odin asked, seeking her eyes out at the far end of the table.
“Well… yeah. Not much I can do right now.”
“You don’t want to go home?” Nova frowned.
“It’s not that I don’t want to,” the Dwarf said. “It’s just that I currently have no way of getting back there. It’s not like I can go back with the Dwarves or anything. That would be a trip unto itself.”
“I guess.”
“I plan on returning by boat when I can,” Carmen shrugged, hopping up onto the table and taking her seat atop of it, legs crossed and heels of her boots in the air. “Right now though, it doesn’t seem like I have any other option other than to stay with you. I mean, yeah—I could always brave it and go alone, but I’m scared of horses, too small to ride one by myself, and only one person. I can’t hunt on my own because I don’t know how to shoot. And besides—I hate to say it, but even though I’m a great fighter, I can’t take a pack of bandits on my own.”
“I understand.” Odin nodded and turned his attention to the Bohrenian man. “Nova,” he said.
“Yeah?”
“I… I don’t think I can leave—at least, not now.”
“We’ll have to move on sometime, buddy.”
Did he really just say that? Odin thought.
Could Nova have really just delivered the finality of it all—that now, no more than just a few brief days after his death, it was time to stop mourning Miko and push forward in their lives?
“I don’t understand,” Odin said, easing his hands around the side of the table and locking his fingers around the square of the frame.
“We can’t mourn him forever.”
“You don’t understand, Nova.”
“I understand completely, buddy. I lost my father when I was your age.”
“But you… you at least had time to know him.”
“Did I, Odin, or was I just too oblivious to realize that the people we love can’t live forever?”
He was an Elf, he thought. If that damn bastard wouldn’t have… wouldn’t have—
Tears snaked down his face and dripped onto his trousers.
“I know how hard this must be for you,” Nova said, “because let me tell you, it’s hard on me too, because that man was like a brother to me, but sometimes we just have to keep moving and push the past aside.”
“This isn’t my past, Nova. This was my future.”
“I’m sorry, Odin, but I have a family to get back to.”
“What do I have?” Odin asked, standing. “What do you think I have, Nova?”
“You have Ectris. He’s been more of a father to you than Miko ever was.”
“Miko was my friend.”
“Maybe you should go back home,” Nova said. He, too, stood and pressed his arms flat against his sides, sliding his thumbs into his pockets and drumming his fingers along his hips. “At least there you can recover and mourn in peace.”
“I don’t want to go back home.”
“Then what do you want to do, Odin?”
“I honestly don’t know. I just want to sit here, figure things out, then move on with my life.”
“You don’t seem to be doing a whole lot of moving if you ask me.”
Odin said nothing. Instead, he turned, made his way to the door, then stopped.
When he cast a glance over his shoulder and caught Nova’s gaze within his own, he saw nothing but two amber pools of remorse, agony and pain.
He couldn’t bear to look any longer.
He made his way out the door without another word.
 
Outside—in the cold, dampened air—Odin made his way down the streets with the world on his mind and his heart in places other than lightened states. Head down, hands limp at his sides, he crossed the distance between city hall and the town sphere only to find himself in a place that reminded him of things long past and no longer existent.
This is where I saw you, he thought, when I thought all of us were doomed to die.
His skirt around his waist, his cape about his shoulders, a cut shallow on his face and his hair tied back into a braid—he’d been a true warrior, in life, and though in death he existed in a state of nothing more than ash, no one could take away the fact that he had once been a creature who could have very easily ruled the world had he not been torn away from the life he so rightfully deserved.
“You lived a long time,” Odin whispered, crossing his arms over his chest and seating himself at the edge of the spouting fountain. “At least, I hope you did.”
Miko had once said that he’d lived to see the dawn of Ornala—that, in centuries past, he had seen the walls rise, the framework applied, the stone set and the castle assembled. A thousand years that had been, but before that, what? He’d once said he could not remember how many years had passed since the dawn of his life, since his flight from Ohmalyon, but it couldn’t possibly be that long, could it?
A thousand years is a long time to live.
Ten men could not have lived the lives that Miko had—could not, in any way, have compared their existence to a creature so great and powerful he could make weather by will, change into landscapes or destroy faces of structures that had rose from the forces of nature, unbreakable to the human hand or even his hammer. That alone, though grand and miraculous, did little to comfort Odin in his time of need, but it did enough to secure within him the fact that the Elf had lived a long, if somewhat-distressed but happy life.
“Why couldn’t it have been with me?” he whispered. “Why could you have abandoned me?”
Had his true, biological father been selfish, or had he simply been afraid for his life in the face of everything it was that controlled him so?
Without the knowledge that would likely save him from a perpetually-downward spiral of grief and madness, Odin could do little more than think about the specifics of how he had come to be conceived and just how his life could have played out had Miko cared for him and not given him to the man who had, in time, become very much like his father. He knew already that his eyes were from his Drow blood, as little and scant as it was, and his skin and lack of body the Elven part of his existence. His mother, though—he knew little of her, though guessed that she had bestowed upon him his handsome cheekbones and the slight softness of his eyes. 
Miko had been such an extraordinary creature. How could Odin even think to compare himself to the Elf?
I’m part of him, he thought. At least, I was.
“And am.”
Odin circled his fingers into his palm and closed his eyes.
Though Miko was gone, that didn’t mean he couldn’t continue on with his life.
He would have to try, if only because he knew he could do nothing more than that.
 
When he returned to city hall later that night, he refrained from retreating into his personal office and instead chose to eat with Nova, Carmen and the rest of the men who’d stayed behind to protect Dwaydor. Their meal grand, their drinks aplenty, Odin ate until he felt as though he could eat no more, then lay on the floor and stared at the ceiling with his arm over his brow and his eyes crossing from the amount of pale light streaming through the windows. It could very well have been compared to a moment of peace that he otherwise probably would never have had, though in the current frame of things, he couldn’t help but wonder how long it would last.
Likely the result of alcohol—used both as a depressant and a way to ease a troubled soul—he didn’t expect the feeling to last much longer, less the rest of the night.
“Odin,” Carmen said, crouching down next to and poking him with an index finger. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Better than I have been.”
“That’s good to hear.”
“Carmen. Can I ask you something, if it isn’t too personal?”
“Yeah.”
“What did you do when your family died?”
“Other than kill the drake?” the Dwarf asked. “Bore it.”
“Bore it?”
“There’s little else you can do when you know in your heart and soul that you’ve already done all you can to erase whatever it was that’s caused you so much grief.”
“That’s the thing,” he said. “I haven’t done anything to avenge Miko’s death.”
“You will, in time. For now though, just know that you did all you could to help him in his final moments.”
“I tried.”
“I know you did, honey.”
Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his cheek for a single, short kiss, then strode across the room, where she returned to her place amongst a group of men who sat flipping pieces of copper into shot glasses, then downing them shortly thereafter.
Pushing himself forward, if only to allow himself a better vantage of the room, Odin clasped his hands in his lap, then leaned back against a chair, unable to contain the slight sigh that whispered from between his lips.
You’ll heal, in time.
How soon was soon?
Having no way to know, he stood, brushed the slight amount of dirt off his pants, then made his way toward his room.
There was nothing he could do now.
He had to wait, plan, and try to move forward in his life.
 
It came to him in a dream filled with darkness and unbearable agony. The face of his dead father distorted, the visage of a creature rotten and filled with worms present, it shambled across the scope of his vision and thrust itself upon him in the perpetual darkness that filled the surface of his eyes.
Kill me, the thing said, so much like the flesh summon had once upon a time. I am nothing.
Nothing—the word, so fine and simple, held a notion that could have been compared to something. In a sense, the very creature that looked to be the rotten image of his Elven father referred to itself in a way that could have reduced it to a simple amount of air, had it not a conscious form that carried itself across the shadowy landscape. That alone forced Odin to realize that, as the thing locked its hands around his wrist, he really was dealing with something of the real world, so in his dream, he pushed it back a few steps and watched as it attempted to come back forward.
Arms spread, mouth open, teeth destroyed and gums severed to harsh, jagged points blackened and curled around bone yellow and filled with pits—it appeared to be a beggar in the streets searching for food, something not often seen in Ornala but always elsewhere. As it approached, and as its presence began to mark itself forward, Odin took into consideration the fact that this thing could only be his father due to the purple sheen in its hair and the structure in its face. Eyes hollow, much like they had been in its previous life, and cheekbones high, even the rotting, hanging flesh did little to distort the very creature that had once looked upon him as a mentor and a father.
‘What did I do to you?’ he whispered, tugging at his hair as he took a few steps back. ‘What could I have possibly done to do such a thing?’
The book, the creature whispered. You took the book.
The moment after the flesh summon said those words, Odin opened his eyes.
Alone, in the darkened space within the locked office, he couldn’t resist the urge to cry as tears spilled from his eyes and into his ears.
What… how?
Had he, like he so vividly imagined, brought his father back from the dead, only to isolate him within a carapace of dead flesh?
No.
It couldn’t be.
He couldn’t, nor would ever resort to using such tactics to bring a dead creature back to life.
You could be right, his conscience whispered, pressing down atop his chest like a long lost lover freshly united with its soul mate. You could very well do the thing that others have failed.
He could never do something like that—could never, in a hundred or thousand years, find a book that could teach him the art of summoning something dead back to life.
“Father,” Odin whispered, extending his hand toward the ceiling. “Can you give me a sign?”
No sign was likely to come. This he already knew, as things usually never played into his advantage even when he asked or wanted them to. He’d been lucky to survive the first wave of enemies that had come his way, but to outlast what surely could have been a long-lasting war? That in itself was a miracle.
No longer sure whether or not he would be able to sleep, Odin rose, wrapped his blanket around him, then made his way to the window, where he watched as outside clouds shadowed the moon and forever darkened the landscape.
It seemed, in that moment, that everything would go dark—that inside, the candles on their last whispers would finish burning and the melted wax would no longer work.
His breath caught in his throat.
His heart seized within his chest.
In but a heartbeat, he thought he would die from lack of oxygen.
Come on, Odin. Get a hold of yourself.
With that, he expelled the breath trapped within his throat and took another to replace it.
If he chose to go to bed now, would he surely fall asleep?
Not able to know unless he tried, Odin crossed the room, then settled himself back down beside his swords.
When he closed his eyes, they began to hum, the sound restful, comforting music to his ears.
 
“I had a bad dream last night,” Odin said.
“You did?” Nova asked.
“Yeah. I did.”
Around the table within the office, Odin sipped tea and tried to keep his eyes from wandering across the room and away from his friend’s face. It seemed that any time he tried to do such a thing his gaze would falter—first, he noticed, to Nova’s hands, then to the ornate table that bridged the distant between them like some great path taken only by travelers.
You already mentioned it, his conscience said. Now you have to say something.
That wasn’t necessarily true. Should he decide not to say anything, he could simply shrug it off by saying he had relived the final moments of Miko’s death, the Elf in his arms and his blood snaking through his fingers. He didn’t have to elaborate on the fact that yes, he did have a bad dream last night, but no, he had not dreamt of Miko’s death, but his rebirth as something horrible.
Sighing, Odin wrapped his hands around his warm cup and turned his attention directly to Nova.
When their gazes met, Odin thought he saw a glimmer of unease in Nova’s amber eyes.
“You ok?” Odin asked.
“I’m fine,” Nova said, the frown on his face only continuing to deepen as the moments went on. “I’m just wondering if you’re all right.”
“I’m fine.”
“Is this the first nightmare you’ve had since it happened?”
“I think so.”
Truth be told, he couldn’t remember, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have wanted to. Who wished upon themselves horrors of dreams willingly and without respect, to cast shades of darkness across windows that lay open to allow light inside? Who, by any depth of knowledge, wanted to relive things that terrified them within their most vulnerable of moments?
I sure don’t.
With a brief sigh, Odin bowed his head, sipped his tea, then stared at the table before him, no longer sure what to expect from life or just how he was supposed to deal with it.
You would never do such a thing, he thought, taking slow breaths as a hand fell upon his shoulder and instantaneously forced his attention back up and at Nova, who had since rounded the table to stand at his side. You know you wouldn’t.
“Even if I wanted to,” he whispered.
“Sorry?” Nova asked.
Odin shook his head.
After finishing his tea, he stood, made his way toward the expanse of windows at the far side of the room, then crossed his arms over his chest.
A flower of doubt began to bloom within his mind.
Would he ever resort to such a thing, had he the ability and knowledge to do it?
Though instinct told him no, his heart spoke an entirely different matter.
 
He sat against the wall in darkness and with only a single candle burning. Arms around his legs, knees to his chest, Odin tried to quell the burning desire that wrapped around his lungs and threatened to burn them whole. His conscience a wreck, his thoughts deviant and darker than they should have ever possibly been, it seemed as though in but a moment his mind would crack and spill forth its essence from his nose and onto the floor below.
You would never do such a thing, he thought, rocking himself in tune to the faint wind that whisked about the building and into the town.
Would he, though? Given the chance, would he really deny himself the opportunity of bringing someone who could secure his future, his hopes, dreams and, possibly, bring his sanity back to life?
“You can’t do it,” he whispered. “It’s illegal.”
In the high courts of magic, as ordained by the Elves themselves, Necromancy was not to be practiced, for its malicious intent had once destroyed a group of people and had inspired a tyranny so intense and vile it had them whole. The Drow were said to have been born from such things, from the ill use of magic, though what exactly would befall a Halfling who contained not only Elf and human blood, but the scant traces of Drow should he attempt such dark arts?
Would it hurt me?
No matter how hard he attempted to force himself not to think such thoughts, it seemed they would not escape him. Like cats troublesome and in need of milk, they wrapped around his ankles and eventually began to climb his legs—claws out, legs extended—before they made his way to his chest. Once there, those thoughts—those cats—began to dig into his torso until they burrowed out the other side of his back.
When they dropped off his shoulders, there was nothing left from where they’d come. There was no flesh, not even bone.
“It’s ok, it’s ok,” he whispered, desperate to calm himself down. “You’re not planning on doing anything rash.”
Who was he to say that he wasn’t though? In that moment, he could have done something—anything—in order to bring back the one person who had brought him salvation in his most terrible of moments, even if it meant launching himself on a mission toward the Abroen Forest to find a book that was said to make strong men bow and beautiful men old.
Though it could be a metaphor of a real warning in its own right, Odin closed his eyes and continued to rock back and forth.
It was highly possible that he could get to the forest on his own and somehow make his way through the Abroen.
If Miko could do it, so could he.
All he needed was a little faith.
 
“I wanted to see how you were doing,” Parfour said, stepping into the waiting room and closing the door behind him.
Odin trained his eyes on the young man’s face and attempted to make out the details he could not see in the darkness. The film over his eye, the slight discoloration at the side of his face, the hair on his chin and the pout on his lips—in this strange, surreal half-light, everything seemed lost, distorted and calm, though Odin felt as though that in particular wasn’t very necessary. Parfour had not come in order to look upon him with a face unshielded and visible in the light. He’d come to counsel him, pure and simple.
“Thank you,” Odin said, crossing his arms over his chest and scooting over so the boy could sit.
“I can only imagine what you’ve been going through.”
“If only you knew the half of it,” he laughed.
“I could be better,” Parfour admitted, “but I’m keeping myself going, despite it all. What about you? How have you been?”
I’m trying, he thought, but said nothing in response.
Instead of speaking directly, Odin set his hands on his thighs, then leaned forward to examine the carpeting, if only to distract himself from the acolyte’s face and the likely persecution it held.
Does he know? he thought, afraid to turn his head up and see the look that was arguably within the young man’s eyes.
Did anyone know, he wondered, just what it was he felt compelled to do? It wasn’t likely, given the circumstance and the fact that he had not openly voiced his thoughts, but regardless, he couldn’t help but feel as though dozens upon dozens of eyes were staring at him. Through the walls, between the cracks in the windowpanes, around corners and through distorted, isolated figures—no matter the distance and despite the fact, he imagined everyone could see him, could feel what he was feeling and desire just what he desired. For that alone, he trembled in the presence of the young man who’d only come to see whether or not he was all right, much like he had years ago on a far-off island that bore no regret or mercy.
“Odin?” Parfour asked. “You’re shaking.”
“I know.”
“Are you all right?”
“I honestly don’t know, Parfour. I feel like I’m going crazy.”
“It’s part of the grieving process, Odin. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”
How can I not when I feel like the entire world is against me?
His heart once more coiling, his organs constricting within his chest like a snake in the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle, Odin leaned forward, reached up, then snared his fingers within his hair.
Maybe, he thought, if he pulled hard enough, he could tear his hair from his scalp.
A strand of purple shrouded his vision.
He blinked.
Directly before his face, shielding the vision in his right eye, was the strand of hair Ardut had bonded to his head, fresh from his father’s scalp.
You wouldn’t want this, he thought. You wouldn’t want any of this.
Miko would have wanted him to continue on—to fight the pain regardless of how supreme it was and deny his body the emotions that could only be summoned from the mind. Human emotions, he would have said, will only make you vulnerable in a state where you cannot protect yourself.
Though he knew he was already in such a state, he couldn’t help but feel as though he could protect himself just fine.
“Odin,” Parfour said, setting a hand on his back.
As though instinctively, the muscles in his shoulders tensed. Odin imagined, had he looked up, he would have seen a look of indecision within Parfour’s pale eyes.
Go ahead, he thought, daring himself to turn his head up and look at the young man who sat beside him. He’s not going to hurt you.
No words could bring upon him bodily harm—stick and stones maybe, but not words alone. The sooner he got that through his head, the sooner he could proceed with his life and continue on in the quest for sanity.
After turning his head up and staring directly into the boy’s pale, nearly-golden eyes, Odin reached out, clasped Parfour’s arms, then bowed his head.
“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered, thankful in that moment that they were the only two in the room. “I don’t know what to do, Parfour. I feel like I’m spiraling out of control.”
“It’s natural, Odin.”
“Is it natural to feel like I could kill someone?”
Parfour had no reply.
There, his conscience whispered. You’ve done it.
The hammer on the nail, the strike to the face, the icing on the cake and the grand, lucky cherry on top—he couldn’t have done any more to further destroy the situation.
“I don’t know what I’m saying,” Odin said, turning his head up once more to look into his friend’s face.
“First of all,” Parfour said, reaching up to brush a strand of hair out of Odin’s face, “you’re being too hard on yourself.”
“Second of all,” Odin replied, “I have to be.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m a champion.”
“Champions aren’t allowed to be weak?”
Champions aren’t allowed to be anything but strong.
Odin stood and started for the door.
“Where are you going?” the acolyte asked.
“Outside,” Odin replied.
“It’s cold out there.”
He chose not to reply.
Instead, he made his way out and into the biting-cold air.
 
Odin walked what seemed like the entirety of the town until he came to what appeared to be a graveyard. Bleak, cold, and anything but welcoming, he stumbled into the outer grounds and took extra care not to get too close to any of the gravestones, if only out of respect for those long-departed.
I can never visit you, he thought, even if I wanted to.
That form of final rights should have brought peace to his mind, for there could be great and distinct argument that any scattered upon the wind could be seen and witnessed anywhere. Upon the breeze, within the woods, in the ocean and on the very ground he walked upon—the possibility of visitation was endless, if only he allowed them to be. Despite that, however, comfort did not come easily. He imagined that should he ever want to counsel his father’s passing, and had he the inclination to go where his final remains had been scattered, he’d have to return to Dwaydor, if only by principal.
Crouching down, he brushed a strand of cobwebs from an old, whitewashed grave and tried to read the text inscribed into it.
“Someday,” he whispered, “I’ll do something like this for you.”
Where he would go from this point was beyond him. While his thoughts led him toward the castle, his heart drew him to the Abroen—where, most likely, he would attempt to steal a book and commit treason that could possibly sentence him to life in prison.
Bowing his head, Odin closed his eyes.
A wisp of wind came up, shifting the hair across his face.
Father, he thought. Please… if you can hear me, wherever you are… give me a sign.
“Any sign.”
A shiver ran up his spine.
Odin tilted his head up and raised his eyes.
Though he saw nothing in the near distance, he couldn’t help but feel as though he’d just been delivered what he’d asked for.
 
The night brought with it a chilling sense of reality that he could hardly begin to imagine.
Standing in the office with the door locked and a quilt about his shoulders, there should have been nothing to disturb him on this night cold and without regret. Contrary to that, something seemed amiss—a plaintive sense of normalcy in the air. As the moments continued on, and as his sense of reality began to distort even further, Odin wandered to the window to examine what he could only begin to imagine was a glowing ball of light.
At first unsure whether or not what he was seeing was actually real, then baffled at the possibility that such a thing could be occurring, he trained his eyes on the distant walls across the street and toward an alleyway that lay shadowed by two outcropping roofs. The moon bright, its light all but present, there should have been nothing to hinder the progress of the thing that made its way along the alleyway and toward the side of the street, but it seemed as though the glowing ball of light was limited to the shadows and all but vulnerable to any source of light.
What in the world? he thought.
His first inclination led him to believe that this thing—this glowing ball of light—had to be conjured by a mage, though where that mage was could be anyone’s guess. When the orb tilted, spun, then began to flicker as though a pale lamp disturbed by a passing figure, the muscles in Odin’s face began to pull his lips into a frown as the construct slowly began to descend to the ground.
One moment it was hovering perfectly above the line of dirt on the side of the road. A short breath later, it collapsed, then lay blinking before it disappeared entirely.
“Father?” he asked.
The word a mere whisper on his lips, the idea more than present in his mind, he pushed his arm forward, then channeled his will through the length of his appendage and toward the digits that lined his hand.
Outside, the construct once more burst into light.
“Is this you?” he asked, watching as the thing flickered in the alleyway first by bobbing up and down, then shaking back and forth as though signifying a no.
If not his father, then just what could this thing be? He’d read of such superstitions—heard that, on long, lonely nights, wisps would come and mark their passage amongst the world: signifying that there was, in essence, a life after death. The fact that this thing reacted to his magic once seemingly ‘dead’ led him to believe that it was not, in fact, one of the fabled apparitions, though he couldn’t necessarily be sure of that matter.
If his father had wanted to speak to him from beyond death, would he not have channeled something that would have resembled his intuitive color?
Maybe colors don’t matter on the other side, Odin thought.
Maybe, possibly, colors became distorted—lightened, darkened, then adorned with a glow that made them appear to be white and anything but in the realm of the living. 
Not sure what to think about the thing currently before him, Odin lowered his arm, set it at his side, and waited.
For several long, undeterminable moments, he watched the thing as though his life had no other purpose.
His eyes adjusted to the faint moonlight penetrating the outside world.
A breath whispered from his lips.
Slowly, and with grace he felt incapable of having in that particular moment, he reached forward and pressed his hand to the pane of glass.
Instantaneously, fog shadowed the windowpane.
“Father,” he whispered. “If this is you, please… let me know that you’re here.”
Let me know that you’re watching out for me.
It took but a moment for Odin to realize that the room had taken on a horrible chill.
He turned his head up and looked at the apparition floating across the road.
A shiver ran down his spine, eclipsed at the center of his back, then shot off the tip of his tailbone.
He dropped to his knees.
His breath caught in his chest.
A pain so unbearable he felt as though it would split his head in two flowered at the front of his vision.
No, he thought, clawing at his face, his hair, his eyes. No no no no no!
His chin shot up until it stared directly at the ceiling.
His eyes watered.
Snot began to run from his nose.
Tendrils of ice began to develop along his forearms. Flowering across his fingertips as though great vines from exotic, blooming plants, they snaked their way up and around his arms until they touched the quick of his elbows. There, it seemed, they began to merge within his body, chilling his blood as though water tainted by ice and allowed to grow perpetually cold despite its natural inclination in the world.
Father, he thought.
Light showered over his vision.
The world became but one great, instinctual light.
A hum began to drone in his head.
Odin, a voice whispered.
“Who are you?” Odin whispered, reaching forward, as if hope would allow him but the grace of God or Gods and allow him to touch whatever it was that had come to him on this horrible cold night. “What do you want with me?”
An eclipse of pain shattered his entire body.
Had he the ability, he would have screamed. Instead, he fell to the floor, then bowed as if before his one and only king.
The world returned to focus.
The room lost its chill.
To his side, the single burning candle flickered, then winked out.
Across the street—beneath the awning on the neighboring building—the hovering ball of light winked once, then twice before disappearing entirely.
Behind him, his swords began to hum.
Odin closed his eyes.
He knew what he had to do.



 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
Through the throngs of sleeping people adorned upon the floor Odin made his way across the waiting room with a weight in his heart so heavy and thick it felt as though his chest would simply collapse. His lungs on fire, his breath hot and rapid when it came in and went out of his chest, he stood before the locked door firm in purpose and stout in need. Though as hard as he tried to control the bouts of emotion rolling through his frame, echoing of things that could serve him wrong and turn him back to the office, he managed to persevere, despite everything already set against him.
You can’t go back, he thought, not now, not with so much at stake.
One false move would surely rouse one of the men sleeping no more than three feet away. If that happened, he would be caught and interrogated by not only his friends, but his recollections on the situation at hand.
His cloak tight around him, a bag secured but haphazardly-packed, he realized in that moment that there would be no turning back.
In the moments he prepared to leave city hall and, likely, Dwaydor for good, he took it upon himself to first undo the locks on the door and mentally prepare himself for his flight from the city. First he maneuvered the deadbolt out of place, his breath thick and his flow of oxygen uneasy, then he released the chains snared at the top of the door that almost lay out of reach with unsurety that threatened to turn him back. Shortly thereafter, and once fully in position, he pushed the door open and tried not to look back at two of the best friends he could have possibly ever imagined.
“You won’t be left without an answer,” he whispered. “That much I promise you.”
Well in advance, long before he’d packed and eons away from the time he ever considered trekking across the waiting room, he’d written a note telling them of not only his plight, but his feelings—that, in his current state of mind, he was apt to go insane unless he followed his heart toward a place he could only refer to as his ancestral home ground: where, he felt, he could likely find the answers he was so desperately looking for.
For life, for death, for what came after life and, possibly most importantly, what came before it all—he told of these things as though a poet grand and revered, his pen his sword and his ink his honor. Though he didn’t necessarily feel as though his attempts would be anything close to poetry, he knew that it would explain jut why he was leaving.
This is it, his conscience whispered. Your last chance.
No matter how hard he tried, no matter how desperately he wanted to pull himself from this venture and say that it was all too much, he took one last look back at Nova and Carmen, then closed his eyes.
One last chance for you to turn around and end it all.
Tears threatening to burn from his eyes, he pressed his way forward, catching the door before it could slam shut.
When it clicked firmly into position, and as the doorknob locked securely behind him, Odin made his way down the road and toward the stables that would set him free from his own personal version of madness.
 
He took extra care not to rouse the horses from their slumber. Once inside the stable—complete and content about the mission in hand—Odin arranged a saddle that he felt would ensure his safety along the trip. He bore no fresh water, no foods other than quickly-souring fruits and vegetables, and held no ingredients from which to make biscuits. While it would certainly be a long journey, he would not go hungry.
I can kill with one whisper, he thought.
That alone should have secured him all the more.
After he placed the saddle onto an ample stallion’s back, he pulled it from its stall with little more than a soft coo. This horse—fine, proud, towering over his head by at least three feet—walked forward without contempt, which only served to symbolize the fact that, regardless of whatever he may be about to go through, Odin could continue on without worry.
“There,” he whispered, reaching up to stroke the stallion’s snout and even managing a smile when it bowed its head into his shoulder. “Everything’s going to be just fine. I’m going to take care of you.”
The horse snorted, disturbing the hair at Odin’s shoulders.
With the knowledge firmly implanted in his mind that he wouldn’t have to worry about the horse disrupting the surroundings, Odin led it toward the mouth of the stable, cast a glance back at the sleeping horses, then turned his attention toward the streets, where in the distance gates stood indignant and without respect.
Now, he thought. All I have to deal with are the gates.
“And the guards.”
 
He snapped the locks from their places around the wrought-iron fences with simplicity he felt mocking. His attempts, while quiet, and the horse’s hooves, all but silent, didn’t bode well with the fact that he had just made his way through three different gates without setting off any alarms.
This is too easy.
Surely the security had to be more intense, for if it were not, just about any mage capable of increasing the pressure within an object could walk right in and do whatever it was he wanted. Most mechanisms were pressure-triggered. It didn’t take much to bend iron if you began to heat it from the inside first.
Stepping forward, taking extra care to lead his horse along the dirt-lined sides of the road in order not to disturb the cobblestone beneath their feet, Odin trained his eyes on the two guards that stood at the top of the southern gates and tried to decide just how he was going to deal with them without causing brutal or lasting harm. He couldn’t kill them—that much he already knew—but he would have to incapacitate them in order to escape.
Is this illegal?
In the end, who cared? It wasn’t as though his venture was within the limits of the law anyway.
After stepping into an alley to ensure that neither he nor his mount would be seen when a guard turned and regarded the darkened scene, Odin raised his hand and lifted two fist-sized rocks from the ground before them.
Here goes nothing.
Efficient, targeted, and perfect in shot and execution, both rocks hit their targets and sent the guards stumbling forward, then onto the ground.
“Well, friend,” Odin said, leading his mount toward the expanse of open lowlands before them. “I guess you and me have a long ways to go.”
To the future, for the past, toward the beyond and, hopefully, toward an answer that would solidify his feelings and place within the world—he marched forward without a care in the world and mounted his stallion once they stood on ample ground.
With one look back at not only the city, but friends that would likely fear for his safety, he took off down the path in a full-out gallop.
 
Under the cover of darkness, he made his way along the path that cut through the Dwaydorian Lowlands that would, eventually, lead him to the bisecting road that led to both Ke’Tarka and Elna. His mind made up, a decision met and orchestrated, his spirit weary, heavy and throbbing within his chest, he hung his head low and trailed his eyes on not only the dirt beneath his horse’s feet, but the death that surrounded him.
This is your future, his conscience whispered. This is your cause.
Who could say, though, that the death around him was meant for his accord and not another’s—that, regardless of his place in the world, he had not truly caused the catastrophe that could be seen around him? Some, he knew, could argue that this was his fault—that, given his purpose within the Ornalan Court and how some years ago his knighting ceremony had occurred, he was the reason Herald Monvich had fled crazed and out of his mind—but what would others believe when they looked upon the situation and weighed in for themselves? Would they say he was not, in fact, the cause, that the power of the human spirit, once tainted, was great, or would they simply count it as a fluke, a stroke of luck caused by several variables that had managed to come to one individual point?
“Does it really matter?” he whispered.
In his mind it didn’t, as he had already taken part of the blame for the situation at hand, but when he looked upon the scene before him, he couldn’t help but feel guilty for the atrocity that had taken place no more than two weeks ago.
Not yet picked apart by animals, insects, birds or other creatures deviant and hidden among the horizon, the bodies of the Ornalan boys and men, Orcs, Ogres, the occasional Elf, Dwarf and even Drow lay scattered about the plains as though marbles tossed and left among the grass. Their armor sparkling, their eyes open yet glazed, mouths open in silent screams or pursed in open prayer, they looked to be the charming artifacts left behind after a horrendous search for the grand jewel amongst a treasure of stones. Once, Odin thought he saw within the face of one man a maggot gorging on the flesh between his pursed lips, though whether or not it was true he couldn’t be sure. His eyes had since crossed, tortured to the sights and the reality of it all, and it seemed impossible to tear his gaze away.
For respect, for need, for honor and, most importantly, dignity, he forced himself to turn his attention toward the horizon and swallowed the lump that had developed in his throat.
It could’ve been you, Odin. It could’ve been—
The horse grunted.
The sound jarred him from the visage and thoughts of horror and forced his attention back to the matter beforehand.
“It’s all right,” he whispered not only to himself, but the stallion that walked blind and guided only by his hand. “It won’t be much longer now.”
In complete honesty, he could not say that such pursuits would be over anytime soon. Upon the horizon—so dark, dreary and lit only by the moon—bodies seemed to extend forever across the expanse of lowlands, marking progress that could very well extend toward the outskirts of Ke’Tarka and surrounding provinces before the Denyon Passage. Human, Elf and Dwarf alike had made it a point to drive their enemy back as far as possible, but had they succeeded in their goal? Had they really, truly driven their enemy back?
With doubt plaguing his conscience and his heart thundering in his chest, he decided to make a decision that would ultimately and, hopefully, free them from the surrounding chaos.
Turning his horse to the east—toward the eventual highlands of Bohren and the slanting slopes that made up the area near Sylina—Odin closed his eyes and led his horse across plains that seemed less crowded by bodies and more accessible to a horse’s four hooves.
This madness couldn’t go on forever, could it?
 
He took it upon himself in the early hours of the morning to grant his troubled conscience a moment of silence at the site of Blaine and Jordan’s deaths. Reins held steady, the horse shivering at his side, Odin reached up to clasp his hand over his chest and threatened himself with persecution were he to cry in such an open environment. While no one would be able to see such tears, save the Sprites and those whose souls they carried, he couldn’t reveal himself in a moment of weakness, not in the forgotten presence of two great men.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything for you,” he said, crouching down to test the dampened grass that had no more than a few days ago been stained with blood. “I trained my best—my hardest—to do whatever I could to make sure that the both of you were safe. I…” He paused. “I guess, in the end, it wasn’t enough.”
A whisper of wind skirted along the sloping hills and echoed across the horizon.
Odin raised his eyes.
Though the bodies from this location had since been removed and burned to prevent Necromancers from creating additional flesh summons, it seemed as though each and every man and boy still dwelled within this very spot—cold, alone, and rotting amongst the grass.
“Well, friend,” Odin said, standing and mounting his stallion. “I guess this is it then. Off we go.”
He turned his mount and began to lead him toward the east.
 
In the breaking hours of dawn—in a time which the sun’s ebbing rays could slowly be seen making their way over the distant Hornblaris Mountains—Odin stabbed a nail into the ground to keep his horse in place and prepared to make camp. A fire magicked and glowing before him, a few scant biscuits and water his only breakfast, he crossed his legs and stared into the white flames as though they would do something to take his pain away.
You’re doing just fine, he thought, sliding a biscuit into his mouth and taking a slow bite out of it. You’ve made it this far without having to worry about anything.
Not once had he considered the fact that he’d abandoned his friends and left them in terror for his safety, nor had he considered what Ournul would say once word got out that his champion had fled in an emotional stupor to the very place that could kill him. To anyone’s recollection, and to his own intimate fascination with the way his thoughts seemed to be constantly plaguing him, he seemed perfectly fine—capable, even, of handling his own emotions despite the odds pressed against him.
At his side, his horse whinnied and pawed at the ground.
Odin took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry,” he said, shifting the pail of water beneath the creature’s extended neck and sighing when it leaned forward to take a drink. “There isn’t any more water.”
To think that they could go for such an extended period of time without moisture was truly beyond him. Though it had rained quite a lot over the past two weeks, that didn’t matter when watering holes this far south were scant and few beyond compare. Most of it would run downhill, just like rain when pressed to a slanted piece of glass, and though he could have easily filled his skeins earlier in their journey within the watering holes outside  Dwaydor, he did not fancy the idea of drinking his fallen comrades’ blood.
In the trees shifting in the slight wind beside him, Odin thought he heard a faint coo.
A frown painted his lips.
It’d been the first bird he’d heard since he started on this endeavor.
Is it, he thought.
No. It couldn’t be.
Raising his head, Odin trained his eyes on the distant trees.
Seated directly atop a branch gnarled and twisted beyond compare, a lone, albino dove watched him in the trembling light fading off the magicked fire with a pair of beady red eyes.
At first, Odin wasn’t able to speak, such was his fascination and horror of seeing such a creature that he remained shocked in place and dumbfounded by any and all means. His heart thundered, his mind swam, his thoughts jumbled to and fro about the inside of his head and threatened to shoot out his eyes and into the expanse of darkness beyond him.
It’s, he thought, swallowing the lump in his throat that threatened to choke him to death. It’s a—
“Dove,” he whispered.
The creature cooed.
His eyes began to water.
As the memory came burning back into his brain, ingraining itself there much like hot wax does when dripped upon the poor flesh of the sorry man, his sense of self began to disintegrate and in turn swallowed him whole in a maw that he could not begin to imagine. Dark, unholy, threatening in its entirety and barbed with sharp metal teeth—he imagined steel sinking into his flesh and tearing him to pieces while his mind absorbed each and every instinctive throb of pain that echoed throughout his being.
He could barely believe it.
The last creature of its kind he saw had been nestled in a gilded, silver-lined cage.
“Just after you died,” Odin whispered.
The dove shifted its snow-white wings and fully opened them for him to see.
Does it really end after you’re gone? he thought, watching the bird first stretch, then arrange its feathers along its side. Is this life the only one that exists even after you die?
A soft coo echoed from the tree line and stabbed directly into his ears.
Tears staining his eyes, blurring his vision and burning down his face, he turned his attention back to the white fire and closed his eyes.
Behind him, the branch the creature should have been on shifted, snapping in the low wind that rose from the west.
Odin grimaced.
The bird cooed.
He bowed his head and threatened to singe his hair as his brow nearly touched the mouth of the fire.
A rustle of feathers and one moment later the bird was gone.
“I miss you,” he whispered.
The wind continued on.
 
Morning came light and honorably cloudy when he rose that midafternoon and began to arrange his meager pack of supplies back into his bag and into the saddle atop his stallion’s back. The thoughts in his head humbled, scattered and feeling as though they would simply cease to exist, he kicked himself onto his mount and prepared for the day’s worth of travel without bothering to turn his head and look at the distance they’d just crossed.
Were he to glance back over his shoulder, he would very likely see Dwaydor on the horizon. Such a sight wasn’t necessary so early in the morning, especially not after what had happened last night.
Why did it come to me? he thought, brushing a hand through his hair and tucking it behind his ear.
What reason would a bird—alone, albino and strange in all respects—have to visit him on a cold, lonely night after a day of nonstop traveling? Had it bore a message he was meant to take and wasn’t explicitly delivered, sent from Ournul, a mage, the capital or Dwaydor itself, or had it simply been a living entity following the path of a lone traveler much like himself?
It could be possible.
Weren’t some birds intelligent and capable enough to speak words, say phrases, follow paths and even individual people? He knew of falconers who trained birds of prey to do their bidding—to deliver messages across wide distances and expanses of land and then return in kind—but never had he heard of a dove following a person.
“Could I have conjured it?”
In the twilight of the new day, which began to pool over the horizon as though spilt from a great, overflowing cup, Odin closed his eyes and tried to imagine a time when, without reason, his magic had backfired on him. There’d been a moment during his childhood when his father had been teaching him to spar that a flame had expelled from his hand, then there had been choice times when summons and constructs had developed a will of their own, but not once since he was a child had he done something without purpose. He had far too much control over his magic and too many hours of training for such a thing to have occurred without his control.
They said in moments of weakness that sometimes, the mind could forget things in order to better protect itself.
Could it let me forget an entire summoning, he thought. An entire moment when I couldn’t remember conjuring a bird?
The bird had not seemed magical in the least—summoned not by will, the Ether or even individual thought. With that instilled in his mind, he could easily discount it, but what could he say about a creature who for no reason had come to land on his horse’s head and watch him with its beady eyes?
Without the direct knowledge, he had no way to distinguish just what was going on or why the bird had come to him.
Sighing, Odin raised his eyes and looked to the dark horizon.
Though it would be at least one or two weeks until he made it to Sylina, he could at least try and regain his spirits by that time.
 
The day eclipsed into evening with rain showers and isolated spots of cover. So far into the open plains that there seemed to be little to no trees under which to take shelter, Odin bowed his head in an attempt to shield his eyes from the massive downpour and continued to lead his horse along the distant grasslands to Sylina, trying his hardest to resist the urge to stop for the night and try to assemble the tent he’d managed to snag from the stable’s storage shed back in Dwaydor.
You can keep going, he thought, taking a slow, deep breath, then expelling it just as slowly as he’d taken it in. Don’t you worry.
He was no stranger to these sorts of weather conditions, these forms of tragedy. Were someone to question him in that regard, he would say that the best and safest thing to do during a rainstorm was to continue on and not be trapped in the open. Lightning, they said, struck targets lone and solitary, and though he knew he was highly unlikely to be hit by one of the daggers of light without any tall objects or figures around, he didn’t want to test it.
Beneath his weight, the horse grunted and shook its head, flipping beads of moisture from  its mane and into Odin’s face.
“It’s all right,” he said, stroking the stallion’s neck and leaning forward to press his lips to the top of the creature’s head. “I’m sorry, friend, but we have to keep going.”
At the very least, the creature might be able to capture moisture between its lips. Maybe they might even stumble across a wayward watering hole replenished by the storm.
I can only hope.
Chest once more alight with fire, he closed his eyes, steeled himself for the emotions likely readying to attack him, then opened his eyes.
Directly before him stood three figures, all of which lay shrouded in dark cloaks and bearing swords.
“I should have known,” he mumbled.
“Give us everything you have,” the lead figure said, stepping forward just in time for Odin to draw his sword from his side, “and we won’t do a thing to you.”
“Stay back,” Odin replied, “and maybe I won’t kill you.”
“We outnumber you three to one. What makes you think you’ll be able to kill us?”
“You have no idea who you’re messing with.”
Odin propelled his right arm forward and shot a pressurized burst of water gained from the rain falling down around him.
One of the figure’s necks snapped up just before he fell to the ground.
“A mage,” the man said, laughing as he eased his way toward Odin’s stallion.
“Get away from me,” Odin said. “I mean it.”
“You must be the one they’ve been talking about.” 
“That who’s been talking about?”
“The one who ran away,” the man said. “The one who abandoned his king.”
Despite the chill from the rain, it seemed as though a different form of deterioration was making its way along the curve of his back. Tangling through his hair, skirting down his neck, sinking into his skin, then further into his body—vertebrae froze within his spine to meld together as one and his entire body seemed to be flushing in accordance to the very notion of which the man had spoken.
To the kingdom, he’d been told, he was a deserter—a man whom, by all respects, had abandoned not only the one he’d been sworn to protect, but his country as well.
“Get away from here,” Odin said, “and I’ll spare your lives.”
“You’ll kill us anyway.”
Odin snapped the neck of the man standing before him. “I said,” he growled, “get away from me!”
The leader of the troop of shadowed men raised his sword and attempted to strike him where he stood.
Odin brought his sword down on top of the man’s head.
The force of his blow was enough to crack his skull.
Odin pushed his horse into a full-out run the moment his sword was back in his sheath.
 
They ran through what could only be described as hell on their very earth. The rain hammering in his face, the likely chance of hail threatening to swallow him whole, the idea and notion that he could very well be in bandit territory and completely open to the threat of arrows and even possibly mages more than present—his horse grunted and began to pant through the stress currently being asserted upon it and Odin, terrified as he was, barely took a moment to consider that he could possibly kill the very creature he’d been tasked to protect.
Not too much longer now, his conscience whispered. Keep going.
Why his thoughts conspired to run him down was beyond him. Maybe it was the gilded thing whispering in his ear, stroking his shoulders with its armored hands, or maybe this was something worse—something more deviant, evil, vile and cruel than he could ever begin to imagine.
Maybe, possibly, he was not being compelled by anyone but himself.
No. That’s ridiculous.
Was it, though? He couldn’t say without a doubt in his mind that he’d slowly been on the verge of losing his sanity since Miko’s death, nor could he deny that his thoughts, as erratic as they were, had compelled him to do just what it was he’d set out to do. Here he was, riding through the rain, running his horse to the ground and looking to do the one thing that could get himself killed or imprisoned for the rest of his life.
“Stop.”
Odin pulled on the reins.
The horse bucked, kicking its feet up in the air.
He only managed to hold on because his wrist was tied within the straps of leather.
“We’re stopping,” he said, training his eyes on a crop of trees that lay in the near distance. “Keep going, boy. Come on. I promise we’ll be stopping soon.”
The fruits of the horse’s labor could be heard within its heavy breathing. One breath in, one breath out, one here, then one there—they came and went like the rain bearing down upon them. Thankfully, though, it would be over soon.
If only the bandits hadn’t attacked him.
Damn them.
Damn those men and their words of hate, for their stupidity and their ignorant, false hoods. They could have run away and lived to see another day, maybe even another year or ten or twenty, but what would that have accomplished? Had they lived, they would have simply gone on to rob, possibly even kill another man, rape a woman and abduct a child.
In the end, it didn’t necessarily matter if three lives were lost.
What does that mean for me though?
In that form of thought, so soft and subtle it could hardly be noticed, did that mean that Blaine, Jordan and even Miko’s death meant nothing?
“Of course not. Stop thinking that way.”
Somehow, though, he couldn’t. Instead, the thoughts of death and just how much it was worth began to overwhelm his mind.
Odin bowed his head.
Though he could not tell whether fresh tears were streaming down his face due to the rain, he felt as though from the way the corners of his eyes burned that he had to be crying.
I’m sorry, I thought. There was nothing else I could do.
You could’ve ran, the voice said. They wouldn’t have been able to keep up with you.
But they would’ve hurt someone else.
Would they, Odin, or would they have simply wandered off into the dark from wherever they came from?
He reared his head back and screamed.
Lightning cracked the sky.
The rain continued to bear down upon him.
When hail began to fall—when small, icy chunks of moisture struck his face to crack upon his porcelain portraiture his marks of flaw—Odin led his horse under the canopy of trees and tried his best not to fall from his mount.
How much further could he go living like this?
 
It would have been beautiful, were he to have seen it in a different frame of mind. A river, curving first to the west, then to the south, an intricate loop that seemed perfect and without break whatsoever, a vine upon which all life was sewn, stretched forth and arced in three—the Forked Sylinian Rivers began as though a knot on a grand king’s boot and then branched out to the east in two intricate flourishes, much like an artist’s pen would have described were it to have been placed quill to paper. After such a long journey, the sight was enough to lift Odin’s spirits, if only slightly, for he was making way in his journey toward a place he could find the answers to all of life’s questions.
Thank you, he thought, to whoever out there is watching me.
With such low food, rations and supplies, it was any wonder he had made it this far without having to resort to hunting, much less without hunger in his stomach or a throat parched and dry. He had no doubt of his abilities and endurance, of his perseverance through life and the horrible agony that laced his heart, but it seemed as though something had to be watching, testing him for some sort of boundary that could not be crossed yet was very willingly ready to open.
Odin raised his hand and shielded his eyes.
On the distant horizon, the river reflected light from the midafternoon sun and made it sparkle like a thousand uncut stones in a bed of rock.
It’s beautiful, Odin, the voice of a young man named Parfour said in his head. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.
Bejeweled across the horizon, shimmering like thousands of pearls fresh from a clam’s mouth, spread along the whitewashed shores and allowed to bathe in heavenly light—it could have been described as magma, a great thing said to flow from the tips of mountains in the great wandering distance, for it seemed stricken across the horizon and nestled within the perfect, ample spot—but here it was, resting there contently. It was said that beautiful things, although truly vain, loved to hide. This was not one of them.
No more than a few hundred feet away lay one of two bridges that cleared the expanse of river on the western side.
It wouldn’t be much longer before he made his way into Sylina.
From there, he thought, Germa.
And from Germa, where? The Whooping Hills, fabled for the once-flourshing Centaurs now extinct and buried in the ground, and what about the Great Divide, the expanse of land that separated the Hills and the Abroen, a place they said life began and sometimes never ended at all? What would he come across there if not a mass of nothing?
“Who knows,” Odin whispered, drawing his cloak tighter around his body.
Though he knew not what to expect once in Sylina, he had a feeling that he may be recognized were he not to keep his hood pulled down.
 
He crossed the wooden bridge that led into Sylina and made his way across the shoreline with little doubt in his mind about the situation at hand. Hood drawn, swords shielded by his cloak and face all but invisible to the human eye, he felt beyond a doubt that he had not a worry in the world when it came to being noticed or spotted in any way, shape or form.
What a spectacle that would be, he thought, pushing his horse into a faster, more casual trot. 
For the king’s champion to be seen so far away from not only the war, but the capital would have been a national offense. Sure—he may have a concrete reason for leaving, and his sanity may have been at the breaking point, but did that mean he had all the right in the world to leave his king and country behind?
Does it really matter?
Brushing the idea from his mind, Odin shrugged it off his shoulders as though loose dirt and thanked the fact that he’d since drawn his hood when he ventured deeper into the Sylinian territory and found fishermen to be wandering the shores. Baskets balanced at their hips, atop their heads and others upon wheelbarrows normally reserved for wood or other heavier materials, they walked back and forth snaring nets from the water and drawing into them fish alive and full of fervor. Most waved and acknowledged his presence with a smile, while those shirtless and with sunburnt shoulders simply regarded him with little to no interest, eyes raised and then quickly drawn back to their work. To them, he knew, he was nothing more than a stranger—a man, by all respects, that did not need any merit.
“Good,” he whispered, low enough so none of the passing men could hear.
If they weren’t able to gauge who he was just by looking upon his dark cloak, then he could possibly make it through this venture without any awkward interference.
Thank the Gods.
Taking a moment to acknowledge a man who raised his hand to wave at him, Odin turned his attention on the slowly-blooming city before his vision and found his breath had since caught in his chest, strangled within his throat and allowed to die viciously after being drowned by spit.
The sight before him could almost not be described.
Extending into the far horizon as though slabs of marble arranged from the earth and pressed together to form homes, buildings and monuments, the city of Sylina took on a breathtaking hue in shades of grey, white and silver. Gold-lined exteriors likely made by artisans’ hands decorated the frames of most buildings, while around fountains creatures of water and even of the earth were born from the creation of stone and spouted the very thing they either came from or represented from their mouths, blowholes or fins themselves. The roads brickwork, the posts lanterns were hung upon crisp ebony, the windows sparkling blue and the monuments tall and strong—in the looming distance he saw what appeared to be a temple, atop which was a halo that extended into the sky and seemed to glow within the midafternoon sun, and beyond that he saw miniature rivers running through the town, snaking alongside the roads and beckoning those who looked upon it to smile and be glad for all things.
This is it, he thought.
“The place where Parfour learned to be a man of God.”
A chill crossed the surface of his spine and crested the curves of his collarbone before echoing down his arms and into his hands, which trembled at the sight and shook the horse from its natural path. First left, then right, Odin tightened his hold on the creature’s reins and willed it forward and across a small, foot-high bridge that passed over a small moat that seemed to circle and encompass the entire city. Several more spanned beneath his horse’s hooves—three in total from which he began to count—though in this frame of sight, they seemed to have been made into canals not only to decorate the city, but to supply water to the individual buildings.
It was nothing like Ornala, this beautiful, concrete place, nor was it like the wooden heights of the now-taken Bohren or the hidden passages of the darkened wood of Felnon. Dwaydor was not like this—this beautiful, wayward town—and though Elna had resembled many a place along the shore in nature, it had never been constructed out of marble. Sylina, in a short word, could be described as something of a marvel—a place where, regardless of height or stature, one could live happily and in peace.
“Excuse me,” Odin said, pulling his horse to a complete stop as a woman stepped from her home and into the street. “Can I ask for your help, ma’am?”
“Of course you can, sir. What would you be needing?”
“Directions to a convenient store. Somewhere where I can get supplies.”
“It’s the last building to your right at the end of the street.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, bowing his head.
He pushed his horse down the road in the hopes that he would be able to find just what it was he needed.
 
“You’re looking to buy a map that details the lands beyond the country,” the shopkeeper behind the desk said, running his finger along and around a series of portholes that contained what appeared to be wrapped pieces of parchment. “Am I correct on that assessment?”
“You would be, sir.”
“What business would you be having out there, if you don’t mind me asking?”
I wouldn’t mind if it weren’t so personal, Odin thought, sinking his teeth into his lower lip and desperately hoping he wouldn’t draw blood.
“I’m an adventurer,” he said, reaching down to make sure both of his swords were evenly in place at his belt.
“An adventurer?” the man asked. “Where might you be going, lad?”
“The Whooping Hills.”
“Ah. Quite a beautiful place if I do say so myself.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Yes. Any novice archaeologist like me would love to visit such a place. You know the Centaurs used to live there, you know?”
“I know,” Odin said.
Who could forget how when humanity discovered Centaurs they’d driven them from their homes—some killed outright, others put into menageries and forced to live their entire lives within cages. Birds, he would have thought them, were he to have existed such a long time ago, forced to put on a show in front of everyone and everything, and birds they had been until some hundreds of years ago, after the last of them had died and the country had been born anew.
Were you there? he thought, bowing his head and reaching up to rub his temple.
Before him, the man shifted and began to sift through pieces of parchment while Odin’s head remained bowed and his hand strayed to his face. The strand of purple hair dangerously close to slipping from behind his ear, he raised his eyes, took in the scene, then straightened his posture, if only to better serve his purpose.
He wouldn’t be here that much longer. He had to keep telling himself that.
“Here we are,” the storekeeper said, unfurling a piece of parchment and spreading it on the glass counter before Odin. “Is this what you were looking for?”
To say yes would have been an understatement. The map alone—created and devised to show the very outskirts of Ornala and Germa—displayed in great detail the Whooping Hills and the areas nearby, including the Great Divide and the Dark Mountains, which lay far to the west and blanketed a place where no scrawls other than their outlines remained.
The one thing between us and Denyon, he thought, unable to resist the pull of a shiver that weighed down upon his spine.
“What else would you be needing, sir?”
“Food, flint, a stone—anything you have.”
“I can get you anything you want,” the man said, leaning forward and over the counter. “Just tell me what you need.”
Odin couldn’t help but smile.
 
Though his natural inclinations told him to continue on in his journey, he managed to restrain himself just long enough to purchase a room at the Sylinian Inn with a few meager copper pieces. Once in his quarters and behind a firmly-locked door, he freed himself of his cloak and the burdens that came with it and collapsed into bed in his full, nondescript attire, his mind afire with pleasure as his fingers tangled around quilts and sheets carefully spread out beneath his body.
Enjoy this while you can, his conscience whispered, weighing down upon his chest and desperately attempting to force himself deeper into the mattress. You’ll be going for another month.
He’d already been going for some two weeks, making way across the Dwaydorian Lowlands and passing through the flatlands around Sylina, but after the Whooping Hills, then what? He knew not how great the plains of the Great Divide were, nor was he sure of just how to navigate the Abroen without venturing toward death. In all, it could take him months to get to Lesliana and then back again, though whether or not he would return unattended was beyond his current scope of comprehension.
Would an Elf come back with him if he was so inclined to ask?
No. Of course not.
Elves were of solitary nature. If Miko had been any indication—and surely, Odin thought, he had to have been—then each and every creature fair and of the highest regard often preferred silence and the kindness of only occasional strangers. Though one could plainly argue that Miko was tainted and therefor expelled from both everyday Elven society and habit, Odin couldn’t help but base his preconceived notions around the fairer race on his now-fallen friend, especially when it came to whether or not he could have one return to the country with him were his conscience to fall.
Then again, what was he thinking? He was going to the Elven capital to steal a book to try and raise his dead father.
You can’t think about that, he thought, the words whispering under his breath as his conscience began to falter. You can’t… not now, not here of all places.
All he needed was to have an emotional meltdown here in a public place. Surely someone would come if he screamed, wouldn’t they?
Pushing himself forward, then balancing himself in an awkward, upright position, he trained his eyes to the far window and tried not to lose himself in the beauty of the many fountains surrounding the inn.
He could live here the rest of his life, he imagined, had he a choice.
Sadly, and without regret, he had none of that.
Closing his eyes, Odin bowed his head and tried his hardest not to cry.
It was moments like these, next to empty windows, that he missed the man who’d called him son the most.
 
He pulled himself from bed in the early hours of the evening and trotted downstairs in full garbed attire. With plans to order a glass of wine in the hopes of developing a buzz that would hopefully allow him to sleep, he buckled his swords at his sides and made his way down the stairs, his breath caught within his throat and his nerves all but fried from the amount of attention seemingly placed upon him.
It’s all right, he thought, taking a slow, deep breath. You’re just in a bar. Nothing’s going to happen to you.
Still, being in such a personal position of power—of, in this case, shame—offered disadvantages that he couldn’t afford to have.
Seating himself at the end of the bar where he could afford himself the luxury of three empty stools between him and his fellow man, he called the bartender over with a simple wave of his hand and sighed when the man set a shot glass filled with what appeared to be an amber-looking liquid before them.
“You’re new here,” the young, olive-skinned man said, eyeing him up and down as Odin took the shot and set it back down on the bar. “What brings you to Sylina?”
“A stop.”
“For what?”
Peace, Odin thought. Silence.
“Just to rest for a while,” Odin replied, nodding when the bartender pulled the glass away.
“What can I get for you?”
“Wine, if you have it.”
“Red or white?”
“Red.”
While the man turned and pulled from the shelf a bottle capped but not completely full, Odin reached up to rub the bridge of his nose, unsure about the talkative man before him and the incessant looks he seemed to be giving regardless of his darkened visage. Perhaps he was just being cautious, maybe even a bit paranoid, but regardless, the looks didn’t help to ease his worries.
“Here you are,” the bartender said, setting a glass full of brimming, red wine before him.
“Thank you.”
“Can I ask where you’re from?”
“Ornala,” he said, cursing himself shortly after when he realized the severity of his words.
“Ornala,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back as if to examine him. “Say… you wouldn’t happen to be anyone important, would you?”
“Would you believe me if I told you no?”
“Probably not,” the man laughed, “but no matter. Kick your feet up. No matter who you are, there’s nothing to be ashamed of here.”
“I’m well aware of that.”
“What I meant,” the young man said, leaning forward until they were close enough for their noses to touch, “is to take your hood off.”
“Do I have to?”
“It’d make me more comfortable if I could see who I was looking at.”
Odin swallowed the lump in his throat.
No, he thought, he couldn’t be.
No matter what he thought or wanted to believe, the smile never left the man’s face, nor did he erase the distance between the two of them in the moments following his silence.
“You don’t have to say anything,” the man whispered, reaching across the bar to press his hand against Odin’s shoulder. “You can go back up to your room and I can follow you, knock on the door once and then twice. You’ll know who I am.”
“There’s no need for that.”
“I’m not asking you to pay me.”
“I never said—“
“There’s nothing to be nervous about. Come on—just one night, you and me. What could it hurt?”
“I’m not looking for someone to sleep with,” Odim mumbled, leaning back just far enough so he could lift his glass and sip his wine.
“No one is when they come in here, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun.”
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Please… just… don’t—“
Don’t what? his conscience whispered. Admit that maybe one torrid night would ease your mind and settle your spirits?
He could hardly say that one night alone and intimate with someone would ease his mind, his troubled spirit or his weary, disengaged soul. For what it was worth, one could easily say that one moment could replace another—that, given the situation, he could possibly overwhelm himself in another person in order to free himself from the perpetual darkness that seemed to rule over his soul.
Looking into the young man’s eyes, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of longing and need rise up within his chest, pushing all other inhibitions away from him.
You can’t sleep with someone who works in a bar, he thought, trembling, his arm shaking enough to vibrate the area of the bar before him. For all you know, he could have slept with a dozen other men before you.
Did it matter, really, or was he just being absurd—cautious, in a sense, for his own human desires?
“Like I said,” the young man replied, leaning forward once more to separate the distance between them. “I can be up there and back in a flash.”
“There’s no need for this,” Odin said, rising. “Please, just leave me alone.”
“I know what you want,” the young man whispered. “I can see it in your eyes.”
“You can’t see my eyes.”
“It doesn’t matter. I can still tell when someone’s so lost within their head that they need a moment to take it all away.”
Odin shook his head.
When he turned and made his way back toward the stairway, he felt no regret for having not paid for the shot or half-empty glass of wine.
 
As the rain came down that night in sheets that seemed to shadow not only the city and stars, but his thoughts, feelings and emotions about life, Odin drew the sheets and blankets around him and tried desperately to contain the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. Fingers tightened almost painfully, joints ready to fire from their prisons and ricochet off the walls, he rolled onto his back and allowed himself to seemingly collapse within the worn-out mattress and stared at the woodwork ceiling above him.
For what seemed like the worst possible moment of his life, he considered what could have been the most carefully-unguarded thing he had ever felt.
No more than a few moments ago, he had been propositioned by someone of the same sex.
Does this really mean what I think it does, he thought.
No—it didn’t, not necessarily. Just because he’d never had a fleeting thought about another woman did not mean that he was, in fact, queer, nor did it mean that he desired anything more than companionship from a fellow human being.
You wanted to, his conscience whispered, stroking his collarbone with one dainty, sharp nail. You know you did.
“So what?” he whispered. “So what if I wanted someone for the first time in my life!”
Throwing himself forward, he reached up, tugged at his hair, then tossed his head back and forth as if to shake from his body the spirit of evil that wanted to overtake him.
With fresh tears burning down his face and rivers of unease trickling throughout his body, he wrapped his arms around himself and began to rock back and forth atop the mattress. First forward, then back, then side to side, he resembled what could have been a child troubled by something he could not understand. Such was his emotions in that moment he felt just like that—like a child, strangled by doubt and unable to wrap his head around the situation at hand.
A knock came at the door.
Odin froze.
Two more followed shortly after.
You can go back up to your room and I can follow you.
To think that he was even considering sleeping with such an openly-promiscuous person was almost impossible—outrageous, even, for he’d never considered himself among such lowlife men and creatures of lust and need.
I can knock once, then twice. You’ll know it’s me.
Closing his eyes, Odin leaned back and reached up to brush his hair from his eyes.
Didn’t everyone need someone eventually, at least once in their life?
“Sir,” the voice at the door said.
“Go away,” Odin replied, pulling the blankets tighter around him. 
The doorknob clicked.
Odin threw himself from bed and drew his sword just as the door open to spill light into the room.
The bartender stood in the threshold with his arms raised and his hands at the side of his head, face unsure and startled.
“I said to leave me alone,” Odin said, training the sword on the young man as carefully and steadily as possible.
“You’re not decent, sir.”
“I was trying to sleep,” he replied, only briefly considering the fact that he wore sleeping trousers and an open, button-up shirt.
“Can I say something without you threatening to stab me in the heart?”
“Go ahead. Just don’t try anything funny.”
“You’re the loneliest person I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”
“You think that’s funny?” Odin laughed. “You really think it is?”
“I never said it was funny,” the bartender said, closing the door behind him. “What’s happened to you that you don’t have an ounce of happiness at all?”
“You really want to know?” Odin asked, reaching up to pull the two sides of his shirt together.
“I was enjoying the view.”
Odin growled under his breath.
The bartender offered a smile and crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously, though,” the man said. “What happened?”
“My father just died.”
“No shit?” the man asked, seating himself in the armchair at the side of the room. “Damn. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah. So you can see why I’m in no mood to grow attached to someone who I’ll likely leave behind anyway.”
“Come here.
“No.”
“I just want to see your face, maybe even your eyes.”
“No one wants to see my eyes.”
“No?” the young man asked. “I do.”
I do.
What could have been said to open a kingdom, ensnared in vines and snarled in iron—to have pressed within its lock a key made of silver with flowers and insects—and what, he questioned, could have perpetuated a need so deep that in this kingdom, so fresh with nothing, a seed that could bloom without water and nurture? It seemed, without a common doubt, that such things were impossible—that life, without care, was not allowed to flourish, for things on two legs could not survive on their own once free and born from the womb—but in that moment, cold and alone in a room with another man, that kingdom seemed open, reigned by not only a benevolent benefactor, but sheltered by animals of the utmost variety.
“You’re serious,” Odin said. “Aren’t you?”
“Of course I am,” the young man said.
Odin fell back.
Stepping forward, freeing himself from his place at the door, the young man crossed the distance between the two of them and crawled up onto the bed.
Directly above him, hands at either side of his head, Odin stared up and into the young man’s eyes and tried to comprehend just what he was doing.
“It’s all right,” the young man whispered. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
The man leaned forward.
Their lips touched.
Odin closed his eyes and rolled over on top of him.
 
Morning came late the following afternoon and with the sound of blackbirds in the air. Disoriented and all the more confused about the events that had taken place last night, he lay alone in the capably-two-person bed and tried to breathe in air that seemed stagnant, pale and without oxygen.
What did I do last night?

To anyone looking upon the situation, they could have answered simply. Of course, they would say, he’d had sex—’gotten laid’ a possible term, ‘knocking boots’ another. ‘A torrid night of loveless affairs’ could have been called the event that had transpired within the four closed walls of a room unlocked and perfectly accessible, and ‘mindless, needless fucking’ could have been another. To him, however, it seemed perfectly unnecessary, a matter of the flesh that could have been completely avoided altogether.
“Does it really matter?” he asked.
Not anymore. The young man had departed sometime during the night or early in the morning, leaving Odin not only with a sense of guilt, but the reality that he’d just attached himself to a person who could not care whatsoever.
He said he wanted to see my eyes.
Yes, but had the bartender really gleamed anything from them?
No longer sure what to think about life or the consequences that seemed so willing to come with it, Odin rolled over onto his back and closed his eyes.
Travel could come later.
For now, he could simply rest and enjoy what little time he had.
 
Later that afternoon, after he’d fully recovered from the emotional affair that had taken little to no time last night, he rose from sleep, dressed himself in his trousers, shirt and cloak, then attached his swords at his side and slung his pack over his shoulder. More than ready to be rid of the place and not in the least concerned about the repercussions that could possibly follow, he marched down the stairs and started to make his way to the door before he stopped in place.
Alone in the bar with no one else around him, he turned to find the young man standing behind the counter, hands pressed to the bar and eyes alight with mischief.
“Hello,” Odin said.
“I assume you’re leaving from the looks of things.”
“I have to.”
“Where are you going?”
“The Whooping Hills.”
“Why there?”
Because it’s one step closer to my overall destination.
“My heart leads me in that direction,” he decided to say, though as full of doubt his words were, they at least held some semblance of truth.
“Are you feeling any better?”
“Can’t say that I am.”
“Last night didn’t do anything for you?”
“Last night made me understand a few things about myself that I’ve never known before,” Odin said, shrugging his pack over his shoulder and making his way over to the bar. “So I want to thank you for that.”
“No need to thank me.”
“Question.”
“Yes?”
“How many others have you slept with before me?”
“Just because I’m friendly doesn’t mean I’m easy.”
“How many others?”
“Look,” the young man said, leaning across the counter as though making a move for Odin’s neck. When he realized his action, he drew away, then sighed. “I have a thing for knights, all right?”
“What makes you think I’m a knight?”
“You act like one, look like one. Hell, you’re built like one—which, I have to say, is pretty nice considering the chums you get around—“
“I get it.”
The young man frowned. His lips a portrait on his face, his eyes two great, blue wells of doubt, Odin tried as hard as he could not to stare at him, but couldn’t help when he did.
So, he thought. It really was for nothing.
Then again, who was to say their first time was ever really something?
“I’ll see you around,” Odin said, turning and making his way toward the door.
“Will I see you again?”
“Probably not.”
“Good luck in whatever you’re doing.”
Odin’s only reply was a simple wave of his hand.
 
When he’d arranged his packs and gathered about himself everything he’d need for the trip, he mounted his horse and made his way to the southeastern side of Sylina, toward the second bend in the river that came before the whisker-like constellations of mini-streams that sprouted off from the tail of the grand construct. While he left the city with many doubts in his mind, particularly about the young bartender and the intimate moment they had shared, he had no doubts about his future, nor about the path he was currently making for himself.
Soon, he thought.
Once he cleared the Ornalan border, he would have very little time to consider his other opportunities before he crossed over into the Whooping Hills.
What would he find there, if not ancient relics of the past?
“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he said, reaching down to tangle his fingers through his stallion’s mane. “You don’t even know if anything has taken over the area.”
They said that the Whooping Hills, though ancient and mostly deserted, were held by creatures that could have defiled the imagination and filled great men’s dreams with horrible nightmares. Those things, with spiny backs and enlarged torsos, could have been described as something akin to a Werewolf—a large, bulky creature with patches of red fur missing from mange that so very often struck their kind and made them appear twisted and fragile. Not necessarily Werewolves, but not necessarily unlike them, they made the Hills inhospitable to any and all human settlements. How the Centaurs had survived them could be anyone’s guess, but when the Werecreatures had come no one knew. Odin himself figured they’d taken shelter in their caves once they found them habitable. Before, their Half-breed brethren could have very well fended them away from their families, but with the uprise of humanity had come the downfall of many other things.
“You shouldn’t be worrying about this. It’s too far off for you to be getting this into your head.”
While he couldn’t blame himself for thinking ahead, he knew thinking too far in advance would surely slow him down.
Sighing, Odin bowed his head and pushed the horse into a slow trot.
When his mount began to pass over the low bridge that crossed the expanse of the river, it marked a point in his journey where he would be leaving humanity behind for a very, very long time.
Would he be swallowed by things dark and heavy, or would he become enraptured in things beautiful and mystifying?



 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
“I can’t believe it,” Nova said. “He’s gone.”
“What’re you gonna do?” Carmen asked.
“Honestly… I don’t know.
Seated in the waiting room with his hands laced and his head bowed to avoid the Dwarf’s eyes, Nova tried not to shiver in the chill seeping through the room and prayed with all his heart and mind that Odin, wherever he happened to be, was all right. Thoughts of the past slowly creeping forward and swallowing him whole, he felt as though dipped in water so cold it burned and imagined all those years ago when he had, once upon a time, wandered through such hellish conditions and had nearly died because of it.
He could get it, he thought. The chill.
How he’d managed to get to Ornala that fateful night was beyond his measure, but were he to think about it, he would have to say that determination and the blind, watchful eye of some God had to have been the reason. Odin wouldn’t have been there had there not been some sort of clairvoyance, nor would the Elf who was now gone and scattered across the horizon.
Could he possibly catch up with the young man were he to leave right now?
No. It’s been a week.
With the knowledge that there was nothing he could do firmly implanted within his mind and with the reality that his young friend would not likely be turning back, Nova stood, crossed his arms over his chest, then wandered to the glass doors.
Outside—in the cold, shattered world—hail began to rain down and covered the ground like snow.
“Nova,” the Dwarf said.
“Yes?”
“You’re not thinking about going out there to get him, are you?”
“I’d say no, but… I really can’t.”
“So you did think about it then.”
“Yes.”
“Are you going to do it?”
“I can’t,” Nova sighed, running his hands through his hair and trying his hardest not to let his emotions get to him. “There’s no way I would ever catch up.”
“I just want you to know that I’m glad you’re not going.”
“You’re a great friend, Carmen. I really appreciate the support.”
“Hey—you and Odin are friends too. I’m just sad to see how much this has devastated him.”
How couldn’t it, Nova wondered, when a man who’d been in his life for the past five years just up and admitted that he was your father at the moment of his death? To form a bond with such a man and find that it was so much more had to be horrible, a tragedy beyond all compare. 
If he tried hard enough, he imagined it felt like torture—comparable to being backhanded repeatedly and whipped until the welts in your back began to bleed.
Don’t think about that, he thought, somehow resisting the urge to reach back and rub his shoulder blade. It’s over, done with and gone.
He need not remember the eve of his torture, the night of his imprisonment, for Odin had saved him in his one moment of weakness.
“What’re you going to do?” Nova asked, turning his head to look at the Dwarf, who’d since moved from her place near the wall to stand on a chair and look out the window. “Will you go home?”
“Going home now wouldn’t be worth it,” the Dwarf sighed, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I plan on contacting my husband, yes, but only to tell him I’ll be staying at the capital until this war resolves itself.”
“It must be hard, being away from him.”
“You tell me. You’ve been away from your wife too.”
For far too long, Nova thought.
Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath.
Regardless of whether he liked it or not, he would have to return home—soon, before the war resumed.
Though he had no idea how long it would be until he saw Odin again, he had to return to his family.
There would be no rest for his troubled mind until he was home and safe in Ornala.
 
He decided it was best to return home on the dawn of the eighth day, when he realized without a doubt in his mind that there was no chance in all the Gods’ glory that his friend would be turning back. For that, he made it an effort to rise from his place along the floor, dress and make himself as presentable as possible, then cross the street and make his way to the hospital, where currently Parfour, the mage brothers and several other injured men were staying.
Upon arriving at the structure, as cracked and withered as it was from lack of repair, Nova presented himself at the front desk and waited for the man sifting through the records to come and greet him.
“Hello, sir,” the man said. “How can I help you?”
“I need to speak with Parfour Jonathanson and the mage brothers Icklard and Domnin.”
“They should be around here somewhere. Let me have a moment to find them for you.”
Nova seated himself in the chair beside the door and crossed his arms over his chest while waiting for the secretary to wander through the hallways. Outside—in the cold, darkened sky—the weather seemed to have taken a turn for the worst. Hail once more fell from the heavens in thick, meaty drops the size of his thumbnail and thrust itself at the windows like fists bashing onto a table. At one moment, he thought it would shatter the glass and send those in cots into blots of pain, though when they didn’t he offered himself a sigh and bowed his chin to his chest.
Get a hold of yourself. You’re too old to be thinking like this.
Then again, who was to say that age had anything to do with susceptibility to fear?
A series of footsteps echoed toward him.
Nova raised his eyes.
Parfour, Icklard and Domnin stepped forward with the secretary shortly behind.
“Nova,” Parfour said. “What brings you here?”
“I wanted to say goodbye,” he said, standing.
“I assume you’re returning home,” Domnin said. Icklard nodded at his side.
“Not home… there isn’t one to return to, at least not yet. I meant Ornala.”
“I’m glad to hear your family is safe,” Icklard said.
“What’ll you do about Odin?” Parfour frowned.
“There isn’t much we can do right now,” Nova sighed, allowing his arms to hang limp at his sides. “Honestly, Parfour… Odin’s going to do what he has to do. There isn’t anything we can do to stop or bring him back.”
“There’s no reason for you to stay here,” Domnin said, reaching out to press a hand against Nova’s shoulder. “You have a life to live, at least until whatever happens next happens.”
“What will you do while I’m gone?” Nova asked.
“We’ll do what we always do,” Icklard said, looking up at his brother. “Wait.”
“I’ll do the same,” Parfour said. “There are men dying that need my help… my guidance.”
“I’ll see the three of you again,” Nova said, reaching out to shake each of their hands. “Thank you for helping me, but most of all, thank you for helping Odin.”
Though he needed no acknowledgment, Nova left with pride in his heart that he hadn’t held in moments before.
 
“You ready to go after this rain settles down?” Nova asked, carefully arranging their belongings within an empty saddlebag.
“I’m ready when you are,” Carmen said, shifting through her own meager pack of goods.
Nodding, but all the more determined to start out once the storm died down, Nova flushed his fingers over the intricate rubies inlaid within his scythe and couldn’t help but sigh when he thought of Odin and how he must have felt.
Was it different, he thought, than my own father’s death?
Of course it was—to think anything less was blind, ignorant beyond all means and unforgiveable in the slightest. If anything, he’d at least known the man who’d become his adoptive father throughout his entire life up until the day he turned seventeen. Odin, though—he’d gone five years of knowing their friend without the knowledge that they held a lineage within one another: that, regardless of their differences, their height and their hair, they were one and the same, father and son and bonded in blood.
“Nova,” Carmen said.
“Yes?”
“You’re thinking about something.”
“How can you tell?”
“You’ve got that look in your eyes.”
“I was never good at hiding what was on my mind,” he laughed, securing the final knot on one of the saddle’s many sacks and lifting it over his shoulder.
“You’re thinking about Odin, aren’t you?”
“Not necessarily.”
But you are, his conscience whispered. You know you are.
Shaking his head, casting his hair from his face and over his shoulders, he turned to survey the horses around them and tried to decide which would better serve their purpose. His eyes first fell to a beautiful black mare, then a chestnut-colored stallion before they eventually came to rest upon the red and beige Cadarian mount Odin had purveyed for them on the outskirts of the desert. He was much more inclined to take it, if only because they could push it more than the other horses. Besides—it held such sentimental value that it seemed wrong not to take it with them.
After placing the saddle on a rack beside the horse stalls, Nova turned his head down and watched the Dwarf spool marbles into her palm.
“What’re those?” he asked.
“Material things,” Carmen replied. “If you want me to be honest, though, my father gave them to me when I was a child.”
“They’re nice.”
“I think so. I used to play a mean game of marbles when I was a girl.”
“You think you could still play?”
“Probably, but there doesn’t seem to be much use for it anymore.”
How quickly childhood could go by.
Crouching down, Nova plucked one of the small spheres from its place in the hay and lifted it before his vision. “Cat’s eye,” he smiled.
“My favorite one,” Carmen said, taking it from Nova’s outstretched fingers and pressing it back into her bag.
“You’re not nervous about going back to Ornala… are you, Carmen?”
“Not particularly. I’d like to return to Arbriter eventually—at least, if nothing ends up going on—but for now I’m content with staying with you. There isn’t much more I can do anyway unless I want to hang around here.”
“I’m guessing you don’t.”
“Not really.”
Outside, lightning cracked the horizon and spilled light across the sky.
Nova raised his eyes.
Though he had no idea how much longer the rain would continue, he had a feeling that tomorrow, if they were able to start out, their venture would be thick and filled with mud.
 
The rain continued to progressively worsen throughout the night. Bearing down upon them in great sheets, once more creating thick globules of hail and screaming like some old hag in the middle of a great, deserted wood—the sounds eventually began to wear on Nova’s conscience and tore him from sleep each time thunder would rumble and the wind would hiss along the buildings.
At his side, Carmen rested blissfully, content with their surroundings and what was going on outside.
Don’t get mad, he thought, easing himself onto his pillow and the outstretched forearm that lay beneath it. There’s nothing you can do about it, so settle down.
What he wanted to do was scream, to throw himself from the floor and at the windows to demand to God or the Gods that someone, something stop this horrible, atrocious weather. The knowledge that he would not only cause a scene, but draw every angry eye in the room froze him in his spot and forced him to remain stoic and under the covers.
“It’s just a little rain,” he whispered.
A flash of lightning flickered across the sky. A rolling, echoing drone of thunder followed soon after.
Sighing, no longer able to contain himself or his emotions, he pushed himself into a sitting position, ran his hand through his hair, then set his palm over his forehead and prayed for at least one moment of sleep.
How could he be so vulnerable to such hellacious situations? He’d never been like this before.
You know why you are.
Did it matter that death had recently entered his life—that the doorkeeper, cold and honorable, had opened the threshold and allowed in the spirits of doom and gloom? He figured it had to, at least in one form or another, as his emotions had been off-center for the past week-and-a-half. To think absolutely nothing was wrong with him was to dip a living thing within a boiling pan of water and expect it not to scream.
“You’re just stressed,” he mumbled, leaning back against the chair that his head had just recently took refuge under. “Give yourself some time. You’ll get over it.”
Could he really, in the end, get over the death of such a close friend?
You saved my life, he thought. For that, I can never repay you.
The rain continued on.
A bead of moisture slipped from his eye and traced its way down his face.
It could have been the first time he cried since the entire ordeal began.
 
The night rose to morning and struck shards of light across the sky. Haunting the far horizon like some deathly thing creeping into the garden of the living, its hand of mottled, grey flesh spread over the sky and seemed to encapsulate all but one brief glimmer of hope within its mighty fist. First to rise, but surely not last to greet the new day, Nova pushed himself to his feet just in time to see the double doors open and the Dwarf wander in with an oversized hat that covered her entire brow except the beginnings of her eyelashes.
“Good morning,” Carmen said, without a pause in her beat.
“Where did you get that?” he asked, unable to restrain the smile that pulled the corners of his lips.
“I found this in the store across the street.”
“Did you pay for it?”
“The man running it gave it to me, so no, I didn’t, but I would’ve and you know it.”
“Oh, I know. Don’t worry.”
“It looks like we’ll be dealing with some weather today. Hope you’re in the mood to get a little wet—unless you’d like to borrow my hat, of course.”
“I’ll pass,” Nova laughed, buttoning his jerkin in place. He turned his attention to the small pack at Carmen’s side and smiled when he realized it must have been full of more of her trinkets. “Are you ready?”
“Just as soon as we eat. Then we’ll be out the door.”
 
A quick breakfast of biscuits and jerky later, they were seated atop the long-haired Cadarian mount and making their way north, away from the city and ultimately the sight of war. A low tune hummed beneath her throat and her hat sturdy atop her head, Carmen ran her fingers through the stallion’s long fine mane and tilted her head up occasionally to look at the darkening sky around them. It would likely rain, give or take the next few hours, but that didn’t necessarily matter, so long as they weren’t ambushed by Marsh Walkers or anything of the sort.
We’re too far away to be worrying about them, Nova thought.
Still—he couldn’t help but fear for their safety when it came to the two of them riding atop one beast of burden. Surely Carmen could not strike an enemy with her mace, and while he had a scythe that he could very easily disengage from its sheath at his back, he didn’t feel as though he would be able to maneuver both the horse and keep Carmen safe at the same time.
“Feeling all right?” Nova asked, looking down at the Dwarf that sat between his legs.
“I’m all right,” Carmen said, tilting her head up just enough to allow the two of them to look at one another. “Why? Something wrong?”
“I’m just worried about the trip, that’s all.”
“Something happen to you coming up this way?”
“Coming down from Ornala, actually. Me and Odin had to deal with a bunch of Marsh Walkers.”
“Nasty critters. Not that I’ve ever seen one, but I’ve heard of them. Doesn’t sound like something you’d like to run into.”
No, Nova thought. They aren’t.
Taking a breath through his nose, then expelling it out his mouth, he adjusted himself in his seat and reached back to scratch his back, his attention only faltering when his eyes strayed to the sides of the road and the fresh graves that still had yet to be reclaimed by grass and other natural flora.
No more than two weeks ago, they’d burned their own dead beneath these grounds, all to keep them from coming back to life.
Rest in peace, my friends.
He said but a quick prayer before returning his attention to the road.
 
The rain was held at bay either by divine intervention or miraculous luck for the rest of the afternoon and early into the evening. Unease wavering at the back of his neck and sparking alight the hairs on his arms, Nova navigated the horse directly down the center of the road and tried not to allow his eyes to falter toward the darkness around them, which seemed all the greater due to the fact that the moon had not yet risen from behind the clouds.
“Nova,” Carmen whispered.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Why are you being so quiet?”
I don’t know, he thought.
Maybe it was because he felt as though someone—or, more likely, something—was watching them, or maybe it was paranoia caused by nothing more than instinctual fear of the dark. While he’d never considered himself a coward or anything of the sort, it took very little knowledge to realize that in such pitch-black darkness, anything could be watching and one wouldn’t even know it.
“Nova,” Carmen said.
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t know what?”
“Why I’m being so quiet.”
“Do you feel like something’s watching us?”
“Yeah. A little.”
“I’ve felt like that for the past little while too.”
Surely the horse would have been spooked had something been following them, wouldn’t it?
Now you’re overthinking the matter, he thought, sighing, the hairs on the back of his neck only continuing to stiffen as the moments continued on. Come on, Nova—get a hold of yourself. You can do this.
“Of course I can,” he whispered. “Nothing to be afraid of here.”
A twig snapped nearby.
Before him, Carmen unclasped and drew her mace.
“Do we have a light?” Nova whispered, pressing a hand to the Dwarf’s back.
“I don’t. Do you?”
No.
“No.”
The twig snapped once more.
The source of the sound became more discernable as whatever it was marched through the nearby outcrop of trees and proceeded toward the road. Though unable to see the creature in pure, concrete detail, it was easy enough to see that it was well over eight feet tall, enough to put his six-foot form atop a horse of the same height to shame. Carmen, who sat before him trembling with her mace drawn and held at the ready, drew back against him as if to seek comfort, though whatever comfort she wished upon herself Nova could not give.
Do we run?
Didn’t animals predatory and of violent nature always pursue fleeing pray—a sign of weakness, a message of defeat, an atonement of selflessness so strong and powerful that any and all things evil and cruel would want to pursue and chase down with the utmost authority?
In those brief moments following his initial thought, Nova knew full and well that it would be impossible for them to run from whatever creature this was. For that reason, he steadied his grip on the reins and reached back to free his scythe from its sheath, which came out and whispered in the darkness the scratch of metal along the inside of rough, broken-down leather.
“Come at us,” Carmen whispered. “Know our wrath.”
Nova gritted his teeth.
The creature fell to all fours and began to progress slowly.
Like a cat stalking its prey—whether it be a bird, a mouse or even a worm—it began first by pressing forward and then circling them. The horse blind, possibly by darkness or even by fear, Nova forced the stallion to turn in tune with the stalking creature and waved his scythe about the air in an attempt to create a sign of danger that could possibly shoo the thing away. From his current vantage point, he felt as though he could identify the creature, if only because of its lupine form and long, extended snout, but a part of him didn’t want to believe that they were being stalked by a werewolf or anything of the sort.
“Do you know what it is?” Carmen whispered.
“Yeah,” Nova said. “I do.”
The creature stopped pacing them.
The horse whinnied.
The werewolf stood to its full height and spread its arms at its side.
Nova lashed out.
The creature dodged.
Carmen flung her mace forward and caught the creature hard enough to cause it to yip.
The horse screamed, then took off down the road.
Carmen flew back into Nova’s chest and would have fallen off had she not reached up to tangle her fingers within the horse’s mane.
“Ouch ouch ouch!” she cried, bowing her body forward and grabbing onto the reins. “Why is he running! Why? Why!”
“It must’ve hurt him,” Nova said.
Behind them, the creature kept pace at least a breath away. Panting, grunting, whispering under its breath a growl that could be signal for a pounce—Nova kicked his feet into the horse’s ribs and held his scythe steady at his side as they continued north and up the long road that led directly from Ornala to the city of Dwaydor. Heart racing, mind about ready to collapse within his skull, he turned his head just in time to see the creature’s outstretched claw bearing down upon him.
Nails screamed across his armor and drew blood across the horse’s flank.
The creature screamed.
“WHAT HAPPENED!” Carmen screamed.
“IT GOT THE HORSE!” Nova cried. “IT FUCKING GOT HIM!”
The werewolf roared.
Nova wrapped his arm around Carmen and pulled her from the horse.
At a speed undeterminable if only by the pace at which they flew through the air, he fell to the ground with the Dwarf clutched to his chest and his scythe hanging near his side. The impact alone was enough to force the air from his chest, drowning him in a sea of fear and sorrow, while his back screamed bloody murder like a child lost from its mother and wandering about the dark alone. Help me, he would have said, had he the breath or notion to do so, but in that moment it need not matter, for as they came to a grinding halt Nova felt on his back a million shards of pain bearing down upon him from each and every impression of his armor.
Before him, Carmen rose to her feet just in time for the werewolf to stalk forward on all fours.
“Nuh uh,” she said, twirling her mace at her side. “You’re not going anywhere, buddy.”
The creature howled.
Carmen slammed her mace forward and struck the creature in the side of the face.
A fresh howl torn from its throat and slicing the air like a dagger, the werewolf rose on its back feet, stumbled back, then threw itself toward Carmen.
Nova tightened his hand around the scythe.
No.
Carmen struck the creature in the groin and punched it square in the snout.
A squeal emanated from the broken remnants of its jaw just before its claws came barreling down upon Carmen.
The Dwarf cried out.
Though she did not scream, and though he saw her lost beneath the creature’s blatant form, Nova pushed himself up and flung the blunt edge of his scythe into the creature’s lower jaw.
The creature’s head snapped up.
Carmen thrust her mace into its throat.
The werewolf screamed.
When steady and on his feet, Nova pressed the majority of his weight into his outstretched arms and watched Carmen stumble back and at his side.
“It’s not going to go away,” she said, panting, the breath rushing in and out of her chest as though wind on a harsh winter’s day. “Are you all right?”
“Hurt.”
“What?”
“Back. Chest.”
“Did it get you a second time?”
“Armor. Can’t. breathe.”
“Let me take it,” Carmen said, taking another step forward.
“No,” Nova gasped. “You can’t.”
The creature pulled its claws away from its face to regard them for just one moment before it turned and disappeared into the darkness.
“Where’d it go?” he asked, finally able to gain somewhat of a normal breathing routine.
“I don’t know,” Carmen said, “but I’m not waiting to find out.”
 
They assembled at the side of the road a campsite which could be described as ramshackle and without any concrete form. A rock poised at the side of wet kindling, a mace coming repeatedly down, Carmen tried to make fire in what seemed like a hopeless situation while Nova sat shirtless with his scythe over his lap and waited for the creature to gain its courage and come back once more.
I can’t believe it, he thought, laughing, unable to contain the hysterics that rose and echoed from his chest. I can’t fucking believe it.
Of all things to start their trip, they had to be attacked by a werewolf.
“I didn’t know they existed,” Carmen said, continuing to strike her mace down upon the stone. “I thought they were just legend.”
“What were you thinking?” Nova laughed. “That they were men that could turn into wolves?”
“That was the common conception in the mountains. Hell—we knew Drakes and Angels existed, but not werewolves. Then again, you can’t necessarily blame us. We do, after all, live well away from the forest.”
Far enough to where you don’t have to deal with this kind of bullshit.
Sighing, he resisted the urge to reach back and fondle the bruised and broken skin on in his back. The pressure of the werewolf’s attack had been one thing, but falling and landing on his armor at a high speed? That was another.
Carmen slammed her mace down onto the rock.
A spark flew from the stone and into the pile of wet kindling.
“Come on,” the Dwarf said, leaning forward and blowing on the flame. “Come on… come on… come…”
The spark flickered and died before them.
“This isn’t going to work,” she sighed, reaching up to run a hand across her brow.
“We need to get a fire going. It’s the only way we’re going to keep the animals away from us.”
“We can’t do much about it now.”
“I know, but…” Nova paused. He raised his eyes and surveyed the surroundings. “Can I be honest?”
“Yes.”
“I’m animal food.”
“What?”
“My blood. They can probably smell it a league away.”
“There isn’t a whole lot I can do without any supplies,” she sighed. “If only we had the horse.”
“I only threw ourselves off it to protect ourselves.”
“I know. You made the right decision, Nova. That ugly mother would’ve chased us down and ran the horse right into the ground.”
All of our supplies, he thought. Our food.
It would be the wild man’s way from here on out, whether they liked it or not.
Reaching down, he took his jerkin within his hands, poised the blade of his scythe against the bottom of his boot, then slowly began to cut sections out of it from front to back until they resembled something like bandages. “Carmen,” he grunted. “Can you see in this light?”
“A little, yes.”
“Good enough so you can bandage my back?”
“I can try,” the Dwarf said. “Question, though: what’re we gonna do if we can’t start a fire?”
“I guess keep going,” he sighed, bowing his head when the Dwarf made her way around his back and began to assemble the strips of cloth and leather against his back. He grimaced when she applied pressure to one of the more severe tears. “Ouch. That hurts.”
“Sorry. Not much I can do about it.”
“Yeah, I know.”
When Carmen finished arranging the bandages across his back and securing them around his arms and over his chest, Nova leaned forward and began to blow on the individual pieces of kindling in an attempt to dry them. Though his pursuit was likely without any true gain, the fact that he was doing something rather than sitting around made him feel much better about their current situation.
Here they were, in the middle of the wilderness, trapped without supplies and possibly being hunted by a werewolf.
Great, he thought. Just great.
Carmen settled down beside him, crossed her legs, then reached out and took his hand. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “I know it will.”
“Can you be sure of that?”
“Not particularly, but we might as well hope, right?”
Though his conscience did little to ease his worries, he couldn’t agree more.
 
They alternated shifts that night to watch for the werewolf and to attempt to light the fire. His thoughts so erratic that he could hardly even concentrate and the wounds on his back flaring up every few moments, Nova found it almost impossible to concentrate as he continued to rub the kindling across his trousers in an attempt to dry it. He did this for what seemed like hours before he took Carmen’s mace in hand and once more began to strike metal against rock.
Come on, he thought, striking the stone again and again as if it bore no consequence to their safety or location. Come on you stupid motherfucker. Light, light!
Unable to contain his frustration, Nova slammed the mace into the ground at his side and reached up to tangle his hands within his hair.
It was no use.
They would have to sit up all night without any warmth or light.
This is all your fault, he thought, pursing his lips and somehow resisting the urge to sink his teeth into them. If you wouldn’t’ve gotten a wild hair up your ass and thrown yourself off that damn horse—
“Then we wouldn’t be in this situation,” he mumbled. “Yeah, yeah. I know. I’m the biggest fucking idiot on the face of the earth.”
“Hmm?” Carmen asked, shifting in her place next to him.
“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”
“Any luck getting the fire started?”
“No. I stopped trying.”
“Why?”
“Because it wasn’t any use.”
“Is the kindling even dry?”
“Honestly, Carmen, I don’t think there’s any way we can even begin to make it dry.”
“I don’t know what to say,” the Dwarf sighed. “I guess we’re sitting awake in the dark then.”
“Yeah,” Nova said. “I guess we are.”
 
It seemed impossible to remain awake and alert in absolute darkness. Normally, when bathed in light and allowed to see the scenery, one would automatically assume that the mind’s natural inclination to sleep would be overridden and completely subjugated to remain awake regardless of any other inclination. However, without that light, one could only begin to fade away, which is what Nova began to do when he felt his head dipping and his eyes sagging shut.
You can stay awake, he thought. Come on. You can do it.
It seemed no matter how hard he tried, no matter how desperately he willed himself to remain conscious, he couldn’t keep his eyes open.
Did it really matter if he and Carmen fell asleep?
Would the werewolf come back?
You know it will, his conscience whispered. It’s watching, waiting. It wants to eat your guts right out of your writhing body.
“Fuck you,” he whispered. “Fuck… you.”
A crack sounded from the tree line.
His head shot up.
“Carmen,” he said, reaching over to shake the Dwarf awake. “Wake up, wake up.”
“What?”
“I think it’s back.”
“I’ll teach it to mess with us,” the Dwarf said, feebly reaching in the dark for her weapon. “Where’s my mace?”
“Here.” He tossed it on the ground beside her.
Carmen rose to her full height, adjusted her leggings, then tightened her fist around her mace hard enough for her knuckles to pop.
Though the creature had yet to reveal itself, Nova knew it had to be close by.
It’s waiting for you, his conscience whispered. It’s waiting, Nova. It smells your blood, tastes your fear, knows your deepest, darkest secrets.
“Are you all right?” Carmen asked.
“I don’t know,” he whispered.
“What’s wrong?”
“I have these horrible thoughts in my head.”
“Like what?”
“Like something’s whispering things to me.”
“Can they…”
“Can they what?”
“Do things?”
“Like what?”
“Like… put thoughts in your head?”
As highly unlikely as that was, given that werewolves were no more spiritual beings than flesh, he couldn’t help but wonder if some creatures occasionally possessed such psychic abilities. It wasn’t impossible. Odin had once said he heard the voices of animals in his head, so it wouldn’t be too far a stretch for him to be able to hear them, would it?
But I’m not a mage.
In the end, did that really matter?
Pushing himself up, he took his scythe in hand and balanced himself on the balls of his feet to appear more intimidating and, if possible, scare the creature away. It was highly unlikely that it would run, given that it had once again pursued them, but if there were two of them against one of it, would that instill within it the idea to leave?
“Go away,” Nova said, raising his voice as loud as he possibly could.
“Get out of here!” Carmen cried. “Leave you ugly mother!”
The creature let out a low growl and inched forward.
“Get ready,” Nova whispered, tightening his hold around the scythe in his hands and training his eyes on the shadowed figure before them. “We don’t know how much fight this thing has left in it.”
“I know,” Carmen said. “Don’t worry.”
The Dwarf crouched down, picked up a piece of kindling, then threw it directly at the creature.
The piece of wood bounced off its head.
It lunged.
Nova and Carmen dove to the sides.
Resisting the urge to scream as he rolled along his shoulders and pushed himself to his feet, Nova slashed out at the oncoming figure when it dashed toward him and threw itself forward. Not fully connecting, but not entirely missing, Nova saw what appeared to be a splash of blood fly from the creature’s shoulder before it soared directly over him and darted across the countryside.
For one agonizing moment, he could not see anyone or anything.
“Carmen!” he called.
“I’m right here,” the Dwarf said, edging toward him in the darkness. “Don’t worry, everything’s all—“
The werewolf howled.
Nova pushed his hands up and over his ears.
This is never going to end, he thought, trying as hard as he could to seek the creature out in the darkness. It’s just going to keep attacking and running over and over again until it kills one or both of us.
“We have to leave,” Nova said, reaching down to take the Dwarf’s hand after he shrugged himself into his breastplate.
“What?”
“We need to leave.”
“We can’t just run away from it! It’ll follow us.”
“Then we’ll walk back-to-back,” he said, starting forward, but only when he felt Carmen press back against the back of his legs. “If either of us see anything, we say something.”
“Are you sure you can walk?”
“What more can we do?”
Another howl broke the silence of the night.
Nova shivered in spite of the humid air.
He began their trek through the darkness by reaching back to press his hand against Carmen’s head to signify that he did realize her plight and unsurety. One foot forward, the other next, one breath in, then one out—it seemed a process, this thing they did, walking forward due north. In but a few days they would surely see the shining capital of Ornala on the horizon, if only they could outlast the creature and survive the night.
When he stepped on and cracked a branch beneath his boot, a horrible realization came to him.
“Carmen,” he said.
“Yes, Nova?”
“What if there are more of them?”
The Dwarf did not reply.
Rather than push the matter forward, he continued to lead them on with slow, tentative steps. Eventually, through either chance or misguided direction, they landed upon the dirt road and made their way along its smooth surfaces. Here, on paths made by travelers and merchants, their travelling was easy—sacred, even, in spite of everything going on around them. The idea that they could encounter more people was enough to still the panic within his heart and ease the worry from his mind to a more controllable level.
Just keep going, he thought, taking yet another slow, deep breath. You know you can do it.
It wouldn’t be much longer before light would crack the horizon. Already, on the far distance to the east, he could see the beginnings of the pale, birds-egg-blue light rising over the Hornblaris Mountains and lighting the world in a way that he could only hope to see within the next few hours.
“Nova,” Carmen said.
“Yes?” he asked.
The Dwarf said nothing in response.
Nova turned to find the creature standing directly in the road, gargantuan chest heaving and mouth opening, then closing.
“It’s getting weaker,” she said, taking a few steps back and steadying herself against the front of his leg. “We might be able to kill it.”
“You think?”
“Yeah. I do.”
“Let’s do it then.”
Raising his scythe in the air, Nova ran forward and met the creature head on.
Its hand lashed out.
He ducked.
Carmen slid between the creature’s legs and grabbed onto its tail.
“I got this ugly mother’s tail!” the Dwarf cried, though in the darkness, Nova could hardly make out the woman’s flight as the creature spun in an attempt to free itself from her grasp. “Come on! Kill this thing before it throws me off!”
Nova flung himself forward.
The werewolf turned just in time to meet his scythe.
When the blade connected with the base of the creature’s skull—when his raw, brute strength began to force the creature to the ground as blood exploded and spilled down its chest—he saw but a flash of movement as Carmen threw herself up the creature’s back.
She raised her mace.
The werewolf screamed.
The Dwarf’s deadly weapon came down and forced his scythe in the rest of the way.
Ligaments snapped beneath his scythe. Bones crunched, arteries exploded.
In but a moment, the creature’s head was lying on the ground, completely severed from its body.
“We got it!” Carmen cried, jumping up and down on the creature’s dead but still-twitching body. “You hear that, you ugly mother! We got you! WE GOT YOU!”
Nova smiled.
Above the Hornblaris Mountains, light began to pierce the sky in faint tendrils of pink.
As the sun began to rise, marking upon them not only their survival, but victory, Nova allowed himself but one deep breath before he reached down, took the Dwarf’s hand, then began to lead them up the road.
 
They found the horse on the side of the road. Broken, torn apart, eviscerated from head to flank and strung like a great pig atop a mighty man’s table—it seemed to Nova, as he approached grimacing, that everything was lost, that all their belongings had been taken by the very thing that had attacked them last night. When he caught sight of the saddle on the opposite side of the road, he let out a sigh of relief and watched Carmen march over and began to sort through its contents.
“Is everything there?” Nova asked, settling down at the side of the road.
“Looks like it,” the Dwarf said, raising her head to look at him. “You ok?”
“The bandages? The medical stuff?”
“All here, my friend.”
Thank God.
Allowing himself but one moment to relax and believe in the fact that they were finally, truly safe, he reached up to wipe the sweat from his brow and grimaced when the nastiest cut across his left shoulder blade screamed in pain. Fresh blood slipped down his back and was immediately absorbed thereafter within the crude bandaging he and the Dwarf had assembled, though that did little to console his thoughts about the likelihood that he could have an infection.
They said that wild animals were the worst things to get attacked by in the open plains, even worse than bandits or looters.
“Carmen,” Nova gasped, unbuckling the clasps along his ribs.
“Yes?” she asked.
“Bring some of that gauze over here.”
“I’m working on it, Nova. Don’t you worry. It’s not like any of us are going anywhere anytime soon.”
She has a point, his conscience whispered. You know she does.
No matter—he didn’t feel the need to negotiate on how much time she could take getting the medicine to him.
Bowing his head, expelling a long, held-in breath, he remained silent as Carmen diligently cut her way through leather and shirt with a dagger especially brought for the purpose of skinning or cutting things apart. Her hair falling from her head and onto his back, sending shivers down his spine, he bit his lip and closed his eyes as hard as he could to keep from screaming when the bandages were free of his skin.
Each time she pulled a piece of leather or shirt off, it felt like she was skinning him alive.
He wasn’t sure how much longer he could take this.
“You know,” the Dwarf said, spooning some gauze onto her hand and rubbing it into his back. “It doesn’t look as bad as you would think.”
“Really,” he grunted, grimacing. “How so?”
“Well… you just have four cuts.”
“You mean—“
“No. It looks like only one claw slipped through along your lower back, but none of them are very deep.”
But they sure hurt like hell.
“You’ll scar, that’s for sure, but it’s nothing life-threatening, I don’t think.”
“Tell that to people who die after surviving wild animal attacks,” Nova said, groaning as she seemingly pressed the gauze into the space between the cuts themselves. “Ouch.”
“I’m being as gentle as possible.”
“Define: ‘Gentle.’”
“I’m not slapping it on you, that’s for damn sure.”
You may be one of the best friends I have, Nova thought, but damn if you aren’t as stubborn as me any day
The thought alone made him laugh.
Carmen paused. “Sorry?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he said, even managing a smile when the Dwarf continued to do her work. “Just thinking.”
“About what?”
Us. This.
Nova closed his eyes.
His wounds began to burn.
 
When Carmen finished bandaging his back and what little of his shoulders bore damage, they ate a brief breakfast of biscuits before continuing up the road, only momentarily stopping to mourn the horse. It immediately became apparent, from the matter of walking alone, that this trip, unless quickened by the happenchance of meeting fellow merchants, would take much longer than he had initially anticipated.
Normally, on a good day’s travel on a horse, it could take anywhere from one to two weeks to get to Ornala. Without horses, things would begin to take an even darker turn.
You can do this, he thought. Don’t worry. You’re strong.
Each step forward took them a moment closer to Ornala. He had to keep telling himself that, otherwise he was more than likely to give up before the day was over.
“Carmen,” Nova said, turning his attention down to the Dwarf, who carried the largest and more cumbersome pack as though it weighed nothing more than a piece of bread.
“Yes?” the Dwarf asked.
“You’ve never been this far west, have you?”
“No sir, I haven’t. Lived in Ehknac and Arbriter my whole life.”
“You said you were sixty,” he said, crossing an arm over his chest and adjusting his scythe against his shoulder. “And I remember you saying you can live to be a few hundred years old.”
“Yeah. We can.”
“I… I want to ask something personal, if you don’t mind.”
“Go ahead. I won’t answer if I don’t feel comfortable.”
“All right. Well… about your husband. He’s human and all, and I’m always worrying about something happening to me and leaving my wife behind, given that she’s so young and we don’t have a family yet—no one to continue my legacy and the sort.”
“Yeah. Go on.”
“I wonder… well, about you… what will you do when your husband dies of old age?”
“Go on, I suppose. I try not to think about things like that.”
“You have to though, don’t you? I mean, when thinking about the future, about what might happen to the other person or yourself.”
“I don’t think age ever really matters so long as the two of you have something in common,” the Dwarf said, skipping ahead of him and turning about in one complete circle, as if viewing the dense lack of nothing around them. “It doesn’t matter if I’m sixty and my husband is twenty-nine, almost thirty. I mean… he’ll die eventually, and I will too and so will you, but we can’t live life worrying about what will happen in the future, can we?”
“I guess not,” Nova said. “I mean… you’re not worried about how you’ll feel when it happens?”
“Oh, I’ll be absolutely devastated when Elrig dies, because as far as I’m concerned—as far as anyone’s concerned, actually—he’s the love of my life. Age doesn’t mean a thing when the two of you are happy.”
“I guess it must be a human thing then. You know, the stigma of being too old for one person and too young for the other.”
“I think there’s certain boundaries that have to be set, sure. Can’t pick on the weak or small, meek and naïve, the old and frail, that sort of thing. It gets too complicated when you’re too young to understand such emotions, but when you’re a full-grown adult? If someone cares, stick it up their ass, I say. It’s no one’s business if you’re in love.”
Nova tilted his head back and smiled.
While the afternoon continued to wane on, his thoughts seemed all the more at peace.
 
They were able to start a fire that night with the pre-dried kindling that had been arranged in their packs. Warm and hopeful around flames that glowed bright and strong, Nova rubbed his hands together as Carmen stirred the contents of the pan hanging from the support beam and smiled when he cast a look in her direction.
Ah, he thought, unable to resist the urge to smile back. Carmen.
“A lot better when there’s a fire, isn’t there?”
“Yes ma’am,” Nova replied, giving her a brief salute before spreading himself out along his bedroll. “I just wish we didn’t have to carry all of this shit with us.”
“Eh, it’s no big deal. It’s not even that heavy, if you don’t mind me saying.”
“You Dwarves must be naturally gifted in the strength department.”
“Well, yeah. Of course we are. How else would we spend our entire lives chipping away at the inside of a mountain?”
“You think they’ll ever finish mining everything in there?”
“In time,” the Dwarf replied. “Then they’ll just keep moving to the south, maybe even reach the top someday.”
“What do they do with all the stuff they mine?”
“Keep it. Some make jewelry, others statues. The king likes to have a room full of treasure, as cliché and out of the ordinary as that is. Most of it gets buried with him when he dies though, so—“
“You mean they put him in a coffin and fill it with all those jewels?”
“Not all of them, no—most, but not all. A lot of it goes to his heirs, if he has any. The royal bloodline is fairly strong within our society.”
“It’s nice to hear about something other than human stuff,” Nova said, accepting a bowl of soup when the Dwarf offered it. “I mean, life in Bohren got pretty dull after a while, especially after I married into the government.”
“Your wife is… a political woman?” Carmen asked.
“I wouldn’t say political, exactly, but she is the daughter of a mayor.”
“That must be interesting,” she mused, spooning some of the soup into her mouth. “Mmm. I must say, this doesn’t taste half bad.”
“It doesn’t,” Nova smiled.
As he continued to shovel the food into his mouth, he sighed and looked up at the darkened sky before them.
Though it would likely not threaten them with rain, it would surely shadow the stars.
 
They continued up the road for the next few days in almost pure silence. Occasionally disturbed by a harsh wind, a few drops of rain and the seldom passing deer, little seemed to bother them throughout their trip and escapade toward the capital. At times, Nova thought he saw figures on the horizon—distant, darkened and seemingly led by carts—but no matter how many times he blinked, squinted or cleared his vision, they seemed to disappear: vanishing, seemingly, into the abyss.
There isn’t anyone traveling this road, he thought after one long, hard day of travel. It’s just us.
No matter how hard he wanted to believe otherwise, he had to remain content with the fact that they would likely not run into another caravan even though he wanted them to.
By light from the fire, he shifted through his belongings and pulled from his pack a long-sleeved shirt that he fully intended on wearing regardless of the flames burning before them. After carefully and painstakingly navigating his arms into the air, he pulled the shirt down over his chest, then sighed as the thick fabric contoured to his body and allowed him some semblance of warmth outside of the fire.
For it being so late in autumn, he was surprised it wasn’t colder than it already was.
“Carmen,” Nova said. “Do you want another shirt to wear?”
“I couldn’t possibly fit into anything of yours,” she laughed, rubbing her hands back and forth as if ready to create a fire for herself.
“I mean, to wear—something to cover up in.”
“That’s fine. No thank you.”
“All right,” he said. “Suit yourself.”
He pushed his pack to the side, spread out in his bedroll, then closed his eyes, sighing when the wind came up and brushed his hair away from his face.
It seems too convenient that we aren’t being followed.
After being pursued by the werewolf and having found their mount torn apart and eaten, it was any wonder he hadn’t considered such thoughts previously in more concrete detail. Maybe it was a case of him not wanting to worry about anything, or perhaps he had not a worry about the werewolves because his thoughts lay elsewhere, primarily on his back. Either way, he couldn’t dwell on it, because doing so would simply push him in an opposite direction and therefore shroud his concentration.
“Do you want me to take first watch?” he asked.
“I’ll do it,” Carmen said. “Don’t you worry.”
Closing his eyes, Nova burrowed into the bedroll as far as he could.
 
The caravan came in the middle of the night. Flushed from the darkness and guided by two bobbing lanterns, it appeared as a specter with its arms braced forward and its hands dangling before it. Flushing, a flourish here, a grand, sweeping arc there—the horses grunted as the cabby pulled them to a stop and then whinnied when a harsh wind began to stir from the north, as though signifying a great foreboding sense of dread that both Nova and Carmen should take heed to.
“Hello there,” the man atop the carriage said, shifting his weight as he looked down at the two of them. “Who might the two of you be?”
It was highly unlikely that the man had seen either of them in concrete detail. With Carmen nestled in her bedroll almost as far as she could be and Nova sitting up, they could have been anyone or anything, save a Dwarf and a man trapped on their feet and forced to wander without horses.
Pushing himself out of his bedroll, then into his feet, Nova approached the front of the carriage with extra care, then pushed his hand out to shake the man’s hand. “We were on our way to Ornala when we were attacked by a werewolf,” he said, watching the shrouded figure’s face for any sign of movement.
“A werewolf?” the cabby asked.
“Yes sir. A werewolf.”
“We got ‘im though,” Carmen said, rising from her bedroll and stepping forward.
“A… A Dwarf?” the man asked. “This far west?”
“Like I said,” Nova continued, drawing the man’s attention back to him instead of the four-foot-tall creature beside him. “We were attacked and our mount was killed. Is there any way you can help us?”
“Of course. It’d be wrong to leave the two of you all by yourself.”
“Thank you,” Carmen said, turning to return to their camp.
After crossing his arms over his chest and examining what little of the man’s face he could see in the light ebbing from the fire, Nova took a deep breath and turned his attention to the inside of the carriage. While he could see nothing, save for the faint outline of what were obviously curtains, he imagined there had to be at least one or two people inside, if only by purpose. Coachmen knew better than to travel alone, especially in this day and age.
“How many of you are there?” Nova decided to ask.
“Just myself and two other gentlemen—armed, of course.”
“Of course,” he smiled. “Is there any room in the cart you’re carrying?”
“Possibly, yes. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”
“It doesn’t.”
“You’ll have to lift me up!” Carmen cried, her voice cracking the silence of the cold night like a whip.
“That won’t be a problem,” the coachman said. “Say… the two of you wouldn’t happen to be coming from Dwaydor, would you?”
“Yes. We are.”
“Soldiers! By the Gods, you’re more than welcome to come with us, especially in light of the recent circumstances.” The man paused. He tightened his hold on the reins loud enough for his knuckles to pop, then raised his eyes to look at Carmen, who currently kneeled in front of the fire gathering up their things. “The war wouldn’t happen to be over, would it?”
“I can’t say, sir. Our general took most of the forces and is currently attempting to drive them back to Denyon.”
“Such a horrid thing, that place.”
“What about you? Where are you coming from?”
“One of the outposts in the forests east of here. Liar’s Forest, that place. You’ve had to have heard of it before?”
Of course. How could he have forgotten such a notorious place?
Maybe because you’ve had so much other shit on your mind.
Rather than say anything for fear of betraying his conscience, Nova turned, looked to the campsite, then to the cart arranged behind the carriage, filled with what appeared to be straw and boxes of supplies.
“Gather your things,” the cabby said, drawing Nova’s eyes back toward him. “I’ll wait as long as you need. We’re in no rush to get anywhere.”
With a short nod, Nova turned and started for the camp, but stopped before he could fully get there. “Sir,” he said.
“Yes?” the man replied.
“Thank you. You don’t know how much it means to know that I’m finally going home.”
“I can imagine, sir,” the cabby said. “I can only imagine.”



 
 
Chapter 4
 
Odin stood before the Whooping Hills like a child awaiting the grandest adventure of his life. Breath caught in his throat, heart a low, continuous thud in his chest, he reached down to make sure his swords were at his side and somehow resisted the urge to push the horse into a trot, regardless of the situation and what obstacles they currently faced.
You’re here, he thought, training his eyes on the distant curve of the hill which seemed to tower above all else. Now what do you do?
In truth, there was only one thing he could do—go forward, toward the very place he was seemingly destined to go. The notion, though calm and fragile, was enough to instill the belief that he could turn back, go home, and, eventually, return to Ornala and serve the king. Somehow, though, he was able to keep those thoughts away by pushing them into the darkened recesses of his mind, thus eliminating them from his purpose at hand.
He could do this. He knew he could. To think otherwise was to deny himself outrageous courage that he had so desperately earned, for he had traveled such hellacious hill country before, had wandered down hills so blatant and rough that most ordinary men would have found themselves quaking in their boots. It would be no different than travelling through and along Bohren.
Of course it won’t.
Of course, were he to have been honest with himself, he would have said yes, that this was much different than going to Bohren. At least in Ornala the hills were not as large, as daunting and pockmarked with caves, nor were those hills steep and rounded like dough ready to be baked into bread. Here, at the foot of the Whooping Hills, he felt as though his upper body would slide into his stomach and force everything out the opposite end, such was the nature of the incline they stood upon and the quest it would take to make it to the very top.
“Now you’re getting yourself worked up,” he mumbled, shaking his head and reaching down to tangle his fingers in the horse’s mane. “Everything’s going to be fine, Odin. Just keep telling yourself that.”
At this junction in his quest, there was no point in turning into a pessimist, at least not here.
With a slow, drawn-out shake of his head, Odin whipped the reins forward and sighed when the horse began its slow but stable trek up the hill.
After the first few steps were taken, he could feel the force of gravity pulling him back to the flatter earth.
The horse grunted.
Odin grimaced, expecting to either fall or be forced off.
Somehow, the beast continued forward without another word of protest, thus eliminating the urge for such incessant worry.
“Good boy,” he whispered, stroking the creature’s neck as it kept its slow but steady pace. “You’re doing just fine. Once we get to the top of this hill, you’ll have a nice plain of warm, green grass to eat. What do you think of that?”
Though the horse didn’t reply, the idea was enough to console his mind.
He hated pushing this animal to the brink of its limits.
Closing his eyes, he tilted his head back and bared his neck to the air.
When they would get to the top, he couldn’t be sure.
All he cared about in that moment was that they were one step closer to their destination.
 
The afternoon waned as though a constellation forced to move across the heavens. The sun sinking slowly across the horizon, toward the west and lighting the world with its blinding rays, the clouds moved, shifted and shrouded the world in shadow in some places and then others. It seemed to Odin that once the horse had cleared the harshest part of the incline that they would simply be thrust into shadow, though how he expected that to happen was completely beyond him. Here, seemingly at the top of the world, he could see everything for leagues on end, including the broad sweep of land he had just spent two weeks crossing.
I did it, he thought, smiling, a laugh ready to escape from his throat but strangled before it could escape. I really did it!
There would be no more worries about how he would climb the hills, how he would defeat their sentiments or conquer their heights. There would be no doubt, no worry, no fear or growing sense of escalation that he could not do the very thing he wanted to do, for at that moment nothing but triumph existed, a rising sense of glory within his heart that spread through his throat and up into his mind.
Directly before his eyes and sweeping across the southern horizon were the very hills he would cross for the next week, if not two.
The Whooping Hills, he thought. The place where creatures once lived and then came to die.
There, he decided that it would be best to not only give himself, but his horse a break. For that, he dismounted, grabbed the nail from the side of the saddle, then stabbed it into the ground.
They each deserved a night of rest.
 
He saw what could have been the most beautiful sunrise atop the Whooping Hills. Much like he had seen at the crux of it all, directly beneath the gargantuan heights of the Hornblaris Mountains, orange and red light bled across the horizon and eventually began to fade into lighter and more prominent shades of pink. Struck with blue both pale and dark, this collage of color seemed to extend forevermore until it eventually struck the parts of the world he knew to be covered in ocean—a large, ever-sweeping plane of blue that likely reflected the very thing he was now looking at.
It’s so beautiful.
Beautiful could not have described the scene. Breathtaking, awe-inspiring and exquisite could have framed this thing upon a wall, but not beauty. No. Beauty was but a thing to be referred to on a warm summer’s day when staring into the eyes and soul of another, for such a word was meant for mortals and not the everlasting world.
Taking a deep breath, then expelling it just as slowly, Odin unbuckled the clasps that held the horse’s saddle in place, then set it on the ground before beginning to go through its contents, pulling from many pockets and satchels the necessary ingredients for the night’s meal. The prop upon which the pot would rest came first, then the support beams that would be speared within the ground. Followed by these items was the pack of flour and the tin of water that he would use to create the night’s dinner.
When he finished and camp was but a moment away from being prepared, Odin smiled and looked out at the fading sunset.
If only you could see this.
A tear slipped from his eye.
Nearly two weeks after his father’s death, he still could not shake the feelings from his soul.
Though he felt as though he would never truly get over the Elf’s death, he knew what he had to do.
Reaching up, he brushed the tears from his eyes, crouched down, then struck a plume of flame into the ground, where it began to glow in glorious light before eventually dying down to a somber, pale white.
 
Without the company of another, it took all his courage to sleep alone, for anyone or anything could easily come in the middle of the night and kill him or steal all his belongings. For that he forced the fire with all his might to burn and allowed what little faith he held to be instilled within the horse, who would surely alert him to any trespassers who stepped too close to the campground.
Though initially concerned about his lack of protection, he eventually gave in and was able to fall asleep.
In the middle of the night, a bloodcurdling scream thrust him from the peace of darkness. Thrown forward by momentum, he reached down and pulled the black-bladed sword from its sheath in one single, deft move.
What was that?
Ears alert, eyes scanning the horizon and the fine hairs on his neck rising on end, he first looked to the horse who stood no more than a few feet away, then to the distant hills that towered even above the awesome heights he stood upon.
He knew nothing of this area, of the creatures or beings that inhabited it, so who could say that he had not heard the shrill cry of a Harpy or a giant bird of prey?
There are no Harpies here, he thought. There can’t be.
Surely there could be no wicked women, no creatures of avian lineage and cursed beyond compare, for they only existed to the far west in the Dark Mountains, within the heart of Denyon and the passages it held. For them to be so far north would be a tragedy, as that alone would have summoned upon the world a notion of evil that surely should not exist within the lightened planes of life.
“No,” he whispered. “It wasn’t a Harpy.”
It couldn’t have been, for he had not heard a cackle, a cry or a shrill shriek that cut across the sky like a fine dagger being thrown through the air.
No.
This had to be something else.
Pushing himself out of his bedroll and steadying himself on his feet, he sought out the distant horizon and the hills that blanketed the eastern countryside. 
For one moment, he thought nothing in the world could have been watching him. 
Shortly thereafter, his heart froze inside his chest and his blood chilled to the temperature of ice.
It stood on the furthest hill watching him with an intensity that could have been considered catlike and iconic. Hunched forward, head tilted in his direction and red eyes burning with an intensity like two handheld lanterns, the creature, doglike in appearance and all respects, began to stalk the hillside watching him with its horrific eyes, then slowly came to stop in midstride as if disturbed by something on the wind. Head held prone, high ears flickering, it tilted its head left, then right. It soon came to repeat this behavior as though mimicking something it had to have seen in a bird, for unless piqued by some higher curiosity canines, or canine-like creatures did not usually exhibit such behavior. It continued to do this for the next several moments, watching Odin in the faint light that streamed from the firelight, before tilting its head back to release the very sound that had torn him from sleep.
If one truly stopped to consider it, the creature could have sounded like a bird dying on a cold night.
“What are you?” Odin whispered, holding his sword steady as the fire began to flicker, waning in spite of the immense hold he forced over it. “What do you want from me?”
The creature turned its head back down to regard him.
No. It couldn’t have possibly heard him, could it?
That’s ridiculous.
Whatever this thing was had to have come across him by accident. He had not drawn attention to himself, and while a fire burned to keep intruders away, it had not been meant to draw others near him.
Maybe he would have been better off in the darkness—alone, isolated and completely cut off from everything around him.
“Go away,” he whispered.
The creature tilted its head back and screamed.
What on the very face of this earth could this creature have been, could be? Surely it was not of the natural world, for dogs did not scream like women. Could it have been supernatural, possibly, or maybe even a magical construct created by someone distant and hidden?
Up until that moment, he hadn’t felt any form of magic whatsoever.
This isn’t magic, he thought.
“This is real.”
The creature tilted its head back and howled.
Odin snuffed the fire out of existence with a simple wave of his hand.
Beside him, the horse whinnied.
“It’s all right,” he whispered, crawling back into his bedroll and sliding as deep inside it as he could. “Nothing’s going to bother us.”
He could only hope.
 
For what seemed like days following their initial acquaintance the creature continued to follow him. Only by night and seemingly shadowing his every step, its red eyes could be seen bobbing across the horizon and its howls heard echoing across the hills—whooping, some would have said, like a bird strangled and with damaged vocal chords.
At one point—during the day, at a time when the sun was clear and stark against the horizon—Odin began to consider the idea that the creature could have been a Sprite of some sort, as its eyes seemed the only discernible part of it. However, as night once more came and the creature returned, he cast all notions of that aside and turned his attention to dinner, which cooked in the pot before him and threatened to boil over were he not careful.
Does it really matter, he thought, what it is?
Though it clearly didn’t, as the creature had yet to approach or attempt to communicate with him, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not this thing had a past. He briefly entertained the notion that the Centaurs, once alive and thriving, had once dealt with this thing—had once told their children to always remain inside after dark and to stray from things with red eyes and curdled cries—but that idea quickly faltered as the creature howled.
Once more, he couldn’t help but wonder just what it wanted.
“It probably wants nothing,” he mumbled.
If anything, it was likely it wanted him gone, if only because he was trespassing on territory ancient and considered nothing more than a grand, sweeping burial ground.
Sighing, no longer sure what to think of the situation at hand, he pulled the pot from its rack and placed it on the ground beside him, a smile partially spreading across his face when the smell of warm vegetable soup wafted up and into its nose
Ah, he thought. Food.
After turning to place a pail of water beside the horse, he took a bowl from the saddle, filled it with soup, then spooned some of it up and out of the bowl, where he blew over it until it chilled and placed it into his mouth.
On the distant hillside, the creature seated itself on its haunches and began to tilt its head back and forth.
I wonder why it does that, he thought, unable to tear his eyes from the spectacle before him.
Was, like he imagined, it stuck within a certain frame of mind, forced to repeat choice activities over and over, or was it just curious—fascinated by the lone human and horse that wandered through its territory?
Whatever the reason, he couldn’t dwell on it, otherwise he was apt to lose his nerve and turn back.
He’d spent too much time on the road to return to Ornala shamed and without dignity.
The creature howled.
Odin closed his eyes.
Shivers of unease crawled up his back and spiraled down the center of his spine.
If only it would be quiet. Maybe then he would have some semblance of peace.
 
No matter how far or quickly he progressed through the Whooping Hills, the creature would not approach him. At times he tried to beckon it forward with simple thoughts and words, if only to draw its attention to see if it really was, in fact, real, but each time he did the creature would only continue to skirt at the edge of his vision, occasionally howling and offering a menacing glare that could easily have been taken for something far sinister had he known its true purpose.
Just remember, he thought. It’s curious. Nothing more.
On the seventh night of his escapade through the hills, he decided without much dignity in his mind that they were to continue on throughout the evening. Despite having stopped only to water his horse, feed it a carrot and to eat a piece of apple himself, he pushed them forward without a doubt in his mind or a flicker in his heart, regardless of whether or not the horse below him seemed to complain with light grunts and ragged gusts of breath.
If he wanted to maintain some semblance of sanity, they would have to leave the hills as soon as possible. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could take listening to the sound of screaming.
Shaking his head, then reaching up to adjust the hood of his cloak, he drew an arm close to his chest and sighed when he felt the wind come up.
Like they were famed for, the sound of the wind whipping along the hills seemed to create an affect air would have had when pressed to the ground at high concentrations of speed.
Such a weird thing, he thought.
His thoughts eventually led him to fantasize about what the Centaurs must have been like when they’d roamed these hills. He’d yet to see any animals that they could hunt—wild cow, goat or otherwise—so what they would have eaten he couldn’t be sure. Then again, if humankind really had led them to extinction, who was to say that the animals in the area had not gone along with them? The hills could have been described as ghostly, ethereal, maybe even haunting, which only led him to believe that the thing pursuing him along the hills was an apparition.
Sometimes, they said the spirits of long-dead creatures could continue on to take watch over the living, mortal world.
Knowing more than well that it was better not to chance thinking about the possibilities, Odin raised his head and sighed when he saw what appeared to be the first sight of the hills lowering.
It would not be much longer before they crossed into the Great Divide.
 
The night swallowed with it the hopes and dreams of men and beasts as clouds shadowed the sky and hid the moon behind their folds. At first intimidated by the aspect of a lightless night, then discouraged by the idea that he would not be able to see anything but the apparition’s beastly red eyes, he considered the idea of pushing the horse for yet another night, but realized—with pure, utter horror—that should he continue pushing it, he was likely to run it into the ground. For that, he dismounted with fear in his heart and unease coursing through his veins, arranging camp, then feeding both himself and the horse.
When he went to bed at night without a single glimpse of the thing on the far hills, he believed himself lucky and praised by whatever higher powers that could possibly exist.
However—like most things, the peace and silence came to an end.
Stirred from sleep by the sound of the horse whimpering and the disturbance of dirt being kicked up from one of its massive hooves, Odin opened his eyes and trained his attention on the darkness that shadowed the outskirts of the campground. Wary, unsure and disturbed by the idea that something could be hiding and waiting to capture them, he drew the black blade from its sheath and held it steady as he carefully rose into a sitting position, the light from the fire catching the dark metal and reflecting flashes of grey back into his eyes.
At his opposite side, the silver sword began to hum.
Shortly thereafter, the hilt of his own sword began to shiver within his grasp.
What in the world?
He was not able to finish the thought, for the figure appeared from the darkness and drew all source of sanity from his mind.
The apparition that had been following him for the past week-and-a-half stepped into the campground with its head held high and its red, glowing eyes fixed directly on him. Its body huge, emaciated, ribs peeking from its chest and its stomach hollow and seemingly without life, the dog—if it could be called that, for its ears were much too long to be any dog he had ever seen and its snout too short and stout for it to be considered something of the canine variety—took a few steps forward and extended its elongated neck toward the glowing fire.
At first, Odin thought it would simply shy away.
However, when the dog’s snout touched the base of the flame, the world went dark.
The horse screamed.
Odin threw himself from his bedroll and grabbed his father’s sword in one single thrust.
The creature before him, now only visible by its glowing red eyes, took several steps forward and approached him with ease Odin found almost impossible to comprehend.
“What are you?” he asked, desperate to draw his father’s sword but unsure if he should. “What do you want from me?”
The creature tilted its head back and howled.
On the distant hills, several more pairs of glowing red eyes appeared from the darkness.
What in the world could I have done to summon this upon me? he thought, shivering, the air growing deathly cold and every fine hair on his forearms rising on end.
To say that he had done nothing would have been an ignorant, bold-faced lie, for this entire journey was toward a venture that could have been described as hellish—agonizing, some would say, for its purpose and deviant need. He wanted to do something that the highest courts of magic had deemed illegal. To summon the dead, they said, was to curse oneself beyond any reasonable measure. Elves had once attempted to bring the dead back to life, then were thrust into madness and distorted beyond repair. Human men, they argued, were not capable of using such magics, that their minds would simply be rendered and they reduced into bubbling throes of madness, but what comprehension did that regard when mortals were capable of wielding such powers for the greater, grandest evil? Did that mean that even the most skilled of human mages would be thrust into infinity and torn from their place within their minds?
I’m not doing anything others wouldn’t do.
No, of course he wasn’t. Anyone in his position would have surely ran away from their kingdom and abandoned their king for a quest that would likely result in his death or eventual, lifelong imprisonment, would have defied the odds and, for reasons unimaginable, what could have been considered common good nature to pursue madness and evil itself. Anyone who suffered as he had would blindly do such a thing, for to wander in the dark with only a single flame to guide one was considered to be the grandest thing possible in the minds of many and the hearts of every.
Who was he kidding? His quest was for one thing and one thing only—to bring back a person he had not had enough time with because he felt robbed of the one form of true happiness he could have ever had.
“I know what I’m doing,” he said, training his eyes on the apparition that stood before him. “I know what the consequences are.”
Did he, though? Did he really, truly know what would happen were he to not only steal, but read from that book?
It’s time for you to decide, his conscience whispered, if you are ready to go through with this.
Odin closed his eyes.
A flower bloomed before his vision.
In hues of red, gold, and of the greatest, grandest yellow, it flowered across his eyes before it eventually began to lose its petals—first one, then a few, then all, each and every one falling into an imaginary pool of darkness and losing their color before disappearing beneath the waves.
He opened his eyes.
When he found that the apparition before him was gone, he fell to his knees and screamed.
The sound echoed across the hills.
It could have been called whooping, had he a recollection of it, but since he didn’t, he simply called it madness.
What could he do so far away from home?
Nothing, he knew, for there was only one way to go.
Crawling forward, Odin slid into his bedroll as far as he could and threatened his mind to swallow him whole.
 
There seemed to be little warning when the hills began to end. A grand flourish, a brief drop, a slow but arduous decline that steadily built in pace until the land began to flatten—it occurred to Odin when he dismounted his horse that the majority of the day would be spent navigating the downward pass into the Great Divide below. In light of this, he took extra care to tighten his hold on the reins and lead the horse along the many bumps and juts in the road to keep it from falling down.
“You’re doing good,” he whispered, reaching up to stroke the creature’s mane. “Don’t you worry. We’ll be down here soon enough.”
Though that in itself was as bold a lie as any, he said it mostly for his own comfort instead of the horse’s, who likely knew nothing of human words or what they meant. It had taken him all his courage to even think about descending, let alone actually do it.
And now you’re freaking yourself out.
Of course, if he truly wanted to be honest with himself, he could say that he was calmer than he expected himself to be. He could have been screaming, ranting, raving or sweating up a storm, because in all actuality, he had everything in the world to be afraid of.
One false step could send him tumbling down the hill.  One misguided direction and the horse could break its legs. One illogical thought and he could miss something very crucial that would impact his journey the entire rest of the way.
As the thoughts continued to surmount against him, arming themselves with swords, daggers, spears and maces, he began to consider the very-real possibility that his horse would be useless within the Abroen Forest. He’d once heard, through scant conversation among the teachers within the Ornalan castle, that ruts and canyons so deep existed that anyone who fell in them would surely be trapped forever, if not eaten by giant, carnivorous plants that were said to ‘be alive as any animal was’ and that ‘held teeth comparable to knives.’ Were he to come in contact with such terrain, he would likely have to leave his horse behind or tether it close to a watering hole, if only to secure its safety and allow it life that it would otherwise probably not have.
Slowly, as to not push himself or his mount into too quick a stop, Odin raised his hand and looked down at the great gorge in the earth below.
This is where you came, he thought, sighing, almost unable to contain the tears that threatened to slip from his vision. This is how you came to get your salvation.
It was highly unlikely that the Elven army had mounted the hills and made their way to the Ornalan border. Instead, they could have decided to pass around the hills together and skirt the border of the Dark Mountains, though imposing themselves upon such a place had likely increased their chance of being attacked. Werewolves, Harpies, undead and even greater, deviant creatures were said to inhabit not only those mountains, but the forests within them. Who was to say that they could have led an entire force through them without being attacked?
“They did it,” he mumbled. 
And they would do it again once they came back, though when that would be was anyone’s guess. They had possibly already driven the enemy back and were now recuperating on the outskirts of Denyon, ready and willing to return once they were sure their fellow humans would be safe.
Though at that moment the Elves’ fate didn’t necessarily matter, Odin couldn’t help but tremble at the idea of once again leading his horse up, then back down these hills, and while he knew for sure he did not look forward to being haunted by the apparition that seemed to spell disaster, ill will and maybe even death, he knew that he had one of two choices—to come back up the hills or skirt around the Dark Mountains.
Maybe by the time he left Lesliana he would have a companion, a brother in arms upon which he could lay the burdens of the world.
Who was he kidding? 
No one would help someone who wanted to steal a Book of the Dead.
 
By the time night was upon them, they had crossed the final threshold of the Whooping Hills and now stood firmly within the Great Divide. Tired, breathless and almost ready to collapse, Odin led his horse to what appeared to be a small watering hole near the side of the road before collapsing to his knees, his hair falling over his eyes and his heart hammering within his chest.
“We did it,” he gasped. “We’re here.”
The horse whinnied and tossed its mane, spilling water from its lips and tossing fresh sweat onto Odin’s face.
It was here, in the shadow of the Hills and within the ever-creeping darkness, that Odin realized he would have to leave his horse here, in a location where water ran abundant and grass could be seen for miles on end. While his heart ached at such a recollection, he knew he could not force the stallion into the forest, not if he wanted it to survive and possibly live another day.
“Would you stay here,” he asked, “if I freed you from your binds?”
The horse turned its head up to regard him and pulled its lips back from its teeth, offering what appeared to be an equine smile in spite of the severity of the situation around him.
“I’d come back,” Odin continued, pushing himself from his place on the ground and carefully making his way over to the creature. “You’d be all by yourself for a little while, but look—you have a nice watering hole, fresh grass, even some trees you can sleep under when it gets too hot.”
After snapping the clasps free from the saddle and dropping it to the ground, he pulled from one of the satchels an apple and brought it to the horse’s mouth, hand straying to the side of its snout as it leaned forward and took a bite out of the fruit. While it chewed, slowly grinding the offering into manageable pieces, Odin leaned his brow against the creature’s head and took a low, deep breath, sighing when the horse grunted and passed a breath of air out its nostrils.
“You’ve been through so much with me,” he said. “There isn’t anything I could ever do to thank you.”
The horse whinnied and butted its head into his shoulder.
When a smile crept across his face, pulling the corners of his mouth into a bright grin, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though he’d made the right choice.
While he didn’t know whether or not his horse would remain, he could instill a little faith within the creature that had been through so much with him.
 
Night in the shadow of the Whooping Hills seemed dark and absolute. A fire burning, food fresh and hot in the pot before him, he tilted his head back and exposed his neck to the open air as the horse waded into the water and cast its head about the air, flipping moisture from its mane and whinnying in the triumph of an adventure well spent.
You deserve it, old boy, he thought. You deserve it more than anyone else in the world.
Leaning forward, Odin pulled the pot from the rack and set it on the ground.
He leaned forward.
The wind came up.
The hairs on his neck stood on end.
No, he thought, unable to suppress a bought of laughter that rose from his chest and echoed out his mouth. You’re being paranoid. There’s nothing wrong here.
The moon shone clearly, and while still a fair distance away from being anywhere near them, he could easily see the world before him, as faded in shadow as it was.
He caught the horse’s eyes out in the darkness.
The creature stood shoulder-deep in the water, watching the world behind him.
His breath caught in his throat.
He pulled his sword from its sheath, the metal twang echoing out of the metal construct and reverberating across the air before him.
Just before he could rise and face whatever it was that had come up behind him, he felt something sharp press against his neck.
Damn.
“Ah,” a voice said. “Who might you be?”
Odin remained frozen as the figure leaned forward and brushed his lips against the curve of his ear. He shivered as the stubble raked across his flesh and trembled when the man’s hold on the dagger intensified. Though he could not see just what occurred beneath the apple of his neck, he imagined the blade curved and completely pressed against his jugular, all the willing to press forward and completely end his life should he disregard any warning of instinct and common sense.
How could I have been so stupid?
“I’m not anyone,” he whispered, resisting the urge to shiver as the man pressed his dagger harder against his neck.
“Stand up,” the man said. “Slowly. Don’t try anything funny.”
As instructed, Odin raised his hands to the side of his head and rose with the man as he locked an arm around his chest and forced him to his feet. Once stable, the dagger came free of his neck and the figure twirled him around just in time to point the crude weapon directly at his throat.
Though shadowed by the green cloak he so cautiously wore, Odin could see just enough of the figure’s face to confirm that it was, in fact, a man—human, upper lip and chin lined with stubble and lips full and luscious.
“Kick your weapons over to me,” the figure said, momentarily drawing Odin from his thoughts. “Do it.”
With a simple kick, Odin tossed the weapons at the man’s feet, including his father’s silver sword.
“Quite a load you have here,” the man said, crouching down to take the hilts of the sword in hand. “Silver?”
“That’s my father’s sword.
“Who might your father be to have such a fine weapon?” the figure asked, running a finger along the flourish of the silver sheath. “Are you royal? Might you have money that I can take?”
“I don’t have anything.”
“You don’t have anything?” the man asked, laughing, full lips parting to reveal perfect, snow-white teeth. “Everyone has something, my friend. All men do.”
“I don’t have anything, thief.”
“Rogue.”
“Whatever you are,” Odin growled, raising his hands and attempting to draw magical fire into them. “Leave. Now. I’m a mage.”
“I imagined as such, which is why I put that amulet around your neck.”
Odin looked down.
Just as the figure had said, a bronze amulet emblazoned with what appeared to be a rune of blood sat solid on his neck.
He reached down.
His fingers touched the metal.
An electrical charge so hot and painful it shot his hand directly away from his throat lit from the face of the jewel and forced his grip away from the amulet.
“Only I can take it off,” the figure said, waving his curved dagger through the air as if tracing the very image of a crescent moon. “There’s nothing you can do to stop me. “
“What did you do?”
“Inhibited your magic.”
“What if I—“
“If you even attempt to try and use any of your tricks, that amulet will open and cut your throat. You’re practically human now.”
“How do you—“
“It takes one to know one, friend.”
The figure pulled his hood back to reveal a stunning portrayal of human masculinity. With fine, high cheekbones lined with stubble and filmed by shadow, lime-green eyes that stared out beneath a seemingly-perfect shock of brows and a nose that could have been called dignified and respectable, this man could have been called beautiful, despite the fact that he wore facial hair and his lips seemed anything but pursed, thin and capable of traits that could have classified himself as manly. What caught Odin most, however, was his chestnut-brown hair, which fell from his head and over his shoulders, then his ears, which held a length and sharpness that could have only been distinguished within Elves or creatures like them.
“You’re,” Odin said.
“A Halfling, naturally,” the rogue said, crouching down to sheath the black sword and retrieve the silver one. 
“How did you—“
“How could I not know? I can practically smell it on you.”
“I’ve never—“
“Met another Halfling?” the rogue asked, fumbling with the swords at his side. “Shame. Not many of them exist so far up north.”
“I’ve only known one other,” Odin said, lowering his hands at his side when the rogue let his dagger fall at his hip. 
“You have?”
“Yes.”
“Where is he know?”
“Dead,” Odin said. “Gone.”
The rogue didn’t reply. Instead, he reached down, sheathed his dagger at his side, then lifted the swords before his vision, examining them in the faint light that streamed from the fire and the overhead moon. 
He’s looking at them, Odin thought. Watching, waiting. He expects you to do something.
Or say something, more likely. Given that the conversation had since dissolved to silence, there was a much higher chance of the rogue responding to dialogue rather than action, that of which might very well land him on the end of the dagger were he not careful.
“Please don’t rob me,” he said. “I’ve gone through too much already. I don’t need this.”
“Why should I pity you?” the Halfling asked. “What will that earn me?”
“You can’t take those swords. My father gave them to me.”
“As well as mine did my dagger. I understand your pain, but a man needs to make a living too.”
“Who are you?” Odin asked, stepping forward, bracing himself for anything that could happen. “Please… if you’re going to take away everything I have, just tell me what your name is.”
“Why should I?”
“Don’t you want me to know who you are? The man who took everything away from me just as I was about to reach my destination?”
“Very well,” the rogue said. “For your information, my name is Virgin.”
“Virgin?”
“Virgin.”
“What’re you doing so far north?”
“I should be asking you what a half-human man is doing so far south,” Virgin replied, turning his attention from Odin to the swords that dangled at his side. “Although I suppose you have a fairly decent reason to be all the way down here.”
“You’ll understand why I’m here.”
“Will I?”
“I want to steal something.”
“Mighty clever of you. What might that be?”
“The Book of the Dead.”
The Halfling named Virgin didn’t respond. Instead, he shifted his attention from Odin, to the horse, then back down to the swords before setting his eyes on him.
He doesn’t know I’m more than just a Halfling, he thought, taking another step forward to bridge the distance between them. He doesn’t know that I have Drow blood in me… that I might be able to read from the book and do whatever I want with it.
“Why might you want to steal that?” the Halfling asked after several moments of silence.
“If you give me my swords back, I’ll tell you.”
“What concern of it is mine if you steal a damned book?”
“It might be if you want to help me steal it.”
The Halfling’s ears flickered much like Miko’s had in weeks past, symbolizing the trait of a true Elf if only by indication.
“You want me,” the rogue said, “to help you steal a damned book, all so you can bring something—“
“Someone.”
“Back to life?”
“That’s exactly what I want you to do. If you can rob me, who can’t you rob?”
“What you’re asking is a capital offense,” Virgin replied. “Robbing you lands me nothing except a sack of gold. Robbing the queen lands me in jail.”
“If you get caught.”
“If?”
“Look,” Odin said, bridging the last amount of space between them to reach up and press a hand against Virgin’s chest, against the open spot in his jerkin where fine hairs curled beneath his fingers and a solid mass of muscle rose to greet him. “Say you help me…”
“Yeah,” the Halfling grunted.
“And say we do get the book I want.”
“All right.”
“Then we can do just about anything we want.”
“I won’t read anything from that damn book.”
“But I will,” Odin said, training his eyes on the taller Halfling’s face. “What do you say?” he asked, stroking the muscle beneath his fingers.
“You’re propositioning me,” Virgin said. “Aren’t you?”
“Will it get you on my good side?” he asked.
“Maybe,” the man said.
Virgin dropped the swords within his grasp.
Leaning forward, he took Odin into his arms, led him to the ground and onto the bedroll, then pressed his lips against the side of Odin’s neck, reaching down to pop the first few buttons at the top of his jerkin.
Odin closed his eyes.
The Halfling kissed the line of his jaw until their lips touched.
“Virgin,” Odin whispered.
“Yeah?” the man breathed.
“Does this mean you’re not robbing me?” 
“Not yet.”
He parted his lips and allowed the man’s tongue in.
*
They rolled through the front gates of Ornala at dawn. Tired, uneasy and a bit discomforted by the fact that they had just spent the last several days within the back of a straw-covered caravan, Nova opened his eyes to find dawn bleeding across the horizon and closed them when he took notice of Carmen lying directly across from him, covered in straw and sleeping contently without any disruption whatsoever.
They must be able to sleep on anything, he thought, vaguely regarding the fact that she’d taken her boots off in the middle of the night before laying his head back on his outstretched arm.
It was much too early for him to disturb his sleeping family, to rouse them from sleep only to have them discover he was, in fact, injured, and could have to worry about an infection that could be weeping through his bloodstream. For that reason, he continued to watch the horizon as the cart and the carriage that pulled it continued their way up the street and past the stalls normally reserved for vendors looking to sell their wares, all the more at peace about the situation now that he was in a place he could somewhat call home.
Home.
Home—the great, shining capital of his country, so grand and tall that it could have been called an icon testament to humanity and what all it had accomplished. It was here, at the brink of it all, on the coast of the Martyr’s Ocean, that men came to fortune and fame and peasants lived lives comfortable and welcome. Vendors lined the roads, children played in the streets, men guarded the walls that separated the royal from the normal and women lived lives comfortable and not in the least bit sheltered. It was, as anyone would have been fit to describe, a perfect place, and in in all his life he had never once heard of Ornala turning away someone who had no place to go.
Not even me?
His conscience fading, his skin chilling in the cool morning air, he pushed himself back into the deeper parts of the cart and shivered as straw fell over his body, disrupting the natural feeling of cleanliness and creating the image of insects crawling across his body. That alone was enough to unsettle him, but regardless, he was somehow able to retain enough sanity to lay back down and close his eyes.
Across from him, Carmen mumbled something in her sleep.
“What?” he asked.
The Dwarf didn’t reply.
Nova rolled onto his stomach, took a deep breath, then tried to rest as the cart rolled to a stop.
*
He woke in the arms of a stranger whose intentions and life he barely knew. Naked, nestled within the bedroll and with a long, muscled arm draped over his waist, Odin opened his eyes to find that the distant horizon was still dark and had not yet birthed a child of light and energy.
Where am I? he thought.
His first thoughts led him to believe that he was back in Sylina and asleep with the young barkeep who had somehow switched places with him in the night. Eventually, though, his recollections of the events of the previous night led him to believe that he was, in fact, within the Great Divide, and when he felt the scratch of stubble across the side of his face that could most certainly not be that of the young barkeep’s, he jumped from his place in the bedroll and drew the black-bladed sword from its sheath.
Directly before him, the rogue who so easily had captured his heart cracked his eyes opened to slits to reveal a pair of startlingly-green eyes that seemed to glow even within the darkness.
“Who are you?” Odin asked.
“Don’t remember me?” the rogue chuckled, propping his head up on one arm and staring at him through a haze of chestnut hair. “Come on. I’m not that forgettable, am I?”
You’re the one who tried to rob me, he thought, trembling, breath edging out of his chest like needles scratching the inside of his throat. You’re—
The light, the fire, the dagger, the press of lips against his ear, his hand against a stranger’s chest, the press of flesh in a fit of passion—all came flooding back instantaneously, as though summoned from the great wave of darkness.
Taking a moment to compose himself in both his nudity and the cold air, Odin lowered his sword from its place directly before him and watched the rogue’s eyes shift across his body before closing, then as his head tilted back to greet the breeze that drifted from the west and offered some semblance of warmth.
“Virgin,” Odin said.
“Yes?” the Halfling asked.
“I…” He paused. His companion’s eyes flicked open once again. “I’m a bit… well… embarrassed about what happened between us.”
“What’s there to be ashamed of?”
“Well, nothing, but—“
“You’re obviously more human than I thought you were,” the man laughed, rolling onto his back and bracing his hands against the back of his head.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Well, for one thing, you seem more than a bit unsettled by the fact that you just slept with another man.”
“You’re not my first.”
“Correction, then—under another man.”
“I—“
“And for two, it’s common within your kind to condemn that of which you don’t understand.”
“You’re more human than I am,” Odin said, trailing his eyes around the visible upper-half of the Halfling’s body, across the expanse of hair dusted across his chest and down his abdomen.
“Only in appearance, my friend. Not in thought.”
Not in thought? he frowned, focusing his attention on the man’s face while struggling to comprehend the concept. What does that mean?
Were he to have thought about it in detail, he could have come up with several reasons. However, with such little notice as to when he would have to respond, he could only imagine that the rogue considered him human because his beliefs were so vastly different—that, given the opportunity to engage in dialogue with another man, he could very well skip circles around his conceptions about the world and what it meant to live in society as a whole, to dance and jig and sing and laugh about the way life was supposed to be lived and learn about what was to be learned.
Get a hold of yourself, Odin thought, idly thumbing the hilt of his sword at his side. He’s no different than you are.
Was he, though? Was Virgin really different from him, in the end? He seemed to be, if only by appearance alone. His hair was brown, his eyes were green, his face wore scruff and his body bore hair, that of which Odin had once been teased and ridiculed about. A girl, they had called him, while laughing, jeering, pointing and grinning, all because of the fact that he did not look like the other boys, and a boy, he’d been considered, as with manhood comes hair in places fine and pure. To look at the two of them was like comparing an apple and an orange, the red and the blue and the good and the pure.
Could he and Virgin, he dared to wonder, really be one and the same?
No, he decided, they couldn’t, if only for the words and ideals that flowed from his fellow Halfling’s mouth.
Odin crouched down and sheathed his sword.
Virgin’s eyes cracked open.
Perturbed by the fact that he was so vulnerable within the open air, Odin stood and crossed his arms over his chest.
“Aren’t you coming back in?” the rogue asked.
“What we did was wrong.”
“We had a little fun,” Virgin laughed. “That’s all.”
“Still—“
“Still what?”
“You don’t even know my name.”
“Care to introduce yourself then?”
Do I? he thought.
Though he could easily say whatever he wanted to keep his identity shrouded within the darkness, he felt that would be cheating the man of the trust they seemed to create so easily last night, regardless of whether or not he was a thief. For that reason alone, Odin closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then pushed his hand out and said, “My name’s Odin.”
“Dwarven god,” Virgin replied.
“Yeah.”
“Good to meet you.”
“You too.”
With a laugh, Virgin tilted his head back and watched the overhead clouds. “So,” he asked. “Now that we know each other… you want back in here?”
Though as willing to refuse the offer as he was, he could not deny another person’s warmth.
A brief sigh and a troubled conscience later, Odin crawled into the bedroll and closed his eyes just as Virgin draped his arm back over his shoulder.
As troubling as this seemed to be, he couldn’t help but be comforted by the fact he finally had someone who, at the very least, seemed to care.
 
Later that morning, when he came to consciousness to the sound of a crackling fire and brief muttering under a strange man’s lips, Odin opened his eyes to find that the afternoon had waned and was now dark with clouds. The horse wading in the pool before him, Virgin tending to the fire and what looked to be a pot of stew just above it, he pushed himself into a sitting position and reached up to rub his eyes just as the Halfling turned to regard him.
“Morning,” Virgin said.
“Morning,” Odin replied, stretching his arms up over his head.
“You look like you’ve slept well.”
I tried to.
“Thanks to you,” he managed.
With a smile on his face that seemed to change his entire demeanor, Virgin reached forward to take the pot from above the burning fire, nodding when Odin lifted its contents to find what appeared to be fresh chunks of meat boiling beside scant amounts of vegetables. “Did you—“
“Hunt?” the man asked. “Yes. I did.”
“What is it?”
“Just rabbit.”
“It smells good.”
“You learn to manage when you’ve been out on the road as long as I have,” Virgin said, taking one of the two bowls from his side and spooning soup into it. “Tell me something, Odin.”
“What?”
“How long have you been on the road to ‘steal the Book of the Dead?’”
“Nearly three weeks.”
“And you’ve covered how much ground in that time?”
“From Dwaydor to here.”
“It’s any wonder you’re still alive.”
“I’m determined.”
“That kind of determination gets most people killed.”
Is it? Odin thought, watching his new companion bow his head to sip the soup brimming over his bowl. Or is it just iron will that’s gotten me this far?
It could be argued that determination was a great creature—that, given the chance, she could do many a great thing and instill within men the will the Gods were said to have. Here he was, a man of only nineteen, nearly twenty-years-old, questing across the countryside in order to acquire something that could destroy him were he not careful, yet not once had he stopped in a town except Sylina to purvey a map and gather supplies. That kind of push could have taken most normal men weeks, even months on end, yet he’d already stepped into the Great Divide and was preparing to trek by foot to the Abroen which seemingly laid just across the road.
He’s right, his conscience whispered. What you’re doing gets most people killed.
Not knowing what to say or do in response to the notion, he crossed his arms over his chest and continued to watch the Halfling eat his soup, only occasionally raising his eyes to ponder over the horse and its pursuits in and around the pool. So far unrestrained, it seemed perfectly content with wandering the brief ground around the pool, which only further secured the fact that it would be here come the time he returned, though when that would be he couldn’t be sure.
“Odin.”
He blinked. Virgin held before him a bowl of soup, complete with what appeared to be a wooden spoon protruding from its murky depths. “Thanks,” he said, taking the bowl from the Halfling’s grasp and setting it on his lap. “You didn’t have to do that though.”
“I like you, Odin. What reason would I have to not be kind?”
“You’re just saying that because we slept together.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Because two men don’t sleep together without having some sort of emotion afterward.
Sighing, he took the spoon from the bowl, placed it into his mouth and sighed when the warm broth tickled the inside of his throat. “It’s good,” he said.
“I’m glad you like it.”
“Can I ask you a question now?”
“Might as well. I’ve already asked you one.”
“Where were you last night before you tried to rob me?”
“Skirting the edge of the Abroen.”
“Do you live there?”
“Occasionally, yes.”
“Where?”
“In one of the more natural villages within the forest.”
“Natural?” he frowned.
“The homes are carved from trees,” Virgin said, lifting his hand and waving it in the air before them. “We—or, should I say, they—live as high as the eye can see in the nooks and crannies that’ve been hollowed out into homes.”
“I’ve heard of them,” Odin said, “but I’ve never seen one before.”
“We’re not likely to if we’re heading straight to Lesliana—at least, if that’s what you had planned.”
“I want to get to the capital as quickly as possible.”
“I see,” Virgin smiled. “I like a man who knows what he wants.”
“So you’ll help me then? Even if it means getting you arrested?”
“I’m not stealing the book. You are.”
“Yeah, but—“
“But what?”
“You’ll be my accomplice.”
“Not if I stay as far away from you as possible before we get out of there.”
He does have a point, he thought, tipping his bowl back to sip his now-chilled soup. If you steal it by yourself and you happen to run into each other on the way out of the city, he can’t really be blamed for doing it.
Of course, what worry did he have for a man who made a living out of stealing things from other people?
As the smile on Virgin’s face faltered, a sense of unease so great and stagnant began to fill the air that Odin felt as though something was wrong—that regardless of their mutual agreement, there seemed to be something amiss, something that could likely spell trouble were it not addressed sooner rather than later.
“Virgin,” Odin said. “You don’t… you know…”
“Don’t… what?” the man asked.
“Plan on robbing me when all of this is done, do you?”
“If I wanted to steal your swords, I would’ve already. Besides—do you think I would’ve stayed the night if I had any intention of robbing you?”
“No.”
“I can tell you’re not very trusting,” Virgin said, setting his now-empty bowl down and crossing his legs. “Then again, I’m not exactly the easiest person to trust. I already know that.”
“Then you understand my concern.”
“Of course.”
He may be bluffing you, his conscience whispered. He may want to help you steal the book just to rob you blind behind your back.
Were that the case, though, would Virgin have said that robbing him bore no consequence and robbing the queen held no trouble in the world at all? He highly doubted it, because he’d also said that he wouldn’t touch the book if his life depended on it, so that put him a little bit at ease.
Just trust your instincts, he thought.
His instincts told him that, for now, Virgin seemed perfectly all right—capable, even, of being a good companion, maybe possibly even more than that.
Get a hold of yourself, Odin. Don’t develop attachments.
How could he not, though, when he’d just slept with a man who could be with him for the next few weeks?
When his vision cleared, allowing him a glimpse of not only the territory in front of him, but Virgin’s intense green eyes, Odin allowed himself a brief moment of silence before reaching down and plucking his bowl of soup from the ground.
Things would work out. They’d have to, otherwise he had nothing to hope for.
*
Nova took Katarina into his arms the moment the door opened and bowed his head into her neck as her cries and sobs echoed out into the stone corridors. His own tears threatening to burn down his face and his emotions more than ready to swallow him whole, he pressed her to his chest and took but a moment to console himself with the fact that now, after such a long time and such a horrible endeavor, he was finally holding his wife in his arms.
You’re here, he thought, sighing, breathing in her sweat, her tears and fears. You’re finally here.
After what seemed like an eternity of holding the woman he loved more than anything else in the world, he set her back on the ground, then fell into his father-in-law’s arms and sighed when the man tightened his hold around him.
“Welcome back, son,” the man whispered.
Son.
How great it was to hear such a simple word.
“Thank you,” he said, breaking away from Ketrak’s arms.
Stepping up to his side, Carmen offered a slight wave, then reached up to shake Ketrak and Katarina’s hands before clearing her throat to say, “Hello.”
“Who might you be?” Katarina asked.
“Carmen Delarosa at your service ma’am.”
“You’re a soldier?” Ketrak frowned, taking in her heavily-armored attire.
“Well, was, if you want to use the correct terminology. I helped lead the assault on Dwaydor!”
“I’ve never heard of a woman in war before,” Katarina said, eyeing the mace that lay at Carmen’s belt.
“You’ve obviously not heard of me then.”
“Carmen’s a helluva fighter,” Nova said, reaching down to set a hand atop her shoulder. “You should’ve seen her on the battlefield.”
“I spare no punches,” the Dwarf said, offering a curt, if somewhat-arrogant grin.
A smile curving across her face, lighting her features in the most splendid source of happiness, Katarina stepped forward, into his arms, then offered him a slight kiss on his cheek.
“I’m hurt,” he whispered.
“What?” she asked.
“We had… a bit of a complication on the way back from Dwaydor.”
“What happened?”
“We were attacked by a werewolf,” Carmen said.
“A werewolf?”
“Don’t worry, miss—I took good care of him. Didn’t I, Nova?”
“I need to see a healer as soon as possible,” Nova said, kissing his sobbing wife’s cheek before she had the chance to bow her head. “Don’t worry, honey. I’m all right.”
“You’re not all right if you were attacked by a werewolf!”
“Nova killed him though!” Carmen cried. “Cut his head clean off!”
“Good on you,” Ketrak smirked.
“And I bashed his balls in!”
“Where’d you get such a rowdy one, Nova?”
“I am no ordinary woman, good sir! I am Carmen Delarosa, Drake Slayer of Ehknac!”
“That’s quite the title, if I don’t say so myself.”
“We probably shouldn’t be standing around,” the Dwarf said, reaching up to tug at the knee of Nova’s pants. “You need to see a healer, stat.”
“I’ll be back later,” Nova said, once more pressing his lips to his wife’s cheek. “Don’t worry, honey. Everything’s going to be just fine.
*
They packed camp into two discreet packs and began their trek across the Great Divide around noon. All the more unsure about his decision to steal the book in that moment, Odin forced himself to look on the positive side of things to not only bolster his own confidence, but that of his companion, who occasionally offered a slight touch to his back or an arm across his shoulders as if to comfort him.
Does he know? he thought.
Virgin had to know the pain he suffered. The blind agony, to Odin, seemed more than obvious—a black hand upon a perpetually-white world that bore no consequences and seemed to want to tear his life asunder. For his companion to not see was for him to be blind to human emotion that ruled both of their lives, that shaped their views and birthed from its womb their heart’s desires. In that thinking, he didn’t believe that Virgin could not see that he suffered in silence, otherwise his affectionate touches would not have come.
Sighing, Odin bowed his head and allowed his eyes to stray to the scar on his palm that he once feared would bond him to the Elf in more ways than one.
Little did I know.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
“Yes?” he asked, turning his attention to his companion.
“Are you all right?”
“Just thinking.”
“About?”
“A lot of things.”
“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” the Halfling said, pushing his arms over his head to lace his fingers at the base of his skull.
“It’s not that I don’t want to…”
“It’s just that you don’t feel like it.”
“Yeah.”
It was more than apparent that Virgin could read him better than most people. With Nova, his pain would have been but a blank sheet upon which bore no writing, a piece of parchment tethered to a pole but not proclaimed to hold anything. With this creature, though, things seemed out in the open, drawn into focus and scrutinized under the most powerful of looking glasses.
Watch your heart, his conscience whispered.
If Virgin knew his thoughts, concerns, fears and desires so well, what could he do to use them against him?
If he wanted to do something to you, he thought, straightening his posture when the taller man set an arm across his shoulders, then he would have already done it.
No matter how often he told himself that, he could not shake the idea that something more sinister was at work here—that regardless of his good intentions, there seemed to a sense of animosity dwelling beneath the surface, threatening to swallow him whole were he to wade too deeply into its waters.
In the end, he couldn’t continue to think like this, otherwise it was apt to drive him crazy.
“How much longer will it take us to get to the forest?” he asked.
“By nightfall,” Virgin said. “No later than that.”
*
“Quite the predicament the two of you got yourself into,” the healer, Ramya, said, trailing his hand across Nova’s back as he channeled healing green magic over his skin. “How did this happen?”
“Nova got a bad feeling,” Carmen said, squeezing Nova’s hand as his skin seemingly sewed itself together. “Then, out of nowhere—boom! The werewolf starts chasing after us.”
“And it scratches clean through my shirt and into my back,” Nova sighed.
“You’re lucky you had armor on, otherwise it would’ve been much worse,” Ramya mused. “It won’t scar—at least, I don’t believe—but you’ll have to take it easy for the next few days, if not for a week or more.”
“Are you done?” Nova asked.
“Yes. I am.”
After rolling onto his side and throwing his legs over the side of the cot, Nova pushed himself into a sitting position, reached for the jerkin at his side, then started to scratch the edge of his skull before sliding his shirt over his shoulders. The whole while, Carmen watched him with eyes wary yet concerned, alight yet discomforted at what she had just seen.
“That… was pretty amazing,” she said, turning her head up to look at the tattooed healer. “Yet… kinda gross.”
“Such wounds are not a pleasant thing,” the healer agreed. “You’re lucky you didn’t get an infection, Nova.”
“Do I still have the chance to get one?”
“Not with the wound closed, no, but if you feel sick, you need to come back to the infirmary immediately. You don’t want to catch some of the stuff a werewolf can have on its claws.”
“How was I so lucky?”
“Some men get infections, others don’t. At least you were able to cover them up, no matter how crudely it was done.”
“I tried,” Carmen offered.
“You did well,” Ramya replied.
Tossing his hair back over his shoulders, Nova buttoned his jerkin, stood, then reached out to shake the healer’s hand, who offered a strong, reassuring touch when their palms met and their fingers touched. “Thank you,” he said. “I hardly feel any pain at all.”
“That’s what I strive to do,” the healer smiled. “Be well, Nova, and welcome home.”
It was a warm welcome indeed.
*
They trekked across the Great Divide swiftly but with great care. The ruts in the earth still evident after what had possibly been millennia of constant shifting, they broke forth from the ground in schizoprehnic patterns that made no sense whatsoever. It occurred to Odin that, had he taken the horse with him, it would have likely broken its legs, if only because the holes in the ground resembled something small rodents would make once free to roam and create societies.
This is ridiculous, he thought, stepping over yet another rut in the road.
“How do you deal with this?” Odin asked. “And how can you see in the dark?”
“I’ve always been able to see in the dark,” Virgin replied.
Was that part of his innate, Elven nature? To see in the dark was to reveal a world often left unseen, to look into a place where creatures and beings of nocturnal nature dwelled and to cut a path of light that would, inarguably, lead you to your destination. Maybe that was why Virgin had been able to seek him in the darkness, to place a dagger to his neck and to whisper sweet nothings as he threatened to take everything that belonged to him. If that were the case, though, then why couldn’t Odin see in the dark?
Some of us are luckier than others, he thought.
Though Virgin was anything like him—in shape, form, construct and mind—there seemed to be something about him that Odin could at least connect to. Maybe it was the fact that they shared the same outrageous sexuality, or maybe it was because they were loners—wandering, sadly, in search of things that were difficult and unnecessary to find. Either way, the bond helped settle his soul and calm his ever-raging thoughts.
“It’s all right,” he mumbled. “You’ll be there by dusk.”
“Pardon?” Virgin asked.
“Nothing. Just taking to myself.”
“Funny habit, that.”
“I guess.”
Virgin shrugged and set an arm across his shoulder.
Odin bowed his head.
These feelings of insecurity couldn’t last forever, could they?
 
Night fell swiftly and on wings dark and cold, but still they continued, along the ruts in the road and over the bumps that became more prevalent as they neared the forest. Once, when Odin felt as though he could take no more of the darkness and following Virgin’s almost-invisible form, he pushed his hand out before him and tried to spark a fire to life.
A sliver of pain started in his chest.
A burst of static exploded in his arm and jerked the appendage whole.
“Fuck!” he cried.
“Oh,” Virgin said, turning to look at him with a slight frown.
“Oh?” Odin asked, reaching up to try and tear the amulet away, but to no avail. He was once again shocked when his fingers touched the metal. “What do you mean ‘oh?’”
“I forgot I put that on you.”
“You forgot?”
“Excuse me for my ignorance,” Virgin said, reaching forward and lifting the amulet from Odin’s neck. 
In the faint light streaming from the full moon, Odin caught sight of the Halfling’s eyes flickering from his face to the amulet, as though unsure whether to take it from his body.
What’re you doing?
Did they not have a mutual agreement that should Virgin not rob him, and should he not attempt to retaliate, they could do as they pleased without having to worry about one another?
“You’re going to take it off,” Odin said, narrowing his eyes as Virgin thumbed the rune under his grasp. “Right?”
“To be perfectly honest, I’m not exactly sure.”
“We’ve slept together.”
“So?”
“I thought we had an agreement.”
“We never agreed on anything,” Virgin replied, allowing the amulet to fall back to Odin’s neck.
“You’re not helping the situation by doing this.”
“One should learn not to be dependent on magical powers should they enter a field where it has been nullified.”
“What?”
“Lesliana is shrouded in a protective sphere of runes. Should you even attempt to use magic, you’d alert the entire militia of your presence.”
“We’re not in Lesliana right now, so please, let me use my—“
“I don’t trust you, Odin.”
“We’ve slept together.”
“Two people don’t have to trust each other to sleep together.”
“Gah!” Odin cried, throwing his hands in the air. “Fine, then—let me trip in the dark and break my ankle, then you’ll have to carry me.”
“I don’t believe I could carry you,” Virgin smirked. “You look a bit… heavy. Not to say that’s a bad thing, because by the Gods, you’re built beautifully if I do say so myself, but—“
“But nothing, Virgin!”
Snickering, Virgin turned and gestured Odin forward.
Bastard.
As much as he hated to deny it, the Halfling did have his charm. Odin could admire the fact that he was willing to keep him magicless, thus freeing his conscience from fear of being stabbed in the back, but he’d figured that after sharing a bed, they’d at least come to some form of understanding.
It doesn’t matter, he sighed. 
If he followed Virgin’s steps, he wouldn’t have to worry about falling in holes.
Reaching forward, Odin snagged the Halfling’s jerkin and took extra care to follow his steps exactly. The whole while, Virgin continued to chuckle under his breath, a habit that soon became irritating and all the more mocking.
“Could you please stop,” Odin said.
“Sorry,” Virgin said, then laughed as if unable to resist the urge. “I think that’s rather funny.”
“What? That you’ve got me locked up like a pony?”
“No. That I forgot I’d placed the amulet on you. Those things aren’t cheap, you know?”
“I don’t,” Odin said, “because I’ve never heard of them.”
“Your kind is a dying breed.”
“What?”
“Men with magic are becoming all the less sparse. Elves, though—they don’t have much to worry about, other than themselves.”
“I can only assume that all Elves have magic then.”
“Most do, yes. There’re times when one dumb and incapable is born, but for the most part, almost every Elf you’ll come across has some kind of magical talent.”
“Do you?”
“Oh, no. If I had magic, do you think I would risk nullifying my own abilities by putting an amulet on you?”
He has a point.
Either way, the point itself was enough to drive him mad.
“Until I know you a bit better,” Virgin continued, “and until I trust myself with the fact that you and I might be friends, or at least close enough to it, I’m going to keep the amulet on you.”
“What if we get attacked by someone?”
“I’m more than capable of using my dagger.”
“You know what I mean.”
“The Old Ones don’t bother anyone—at least, not so far as I know.”
“The Old Ones?”
“Never mind that,” Virgin said. “Let’s keep moving.”
Odin continued forward with dread rising in his heart.
 
They stopped when the moon smiled overhead. More than ready to collapse for the night and all the more irritated at Virgin’s antics, Odin settled to the ground by crossing his legs as his fellow Halfling took his time first pulling kindling from the pack, then arranging it in a semi-circle before striking flint to stone and lighting the evening’s fire.
“Would you like some more of the soup,” Virgin asked, “or would you like me to make biscuits with this flour you have here?”
“Either is fine with me,” Odin said.
“Then biscuits and soup it is.”
While Virgin took one of the smaller, empty bowls and began to arrange flour and water together, Odin rolled the bedroll out and unbuttoned his jerkin, more than willing to be free from the sweaty carapace as the warmth from the fire began to ebb forward. Eyes hazy, nose alight with what felt to be a sneeze, he bowed his head and reached up to pinch the edge of his nostrils just as Virgin began to spoon dollops of biscuit mix onto a pan.
“You all right?” the Halfling asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, then sneezed in response. “There.”
“Sneeze?”
“Yeah.”
“Dinner should be ready soon,” Virgin said, setting the pan on the rack just below the soup. “You care to tell me a little about yourself? Life before… well, this, maybe?”
“I’m not really sure I can trust you.”
“Fair enough.”
“But I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt,” Odin said, “because regardless of how I feel about you or how you feel about me, I think you deserve the truth.”
“All right then.”
“My name is Odin Karussa,” he said, freeing himself from his jerkin and pressing it down beside his swords. “I set out to be a knight when I was fourteen and was allowed into the service because I was mage. Fast-forward two years later: I ended up winning the tournament that determines who is fit enough to become a knight, but because I wasn’t royalty, I wasn’t allowed to become one. The king made me his champion instead.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Anyhow, after I received my first assignment, I led the arrest of thirty pedophiles in the Tentalin Isles and the king caught word of suspicious activity outside of Denyon. We go to ask for the Enlathian Sisters’ support and then make a side-trip back to Bohren before… well… a giant cloud attacked the city. Needless to say, I don’t think I need to explain the rest of the story.”
“So this is what started the war,” the Halfling nodded, testing the rising lump of a biscuit with his finger. “This is why the queen’s army left in such a hurry.”
“They were supposed to have driven them back to Denyon a few days before I left,” Odin shrugged, bowing his head and reaching up to run a hand through his hair. “I abandoned my country because I was too caught up in my grief.”
“Your father died in the war.”
“The man I only knew as my mentor died in the war. He told me on his deathbed that he was my father.”
“That has to be rough,” Virgin said. “But explain something to me.”
“What?”
“You want to get the Book of the Dead to bring him back.”
“Yes.”
“Won’t you go mad?”
“I’m a third Drow.”
“Is that why you have—“
“A purple strand of hair?” he asked. “No. I had a piece of my father’s bonded to my head.”
“You intend on using a blood and matter sacrifice then, don’t you?”
“Whatever I can do to bring him back.”
“Do you think he would want to come back to life?”
Would he? Odin asked.
Would Miko really, truly be fine with coming back from the dead—reassembled in body, mind and soul to breathe and live in flesh and blood? He’d once said that Elves longed for death—that sometimes, existence alone was enough to drive them mad—and that sometimes, they would wander into the forests to end their lives about the roots of grand trees, but whether or not the Elf would be willing to return was beyond him. He could very well be happy and content with death, whatever or wherever that is, or he could simply be existing on the fringes of life in the form of a Sprite or maybe even a specter. Either way, he couldn’t stay dead, because his life had been so forcefully robbed it would be unjust not to at least attempt and bring him back.
“I don’t know,” Odin finally said, after an eternity of brooding silence.
“I won’t judge your decision,” Virgin said.
“Thank you.”
Odin bowed his head.
When a pair of hands touched his shoulders, he jerked, expecting an attack.
“Now that you’ve let me hear you,” Virgin said, pressing his lips to the curve of Odin’s collar, “will you let me touch you?”
He could not deny the Halfling’s touch.
Rather than answer, he reveled in the way his body allowed him to respond.
 
The forest loomed above them proud and strong. The trunks of the trees thick, their needles broad and dagger-like, the ground before them darkened with brown earth—Odin reached down to take hold of his swords and tried to imagine just what his father must have felt when he stood before these woods and freed the Unclean named Shire back into the wilds of the Abroen.
It must have been amazing, he thought.
To return to a place that could be called home, to step within a land ancient and immortal, to wander its paths and to eventually step between a threshold they said was made of magic and anything but. Naturally, it had to have been something great, a euphoria that could only be described as a burning desire within one’s chest and a tickle of sensation within one’s mind, but what he felt at that moment could not have possibly compared to what Miko must have. He was no Elf, no enigma, no creature upon which wrong had been built. He could have been tortured by the alienated reality, or maybe he felt nothing at all, for he had severed his connections from beautiful things in order to retain his sanity. 
Whatever the cause, whatever the reason, Odin could not dwell on that much longer.
“How do we get to Lesliana?” he asked.
Virgin stepped beneath the umbrella of foliage. “Follow me,” he said.
With a sense of not only doubt, but dread, Odin stepped into a place that could be described as his ancestral homeland.
Immediately, what felt like thousands of eyes were watching him.
“What is that?” he asked, spinning, looking first out into the Great Divide, then into the depths of the Abroen Forest. 
“What is… what?”
“That feeling.”
“You mean the one of being watched?” Virgin waited for Odin to nod before continuing. “I’m sure you’re aware that this place is old—very, very old, just as the creatures within it are.”
“You said Old Ones the other day,” Odin said, pursuing his companion through the forest.
“I did.”
“What are they?”
“Treants.”
Treants?
“They’re not real,” Odin said. “They can’t be.”
“Why not?”
“Because the last of them were—“
“Killed, burned in a great fire that swept over the mainland?” Virgin asked, flourishing one foot over a knot of root before turning to look at him. “The Old Ones—Treants, as your kind must know them—have lived within these forests alongside these Elves and were here even before they crossed the Crystal Sea.”
“Have you ever seen one?”
“I have.”
“What do they look like?”
“This one in particular was old,” Virgin continue, offering a hand to help Odin pass an expanse of broken land before continuing. “It was the color of my hair and had a pair of eyes that looked to have been made by hammers.”
“How big was it?”
“Huge, possibly twenty-five feet or more.”
“Did it see you?”
“I don’t believe so, no.”
“Tell me more.”
“This thing looked to have been any regular tree shrub, its head covered in bush and its bark thick like these trees, but what first caught my attention about this particular thing was the fact that it had two deliberate hollows within what I would soon find out was its face. I thought something might have been following me—maybe one of the Unclean that are said to haunt the forests, or maybe even a wild cat—so I hid behind another tree and watched my surroundings. That’s when it rose out of the ground and began to make its way through the trees.”
“How do they move?”
“Their roots act like legs,” Virgin said, tapping a root near his foot for emphasis. “They look like insects when in flight, but they’re anything but elegant. I’m surprised they can even navigate these denser parts of the wood without falling to their deaths.”
“They don’t,” Odin said, then stopped.
“Don’t what?”
“Eat people, do they?”
“They are like any other plant. They absorb the light and moisture that falls from the sky.”
“All right,” Odin said.
“Why?” Virgin laughed. “Did someone tell you otherwise?”
“I’ve heard stories.”
“That isn’t surprising, considering what mortals have tried to instill within the minds of their youth.”
Virgin raised a hand, paused, then pressed a finger to his lips.
What is it? Odin mouthed.
The taller Halfling shook his head, then continued forward.
Odin frowned.
A flicker of movement lit up in the tree beside them.
One moment later, he saw a branch snap down, then up again as if shaking its leaves free of some object.
“Is that—“
“No,” Virgin said, “but we must keep moving.”
“Why?”
“The forests are not as safe as you would be led to believe.”
Unable to argue, Odin nodded and continued forward, taking extra care to watch the roots as he followed Virgin through the forest.
 
“We need to see if we can establish ourselves in one of the trees,” Virgin said, testing the bark of one individual specimen and tilting his head to look at the rising branches.
“Why?” Odin frowned. “Can’t we just sleep on the ground?”
“It isn’t safe, especially not at night.”
“Why?”
“Wild cats, some snakes, giant insects—“
“Insects?” he frowned.
Like the Blood Beetles?
The idea that such gigantic creatures could be all around them sent beads of unease across the surface of his skin and raised his pores to fine, even points. They’d be sharp, he knew, if he touched them, and for that he didn’t. Instead, he watched Virgin’s face for any sign of emotion before he turned and looked up at where the sun would have been in the sky had he the ability to see beyond the foliage.
Unsure what to think or feel, Odin shrugged his pack up his shoulder and watched as Virgin first hopped, then attempted to jump into the air. “You’re not serious,” he finally said.
“We have to be able to get into one of the trees,” the Halfling said. “Like I said, it’s not safe.”
“Can you push me up?”
“What?”
“I asked if you could maybe lift me into the air.”
“I think you might be too heavy.”
“Then let me try to lift you.”
“All right,” Virgin said.
After testing the ground and dumping his pack from his shoulder, Odin crouched down, laced his fingers together, then waited for Virgin to push his boot into his palms before he pushed up with all his might.
The Halfling grunted.
Odin swore.
Virgin locked his fingers around the edge of one branch and lifted himself into the tree. “It won’t be comfortable,” he said, “but it’ll keep us safe.”
Odin tossed his pack into the air.
After Virgin caught it, Odin jumped as high as he could—a feat not well accomplished with his stocky frame—then grabbed onto the Halfling’s hands and allowed him to pull him up and into the air.
Once seated on the branch, Odin leaned back, into his companion’s chest and took a few short, deep breaths. “Thanks,” he managed.
“No problem,” Virgin replied.
“What now?”
“We eat, then wait.”
“For what?”
“Night.”
 
It came swiftly and without warning. One moment light, then the next dark, Odin drew the edge of Virgin’s cloak around his shoulders and shivered when he felt something rustle on the ground beneath them.
“It’s all right,” the Halfling whispered. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’re fine up here.”
“Are we going to take watch?” Odin asked.
“It would be safer if we did, yes.”
“Do you want me to go first?”
“I’m fine with taking the first watch,” Virgin said. “Don’t worry.”
“I’m not.”
“Then why are you shivering?”
Because I’m not used to being up in trees in the middle of the fucking night.
Rather than speak, Odin shook his head, leaned back against his companion, and closed his eyes, desperately hoping that he would fall asleep regardless of the fact that his legs were around a branch and his back was pressed against the chest of a man he only barely knew.
His head dipped.
His world darkened.
A short moment later, a cackle of laughter broke out somewhere below them.
“What was that?” he whispered.
“A bird.”
“A bird?”
“A bird.”
“What kind of birds cackles like that?”
“The kind that live in the Abroen Forest.”
Though he tried not to let his thoughts get the best of him, they did regardless.
Clossing his eyes, Odin wrapped the tail of Virgin’s cloak around him as tightly as he could, then tilted his head to press his cheek into the man’s chest.
“Thank you for being here with me,” he whispered. “I have no idea what I’d do if you weren’t here.”
“You’d probably be dead,” Virgin replied, “but no worry.”
No worry?
Odin couldn’t help but chuckle.
Virgin wrapped an arm around his stomach and secured him against his chest.
Sleep was not likely to come anytime soon.
 
The night progressed slowly and with little to no activity whatsoever. Save for the cackle of Odin’s self-imagined red-and-black bird and the gentle rasp of breath easing in and out of Virgin’s chest, Odin heard nor felt any disturbance that alerted him to danger. Such was his joy in the matter that when shards of light began to peek through the pine needles, casting shadows across the horizon and on the ground below, he stirred Virgin from sleep with a simple shake of the hand and leaned forward to let the Halfling recuperate from the night’s troublesome rest.
“Morning,” Odin decided to say.
“Morning,” Virgin replied, stretching his arms over his head. “Anything happen while I was asleep?”
“Not really.”
“Good. You ready to get out of this tree?”
“More than you could possibly imagine.”
Taking a moment to compose himself, Odin stretched his legs out, grabbed his pack, then carefully dropped it alongside the trunk of the tree to reduce the impact of its fall. Shortly after, he threw his right leg over the side of the tree, then braced himself.
“Bend your knees,” Virgin said, setting a hand on his back.
Odin nodded and jumped.
In the few brief moments that he fell, he considered the notion that this was how some animals and birds felt when descending from such high altitudes.
There, he thought, taking a deep breath. Now.
Just before he hit the ground, he bent his knees, then rolled forward, reducing the impact of his fall.
“You all right!” Virgin called down.
“I’m fine!” Odin called back, lifting his hand and tilting his head to view his companion above him. “Toss your pack down!”
Virgin’s slight bag came down a moment later.
Shortly thereafter, the Halfling descended in one great, graceful jump, rolling just as Odin had done no more than a moment before.
“There we are,” Virgin said, helping Odin to his feet and brushing the dust off his legs.
“How much further do we have to go?”
“Another two or three days at the least.”
“Something tells me Lesliana isn’t at the end of the forest,” Odin said, vaulting over a nearby root to grab his back.
“No. It’s nowhere close to the outskirts.”
“Who lives all the way out there?”
“Settlements, farmers—“
“Farmers?” Odin frowned. “I thought Elves didn’t eat meat.”
“They don’t. They farm vegetables, cotton, silk—that sort of thing.”
“Sorry,” Odin said, offering a slight smile in response to his ignorant stupidity. “I sometimes let my tongue run before I should.”
“No need to apologize,” Virgin said, returning the smile in full. “Come. We have a full day’s travel ahead of us.”
 
Around noon, they passed what could only be called a grave of monstrous proportions. In hues of grey, black and silver, the bones that blanketed the barren clearing seemed to extend so far into the distance that Odin had trouble seeing what could be an end—where, at the peak of it all, stood a series of stone columns emblazoned with what appeared to be neat, Elvish writing, though what exactly it said he couldn’t tell. He could only imagine that it had to have meant something of the dead, of the living and of what came after life, though try as he may, he could not come up with a great excuse to step forward and ponder over what he was seeing.
After what felt like an eternity of silence, Odin swallowed the lump in his throat and asked, “What is it?”
“A graveyard,” Virgin said.
“For what?”
“Creatures to come and die.”
“They come to die here?” Odin frowned. “But why?”
“Some creatures prefer to leave their bodies in places where others can’t touch them—preferably, between these four monoliths that stand around us.” Virgin pointed to the columns in front of them, then to the two that stood almost directly beside them. “The Elvish text holds magic.”
“What does it say?”
“And so for I have died, I will come to rest here, where my body cannot be touched and my soul cannot be taken.”
“It’s beautiful,” Odin said, running a finger along the writing on one stone column.
Immediately, every hair on his body stood on end.
Static burst in his ears.
Shivers ran up and down his spine.
Each joint in his left hand seemed to tighten until each individual piece of bone and cartilage popped.
“Ouch,” he whispered, drawing his hand away as carefully as possible.
“It’s best not to touch them,” Virgin said, pressing a hand against his back. “I don’t think they’ll hurt you, but their wards are definitely strong.”
“I felt it.”
“The magic, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“I do too,” the taller Halfling said, reaching down to lace his fingers within Odin’s left hand. “Does that hurt?”
“No.”
“I’m glad.”
Do you care, he thought, or are you just being sympathetic?
Whatever the reason and regardless of the intent, there seemed a compassion between them that he could not deny, even though he felt trapped and encaged within the amulet that rested upon his chest. Virgin, while careful, seemed not to feel animosity toward him, and while cautious didn’t mind his company. Odin, on the other hand, didn’t particularly feel as though what was happening to him was right, but he couldn’t necessarily say he didn’t like the Halfling’s attention either.
Is this what I am? he thought, staring back into the other man’s eyes.
“Odin?” Virgin asked, squeezing his hand. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he said, tearing his eyes away from his companion’s to turn his attention on the graveyard before him. “Just… thinking.”
“About?”
“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”
“We should go,” Virgin said. 
“Yeah,” Odin replied. “We should.”
 
The rain began as first a trickle and then a haze. Ever so swiftly pouring down upon them in great sheets, it skirted along the rivulets cut into the ground by upended tree roots and swam through places in the path were grass grew green. Slowly, like a monolith ascending from beneath the ground, it rose to ankle level and eventually tapered out to where only the first breath of their boots were covered, but that alone was enough to force all forms of wildlife from their homes. Squirrels, raccoons, rabbits, a few deer and even a wild cat small and not in any way threatening ran past them and to the outer edges of the wood, toward where likely the canyon-like terrain siphoned the water and fed the living plants beneath.
“Are we going to be all right?” Odin asked, having to raise his voice over the sound of water dripping from the pines so Virgin to hear.
“We should be fine,” the Halfling said. “Don’t worry.”
A roar of thunder sounded across the sky, followed shortly by a crack of lightning.
Odin looked up just in time to see what appeared to be a wolf run past them.
“What the,” he asked.
Lightning struck.
An explosion rent the sky. 
“Did it just—“
Directly before them, one great, mighty branch came down.
“Shit!” Odin cried, jumping away from the branch as it began to float downstream toward them.
“Just jump over it,” Virgin said.
Odin did just that before it could hit him square in the ankles.
“We should get somewhere safe,” Odin said, grimacing as thunder growled across the horizon and threatened them with yet more lightning. “Is there anywhere we can go?”
“Not that I know of.”
Odin grimaced and lifted one foot as another clod of debris came from the north.
Shaking his head, careful to follow Virgin’s steps exactly as to not trip or fall, Odin reached forward and locked his hand onto the Halfling’s shirt just in time for the rain to bear down even harder, this time with what felt like hail descending in thick, fingernail-sized clumps.
Great, he thought. Here I am without my magic and now it’s hailing.
“We’ll keep going,” Virgin said, reaching back to take his hand, “until we find a cave or a tree to hide under.”
“Are you sure that’s the safest thing we can do?”
“A strike of lightning isn’t going to bring down any trees, Odin.”
“Yeah, but… the branches!”
The entire horizon was lit in one great sheen of white.
A pair of eyes winked back at them.
Odin blinked and stared into the darkened distance, toward where he’d seen not only something that vaguely resembled a human form, but the illumination from a pair of hawk-like eyes.
“What was that?” Odin asked.
“What was what?” Virgin frowned.
The figure lunged forward.
Pushing Virgin aside, Odin drew his sword, struck the creature in the gut, then impaled it on the tip of his sword just in time for its barbed tongue to hiss out at him in the final moments in his life.
When he was sure it was dead, he freed it from his sword and looked down at its façade.
“What the hell is this?” Odin asked, staring down at the corpse.
“Kehrama,” Virgin replied. “Cat people.”
The thing—which, by all measures, appeared human—wore a black-and-grey striped coat that stuck out a hair’s length from its body and held within its head a pair of eyes orange and dagger-like in appearance. Long, emaciated, and with a body that seemed almost amorphous in forms of both skeletal and muscular structure, it looked upon first glance to have been a corpse within its advanced stages of decay, with a dome-shaped head and a ribcage he could have easily fit both hands between, though from the look of things it was anything but. Instead, it looked prime to kill, with its twin, knife-like incisors peaking out from beneath its upper lip and the five claws on its humanlike hands disengaged and ready to strike.
It could have killed him, he thought, turning his head to look at Virgin, who still remained in the water with an incredulous look on his face.
“Are you hurt?” Odin asked, holding his sword steady as if the now-dead Kehrama would rise and attempt to kill him. “Virgin. Virgin.”
“What?” the Halfling asked.
“I said are you hurt?”
“I’m… fine,” he said, narrowing his eyes at the corpse. “Are you?”
Not bothering to deal with pleasantries, Odin reached down, gripped his companion’s hand, then pulled him to his feet with little more than a grunt.
“I didn’t know there were any this far out,” Virgin said, tilting his eyes up to look at Odin. “You saved my life.”
“It would’ve killed you if I hadn’t pushed you down.”
“I know, which is why I’m getting rid of this.”
Virgin snapped his hand out and tore the amulet away from Odin’s neck before he even had the chance to blink.
“What,” he started.
“You saved my life,” Virgin said, thumbing the centerpiece of the object before sliding it into a pouch at his side. “The least I can do is free you from your bonds.”
“Are you—“
“There’s no time to argue. We need to go—now.”
 
“What are they?” Odin asked.
Under the cover of a group of trees dense and thick enough to shroud them from the rain, Odin started a fire with the palm of his hand and turned his attention up to Virgin as he tended to what appeared to be a slight scrape on his shoulder. Both uneasy at the fact that he had accidentally hurt his friend and dreading the reality that they were still out on open ground after the near-fatal attack, he watched the water flow around the edge of the upraised campsite and continue to the north, toward the distant forest and the place they had entered through no more than a day or so ago.
“Kehrama?” Virgin asked, lifting his eyes from his progress to look at Odin.
“I’ve never heard of them before.”
“Like I said, they’re a race of cat people who have been in the forest for as long as the Elves have, if not longer.”
“Are they sentient?”
“If you mean capable of understanding Elvish or human, no, they’re not.”
“Have the Elves even tried communicating with them?”
“So far as I know, yes, but from what I remember, it didn’t work out so well for the Elves. The cat people, as we like to call them, have always refused any offering we’ve supplied and even attacked our people at one point in time.”
“What do the Elves living in the settlements do?”
“Build walls or live in trees high enough to keep away from them.”
“Can’t they—“
“Climb?” Virgin waited for Odin to say something further before offering a smile. “They are, after all, cats.”
Are they? Odin thought. Or do they just look like them?
It could be argued that the Kehrama were no more cat than they were a race of upright-walking feline creatures, those of which preferred to skirt around the fringes of the forest and watch through the darkness people or things that had stepped into their territory. If Virgin had been right, and if the cat people really didn’t live this far from the northern edge of the forest, then something must have stirred this particular one from its nest.
But what?
Shivering in the damp chill that press4r in on them, he drew his cloak around his body and drew back against Virgin. The food not yet served, their stomachs growling, Odin kept silent, but eventually gave in to his better inhibitions and laid his head on the taller man’s lower arm. 
“I’m glad you’re all right,” he said, closing his eyes and reveling in touch Virgin offered when laying an arm across his shoulder.
“I am too. To be perfectly honest, though, I thought I was going down.”
“I’m faster than you’d think.”
“Where did you learn to draw a sword like that?”
My father, he thought, then began to tremble.
Up until that moment, he had not considered that the man who had raised him for most of his life had not truly been his father, but a surrogate who’d likely taken him only out of pity or remorse. The reasons behind that he couldn’t be sure, but were he to have imagined it, he felt as though Ectris must have been accosted on a long, lonely night, when the rain fell heavy just like it did now and a figure stepped from the darkness bearing a child that could barely even breathe. Take him, Miko must have said, for I cannot.
Nineteen, almost twenty years later, here he was—that very red-eyed baby who’d landed on a doorstep only to be left with a man who knew nothing of his lineage or the creature that had delivered him.
Who was my mother? he thought, only opening his eyes when a rumble of thunder ebbed from the sky.
She had to have been human. For her not to have been would have ruled out the possibility that he had been birthed within a somewhat-mortal form. While he did bear the distinction of his Elven and Drow blood—particularly in his misshapen ears and his blood-red eyes—he had entered the world looking no more Drow or Elf than he had a human baby. He could not have been mistaken for a Halfling at such an age—could not possibly be regarded as an Elf in the slightest—though how Ectris had become arrogant of the fact he couldn’t be sure. Maybe he had decided to ignore it, or maybe he just hadn’t cared. Either way, it didn’t necessarily matter, for one man and only one man had raised him up until the day he was fourteen years old.
You’ve given me so much, he thought, unable to shy away the tears that came from his eyes.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“Odin?” Virgin asked.
“I’m all right,” he replied, straightening his posture. “Don’t worry about me.”
“You never answered my question.”
“What?”
“Who taught you how to draw your sword?”
“The man I thought was my father up until two weeks ago.”
“It takes a great person to teach someone how to wield a sword like that,” Virgin said.
And an even greater one to raise a child that wasn’t even his.
 
They rose early to tread through the mud and broken particles of grass strewn across the path. A slight cough rising in his chest, threatening to send him into a sporadic series of convulsions, Odin reached up to rub the outside of his throat and sighed when Virgin stopped to stare at the sight before them.
“That storm really did some work on this path,” the Halfling said, turning his head to look at Odin.
For it to be described like that seemed moderate and without penalty. The path, animal-trodden and created by nature, seemed to slant toward them instead of being pressed directly to the ground, while the roots of trees appeared exposed far beyond what they had been the day before. Today, Odin could have easily stuck an entire foot through one of their curves, yet the day prior he would not have been able for the fact that the ground had been higher—raised, possibly, by fresh sediment that had shifted through the air and fallen on the ground. To say that the path before them was a mess was an understatement not worth describing.
Did the rain really do all this?
Such high amounts of water surely should have flooded them if it had done so much damage to the path, so why hadn’t they worried last night during the height of the storm and the gargantuan downpour of rain?
“Virgin,” Odin said.
“Yes?”
“Can we keep going in this?”
“I would like to say no, but I’m sure we can just wander around the muddier parts.”
The Halfling tested the mud before them for confirmation, then pressed his foot down as much as his body would allow. The first thumb’s-length of his boot disappeared into the muck. “We’ll be fine,” Virgin said, then cocked his head when he must have found something on Odin’s face that he did not agree with. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Your face is red.”
“Must’ve been the storm,” he shrugged, reaching up to rub the bridge of his nose, near where he felt congestion lining his nasal cavity and extending all the way up into his head. “I feel stuffed up.”
“It’ll probably go away. I’d imagine there must have been a lot of pollen because of the rain.”
“How much longer will it take us to get to Lesliana?”
“It shouldn’t take too much longer, but I won’t promise anything, especially because the capital is one of the first, if not the only major city we’ll find once we get deeper into the forest.”
With that said and his suspicions concluded, Odin pressed his foot into the mud, then continued to follow Virgin, careful to avoid the gnarled roots protruding from the ground like fresh mushrooms desperately awaiting to trip him with their bulbous caps.
Take it easy, he thought, mentally coaxing himself along to not only retain his sanity, but his step. Everything’s going to be just fine.
His foot sunk into the mud.
Odin tripped and would have fallen face-first had he not latched onto Virgin’s jerkin at the last moment.
“This is bound to happen,” the Halfling said, turning back to help free Odin from the mud.
A curse under his breath and his mood only further souring, Odin pursed his lips and kept his mouth shut as they continued on.
 
The path nor the mud improved during the day. As the afternoon passed and the light streaming from the curtain of pine needles continued to dapple, Odin found himself hugging the denser, grass-lined sides of the path to keep from falling, a tick he had developed within the first hours of the morning after his accidental fall and rescue by his companion.
Don’t get angry, he thought. It’s bound to get better sooner or later.
Sooner had already long passed. Later seemed much less likely.
Pressing his hands into his pockets and bowing his head to watch the path in front of him, Odin shook his head and tossed his hair behind his shoulders as Virgin began to hum a tune, possibly to distract himself from the reality of the situation. How he could do it was a measure beyond Odin’s composure, but regardless, he couldn’t continue to think about it, otherwise he would likely go mad.
“All right then,” he whispered. “Think about something else.”
A matter he had not currently addressed was the Book of the Dead and the location of where it would possibly be held. He imagined it locked and snarled behind an iron gate, guarded by two men armed to the tooth and nail and surrounded by the distinct possibility of magic that could, at any moment, destroy any that attempted to enter. Such was this vision that when Odin tilted his head up to look at the forest, he thought he saw what appeared to be two figures standing by the tree line, but blinked and found neither of them were there at all. The fact was enough to force a sigh from his lips and an ever-desperate plea for help from the look that must possibly be on his face.
Help me, his eyes must have said, for I am going insane.
He knew better than that—much, much better to know that he was anything but mental, a fact that had constantly secured his belief in himself over the past several weeks. Were he mental, and were he psychotic, insane or anything but of pure and honest intent, he wouldn’t have made it this far, would not have climbed the Whooping Hills or crossed the Great Divide. Though he had slept with two different men, and while he had been submissive toward the one he now travelled with, he had done both things with integrity that seemed impossible to have in light of his current situation, especially given his state as a representative of his country.
Odin tilted his eyes up.
Once more, he saw no sign of any figures.
Ahead, Virgin paused, placed a hand over his eyes as if to shield them from the sun, then turned his head and offered a brief smile.
“What?” Odin asked.
“Nothing,” Virgin said.
“Did you see something?”
“No. Did you?”
“Not at all. I’m just wondering why you did that.”
“Bad habit I suppose,” Virgin shrugged, crossing his arms over his chest and testing the ground. “Let me ask you something.”
“Yeah.”
“You said you were the king’s champion,” the Halfling said, continuing forward while thumbing the hilt of his dagger. “And you said you arrested some pedophiles shortly after being indoctrinated into that role.”
“I did.”
“Why did you do it?”
“Arrest them?”
“Yeah. It’s not often such a royal figure would want to establish notoriety in that kind of situation.”
“I did it for a friend,” Odin said, sliding his hands into his pockets and taking a deep breath.
“Must’ve been a great friend in order to make you do something like that.”
“Parfour,” Odin said, then stopped. He bit his lower lip and shook his head.
“Something wrong?”
“He was one of the boys who was being abused on the island.”
“How many were there?”
“Thirty-two, counting him and one of the boys who died on the way back to the mainland.”
“That had to be a lot of pressure,” Virgin said, slowing his pace to allow Odin to catch up before slipping an arm around his shoulder. “How did you deal with it?”
“Peacemaker’s Leaf, first. Then I didn’t.”
“You didn’t?”
“I was so desperate to get the law after them that I was cutting dummy after practice dummy down on the training grounds. Master Jordan must’ve had a fit after he realized how much damage I’d done.”
“Was he the one who taught you weapons when you were at the castle?”
“Yes,” Odin said. “He died, though. In the war.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. It’s not easy losing a mentor.”
No, he thought. It isn’t.
“Do you have any family?” Odin asked. “I mean, parents, siblings?”
“My parents live in one of the settlements on the farther side of the forest.”
“How often do you see them?”
“Rarely.”
“Can I… if it isn’t too personal, anyway… ask how old you are?”
“I’ll be thirty-three at the beginning of next year.”
That’s not too bad, Odin mused. See? What reason is there to feel guilty if he’s only a little older than you are?
To anyone’s comprehension, and to Odin’s supreme lack of relief, Virgin could have been much older than he initially looked—in the hundreds, possibly, or maybe even beyond that. He knew of no creature over a thousand years old, save the possibility of his late father and the Ogre who had raised him, nor did he understand the aspects of living such a long life without becoming bored with a plain existence. With that thought in mind, he couldn’t help but wonder what one did each and every day of every month of every year. Did they knit, sew, write, hunt, or did one simply sit back and watch the world go by with eyes dull and lifeless, for at some point life must become routine, a chore that is always established and never once broken. For Virgin to be so young, full of life and not yet established within a certain chain of rules, made Odin feel all the better about establishing what he could only feel was the beginning of a romantic relationship.
Is it? he thought, the weight of the Halfling’s arm on his shoulder more than comforting in that moment. Or is it just something I’m imagining to make myself feel better?
Either way, he couldn’t bother himself with those details, at least not in the current frame of time.
Maybe when they reached Lesliana things would get better—and, hopefully, clearer.
 
“Virgin?”
“Yes?”
“Can we talk about… well, us?”
The Halfling raised his eyes from his work on dinner and regarded Odin with a look that could have turned men to stone. Lips pursed, brow furrowed in frustration, he twiddled one thumb against his index finger and watched him for the next several minutes, not bothering to say or do anything despite the fact that he should have checked the soup well over a few moments ago.
Is he going to say something, Odin thought, or is he just going to sit there?
It could be possible that, unlike what he thought or wanted to believe, there really was no them, no ‘we’ in ‘two’ and no ‘us’ in ‘they.’ That alone was enough to make his soul shrivel up like a dead husk of corn slowly withering in the wake of a horrible harvest.
When the moments continued to tick by like a grand timepiece floating in the air, each individual strike on the chord of a moment a hammer striking the front of his skull, Odin sighed, shook his head, then bowed his eyes to his lap, where he stared at his fingers and tried not to tremble.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
“I’m sorry I asked,” he replied, turning his head up only when he felt his attention merited the situation. “I shouldn’t have.”
“Shouldn’t have… what? Wondered about what’s been going on between us?”
“Yeah.”
Since their entry into the forest, they had not slept with one another. They’d slept beside one another, in a manner of speaking—him pressed against the Virgin’s chest and lying before him the night before—but hadn’t engaged in any intimate affection other than brief touches that could not be deemed of the sexual variety. Who was to say that the heat of the moment hadn’t since worn off, chilled by the lack of intimacy they’d displayed since entering this forest?
“I’m not sure what to say,” Virgin said, once more drawing Odin’s eyes up to him.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure what you’re asking.”
Had they even kissed, he wondered, the night they’d become intimate, or had they just engaged in mindless pleasures of the flesh, not even bothering to acknowledge one another as individuals rather than just another warm body? The fact that he couldn’t remember terrified him enough, but to even consider that they hadn’t was enough to make him shake in his place.
“What I’m asking,” he said, raising his eyes when they faltered and fell to the ground, “is if there’s an ‘us’ in ‘this.’”
“Oh,” Virgin said, offering a slight smile. “I see.”
I see?
What could that mean?
Take it easy, his conscience whispered, tracing his back with a cold finger until it hit his tailbone. You already told yourself that you wouldn’t get attached.
How couldn’t he though, when he was in the presence of someone who really, truly cared about him in ways a mere friend couldn’t?
Odin closed his eyes.
He drummed his fingers across his thigh, strumming imaginary chords within his mind.
Easy, he thought. Breathe.
When he opened his eyes, he found that Virgin’s face was no more than a mere whisper away from his.
Unsure of what to say or do, he merely stood there looking into the Halfling’s green eyes.
A moment passed, then two.
When a third sounded upon the ever-imaginary harp of emotions around them, Virgin reached up to press his hand against Odin’s face and offered a smile that warmed Odin’s heart more than anything in the world.
“I’ve been a bit hesitant to say anything,” the Halfling said, “because it’s not easy to get attached…”
“But,” Odin said.
“But there’s something about you that seems so… I don’t know—mystifying. Or maybe I’m thinking of alluring, because let me tell you something, Odin: I don’t just follow anyone. I’m a lone ranger if ever there was a word for it.”
“You’re saying I’m—“
“Special?” Virgin smiled. “Yes, in a way, but I wouldn’t say that’s a bad thing. Everyone wants to be loved.”
“Even people who don’t think they can,” Odin replied.
The frown that crossed Virgin’s face was enough to darken the entire conversation.
What could he have just done, if not ruined his chance for happiness?
“I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, reaching up to grab and take Virgin’s hand away from his face.
When the touch did not falter, he bowed his head and took a deep breath.
“You’ve gone through a lot in the past few weeks,” the Halfling continued, tilting Odin’s chin up with two fingers and bowing their heads until their foreheads and noses touched. “You haven’t even given yourself time to heal.”
“I can’t heal until I have the book.”
“Even then…” Virgin paused. Odin opened his eyes and stared at his companion’s face to seek the answers he so desperately wanted to unfold. When he found none not from the twinkle in a pupil to the curve of a lip, he said nothing and waited for Virgin to continue. When he did, however, his words came true, solemn and without fault whatsoever. “Know that I will never judge you.”
“I know.”
“And know that I care about you, even if it feels as though there’s something between us that’s threatening to push us apart.”
“Do you…” He swallowed. 
Love.
“Luh… Love me?”
“Love is such a strong word,” Virgin said. “I will not offer you false promises until I know in my heart what I feel.”
Odin closed his eyes.
When Virgin’s hand fell away from his face, he expected no reciprocating touch in return.
What seemed like tears threatened to pour from his eyes.
How could I…
A brush of stubble met his face, then warmth—sweat and saliva from a giving man’s face.
“Thank you,” Odin whispered.
“Never thank me,” Virgin said. “Just know.”
Know.
 
The morning rose in a grand crescendo of heat and humidity. Likely caused by the precipitation in the air and the overwhelming mass of dew in the trees, it weighed upon the two of them as they continued along the freshly-hardened ground and threatened to overwhelm them. Odin—who had since unbuttoned his jerkin all the way and now allowed what little of the cool air in and around his chest—crossed his arms over his chest when what felt like a flood of sweat dripped from his forehead and onto the bridge of his nose.
This unbearable heat wouldn’t last forever—it couldn’t, especially given that there seemed to be a breeze floating along the underside of the forest.
“Where is that coming from?” Odin asked.
“The current?” Virgin replied, testing the solidity of the question before stepping forward to answer it. “I’m not sure. Probably the south.”
“I know, but… what is it coming from?”
“Possibly the canyon behind Lesliana.”
“There’s a canyon?”
“It’s not so much a canyon as it is a giant lake. I imagine the water must be chilling the air.”
“Can water do that?”
“Beats me, but that’s the only thing I can think of.”
The answer better than nothing, Odin sighed, pursed his lips, then expelled a held-in breath and grimaced as Virgin clapped a hand across his back. “Since we’re not talking about anything,” Odin said, turning his head to look up at the Halfling, “do you care if I ask you something?”
“Go ahead. I don’t mind.”
“You said you were a rogue, right?”
“Not in so many words, but yes, I am.”
“And as far as I’ve understood, you don’t have magic.”
“I don’t.”
“Then how did you… well… sneak up on me like that? I should have sensed you before you got anywhere close to me.”
“Practice makes perfect, especially when assassinating mages.”
“Have you done that often?”
“Not so much, no, but there have been the few occasions where the queen or the court has asked me to deal with someone who was… well, let’s just say too much trouble for their own good.”
“I thought Elves lived in peace?”
“They do, but like every society, there tends to be corruption, especially among the less fortunate.”
“Another question, then I won’t bother you anymore.”
“All right.”
“If you were working with the queen and the royal court, then someone must have taught you how to… well… persuade people.”
“Are you getting at something here?”
“I’m asking if you had some sort of teaching to seduce people.”
“Seduce people?” Virgin asked, cupping his hands behind his head and stopping before they could cross a rut in the road. “What are you referring to?”
“The night you tried to rob me.”
“If you’re asking if I was using some natural power of persuasion, no, I wasn’t.”
Then it really was of my own accord, he thought, nodding, gesturing Virgin along as they continued on along their path.
He’d come to the conclusion in previous thinking that he, not Virgin, had been the one to initiate the sexual affair. Not that he minded that, of course—because he had enjoyed that night, as notorious and improper as it had seemed to be—but something had led him to believe that he’d been manipulated into doing what he had done. Maybe it was because he still considered Virgin somewhat of a curiosity, or maybe it was because he couldn’t truthfully instill his faith within the idea that he was, as some would be so apt to call him, a ‘horned up man.’ Either way, he couldn’t bother himself with either of the alternatives, for both had been answered and concretely solidified within his mind.
Digging his teeth into his lower lip, grinding them across chapped flesh, he reached down to first test the weight of his own black sword, then slid his hand to his left side until his fingers graced the curved silver that made up the hilt of his father’s sword.
Not once had he drawn it from its sheath to protect himself from enemy or foe.
I probably never will.
There would come a time, he knew, when it would be drawn, either for purpose or content, but when that time would come he couldn’t be sure. It seemed too early to draw from its sheath a weapon that had graced another being’s hand, another person’s palm and the slight of his father’s fingers. That alone made him feel that drawing the sword would somehow be disrespectful and therefore diminish the fact that Miko was now dead and scattered across the plains, no more than ash and bone matter that could not have been entirely burnt away.
As of that moment, he couldn’t concentrate on the more concrete emotions lying just beneath the surface. Were he to do that, it would only distract him from his cause and the very thing he had set out to do.
 
“We’re being followed,” Virgin said.
“By what?” Odin asked. “The cat people?”
“No. This is something far worse. Bigger. More dangerous.”
Virgin kneeled before what appeared to be a track of awesome proportions and ran his fingers along what were most obviously claw marks. Three-digit and sharp, pointed and seemingly curved like a cat’s, they lay pressed into the ground like some bizarre form of expression cast upon an old man’s face and reflected into the Halfling’s eyes fear. Virgin—who had since raised his eyes to look at the clearing above them—shook his head and brushed his hair behind his ear, the end of the appendage twitching once, then twice before settling back into place.
This could be bad, Odin thought, crossing his arms over his chest and attempting to stand as straight as possible. This could be really, really bad.
For all he knew, the creature that had created this track could be stalking the ground in front of them—watching, hunting, waiting for any chance to strike and to eviscerate them from neck to gut in one fell swoop. It wouldn’t be too far out of the realm of possibility. They’d just been attacked by one of the Kehrama no more than two days ago. Who was to say that the things within the Abroen had reason to let them pass without first giving blood?
“How do people move in here if they have so much to worry about?” Odin asked, tilting his eyes up as Virgin rose and fumbled with the hilt of his dagger. “It doesn’t seem worth it if you have all this danger to worry about.”
“Life is a quest that cannot be conquered unless there are hoops to jump through,” Virgin replied. He, too, tilted his eyes up, but cocked his head at him like a confused dog and ran his tongue along his lips. “As to your question, though, our people build high walls.”
“Our people?”
“We are as much as them as they are of us, even if we are only part of them.”
“All right,” Odin said, not sure whether or not take that as a compliment or curse. “Do you know what it is?”
“Not exactly. It seems like I’ve seen this track before, but I’ve never seen or heard of the creature that made it.”
“Is it a cat?”
“There have been few wild cat species since the extinction of the great Gjikus,” Virgin said, “but this… I don’t think this is anything of the sort.”
“What do you think it is then?”
“Like I said, I don’t know, but I’d be willing to bet this is something that is neither feline nor canine.”
“Do we have werewolves to worry about?”
“There are worse things to worry about than them.”
“Like what?”
“The Kehrama, for one, or the living plants.”
Odin shook his head. He jabbed his hands into his pockets, looked up at the scenery, then sighed as Virgin slid an arm across his shoulder and leaned his head against his.
All we need is this.
For them to worry about something attacking them was to extinguish the reality of safety and what all it came with. Not once could they continue forward without fear of being attacked or breathe without their oxygen being snuffed, nor could they lie down at night and expect the darkness not to expel something that could possibly tear them limb from limb. These things and more were enough to weigh on Odin’s conscience to the point of near exhaustion, that of which seemed to come in the form of pressure at the front of his head, directly between his eyes, and it was these things that threatened to reduce him to nothing—tears, shakes, possibly even babbles and nonsense.
“Everything will be all right,” the older Halfling said.
“How do you know?”
“Well… I can’t exactly promise anything, but I do know that we’re getting closer to the capital.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Odin. I’m sure. I’ve been on this road more than once.”
I should have known.
With Virgin at his side, he shouldn’t have had any semblance of fear whatsoever. Knowing that he did seemed to make the situation all the worse.
 
He expected a pair of eyes to appear from the darkness. Bold, stout, pressed far apart within its white fur and gleaming as though producing its own light source from the center of its head—this thing, in Odin’s mind, stood as tall as a human man and bore a twin-headed crescent crown atop its head, those of which had been sharpened to points likely from the growth of bone they were made up of and the natural wear and tear the elements had to offer. This fear—and, sadly, reality—was enough to chill his heart so much that when he reached out to run his hand over the magical fire, he thought for sure he would burn himself, even though such a thing was almost incapable of happening.
You’re going to lose your head if you keep this up.
Anxiety born without cause for effect was said to be created by self-made stimuli which came from the innate fear of something happening for no reason. He’d learned such behavior from his adoptive father, when he once refused him the ability to use his God-given gift of magic, so to recognize it only seemed natural and necessary, for without that distinction he could have realized the behavior as something not created and therefore already instilled within his head. To know that knowledge was to defeat the beast within him—to encage, that thing he once described as, the snarling beast that lay thrashing in his chest, ready to tear him apart.
Virgin sleeping soundly behind him, the fire burning calm yet slowly, Odin trailed his eyes over their darkened surroundings and once more tried not to imagine something watching them.
“All will be well,” he said, humming the tune of an old brave song within his heart. “And the knights shall ride into battle with their swords held high.”
The sleeping Halfling snorted.
Odin jumped.
He turned his head to see if his companion had woken and found nothing more than Virgin protruding from the bedroll, an arm over his brow and his eyes closed and flickering.
Must be dreaming, Odin thought, closing his eyes.
How he wished to sleep. To be locked within a world of darkness and calm would have been the greatest gift anyone could have offered him at that moment, but with hours left until his watch was over, he had little else to entertain him than his thoughts and polishing the hilts and sheaths of his swords. There was only one too many times a man could spit into a cloth and rub it across the shining metal that held his most prized possession.
Sighing, Odin leaned back, propped himself on his shoulders, then tilted his head and bowed his face into Virgin’s hair.
If his words were any indication, they would arrive at Lesliana in little more than a few days.
Waiting seemed like the most impossible thing to do.
 
The tracks only continued to worsen as they progressed through their day. Along the skirt of their camp, upon the side of the road, around ruts, loops and bends that seemed impossible to navigate on only two feet—it seemed that this creature had watched them even during their time within the campsite with eyes dull, glossy and sharp and examined them with intense scrutiny that could only come from a being with higher intelligence. Such was its pursuit that when Odin stopped to examine the fact that there seemed to be only one set of tracks leading to the campground and not back from it, he couldn’t help but shiver.
This creature—this marvelous being—had made its way away from the camp by stepping on the tracks it had initially made when coming up upon them.
“Virgin,” Odin said, reaching down to grip the hilt of his black sword for reassurance and comfort. “You do see this, right?”
“I see it.”
“You get what I’m going at… right?”
“If you mean this thing was backtracking its own steps exactly, then yes, I get you.”
The idea seemed fit only for intelligence sentient and grander than things that walked on four legs. That alone was enough to weigh the reality of their situation upon Odin’s shoulders so harshly that he sagged his upper body in an effort to control the emotions he felt. Lost, unsure, afraid and, by all means, absolutely terrified at the prospect of such a behavior—there seemed to be nothing in the world that could have scared him more in that moment, in that crux of time when a brief notion began to bloom into full reality and thought became more than just a roundabout word within the mind.
It’s following you, his conscience whispered, and it’s hiding in the bushes right next to you.
His hand tightened on the hilt of his sword.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
A twig snapped behind him.
Odin pulled his sword from his sheath and turned so fast that he seemed to cut the air itself.
Virgin stood no more than a foot away from him, hands raised and eyes staring directly down his blade. “Now then,” the Halfling said, lowering his hands as Odin pulled the sword away from him. “Someone’s a little jumpy.”
“How can’t I be? You know what’s going on.”
“Yes.”
“Yes?” he asked, unable to control the burst of laughter that followed. “We’re being followed by something that’s fucking smarter than us, Virgin.”
“I wouldn’t say smarter than us.”
“Then what would you call it?”
“Clever.”
“Clever? What animal is clever?”
“Crows, when given the proper tools, can pluck grub from glass bottles. Same with hawks. They’ll sometimes drop their prey to crack their skulls and bones to get at the tastier parts.”
For animals to be clever in ways humanlike was to grant upon them intelligence that likened them to the things they shared their world with. That, though simple and demure, was enough to shatter Odin’s view about the food chain and push his mind toward the greater parts of insanity.
Animals couldn’t be smart as people. They just couldn’t.
Maybe this isn’t an animal, his conscience whispered. Maybe it’s like a werewolf.
Though not completely sentient, there was a form of intelligence within such life that sometimes allowed those special and gifted with magic the opportunity to speak with them. It could be entirely possible that this thing stalking them was such a creature—a werewolf, like his conscience had said. Maybe it wasn’t even an animal. Maybe it had a human or Elven master that forced it to do his or her bidding in order to keep those untrustworthy away from Elven sentiments, like a Necromancer binding her will to flesh.
Now you’re just being ridiculous.
Ridiculous or not, he couldn’t rule any option out, even if that meant deceit and treachery.
“You don’t think anyone’s set something after us,” Odin asked, falling into place beside Virgin, “do you?”
“I don’t think so. Why?”
“It just occurred to me, that’s all.”
“That someone might be setting an animal after us?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“Because we really can’t rule out any possibility, that’s all.”
“I don’t think whatever’s following us has a human or Elven master, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“But it’s not impossible?”
“No. It isn’t, but I highly doubt it is.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because if we had someone following us, I’d very likely know by now.”
“Why? You can’t know that.”
“They’d have to be somewhere close to us to see where we’ve been going, and so far as I know, no one’s been following us.”
“But—“
“You’re letting your emotions get the better of you, Odin. Just be content that we’re safe and we haven’t run into any trouble so far.”
So far, he thought.
Not willing and unable to continue the argument, Odin crossed his arms, bowed his head, then stepped over a root that strayed onto the path in front of him.
If only Virgin could see his point and concern.
There’s nothing you can do. If he doesn’t think it’s a tame animal, then it isn’t a tame animal. 
Fair was fair, he supposed. Virgin could have one theory and he another, but that didn’t  mean they had to agree on both.
Sighing, Odin turned his head up and looked at the path in front of them.
“Here,” Virgin said, passing his hand over the now-visible, obviously-made road in front of them, “is where the path to Lesliana begins.”
“You mean we’re almost there?” Odin frowned.
“Yes,” Virgin agreed. “We’re almost there.”
 
They camped alongside the road—where, Odin expected, they would likely see a patrol going to and from the capital. Though the fire glowed harsh and the path seemed all but unwelcoming, he saw nothing of the sort, save the occasional woodland critter that would go scurrying by with either a worm of a piece of nut in its mouth.
“Virgin,” Odin said, tilting his head over his shoulder to examine his companion, who lay within the bedroll with an arm over his brow and his eyes set toward what little they could see of the sky.
“Yes?”
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Why?”
“You’ve just been quiet.”
“Thinking.”
“About?”
“Nothing in particular.”
“About today?” he asked, pulling the pan of biscuits from atop the cooking setup.
“A little, but not a whole lot.”
“I’m sorry about arguing with you earlier.”
“Eh, don’t worry about it. We have our differences. I can respect that.”
“Thank you.”
“No need to.”
Testing the warmth of one of the lumps of bread, Odin waved his hand over the food in an attempt to cool their steaming surfaces, then picked one of the biscuits up and bit the tip out of it. Not yet fully settled, he shrugged, set the biscuit down, then leaned back to examine the slight clearing around them, which seemed to divide into two separate paths.
“This T-road,” Odin said, raising his voice over the dull static of the fire.
“Yeah?”
“Does it lead to other settlements?”
“It does. One outpost tower and another small village.”
“What does the outpost tower watch?”
“The desert to the south of the country you call Germa.”
“Ah,” Odin said. “Is there much to watch for here? I mean, with all the forest around?”
“There’s always something to watch.”
“Have you ever had trouble with bandits or anything of the sort?”
“You occasionally get men who wander in here trying to get their own way, but few of them make it out alive. Some even stumble upon the outpost and end up begging for their lives because of what all they’ve gone through.”
“I would’ve never been able to make it here,” Odin sighed, closing his eyes and leaning back until his head rested directly beside Virgin’s. “I guess it was faith.”
“Faith?” Virgin asked.
“Do you not believe in it?”
“I didn’t take you for a man who believed in the Gods.”
“I… don’t really know what I believe.” Odin rolled over onto his stomach to look directly into his companion’s eyes. “Is that wrong?”
“Wrong?”
“That I don’t know what I believe?”
“I don’t think so, no.”
“Can I ask what you believe in?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing.”
To think that nothing could exist beyond death was not a hearty measure. It was said that in times after death—when delivered from what was considered the mortal realm and toward what supposedly came afterward—the soul, spirit, Sprite or whatever it was that lived inside each living and breathing took upon itself the passage of transition that was said to come after the grand adventure they called life. Be it a ship in the sky, a garden full of flowers or a place in the world reserved for those dead and only dead, that place—that magical after—was meant and made for creatures who’d lived their lives and then had died. For that reason—and for many reasons other than that, those of which Odin did not want to dwell on—it seemed highly possible that nothing could exist after life, that there could be no ship, no garden, no place in the world reserved for those dead and only dead and no plane upon which the soul could ride, and while mystified by the prospect, it seemed completely terrifying to even believe in such things.
Doesn’t something have to exist?
No. There didn’t have to be anything, for there was no mandate for such a thing, no required curriculum for there to be studies upon which happened after death. Nothing needed to exist, for the law of nature decreed that if it was not visible in plain sight or felt within the hearts of one, it need not exist.
Then what is faith, he thought, if but an abstract concept?
Virgin’s hand on his face drew Odin from his thoughts.
“You faded out there,” the older Halfling said, positioning his head directly under Odin’s so they could look into one another’s eyes. “I was wondering if something had happened.”
“No. Nothing happened.”
“You get this lost look in your eyes whenever you think about something—like you’ve just had the whole world and all its meaning taken away from you.”
“I do?”
“You do.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“I don’t think so. It just makes you all the more beautiful.”
“I’m beautiful?”
“Everyone deserves to feel special,” Virgin said, pressing forward just enough for Odin to wonder whether their lips had touched.
“I don’t feel that way.”
“Why?”
Because it seems like everything’s gone, he thought. Like everything’s been pulled out from under me.
Virgin reached up and took Odin’s face in his hands.
Odin closed his eyes.
It took but a moment and one simple force for their lips to fall together and their lives to be entwined. Vines, flowers, constellations, firestorms, stars falling across the sky and marking their path in hues vibrant and gold—it seemed when their mouths parted and Virgin’s tongue entered his mouth that life had no purpose other than to be lived in twos: in couples, with hands laced together and two paths combined into one. For two people to wander the world was arduous enough, as the path was gnarled and snaked with roots, but for two men to walk together hand-in-hand in a land full of prejudice and disgrace? That itself seemed a punishment bestowed upon the Gods, if they happened to exist, and if that punishment were real, then why was it that one had to live in fear of loving another, to hide behind closed doors and within closets barred with planks and nails where outside the villagers were angry? Was it because the world saw them unfit for justification, or was it simply because those ignorant and small-minded did not see fit two people to love unabashedly and without regret?
Does it matter? Odin thought.
In moments like these, when he felt closer to a person than he could ever possibly imagine, he felt as though it didn’t—that nothing, regardless of its merit, could destroy such happiness. 
When their hold on each other broke—when lips came apart and eyes opened to reveal a world beautiful and without hurt—Odin stared down into Virgin’s green eyes and saw something he had not seen since this whole ordeal began.
“Thank you,” he whispered, bowing their foreheads together.
“Don’t thank me,” Virgin whispered back.
In the pale light streaming from the fire, Odin closed his eyes and cried.
 
Morning came fresh and cold despite the previous days’ humidity and heat. The chill in the air, as welcome and inviting as it seemed, was enough to pull Odin from his place in bed immediately after he crawled from the bedroll and made his way into the world.
“Morning,” Virgin said.
“Morning.”
The fire—still alight despite the fact that he had slept for the better half of the night—continued to burn strong, to the point where Virgin was able to warm what appeared to be jerky atop it. While that in itself didn’t necessarily surprise him, the fact that it continued to go so strong was enough to confirm that he was, slowly but surely, learning how to keep control of his magic even outside of consciousness.
That’s good, he thought.
Maybe tonight, after a long day’s worth of travel, he would send beads of light to the edges of the next campsite in order to dissuade people or things from coming too close. Any added measure of precaution was a welcome thing, in his book.
“Here,” Virgin said, lifting a piece of the dried meat and passing it back to him.
“Thanks,” Odin replied. “How was the watch?”
“All right.”
“You ok?”
“I’m fine. Don’t worry.”
“I’m not. I just don’t want you to be tired.”
“I’m not. Don’t worry. I’m more Elf than you would think.”
Of course you are, Odin thought, reaching up to trail a hand along the side of Virgin’s head. That’s why you have hair all over you.
Unable to suppress the chuckle that rose from his throat, Odin leaned forward, wrapped his arms around the older Halfling, then bowed his head into Virgin’s shoulder, where he sighed before closing his eyes to revel in the warmth exuding off his flesh.
“You’re in a good mood today.”
“It feels nice,” Odin said. “I mean, to be happy.”
“It is,” Virgin agreed.
“When are we setting out?”
“As soon as this jerky is done cooking and we’ve eaten something.”
“All right.”
He could do with a slow morning. Not every waking hour need be spent wandering the road in pursuit of the thing he was looking for, though any forward progress helped ease his mind and led him to believe that things really could work out.
This may just be a grace period, he thought, tightening his hold on Virgin’s torso when emotions came flooding forward. It may not be much longer before you’re back at the same place again.
He couldn’t allow himself to believe that his happiness would not last. To do that would not only resign himself to defeat, but also a lesser emotion that could easily dispel the notion that what he was doing was not justified, which it most perfectly was.
To anyone looking upon his situation, they could have said that he was blind—arrogant, they claimed, to bring back something that he could not deal with being lost—but they could not say he was unguided.
I’m doing this for him, he thought. For him and only him.
Virgin reached up and set a hand over his.
“You’re breathing heavy,” the Halfling whispered. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m just thinking,” he said.
“About?”
“What we’re doing.”
“I’ll help you do whatever it is you want to do, Odin, even if that only means getting you to the capital so you can reflect on some things.”
“I want to steal the book.”
“I know.”
“My mind hasn’t changed on that.”
“If that’s what you want to do, I’ll do my best to help you steal it, though that doesn’t necessarily mean we’ll be able to.”
“Oh, we’ll do it all right. I guarantee you that.”
“I like a man determined.”
“I’m more than determined.”
“Good,” Virgin said. “Now settle down. Let’s eat before we start for the day.”
 
The crack of a branch was enough to stop them dead in their tracks.
“Virgin,” Odin said.
“What?” the Halfling asked.
“Did you do that?”
“That wasn’t me. Was it you?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No.”
Odin drew his sword as he circled their surroundings and fell back against Virgin, who drew his weapon and quickly followed in their pursuit of the sound. Dagger drawn, the faint light streaming through the needles bouncing off its blade and reflecting back at the area around them, Odin dared himself for but a moment to take the deepest breath he could manage and hold it for as long as possible. Nose clogged, lips pursed, Odin took a step back and pressed his shoulders against Virgin’s, who merely tilted his head and watched the area with eyes alarmed and blazing within their sockets.
What could it have been? he thought.
It could likely have been a false step caused by a miscalculation, thus alerting them to the possibility that something had stumbled upon the area and was watching them. If that were the case, then why hadn’t they stepped on the branch again, and why hadn’t it cracked a second time under one or both of their combined weight?
“I want you to be very quiet,” Virgin said, arching his back to the point where their glutes touched and their spines seemed to become one.
I am, Odin wanted to say.
How desperately he wanted to scream for whatever it was to come out—for this creature, regardless of its appearance and intentions, to break from the tree line and reveal itself in the flesh. Why it had yet to reveal itself was beyond his comprehension, but why it continued to watch them from safety he couldn’t imagine. Surely it knew it had notified them to its presence.
The snap came once again.
Odin grimaced.
Both he and Virgin stopped in their tracks.
As one, they turned to face the west.
It came from the shadows of the great shrubs and trees with its head held proud and its golden eyes reflecting the light that bounced from the pine needles. Its crescent horns glimmering, black and blue and gnarled with veins, it raised its neck and extended it as far as it could before regarding the two of them with an expression that could have been human, were it to have a face like his or Virgin’s. That, however, was not the case, for in that moment when their eyes crossed and a connection seemed made, it cocked to the side, stretched its neck out and around in a circular pattern, then pawed at the ground with its three-digit paws, those of which lay adorned with the three dagger-like claws Odin had imagined no more than a few nights ago.
“What is this thing?” Odin whispered.
“I don’t know,” Virgin said.
A sound like a strangled child drowning in a pool of depthless water echoed from the creature’s throat and tore all sense of sanity from Odin’s mind. Ears ringing, eyes watering, nose running and burning as though threatening to bleed, he reached up to claw at his head just in time for the creature to rush forward and extend its forelegs toward him.
He had no time to respond before the brunt of its weigh collided with his body and pushed him to the ground.
“Odin!” 
Not a noise could be heard over the creature’s scream as its claws dug into his chest, through his jerkin and into his flesh, nor could he discern just what was happening as blood splashed over his vision and thrust him into darkness. Screaming, though loud enough to be heard over the creature’s immense roar, he thrashed his hands to and fro in an attempt to dislodge himself from the creature’s weight, but to no avail. Somehow, most likely during the time his senses had first been stunned into submission and the creature had lunged forward, his sword had flown from his hand and now lay far away, and while his father’s sword still gleamed at his side, there was no way in the Gods’ green earth that he would have a chance of drawing it and freeing himself.
In the moment he felt the claws rake down his chest and toward his abdomen, he came to a chilling realization that nearly made his heart stop within his chest.
Here, in the Abroen Forest, completely alone and with a man he could very easily call the one he loved, he was going to die beneath a creature whom even Virgin had not a name for.
This is it, he thought. This is the end.
A second scream broke the haze of his perpetually-dark silence.
Odin opened his eyes.
Through a haze of blood, sweat and tears, he saw Virgin’s dagger come down and bury itself into the creature’s neck.
The thing reared its head back and screamed.
For but a moment, its right leg came up in an attempt to slash at the Halfling.
Odin thrust his left hand down and pulled his father’s sword from its sheath.
A blur of silver flashed over his vision.
He closed his eyes.
He thrust his sword up.
Steel met bone.
The creature screamed.
Odin thrust his now-freed right hand up and forced as much of the blade as he could into the creature’s head.
In the moments following his stark revelation, Odin took in his first breath of clean air since the ordeal began.
I’m alive, he thought. I’m really alive.
The thing blinked but one time before its eyes closed and its body slumped forward.
He cried out.
The hilt of the silver sword pressed into what remained of the flesh on his chest and threatened to impale him on his very own weapon.
Virgin rushed forward. His hands fell under the creature. A short moment later, his sword came free of the monster’s head and fell at his side, glimmering in blood and the light streaming upon them.
“Odin,” Virgin said, slapping his face and grabbing his chin to tilt his head up. “Look at me. Look at me!”
The world darkened.
Odin’s vision faltered.
“Virgin,” he whispered.
“Dammit, Odin! Stay with me. STAY WITH ME!”
“Thank… you,” he managed. “I—“
“You’re going to be just fine. We don’t have much further to go.”
“Everything’s going… dark…”
“STAY WITH ME!”
His eyelids fell.
His head began to swim.
In a darkened pool of water, limbs spread and blood flowing all around him, he saw what remained of a once beautiful body and the skin that lay torn from it.
Could this really be?
Odin opened his eyes.
Light flashed before his vision.
Virgin’s hand felt of nothing but worldly things and all they held.
“Odin!” Virgin cried. “Odin! Odin!”
He heard nothing.
In but one moment, his world went dark.



 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
Nova stood before the king’s assistant’s office with his hands in his pockets and his head bowed to his chest. Unable or unsure of what to say in light of not only the recent situation, but his abrupt and unexpected return, he remained stoic and steadfast in front of the very door marked in gold and tried his hardest not to cave to his lesser inhibitions and turn to run back to his family.
For three days he had been at the castle. Not once had he spoken directly to the man he considered his lord.
Will he care? he thought.
It was highly unlikely that the king even knew of his presence, let alone the fact that he had been within the castle for three days. That, while a bit unsettling, was enough to ease his worries and concerns about the situation, though the two guards that rapidly approached from both ends of the corridor was enough to make the hairs on his arms rise on end.
“What business do you have?” one of the men asked, stepping forward while reaching down to grasp the hilt of his sword.
“My name is Novalos Eternity. I was one of the generals on the front lines.”
“All right, but that doesn’t answer my question.”
“It’s a personal, private matter.”
“Are you armed?”
“No.”
He waited for the man who’d appeared from his left to pad down every part of his body, arms held out like a cross and legs spread eagle, before both men settled back against the wall straight and rigid.
All right.
With that out of the way, he took a deep breath, braced himself for what was to come, then reached forward and knocked on the door.
Once, twice, then a third time—each resounding sound seemed to echo back at him and then down the corridor.
A disturbance rose in the room.
Nova drew in a breath.
The scrape of a chain, then a click of the lock entered his ears.
One short, drastic moment later, the door opened to reveal the king’s assistance, garbed in hues of gold and resembling something of a woman who had not had sleep for a very long time. “Who are you?” she asked.
“Miss,” Nova said, then swallowed. “Ma’am.”
“Your question—“
“My name is Novalos Eternity. I was one of the generals on the field of battle at Dwaydor.”
“Your name—“
“Novalos Eternity. I was with the king’s champion on his pilgrimage and on the front lines.”
The woman’s face lightened, as though granted something akin to a wish. “What are you doing here?” she asked.
“Something’s happened. Something terrible.”
“Come in, come in.”
“My lady,” one of the guards said. “Permission to enter requested.”
“Permission to enter granted,” Dora the king’s assistant said, waving the two guards in before beckoning Nova forward.
When the door closed behind them and Nova stood fully in the room, he watched the woman circumnavigate the room until she stood directly across from him. Once there, she waited a moment—deliberately, it seemed, for Nova to say something more—before seating herself in her chair and lacing her fingers together.
This isn’t going to go the way I wanted it to.
He’d expected a less formal meeting—a moment of clarity and, ultimately, of emotion. That seemed impossible, nor expected from a man who had just spent the last few weeks on the front lines of battle. This meeting, as personal as it might have been, was meant to be formal and nothing more.
“Sit,” the assistant said.
Nova pulled the chair out, settled himself in its plush lining, then crossed his arms over his chest.
“What’s happened, Mr. Eternity?”
“Odin’s run away,” he said. “And Miko’s dead.”
“Who?”
“Odin’s mentor,” Nova said. “He died on the front lines after Herald appeared with a Dwarf carrying some kind of projectile weapon. He passed moments after we arrived.”
“Dear God,” Dora said. “What’s happened to Odin? Where has he gone?”
“That’s the thing, ma’am—it’s hard to say.”
“Hard to say?”
“He said in a note he left that he was going away to find the answers he felt he could find and mourn his loss. “
“Where did he say he could find the answers?”
“The Abroen,” Nova said. “With the Elves.”
“The Elves?” Dora frowned. “I don’t—“
“Miko… ma’am… he told Odin that he was his father in the last moments of his life.”
“His father?”
“Yes. His father. An Elf.”
Dora said nothing. Instead, she bowed her head and closed her eyes, as if willing herself to remain calm and focused despite the situation at hand.
What’s happened to us? Nova thought, trembling, almost unable to maintain control over his own emotions. How have we become so weak?
A friend lost, a moment sacrificed, a truth told and a life wasted—it seemed without any concept of reality that the world was falling apart, breaking piece by piece like glass struck by a rock and expected to hold over the test of time. Their world, as harsh and welcoming as it was, could not be built without some form of structure, nor could life ever truly exist without the foundation upon which all men walked. One could not eat and live, could not breathe without lungs and could not think without a mind, so to feel human emotion was to deliver upon oneself a grand junction of things that could easily threaten to swallow one whole were they not careful in guarding not only their thoughts, but feelings.
Without Miko and Odin in his life—without the two people he had ventured toward some five years ago in order to secure not only his present, but his future—it seemed there was little to live for, save his family and just what all he, Katarina and his father-in-law had.
“Ma’am,” Nova said. “Are you—“
“I just can’t believe it,” the young woman said, straightening her posture and turning her head up to look Nova in the eyes. “I can’t believe it.”
“Are you—“
“He ran off. He ran away?”
“Odin—“
“Odin nothing, Mr. Eternity, or whoever you said you are. Our king’s champion, ran away from the country. Did I not hear you correctly?”
Nova swallowed a lump in his throat. “You did, ma’am.”
“This is outrageous! Absolutely outrageous!”
“In his defense,” he said, testing the air as if treading through infested water, “he did just lose his father.”
“I don’t care who he lost, sir—he’s the champion. What is our king without his champion?”
“Ournul—“
“Hasn’t had a champion for thirteen years? I know, but I also know that we haven’t had war for centuries. Our lord is defenseless in his current position.”
“But I thought—“
“I am, as you are well aware, a woman, and though they are his rules, not mine, I’m not allowed in the king’s personal quarters. I shouldn’t have to explain myself though. This… this is an outrage!”
“Will you—“
“You have no need to worry about me not reporting this to the king, Mr. Eternity. He will hear it right away.”
“Should I—“
“Go? Yes—you should.” 
 
 
“How’d the meeting go?” Katarina asked.
“It went fine,” Nova lied.
Alone in the room that served as both his, his wife’s and his father-in-law’s personal quarters, Nova stared at the ground and tried not to look his wife in the eyes for fear of allowing himself persecution. Hands knotted around his pants, curled almost to where the joints in his fingers threatened to pop, he took deep breaths and tried to come to the realization that after all this time—after all this horrible, necessary waiting—he was finally home.
Shouldn’t I be happy? he thought, sighing, his eyes ready to weep and reveal to Katarina the emotions that dwelled beneath the surface.
One could argue that he had lost many things within the past few weeks. Life, happiness, security, friends, the sense of peace that he’d grown to know and love within the first twenty-three years of his existence—all had been forcefully taken away, stripped like bark from a tree that was being prepared to be chopped down by men with axes to serve as the foundations of homes or kindling for fire. That in itself was enough to ground any man’s sense of right into dust, thus reducing his life to little more than a few elementary things.
When choice events took away everything that seemed necessary, life could feel little more than a process, orchestrated by tasks that made up the entirety of one’s being.
Knowing more than well that he should have been happy not only for his safety, but the fact that he was now with his family, Nova turned his eyes up to look at Katarina and found an expression that chilled him to the bone.
Her eyes, as beautiful as they always seemed to be, were empty—soulless pits that could not bear any form of expression.
You’re so beautiful, he thought, rising, taking her into his arms when she came forward and bowing his head into her hair when she began to cry. What would I ever do without you?
“It’s all right,” he whispered, stroking her lower back. “Don’t cry, honey.”
“I can’t help it.”
“Help what?”
“Why does it seem like you can’t cry for yourself?”
Because my heart feels empty inside.
Unable to respond, he took a deep breath, expelled it, then gently broke apart from his wife until he could look directly into her face.
Though he could not explain just what it was that made his heart ache so, he could at least be content with the fact that they were now reunited.
Maybe the humans, Elves and Dwarves had driven the enemy back to Denyon.
Maybe things would go back to normal.
Maybe…
Maybe.
Maybe they could finally start the family that he’d so desperately wanted since the day they’d been married.
 
That night, as the full moon fell across the horizon and lit the world with its waxing crescent, Nova lay in bed with an arm around his wife’s waist and thoughts in places they’d rather it not be. Eyes on her skull, his heart in their space, it seemed in the brief three or four days he’d been back there had been nothing but superstition surrounding his return and the fact that the king’s champion had not accompanied him.
They know, he thought. 
Of course they knew—how couldn’t they when the tall, fire-haired man had not returned with the king’s champion, whom, by all respects and measures, had developed a bond normal friendships seemed not often to have? That in itself was enough for suspicion to be raised, for voices to whisper within close quarters and for hands to be gestured around the grounds, and such was that suspicion that Nova feared not only for his safety, but for his wife and father-in-law’s, who rarely left the room unless they specifically needed to.
Whether he liked it or not, his family was pressed into a tight corner, one he could not willingly break from unless he had the nerve to try and get the king to put armed guards in front of their room.
Which isn’t happening.
Sighing, Nova pushed himself upright, reached up to run his hands through his hair, then sought out his father-in-law across the room, who sat reading by candlelight.
“Nova?” Ketrak asked, lowering his book. “Is everything all right?”
“Not particularly,” he replied, easing himself out of bed and making his way across the room.
“What’s wrong?”
“Everything, or at least it seems like it.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” his father-in-law said, carefully bending the corner of the page and setting it down on the table before him. “Is it anything you’d like to talk about?”
“Not particularly.”
“Are you sure?”
I don’t need you knowing my inner demons, he thought, sighing.
Rather than say anything in response, Nova placed his elbows on the table, reached up to cup his face within his hands, then closed his eyes, almost unable to resist the urge to look at Ketrak’s face and examine the plaintive emotions that lay just beneath the surface. It seemed almost impossible to do. To turn his eyes away from a man he’d come to love and respect—
whom, by all measures, had filled the hole in his heart that his adoptive father had once filled, was comparable to stabbing needles into one’s eyes and expecting them not to bleed.
You know what you want to do, his conscience whispered. So why not do it?
Crying would only show weakness he had no need for, particularly in an hour when he was still attempting to recover the loss of one friend and the disappearance of another.
“I should be happier,” he finally said. “But… I’m not.”
“It’s understandable, son. You’ve just lost two friends.”
“One friend,” he corrected. “Odin just ran off.”
“Do you know where?”
“To the Abroen Forest,” Nova sighed. “Likely to find the Elves.”
“Does he even know how to navigate those lands?”
“I can only hope he found a map or ran into someone who could help him.”
In the moments of silence that followed—when Ketrak waved his hand over the candle as if to warm his palm—Nova wrapped his arms around his torso and rocked himself in his seat. He swayed in tune to the harmonic silence that placated the room like some dark entity in an attempt to calm his shattered nerves. When that seemed not to work, and when Ketrak offered him a look that could have shattered glass, he settled back into the armchair as far as he possibly could.
Ketrak surely wouldn’t judge him, would he?
Of course not, he thought. He’s never judged me.
Then again, neither of them could forget the night before he’d left his wife for nearly three years—when, out of the blue, a vision had told him to find a boy in a tower far away in order to save not only himself, but his family who could also be harmed by repercussions. Had that been why Ketrak had been spared, saved in a moment of grace from an entity that had swallowed a town whole, and had that been why Katarina had held on, despite his absence and the fact that he had basically abandoned her?
With a shake of his head, Nova stood and turned to make his way back to the bed, but stopped midstride. “Father,” he said.
“What is it, Nova?”
“You don’t…”
“Don’t what?”
“Think I’m weak, do you?”
“You’re a lot stronger than you’ve led yourself to believe,” Ketrak said, stepping up behind him and clasping a hand across his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Nova. Things will work out. They always do.”
They always do.
Nova closed his eyes.
If that were the honest truth, then he might have hope for his future.
 
“Nova,” Katarina said. “Can we talk about something?”
After rounding the courtyard and the field that lay beyond it, they crossed over into the territory where the pond and what eventually led out into the harbor was. Eyes cast toward the horizon, hands limp at his sides, Nova turned his attention to his wife just in time to see a small group of pages wander into the castle from the training grounds, all of which appeared much too young to have been placed within a war-like situation.
When his wife did not press the matter further, Nova reached back, took her hand, then led her out and onto the dock that spanned the small lake. There, at the end, they stood looking out at the pond and the distant river beyond it, voices silent but hearts all the louder.
What could she want to talk about? he thought, all the more nervous about the innate possibility that something could be wrong.
Instead of responding directly, he set his arm across her shoulders, then pulled her against his side, sighing when a brief wind flowed from the distant north and disrupted the hair on their heads.
“We can talk about anything,” he finally said.
“I know this might be a bad time to bring it up,” Katarina sighed, lacing her hands together before her and bowing her head to look at the planks beneath their feet. “But… well…”
“What is it, honey?”
“I’ve been thinking about this for the past little while. Well, I should say, the last long while, if you want me to be completely honest.”
“All right.”
“You’ve been gone for such a long time, Nova. I… I know it was for a good reason, because what you did for that boy… man, I should say… that was something remarkable. Not many people are willing to help a complete stranger in that way, especially not someone who may not be real.”
What is she getting at?
“Anyway,” Katarina continued, lacing her arm around his waist and turning so the two of them stood chest-to-chest. “I’m sure you’ve been thinking about this for a while to, but… I want to start a family.”
A family?
Immediately, the image of his wife holding a baby in her arms assaulted his vision, erasing any form of the concrete world in favor of a façade of golden light that enshrouded everything within its hues. 
In her arms, wrapped tightly in a blue blanket and resting against her chest, was the child he knew was already a boy.
Look at him, Katarina’s vision-self said. Our son.
Nova blinked.
The world returned to its normal hue.
Almost unable to comprehend the fact that he’d just experienced a flashback of a vision that had happened three years ago, he wrapped his arms around his wife, closed his eyes, then bowed his face into her hair, where he inhaled the faint scent of shampoo and sweat that exuded off of her scalp and tried his hardest not to let the tears burn down his eyes.
The thought that occurred to him shortly thereafter was enough to shake his entire core.
Could they really raise a child in the midst of all this tragedy, all this war?
Who says we can’t?
The government, the law, the fact that in possibly a few months’ time he would be in the front lines awaiting not only the next wave of war, but the arrival of his first-born—all realities led to the conclusion that even trying to conceive a baby was a dangerous and emotionally-hazardous idea, but to actually have one in light of everything that had recently happened?
She wants a family, he thought, tightening his hold around her body. But what do I want?
He, too, desired something to call his own. A wife, a son, a father-in-law that would one day smile upon his first grandchild and sing of folklore that could easily be established within the history of mankind—these were the things that men dreamed of when they transitioned from boyhood and became the people they were after the eve of their sixteenth birthday, the things that led many to court young women to win not only their affections, but their hands. These things, as simple and magical as they were, came not without consequence, and for that, he could not truly say that he wanted to risk his life and heart for something that could very easily go wrong.
“Nova?” Katarina asked.
“I’m not sure what to say,” he replied, awestruck and a bit dumbfounded by the fact that he would soon have to answer.
“You don’t know what to say?” she laughed. “Nova, why—“
“There’s just so much going on right now. I don’t know—“
“You don’t know what, Nova? That you’ve lost everything you could have possibly imagined?”
“I didn’t lose you,” he whispered.
“That’s not the point,” Katarina replied, breaking apart from him and walking backward, toward the end of the dock and spreading her arms out and about her. “The point is, Nova, that you deserve a life more than anything else in the world.”
“I’ve had a life.”
“You’ve had a journey!” Katarina cried. “You haven’t lived at all! You were gone no more than a month after we were married!”
“You know why I had to go,” he said, stepping forward. “Please, Katarina, don’t—“
“Don’t what, Nova? Say how I feel? Tell you what you’ve been missing, because I can tell you right now that you’ve missed a lot more than you could have ever possibly imagined.”
“What have I missed?”
“The letters I wrote but had no way to send, the things I wanted to tell you when I was sad and depressed and lonely, the fact that I planted each and every rosebush along the path that led to our home the first summer you were gone. You don’t know,” she said, shaking her head, continuing her pursuit back and near the edge of the dock. “You don’t know anything.”
“You’re going to fall off if you’re not careful.”
“Getting a little wet won’t amount to all the pain I’ve gone through these past five years.”
“I know how you must feel,” Nova said, stepping forward and reaching out to take his wife’s hands. “I can’t say I know exactly how you feel, because trust me, if I did, I’d have more than enough pain for both of us, but there were days I cried because I couldn’t be with you, Katarina. I’d lay awake at night thinking about what all you’d done during the day, what you’d accomplish, the life you were living that I couldn’t be a part of. I thought of everything, because out there—on the ocean, in that godforsaken frozen land, on that damned island and on the front lines—I had all the time in the world to think about what you were doing, and let me tell you, you can’t get much more time than that.”
“Nova—“
“I love you more than anything else in the world. I would die for you, I would give you everything you could ever possibly imagine, but I don’t know if I can give you a family—not now, not with so much going on.”
“But why? Why would you deny us such happiness?”
“Because I don’t want to leave you behind!” he cried, thrusting his hands in the air. “I don’t want you to be pregnant with our child while I’m gone doing god knows what.”
“Odin’s gone, Nova.”
“That doesn’t mean I won’t be drafted if they come back.”
Katarina said nothing. Instead, she turned to look at the lake that lay no more than a foot away, then bowed her head.
When he heard her tears drop into the water, Nova stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her waist.
“You don’t know how much I love you,” Nova whispered.
“Don’t worry,” Katarina whispered back. “I do.”
Their hands touched.
His heart began to bleed.
 
Neither of them said a word as they made their way from the dock and to the castle. Heads bowed, hands in their pockets, lips so tightly pursed they could have easily been sewn shut by the cosmic force of an old hag’s needle—it seemed to Nova in the brief moments that he looked up and at his wife’s face that something terribly wrong had transpired, something so terrible that it could end their marriage altogether.
There, his conscience whispered, the single word a dull stone meant only to be thrown at the back of someone’s head. Look what you’ve done.
A total eclipse of the earth, the moon, the sun, the very universe in which they lived and the ground they stood—all seemed to align at the exact perfect moment to make his life a living hell.
At the junction of the road—where the path diverged and led to the front of the castle and the end of the royal grounds—Nova raised his head and looked his wife straight in the eyes for the first time since leaving the pond.
“Honey,” he said, wanting to reach out and touch her, but unsure if he should.
“Yes?” she asked, matter-of-factly and with little emotion on her face.
“I…” He paused. A glimmer of light twinkling from the castle’s higher towers caught his attention for but a moment before he returned his attention to his wife. “You… at least understand what I was getting at, don’t you?”
“I do.”
“Then you’re not mad at me?”
“I would say disappointed more than anything else,” she shrugged, crossing her arms over her breasts and locking one ankle behind the other. “Let me tell you something before I go any further, Nova—I didn’t say the things I said because I feel some sort of obligation to have your children. I know you want a family, because God knows I’ve been wanting one for the last few years myself, but I can’t force anything on you that you don’t want, especially if you don’t agree with whatever it is I’m thinking of.”
“You know I couldn’t leave you alone with a baby.”
“I know. You’re too good and stubborn to leave a woman home with a child that needs more than one parent tending to it.
Do I tell her?
Did he really, truly want to confess that he felt as though something bad were about to happen—that regardless of the fact that he was now home and sleeping at night with his arms around the woman he loved, there seemed to be a cloud of dread hovering over his life, constantly showering him with drops of unease and striking him with blows of fury? It was any wonder how he’d managed to maintain such control over the past few weeks, especially with Miko’s death and Odin’s sudden and irrational disappearance, so to want to cave into his weaker inhibitions at that moment seemed perfectly reasonable and almost necessary.
A thought occurred to him shortly after he looked into his wife’s eyes and saw what appeared to be a twinkle of unease, a thought so horrible that he wanted to scream at the very idea of it.
Had he cried since the whole ordeal had begun?
It’s not good to keep things bottled up, his father had once said, during a time in which his temper had begun to overwhelm his life and control every aspect of him. Scream, my son, for the things that pain you so, but never raise your hand to strike another during a moment of weakness.
“Nova?” Katarina said.
“Yes?” he asked, blinking, clearing his eyes of the vision of the past to look directly into his wife’s face.
“I want you to teach me how to use a sword.”
What?
Had he heard correctly?
“You’re joking,” he laughed, unsure whether or not his ears had deceived him. “You have to be.”
“No, hon. I’m not.”
“Why do you—“
“If worse comes to worst and something happens, how am I supposed to defend myself if I have no idea how to do it?”
“You’re a woman. You shouldn’t be wielding a sword.”
“Who says” Katarina asked. “Some men, the law, the royal court or even the king himself? You should know better than anyone else that just because someone thinks someone is weaker than them doesn’t mean it’s true. What about Carmen? Is she not a woman?”
“Yes, but—“
“But what, Nova?”
“She’s a Dwarf.”
“That makes no difference. She knows how to fight, how to defend herself and kill someone who’s trying to kill her. What would happen if the castle was sieged and you weren’t there to protect me? Or if you died? What would I do if some monstrosity ran toward me and I didn’t know how to defend myself? Run?”
“That won’t happen.”
“Whether it will or it won’t, I don’t care. I’m not going to be one of those women who run around screaming and waiting for a man to save them. I want to learn how to fight, and if you won’t help me, then I’ll find someone who will.”
A breath of air escaped Nova’s chest.
What do I say?
Common rationale led him to believe that it would be best for his wife to remain ignorant of such things—for her to not know how to use a sword just as well as she could a simple cutting blade—as in his heart and mind he believed that women need not worry for such things because they should always have no need for fear, as there would be a man to protect them. However, his better intuition told him that even if he didn’t want his wife to be pressed into any sort of danger, it might be best if she knew how to defend herself.
If the castle were sieged and he killed in battle, Katarina could easily be taken hostage.
God knows what brutes will do.
A woman caged, a tortured, a gagged, bound and stripped naked for her pain and their pleasure—that could be Katarina had he not the inclination to show his wife how to fight.
With a slow, deep breath in, then out of his chest, he stepped forward, wrapped his hands around his wife’s upper arms, then bowed his head until their foreheads touched.
“So,” Katarina whispered, reaching up to brace her hands along both sides of his ribcage. “Will you teach me?”
“You’re sure about this?” he whispered back.
“I’m sure.”
“If that’s what you want, I’ll do my damndest to teach you how to fight like the best of them.”
 
Later that afternoon, after the sun fell and the pages retreated for their afternoon lessons, Katarina stood on the sparring grounds holding a wooden sword and buckler. Hands braced at her hips, his weight guiding her stance to bend her knees and allow her momentum, Nova waited a to ensure that she would not falter, then walked around her and a fair distance away before nodding for her to come forward.
“Keep your arms bent,” he said, flexing his forearm to demonstrate his point. “Shield to the chest, sword at your side. You don’t want them stuck out straight for someone to cut them off.”
“I figured as much,” Katarina laughed, stepping forward and waving her sword out in front of her. “Come at me!”
“Any good warrior should know that you never attack first.”
“Why? Not willing to make the first move?”
“It’s dangerous.”
“Says who?”
“Says everyone who knows anything about swordfights.”
“One of us is going to have to make the first move,” Katarina said. “So I guess that’s going to be me!”
The woman raised her sword, screamed, then threw herself forward, weapon flying through the air and sailing right toward Nova’s face.
He ducked.
The sword skirted down the edge of his spine.
He barely had time to roll out of the way before the wooden tip of the weapon slammed into the ground.
She’s faster than I thought, he mused, panting, almost unable to believe the strength and dexterity his wife had shown.
He knew nothing of her physical past, whether or not she could raise her hands in a fight or throw something at a target and hit it perfectly, for she had never once claimed to have hit another person or throw a knife and hit a target’s perfect bulls-eye. In that regard, they were two complete strangers, a man and a woman passing each other in the street without so much as a second glance, but that seemed not to matter. In that great, precise moment—when Katarina raised her sword and once more slammed it onto his shield—she could have been the grand master of sword fighting in the entire western world.
“Come on!” she cried, throwing her sword forward and swinging her buckler out in front of her. “What’re you waiting for?”
“Nothing,” he replied.
What he wanted to say, regardless of the fact that his nerves were ablaze, was that he was waiting for something. A simple slip of the wrist, a misplaced step, a lack of coordination or a false hold on a needed stance—anything could alert him to a weakness he could easily exploit.
Come on, he thought. Do something.
How could he expect his wife to fail, especially in a situation where he was training her how to fight?
“You’re slipping,” she said, knocking him out of his reverie just in time for him to raise his shield and block a thrust. “How do you expect to win if you can’t stay focused?”
“Who said I was trying to win?” he grinned.
In response, Katarina brought the hilt of her sword down onto his buckler as hard as she could.
A metallic echo rang along the inner edges of the shield.
The sound stabbed into Nova’s ears.
He grimaced.
What felt like thousands upon thoughts of flies seemed to buzz within his head.
“You thought I couldn’t do this?” she laughed, raising her shield to block one of his own returning blows. “What do you think of me now, husband?”
“This makes me love you even more,” he laughed.
“What the hell’s going on?”
Nova turned his head.
Katarina struck him upside the head hard enough to knock him to the ground.
What?
At first, he couldn’t understand what had just happened or how he ended up in the dirt. Head spinning, eyes out of focus, ears ringing like his head had just been placed inside a bell struck with an iron hammer—he allowed his vision to clear and the sound to die down before tilting his head back just in time to see a man step into view.
“We were sparring,” Katarina said, allowing her arms to fall slack at a side.
“What woman thinks she can wield a sword?”
“I do.”
“You do?” the man laughed. “Who do you think you are?”
“My wife,” Nova said, accepting Katarina’s hand as she reached down to pull him up. “Back off, buddy.”
“Back off yourself,” the man replied. “I’m the weapon master and what I say goes.”
“What you say goes?” Katarina asked. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
“Don’t talk back to me, bitch.”
“Hey!” Nova cried, throwing his sword and shield on the ground before stepping forward. “Nobody calls my wife a bitch.”
“I do.”
“I oughta kick your motherfucking ass you pathetic little pussy.”
“He’s not worth it,” Katarina said, casting her own armaments aside and stepping out of the sparring ring. “Come on, Nova. Let’s go. We don’t have to deal with this.”
“I shouldn’t have to deal with this either!” the man called back as Nova and Katarina made their way from the training grounds. “If I see either of you back here again, I swear I’ll have you reported!”
Nova shook his head.
Though in his heart he knew such a thing would never go unpunished, especially under the king’s jurisdiction, he knew more than well that arguing with a nobody would do neither him nor his wife any good.
 
“You shouldn’t let this get to you,” Ketrak said, frantic to calm his raging daughter as she tore her way through the room and opened each and every drawer in sight.
“Yeah,” Nova sighed. “He’s just a dumbass, that’s all.”
“Just a dumbass?” Katarina asked, throwing her hands in the air when Nova tried to approach. “No, Nova, Father! This is absolutely ridiculous.”
“I’m not saying it isn’t, but—“
A knock came at the door.
Shit.
Could the new weapons master have reported them so quickly after they had left the premises?
In a short, spontaneous moment of anxiety, grief and nerves, Nova balled his fists at his sides, tightened them until his knuckles popped, then stepped toward the locked door.
“Should I open it?” he asked.
“I don’t see why not,” Ketrak replied.
Katarina had nothing to add.
A short moment after he realized neither member of his family would say any more, Nova set his hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath.
All right, he thought. One… two…
He opened the door.
No one stood outside.
“What the,” he began.
“Uh,” a voice said. “Hello?”
Nova turned his head down to find Carmen standing at his feet, hands in the air and a frown on her face.
“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” the Dwarf continued, lowering her hands before steadying her posture when she began to sway as though in tune to the ocean, “but I was passing by and heard some arguing going on, so I thought I’d check on it.”
“We weren’t fighting,” Nova said. “At least, not about anything that’s happened between the three of us.”
“Care to let me in?”
Nova stepped aside and ushered the Dwarf in with a simple nod of the head.
“So,” Carmen said, turning her head completely around to face Nova as he closed and locked the door. “What’s going on?”
“It appears as though the castle’s new weapon master has a thing against women wielding swords.”
“What?” Carmen frowned.
“He called my wife a bitch.”
“A bitch?” Carmen growled, reaching down for the mace at her side, which she drew without any hesitation whatsoever. “Nobody calls my friends that! Let me at ‘im! I’ll bash the fucker’s balls in!”
“I’m not so sure about that part,” Ketrak chuckled, reaching down to press his weight onto the Dwarf’s shoulders. “No need to get so riled up there, little lady.”
“I’m not a little lady, sir. For your information, my name is Carmen Delarosa, Drake Slayer of Ehknac, and I care not what men think when it comes to the mistreatment and the abuse of women.”
“Neither do I,” Katarina replied, crouching down beside the Dwarf and testing the weight of the mace in her hand. “Though if you think about it, there’d be no use in bashing his balls in.”
“Why?” Carmen frowned.
“Because he’d still have his dick.”
Nova could hardly contain the burst of laughter that sounded from his throat, which immediately drew two intense, if somewhat-dirty looks.
Keep yourself together, he thought, smiling, then nodding as Katarina clasped a hand around Carmen’s shoulder and pushed herself to her feet.
Their anger was not without purpose, not summoned without need or initiated without being compelled. To them, their entire livelihoods had been insulted all because what they wanted to do—because they, in their minds, considered themselves strong, much stronger than other women who might simply refuse or be afraid to learn how to defend themselves when there seemed to be other men about.
“That’s not true,” he whispered, shaking his head as Katarina stormed across the room to stand at the broad expanse of windows on the northern wall.
Women were not naturally weak creatures. They needed no rescuing, no pampering, no protection or anything that could limit them to the space of four walls and sometimes three. That in itself was a philosophy that had been bestowed upon them by men who believed they had not the strength to wield a sword, to don a shield or to ride a horse like a man when, in reality, they could do all those things, and more, if only they set their minds to it and were allowed to do said things without restrain or oppression.
Stepping forward, then behind his wife, Nova wrapped his arms around Katarina’s waist and set his chin on the top of her head, which seemed to fall purposely there when he secured himself behind her.
“Hon,” he whispered.
“What is it?” she asked.
“If we have to do it in here,” he said, tightening his hold around her body, “then I’ll teach you how to use a sword, whether the guards like it or not.”
“And I’ll help!” Carmen said. “A woman has to know how to defend herself, especially in this day and age.”
“I would appreciate that,” Katarina said, reaching down to set her hand over Nova’s, “more than anything else in the world.”
 
Early the next morning, after rising before the crack of dawn and borrowing two of the sparring swords from the training grounds, Nova and Ketrak pushed all the unnecessary furniture to the sides of the room to create a feasible sparring ring. The light from the midmorning sun piercing through the broad windows and reflecting off every object within the room created an atmosphere which Nova couldn’t help but feel as compelling, which served perfectly for what he and his wife were about to do in the close, unguarded quarters they had lived in during the past few weeks.
Standing in the center of the room with their practice swords drawn, poised and at the ready, Nova and Katarina began to edge toward one another, eyes intent yet completely focused on the situation. At their sides, Carmen and Ketrak watched with intense fascination, leaning forward, whispering to one another, even pointing and commenting on certain things that eventually led Nova’s gaze to falter from his wife.
Get a hold of yourself, he thought, snapping his eyes to the armed woman currently making her way toward him. Look at what happened last time.
Who could forget that Katarina had clocked him upside the head, knocking him to the ground almost instantly?
Using that pain to not only compel him, but to allow the realization that his wife, though untrained, could be a very dangerous enemy, Nova thrust his foot forward, then threw a jab in Katarina’s direction, which she quickly dodged and returned with a swipe of their own.
“Get ‘im Katarina!” Carmen cried.
Ketrak whooped in response.
“No love for me?” Nova asked, ducking as his wife threw another shot in his direction. “Come on! That’s no fair.”
“Those be fighting words,” the Dwarf replied. “Come on, Katarina! Fight dirty.”
Dirty?
His wife thrust her foot forward directly toward his ankle.
Nova jumped.
He lost his balance.
Sailing toward the floor more quickly than he could have imagined, he collided with the floor with enough force to drive his breath from his lungs. Regardless of his most obvious distress, however, Katarina came forward, bearing her sword down with both hands on its hilt and directly toward his chest.
He rolled.
The sword collided with the ground.
He picked his practice blade up just in time to deflect a second sweeping blow.
“Cuh-Come uh-on,” he managed, raising his sword just in time to meet Katarina’s. “I cah-can’t… buh…breathe.”
“You snooze you lose,” Carmen said.
Katarina laughed and threw herself back, just enough to where Nova could recover his breath.
She’s better than I thought she was.
He’d never known his wife to be a woman quick on her feet. Sure—she’d demonstrated that she could run at a fairly decent pace, given the long walks and escapades they’d taken around Bohren during their youth, but not once had he imagined her capable of using a sword, or using it well for that matter. Seeing this brutal, honest integrity and strength was enough to make his heart swell with pride, for Katarina merely wasn’t that lonely mayor’s daughter from the town of Bohren, but someone capable of being a true warrior and a fierce opponent.
“Ready?” Katarina asked.
“Ready,” Nova said.
They threw themselves at one another and began to throw and deflect blows as though exotic dancers moving to the sway of some invisible tune. A throw here, a jump there, a sword rising, then falling and a fist flying to knock the weapon out of the other’s hand—in a flurry of activity, it seemed his wife would never tire, nor reveal a weakness he could use to his advantage. That idea sent chills down his spine and tendrils of anxiety within his chest, making him even more nervous about what he was doing and whether or not he would accidentally strike her.
I can’t hit a woman, he thought. That’s wrong.
Either way, he would either have to hit her or be hit himself.
Raising his sword, he blocked a blow Katarina threw at him, then held her sword steady against his, pressing his weight into the hilt of the blade as hard as he could while his wife stood stoic with the same intense ferocity.
“You’re good,” Nova chuckled.
“So are you,” Katarina replied.
Nova pushed.
Katarina faltered.
The tail end of the sword went flying through the air and Katarina went down, directly on her back like he had no more than a few moments beforehand.
“So,” Nova said, stepping forward, trailing his sword down so it would hover directly over Katarina’s heart. “What do you say about this, dear wife?”
“What do you say to this, husband?”
A weight sounded at his torso.
Nova looked down to find the tip of the wooden sword pressed against his abdomen.
“You’re dead,” Katarina said.
Carmen burst into a series of giggles, then fell off her chair and onto the floor, where she proceeded to roll with laughter as Ketrak, too, began to chuckle at the sight before them.
“Wasn’t sure if we were going to do that,” Nova mumbled.
“You snooze you lose,” Katarina smiled.
Carmen howled with laughter.
 
“Nova,” Katarina said, raising her head to look him in the eyes in the faint light of the setting sun.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
“Earlier. What you did.”
They sat at the end of the dock with their bare feet dangling in the air. Nestled together, his arm around her shoulders and her arm around his waist, they watched as the sky before them began to decline to darkness and as the little fish that wavered near the top of the water dove into their nests beneath the dock.
Are they us? Nova thought, trailing his eyes along the skirt of his vision, where he could see the creatures glowing beneath the breaking point in the waves. Are we them?
Knotted, like muscle on a grand man’s armed, and filled to the brim with tiny, luminescent eyes—they went to a place where only they could go and possibly slept there much like they, the humans, did each and every night. Likely, and forevermore, they would continue, persist, multiply, divide, but what of their culture and rights of passage? A thought occurred to him in the moments between watching the fish circle like some great, underwater vortex and the time Katarina leaned over and set her head against his shoulder, one so breathtaking that he could barely begin to imagine it. Did these things, these fish, have society? And if he could so easily relate to them and their pure, simple ways, did that not mean they had such a thing?
We still have a long ways to go, he sighed, easing his head atop his wife’s.
Sexism, racism, the overt hatred and misunderstanding of men like Domnin and Jerdai—all this and, it seemed, more, were issues pounded upon by men who claimed to be of freedom, of people who seemed to be more than content with the fact that their king was much kinder than what he could have been in spite of the war against Herald and the kingdom of Germa.
“You don’t have to thank me,” Nova said, drawing his mind from thoughts of things all the less bearing upon his life. “There’s no reason to.”
“Yes there is.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You heard what that man said to me,” she said, straightening her posture and looking out at the woodlands beyond the pond. “Almost all of them are like that. Not wanting to let us wield swords, saying we should stick to doing laundry and baking, telling us we have no purpose other than to get pregnant and have their children—it seems like all we’re asked to do is give, give, give. We’re never given anything in return—at least, most of the time—and while they might try to woo our affections with flowers or chocolate, it doesn’t mean the same to us as many would believe.”
“I can imagine.”
“But what you did, Nova… what you’re teaching me… this is something I’ll have for the rest of my life, or at least until the day I die.”
“You’re not going to die anytime soon.”
“I hope not,” Katarina said, shivering in the pale wind that sailed from the north and carried with it the smell of the ocean. She drew her shawl tightly around her and seemed to bite down to keep her teeth from chattering.
“Why do you say it like that?” he frowned.
“Because no one has any idea what the future holds.”
“Of course we don’t, but that shouldn’t mean we have to be afraid.”
“Does it, Nova, or does it mean that we have all the more reason to be afraid?”
All the more reason to be afraid? he thought, frowning, unable to resist the urge to wrap his arms around his wife and hold her as close as possible.
Men said that all should be in fear—that something, anything could be thrust upon them at any given moment. Be it the Gods, the government, or something even more fierce and brutal, there was always something to be afraid of, whether it was hiding in the dark or straight out in the open. That alone should have made him afraid for not only himself, but his future, though why it didn’t Nova couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was because he had already lost too many things to care about anything more than his wife and even his father-in-law.
Do I even care about myself?
The thought stable and rooted within his head, Nova took a breath, expelled it, then looked out at the horizon.
Though nothing but darkness greeted him, he couldn’t help but think of better, happier things.
“Nova,” Katarina whispered, bowing her head into his chest.
“Yes?” he asked.
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”



 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
They seemed to swim over him like great snakes within the deepest of waters. Multi-colored and bearing the semblance of raccoons or other ring-colored creatures, these things skimmed the surface of the water in search of the dragonflies perched atop water lilies.
Where am I? Odin thought.
Unable to answer the thought not only because of his ignorance, but the fact that he could not think straight, he continued to watch the creatures swimming over the water’s great face and began to shiver as though chilled and unable to comprehend thought. First, it began, with snakes bonding together, molding as three, then four, then one as though Siamese twins did in rare instances of accidental childbirth, then they started to roll about as some fabled beasts are said to kill their pray. In this moment of isolation, and in this desperation of great fear, Odin tried to escape, thrashing into the deeper parts of the water only to find himself unable to swim. Pain clawed at his chest, reality tore at his heart and water burned into his eyes, creating scarlet tracks across the surface of his vision when he forced them shut and tried to draw one deep breath.
Water filled his lungs.
He began to drown, then sink.
As his body fell into the darkness, he encountered creatures that seemed to give off light the color of lightning, then acquainted himself with fish that bore mouths like wicked instruments of torture. Some of these creatures—fish, he could only assume, by the fact that they wore gills beneath what appeared to be mats of fur—2343 completely unlike anything he had ever seen: alien, even, in all definition and purpose. He’d once seen fish that produced their own light in the pond near Ornala, though small as they were and unintimidating in the least, but these things swimming about him snapped with each and every turn, eventually leaving way for featureless monstrosities so large they could have filled an entire castle.
Unable to think, breathe and progressively see the deeper he sank, Odin closed his eyes and tried not to think of anything at all, save things good and without consequence.
Out of the deep, blue darkness, a voice began to sing.
Odin, it said, a note rising, then falling like a grand boy’s crescendo within a tightly-enclosed space. Odin, Odin. Wake up Odin. Wake up.
Wake up? How could he do such a thing when he was not asleep?
He opened his eyes to darkness, then light.
A figure appeared within the front of his vision.
There you go, the voice said, the form of what should have been its mouth shifting into what could have been a smile . You’re getting there. Just a little further now.
Getting closer to what, he wondered—the end, the beginning, the phase between the time stories begin and ultimately end, or was he going elsewhere, somewhere that transcended beginning, life and then death?
Was he in the place they called Heaven, a field endless and without disgrace, or was he in Hell, a pool deep and never-ending?
Odin opened his mouth.
Water swam forward.
He closed his eyes and began to cough.
Something happened.
A hand touched his shoulder.
The next time his eyes came open, he was lying atop a bed in a room filled with blindingly-white light.
Directly at his side, holding his hand and pressing his palm against the side of his face, was Virgin, dressed in a white shirt and pants the color of onyx.
“Where am I?” he asked.
Immediately, pain flowered in his chest.
“We’re in Lesliana,” Virgin said, stroking his cheek and leaning forward to look him directly in the eyes. “You nearly died.”
“What?”
“That thing almost killed you.”
“What was it?”
“I didn’t stick around to find out.”
“Why does my—“
“Chest hurt so bad?” Virgin asked, waiting for Odin to say something more before he continued. “They healed what they could, but some of those wounds… Odin, that thing was a magical creature.”
A magical creature?
He’d never heard of such a thing, save a construct created and bound by magic.
“Is that why they couldn’t heal me?” he asked, desperate to look at what lay beneath what was most recognizably bandaging, but not sure if he should. “Because it had some sort of spell cast over itself?”
“The things in this forest are old,” the older Halfling replied, pushing himself away from Odin’s waist to stand and make his way about the room. “Some are much older than even the Elves.”
“I killed it though… right?”
“With your silver sword, yes.”
“Where—“
His eyes caught sight of both weapons lying against the wall, propped up by nothing more than their sheaths.
“They’re perfectly fine,” Virgin said, walking to the window to Odin’s far right and looking out at the world beyond the room.
“How did you get in here?”
“I’m no stranger to Lesliana. Of course, that doesn’t mean they let me in willingly. You were the catalyst, after all.”
“The catalyst?”
“They probably wouldn’t have let me in unless I had a very good reason.”
“I thought you—“
“Have been here before. Yes, I have, but it’s not easy to get in.”
“I don’t understand something,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position as best as he could.
“What’s that?” Virgin frowned.
“How did you get in here if I was the one injured?”
“I said I was your lover.”
A flame of heat rose inside Odin’s cheeks.
Did he really just say what I think he said?
“I’m sorry,” Odin said, reaching up to run his hand away from his hair. “I had to have heard that wrong.”
“Pardon?”
“You didn’t say you told them you were my lover.”
“Of course I did. Why wouldn’t I?”
Because we’re two men who hardly know anything about each other’s pasts, he thought. Because I don’t even know if you have a last name or not.
Rather than say anything to risk spoiling the moment, Odin leaned back, closed his eyes and sighed as Virgin opened the window to allow a cool, afternoon gust in, which offered more peace and semblance of normality than he could have possibly imagined.
He waited—first one moment, then two.
All seemed well.
Soon after, however, it began to slide down.
As the matter of happiness and comfort escaped his body and left for what could have been the scope of sadness and despair, he began to think about the things that seemed to assault him all the more now that his natural defenses had gone down—the things that, regardless of their intent, seemed to stab him like sharp needles forever pressing into the whites of his eyes and drawing blood and matter from the center of his vision. That alone was enough to make him feel unimportant and unwarranted, regardless of the fact that he had just obviously been made important by no more than a few short words.
Could he, in the end, really compare Virgin to someone he could call his lover—a partner whom, by all means, had sheltered and cared of him regardless of their combined past?
That’s ridiculous, he thought. It’s going too fast.
Then again, who was to say that love could not happen in but a moment, in one fraction of a breath, in one isolated, stifled pause?
Virgin moved by the window, disrupting his train of thought.
Odin blinked.
The taller Halfling regarded him with an intense facial expression that seemed to scrutinize every part of Odin’s body.
Ignore it.
How could he, though, when his friend—and, possibly, lover—was all the closer to him?
Sighing, no longer sure what to do or think, Odin settled back down into bed, drew the blankets around him, then closed his eyes.
He hadn’t the time to think about such matters. Eventually, he would, but now seemed far too important to dedicate himself to matters of the heart.
He had come here for one reason and one reason only—to get the Book of the Dead.
 
Virgin returned with food as the night began to wane and his appearance became all the more troubling. Eyes alight with intent that seemed devious and unwarranted, he brought the platter of food into the room and pulled up an end table to serve as their dining area, all the while watching Odin with an innate, curious fascination.
What’s wrong with him? Odin thought, almost unable to resist the urge to tremble as he reached for one of the sandwich triangles. Why is he staring at me like that?
Had Virgin, like he so expected, become infatuated with him after the admission that he had claimed to be his lover, or was he just concerned for his welfare and thus taking intimate accounts of his every move? Either way, it did nothing to settle Odin’s nerves, so when he took a bite of the sandwich triangle and swallowed it as smoothly as he could, he leaned back and looked his fellow Halfling straight in the eyes.
“What?” Virgin asked.
“Why are you staring at me like that?” Odin replied.
“Like what?”
“Like… that.”
Virgin blinked.
He doesn’t even know what he’s doing, he thought, biting his lower lip as scarlet bloomed across Virgin’s face and washed into the outer edges of his somewhat-pale coloring. He’s been staring at me this whole time and had absolutely no idea.
“Sorry,” the Halfling said, bowing his head to look at the platter of food, from which he took nothing.
“Why aren’t you eating?”
“Did so earlier, down in the bar.”
“The Elves have a bar?”
“Though they are vegetarian, they do tend to like their wine.”
It took Odin but a moment to realize he’d been eating something without any sort of meat. In response, he raised his head, asked, “How are you treated around these parts?” then reached forward to take one of the onion pieces before sliding it into his mouth. “I mean, being a Halfling and all.”
“I’m looked upon with a bit of scorn from some, but most just tend to ignore me—or, at the very least, not bother to acknowledge my presence.”
“We’re dirty to them, aren’t we?”
“As dirty as their strawberry-blonde hair,” Virgin laughed, reaching out to slap Odin’s arm before procuring one of the vegetables for himself.
Sighing, though not in outright concern, Odin settled back against the mass of pillows arranged behind him, then turned his attention to the far window. While he could see nothing, that didn’t stop him from imaging what the city must look like.
“Is it beautiful?” he asked.
“Lesliana?” Virgin frowned. “Of course it is. It’s the capital.”
“It’s nothing like those villages that are made from the wood of trees,” Odin said, turning his eyes back on Virgin. “Is it?”
“Not in the least, my friend. Everything here is made of stone or boulder.”
“Really?”
“Easier to manage. It’s not like we have winter or anything here.”
“You don’t?”
“So far as I remember, we’ve never had one.”
“But we’re not that far from the border.”
“Maybe the hills keep it away from us,” Virgin shrugged. “Or maybe we just don’t get any because this place is special… sacred… something of that sort.”
A place so sacred snow can’t even fall?
If ever there was a place where things were destined to or not to happen, it would be Neline—the frozen, arctic land so cursed they said a God had destined them to live in agony forever.
His child, Odin thought.
All sense of self left him in that very moment.
He dropped the second half of his carrot onto the bedding.
Virgin frowned.
Odin’s eyes shifted until they fell directly on the Halfling’s face.
He’s not just missing from your life, his conscience continued, collectively assaulting him with images of all the people he’d touched, some small, some innumerable. He’s missing for everyone.
Never would that child in Neline know of its father, save the human one he was one day likely to have, nor would the Elves in Lesliana know of the beautiful creature’s pursuits or the reason for his disappearance. Likely, it would fall upon the wind so swift and harsh that he had died, shot through the lung and dead upon sight, though whether or not he would be revered as a war hero was up to anyone’s recollections.
In Odin’s heart, so faint and idle, he felt as though Miko would never be honored outside of the choice group of friends they had encountered along the five years of their journey.
At this, he bowed his head and tried not to cry.
Tears slipped from his eyes.
Virgin stepped forward, then settled down on the bed next to him.
“It’s all right,” the Halfling said.
“No it’s not,” he said, shaking his head and allowing the tears to fall freely. “You know what we’re here to do.”
“I know.”
“Then tell me what I’m doing is wrong.”
“I—“
“Tell me, Virgin. Fucking tell me this whole entire thing is fucking wrong.”
“There’s no need to get upset over this,” Virgin said, tilting Odin’s chin up so they could look each other in the eyes. “Look, Odin—I know this is hard for you, because losing someone is never easy, but you have to realize something: If you’re really going to do what I think you will, then you’ll do it without any guilt in your heart or any second thoughts. And if you have any, well… you have a little while to think them over, because we’re not going anywhere anytime soon, especially not with your chest the way it is.”
“You’ll still,” Odin said, then paused. “I mean, you’ll still… heh-help me?”
“Why wouldn’t I? We’ve come this far. There’s no reason to stop now.”
Odin bowed his head.
When he once again began to cry, Virgin took him into his arms.
Things will work out, he thought.
They had to, otherwise there would be no point for this venture.
 
An Elven man dressed in a fine silver robe came into their room the following morning. Head held high, blonde hair braided in two down his shoulders and with eyes the color of stark sandstone that could be found in the Cadarian Desert, he trailed his gaze first over Virgin, who sat at the opposite side of the room, then to Odin, who’d continued to remain in bed.
“Hello,” the Elven man said.
Almost unable to concentrate on the creature’s face for the pure beauty and androgyny it held, Odin allowed his mouth to drop open and his eyes to wander across the breathtaking canvas of the Eklf’s face. From the high cheekbones, to the deep eye sockets, to the fine trails of hair upon his brow and the portraiture of thin lips across his face, this creature—nowhere near or capable of being human—looked upon him with eyes calm yet somewhat concerned, as they continued to flash up and down his person as the moments continued to tick on.
You’re staring, his conscience whispered.
Did that really matter? In the end, this beautiful creature had been one of the few he had ever seen, so to stare into the eyes of an Elf untainted by war or hardship was to look into the eyes of something immortal and therefore breathtaking to an entire world.
Across the room, Virgin cleared his throat, as if beckoning a response.
Odin blinked.
The Elf in the silver robes gave him a slight nod before returning his attention to Virgin. “Master Virgin,” he said.
“Yes sire,” the Halfling said, rising.
“How is your charge doing?”
“He’s doing fine,” Virgin replied, allowing his eyes to wander across the room until they set directly upon Odin’s.
In light of the situation—and, particularly, the fact that he was awake and being ignored—Odin wanted to say, ‘I’m right here,’ but somehow thought better. Instead, he merely crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back, and continued to watch the two engage in casual banter, no longer feeling the need to impress upon the Elf who was very likely their host an air arduous and troublesome.
“It is not very often we see Yamda in these parts,” the Elf in the silver robe said, immediately piquing Odin’s attention. “You are one of the few we have seen in quite some time. Tell me—where have you been?”
“Just around.”
“That does not give me any indication as to where you were.”
“I never stray too far north. You should know that.”
“But of course. Your Elven heart shares no hatred to the place you now dwell in.
“Of course not.”
Do they know each other?
The likelihood didn’t seem too completely out of the world. If Virgin was as customary with the Elves as he seemed, it wasn’t as if he couldn’t know some of the people who lived within this city, in this grand, sprawling metropolis.
A snarl of unease crept up his throat.
Odin raised his hand to stifle a cough.
The Elf turned his attention on him.
Not sure what to do, say or how to respond, Odin lowered his hand and regarded the creature with eyes that very likely showed fear.
“Yamda,” the Elf said, crossing the distance between them to stand at the side of his bed.
“Sorry?” Odin frowned.
“Are you well?”
“I’m… fine,” he managed, unsure how to take the initial consolation.
“If you need anything, please, feel free to let me know. You are in our care now that you are here.”
“Where am I? I mean, which building?”
“You are in our capitol’s greatest hospital. It is any wonder you are alive, young one. You could have been killed by that creature.”
“What was it?” Odin asked. “I deserve to know what nearly killed me.”
“The thing your friend described can only be one of the Nagani,” the Elf said, crouching down to take Odin’s hand.
“Nagani?”
“They are a creature that are said to only follow those with ill intent. Why they would attack you is beyond my comprehension.”
Is it? Odin thought, all the more troubled at the idea that this Elf could pierce into his soul and see his darkest desires. Or are you just saying that because you’re not sure of who I am?
“I came to learn of death,” he whispered, shifting his hand beneath the Elf’s.
His statement was not entirely untrue. Yes, he had come to steal the Book of the Dead, and yes, he had come here out of a need for answers he felt he could not find elsewhere, but he had not lied when he said he wanted to learn the purpose of what came after life. The philosophy itself he could sit upon, for it would likely be doled out in small, manageable chunks. The Book, however, would have to be taken, then read, thereby initiating a pact that could lead him down a path of madness.
What am I thinking?

If the legends were true, and if what they said about the Book held any real moral indication, he would likely be damned for life by opening its pages and reading from its sacred texts.
“You have come to the right place if you wish to learn,” the creature said, patting Odin’s hand one last time before standing and making his way toward the door. “If you need anything, Yamda, please, feel free to ask your partner to summon for help.”
Partner?
The door closed firmly behind the Elf in silver, leaving them in complete and utter silence
 
Later that evening, long after the Elf in the silver robe had left and Virgin sat reading by candlelight, Odin raised his head from his place in bed and regarded the empty room with eyes somber yet partially amused. Thoughts of the earlier conversation still amok in his mind and the reality that Elven language had been used explicitly in front of him, he pushed himself into a sitting position and stretched his arms up as far as he could before allowing his eyes to fall on his friend.
Should I bother him? he thought, frowning, training his eyes first on Virgin’s downturned face, then to the book that lay open in his lap.
Though he knew Virgin would not likely care, he didn’t want to disturb him unless he was absolutely willing. With that sentiment clearly in his head, he cleared his throat, waited for Virgin to lift his head, then asked, “Virgin?”
“Yes?”
“I may sound stupid for asking this, but… what does ‘Yamda’ mean?”
“Don’t feel stupid for asking. And ‘Yamda’ means ‘Halfling.’”
“Halfling?”
“It’s an Elvish word.”
“Why did he call me a Yamda and not you?”
“Likely because he already knew my name,” Virgin said, setting his book on the windowsill before stepping forward and crouching down beside the bed. “He also called me master because I was the one who brought you in for medical treatment.”
“I didn’t expect him to speak like you and me do when he first arrived.”
“Human language has become the norm throughout most of the sentient races,” Virgin shrugged, waiting a moment for Odin to either nod or shake his head before rising and sitting at his side. “As far as history is concerned—and excuse me if I get this wrong, because it’s been a while since I’ve been in any sort of schooling—humans rose up from their place within the world and were the first to start speaking on this continent. Dwarves came out of nowhere, learned the language, passed it on between one another. It was only natural for the Elves to follow suit once they realized they might be communicating with these people one day.”
“I thought the Elves came to heal the dying mainland?” Odin frowned.
“You mean with Diana?” Virgin asked. He waited for a response, though when none came, a smile split his lips. “Do you honestly believe that legend?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“I believe there once was a great fire that took place along the coast, yes, because there are still places—like Bohren, for instance, or the areas around Dwaydor—that bear the fruits of what flames can sew. I don’t believe, however, that a human would have ever sailed across the Crystal Sea with the Elves.”
“Because there weren’t humans over where the Elves came from?”
“By the Gods no, of course not.”
“Couldn’t she have been an Elf?”
“She could have,” Virgin shrugged, “and it’s highly likely, given the fact that she had magical talents that supposedly ‘healed the land,’ but like I said, I’m not much of the belief in Gods or what rule they have over the earth. Besides—if Diana were truly an Elf, then she was a very underwhelming one at that.”
“But you don’t deny that it couldn’t have happened?”
“It very well could have,” Virgin shrugged. “Considering how barbaric your… well, I should say, our kind’s uprising was, it’s highly likely that the humans met the Elves and their kind with resistance, which is why we were never keen on interacting with humans until they evolved higher intelligence.”
“Evolved?” Odin frowned. “I… I don’t understand.”
“I imagine you wouldn’t.”
“What does that mean?”
“Many of our kind—the humans, anyway—believe that we were created by some higher force, but from what the Elves had said, they came here when humankind was still covered by fur.”
“Fur?”
“As I’ve read and understood, humans—some of what you and I are, Odin—evolved from a group of upright-walking primates that aren’t seen anywhere else in the world. Why, I can’t be too sure, but it’s highly likely that the Leatherskins killed off our fellow bloodlines when we rose to power out of fear that we would grow stronger.”
“So you’re saying we used to be,” Odin began, then paused. “Animals.”
“Elven scientists—people who study the progression and changes of things—believe that everything came from something. Our people believe we were once like Marsh Walkers that rose from the sea and were one of the first intelligent beings to have evolved in our world.”
“I’d heard of that,” Odin said. “It’s just… so hard to grasp.”
“There’s a lot of things you can learn while you’re here,” Virgin said. “You may even consider living here after you learn about the history of our people and maybe even humanity, if only because of the vast pool of knowledge you can gleam from it, but I’m not pressing you to do anything.”
“You know why we’re here.”
“I know, but until you recover, there’s no guarantee that we’ll be able to…” Virgin leaned forward until his lips touched Odin’s ear. “Steal the book.”
“I know,” he whispered back.
“This kind of conversation is good for the mind. It stimulates it to expand into territories many humans are not willing to cross.”
“How long do you plan on staying up?”
“Why?” Virgin smiled.
“I want you to teach me the basics,” Odin said. “About what to and what not to do.”
 
Throughout the early hours of the evening, after food was brought and dinner was eaten with much banter, Virgin told Odin the tales of the Elves—how, after living in oppression under a tyrannical ruler of a race considered ‘Godly,’ some three-thousand distinct families with ten bloodlines launched an escape from a distant kingdom and threw themselves across the Crystal Seas that no one was said to cross, during which time they endured centuries of travel upon the waters that, Virgin said, no human being could ever cross.
It would take ten lives and more to cross the Crystal Sea, Virgin had relished, tracing his finger over a map that displayed the outer edges of the Tentalin and Neline, which lay far beyond the reach of normal travel.
Virgin continued his tale by saying how, when they approached the mainland, the Elves had come to find that there were ‘creatures beyond their comprehension’ that ‘resembled animals but held the tools that only intelligent beings could use.’ Monkeys, upright, fires lit, weapons made; leathery creatures, mischievous grunts, cackled laughs, crude ornaments of torture; little beings, pressed to the mountains, looking out with eyes reflecting light from the distant horizon—these were the things that were seen upon the initial approach to the island, and when flushed from the sea and to the shore by storms that almost destroyed their vessels, they walked across what remained of the ravaged shoreline and looked upon these creatures with eyes alight and hearts beating with wonder. They saw these things, Virgin said, and recognized that intelligence could very well develop in these isolated groups of animals, so they fled, he continued, to the south, where the forests lay broad and eventually eclipsed into a land divided and nearly unconquerable by even the grandest of peoples to wait for the times that were to come.
In the years that followed, Virgin went on, waving his hand through the air as if painting the greatest picture anyone had ever seen, the Elves continued to watch the creatures evolve into beings intelligent beyond any of their preconceived measures. They saw, in the peak of the age, when the beings that had evolved into Leatherskins were slaughtered in a great war and how, after being driven from the mainland and across a land bridge, an earthquake devastated the land and once more thrust these creatures back a few more steps.
“By then,” Virgin said, raising his eyes to look Odin directly in the face, “we… humanity, I should say… was like we are now.”
“Like we are now?”
“Intelligent, knowledgeable, capable, without our fur.”
Thus continued the tale and how, after the Leatherskins were forced away, Centaurs were the next to fall victim to humanity’s great tragedy. It was here that Virgin paused and traced one of the main maps laid across the bed to circle around the Whooping Hills, which Odin had crossed no more than a few weeks prior, then tapped the area where the Abroen firmly stood. It was there where the Centaurs had roamed, once upon a lonesome year, and it was there where humanity had, in a rush to claim as much territory as they could when divided into three separate coast-bound countries, tried to conquer the Whooping Hills, during which time Centaurs were declared perversions upon the earth and killed because of it.
“I only know a little bit,” Odin sighed, lifting his hand and brushing his hair behind his ear when Virgin gathered the maps and began to place them back on the bookshelf.
“They were killed because humanity thought Centaurs were the result of women sleeping with horses that the Gods had punished. Not once were they allowed reprieve even when they tried to say that they were as much human as they were.”
“And were killed because of it,” Odin said.
Virgin nodded.
When he returned to the bed and nestled in beside Odin, he began to speak of Elven society—how, when led into the forest, many Elves broke away from one another after a monarchy was declared and a queen chosen to rule their people, of which only three had existed within their lifetimes.
“How long have the Elves been here?” Odin asked.
“Far too long for us to keep concrete track,” Virgin said. “Millennia, at least—ten of them, if not more.”
It was here, after Virgin declared the three discreet territories that made up the Elven forest and homelands, that he went into politics—how queens were usual seldom, alone and bonded with normally one mate, and how several princes and princesses were divided among the kingdom, of which would eventually rule when the queen was taken by death either naturally or unnaturally. The Halfling also declared, with pride in his voice at his revelations thus far, that Elves were not described as ‘men’ and ‘women,’ as they were human terms, but as ‘stags’ and ‘does.’
“This is always how it has been,” Virgin shrugged. “Never address an Elf as a man or a woman, but as a male, stag, female or doe.”
“Why deer?” Odin frowned. “Why not something else?”
“Because it is what they chose, and they who are the proud and innocent.”
He concluded his grand series of statements by explaining that Elves preferred vernacular to be ‘clear and concise’—not, made up, of contractions, but spoken in full to preserve the language they had so precariously evolved from humanity after watching it grow.
“They must have known they would become the dominant race,” Virgin said, leaning against Odin’s side and wrapping an arm around his shoulder. “We—Elves, are much as we are—don’t reproduce often, for it is something that is slowly becoming a dying custom.”
“Won’t they go extinct if they don’t have children?” Odin frowned.
“They will, one day, but to kill one Elf is a feat many find impossible to triumph over. You should know.”
How well I do, he thought, sighing.
Immediately, pressed into his brain as though a wax seal on a letter, an Elf came into his mind. With his flourishing hair and his tall, broad stance, he could have easily been called the greatest being that had ever walked the earth, other than what Virgin had described as the race of ‘Godly’ creatures the Elves had once been enslaved under—and in other, choice conditions, might still be. That alone was enough to make him tremble in fear, for if his father had been created by a bond between a Fair and Dark Elf, he would have been conceived where the two had coexisted, at least in part.
She only said he came from the ocean.
The thought chilled him to the bone.
“You should rest,” Virgin said, pressing his weight onto Odin’s shoulders to ease him further into bed. “We’ve talked much too long.”
“Will we talk more?” he asked.
“There is much we can discuss while you are laid up,” Virgin agreed. “But yes, we will talk.”
“Where are you going to sleep?”
“On the floor.”
“Why not with me?”
Though lit by nothing, Virgin’s eyes seemed to sparkle in the darkness.
“I didn’t want to burden you,” the older Halfling said, seating himself at the foot of the bed.
“You’re not burdening me,” Odin said. “You’re helping me.”
“I’m trying.”
“You are.”
“Thank you, Odin. That means a lot to me.”
Odin scooted over so Virgin could wedge in beside him.
That night, he fell asleep with the Halfling’s arms around his waist and thoughts of the past in his mind.
 
The sound of a cooing bird woke him from a peaceful night’s rest.
Pushing himself up as carefully as he could as to not aggravate his wound or rouse Virgin from sleep, Odin cleared his eyes to find the creature sitting on the outer edges of the empty flowerbed. Alone, not in the least bit hampered by the hour and watching the inside of the room with a pair of beady eyes that could have been described as coal-like, it leaned forward and tapped on the glass as if beckoning him to come forward, then spread its wings and flapped once, then twice before settling back into place.
“What do you want?” he asked.
When the creature cooed once more, Odin cast the sheets and covers out from over him, then eased his legs over the side of the bed as carefully as he could.
He pressed half of his weight onto his lower body.
Pain flared up in his torso.
You can do this, he thought, coaxing himself out of bed by sheer willpower. You’re not that badly hurt.
Not once had his legs been slashed, smashed, pushed into the earth and ground to dust, nor had his hip been dislocated or broken in the time when the Nagini had first thrown itself upon him and the moment he thrust his silver sword into its neck. He’d suffered no more than injuries to his torso, and while in more pain than he had ever been in throughout his life, he felt the appearance of this dove was important, if only because he’d encountered the creature once before.
As he eased away from the bed, he tried to keep his movements steady in order to keep from surprising it. One false step would not only harm himself, but likely scare the bird away.
You can do it. Come on. Just a little ways further.
He took two more steps.
The bird raised, then cocked its head.
Odin examined it in the pale half-light that seemed to be caught somewhere between the mountains and the height of the building and tried to decipher what it was the dove could want. He’d once thought it a messenger, dumb and unable to merit its training, but when he looked down at its one leg and saw no form of tube in which something could be written, he raised his eyes to look directly into the bird’s face.
Odin leaned forward.
The bird cocked its head to the opposite side.
When he pressed his hand to the glass, the dove leaned forward and tapped its beak directly across from where his hand was.
“What are you?” he whispered, more than tempted to open the window and take the creature into his arms, but unsure if he should.
Could the bird be someone’s pet, smart and able and desiring no more than human companionship, or had it just chosen to follow him on the chance that he might be friendly, offering it a hand of grain or maybe even a fruit or berry?
His attention still fixed on the bird’s eyes, he parted his lips and sunk his teeth into them when he found he could not figure out what the creature wanted.
Behind him, Virgin muttered something under his breath.
Don’t get nervous. Just keep watching it.
“Do you want something?” he asked, pressing his opposite hand to the glass, after which the dove jumped over a slight jut in the wood to tap his other hand. “Are you just following me, or do you really want something?”
“Who are you talking to?” Virgin asked.
Immediately upon hearing the Halfling’s voice, the bird jumped from its place and took off into the darkness.
“Nothing,” Odin sighed, turning to return to bed.
Virgin said nothing. He merely wrapped his arm around Odin’s waist after he crawled back under the covers.
 
Thoughts of the dove and what its presence could mean continued to haunt him for the rest of the morning. Like a bird from which a black feather had fallen and a mountain that shed its tears of copper, the idea that the creature and its behaviors could be something far more significant than he could have imagined hovered before his eyes and seemed to tick like some bizarre timepiece. First, the prophet proclaimed, came the anxiety, of which threatened to swallow him whole, then came the horrible revelation that the creature could be nothing more than a fluke—a series of events repeated by chance and the things that governed it, trickster Gods or wandering waves in the ever-vast plane of life. Such was Odin’s distress that when his thoughts forced him to wander from his bed—cold, alone and without any company—he tripped over his own two feet and fell to the floor, possibly aggravating his injuries more.
Had Virgin been in the room and not out fetching food, he would have likely cried out in surprise.
What’s wrong with you? he would have asked. 
What was wrong with him, Odin decided, was that his mind was breaking—cracking, slowly, like a piece of pottery left in an oven for far too long, waiting to implode upon itself.
I’m going crazy, he thought, crying, his tears snaking down his face and onto the floor. I really am going crazy.
Here he was, dozens upon dozens of leagues from his home country, lying on the floor of an Elven hospital awaiting a man who could possibly be his lover to rescue him. Pathetic could not describe what he was, lying on the floor in nothing but pants and bandages and crying, nor could it declare his actions or the thoughts that plagued him. Careless or consolable could not be passed upon his conscience, thereby allowing him a moment of respite, nor could the words distressed or depressed be endowed upon him like some great king’s sword in a country far, far away.
Insanity, they said, was a condition derived from pressure weighed too harshly upon the mind.
Am I? he thought. Am I really?
It occurred to him in the brief moments after that thought that the dove could have been nothing more than an apparition—a trick of the mind granted only to console his ever-restless soul. It wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibilities, for he had seen such things before. The orb of light within Dwaydor, casting its reflection upon the street; the dog-like creature in the Hills, following him and howling like some distressed banshee; the dreams of Demigods and their warnings—these were the things, the issues and causes that had occurred after pressures nearly unbearable to the human conscience had dwelled within his mind, forcing him to either retaliate against opposing pressures or fight against oppressing needs. These things, as troublesome and depressing as they were, had given him flashes into his life, his present and, ultimately, his future, and had, without a shadow of a doubt, allowed him an instinctive advantage over what was to possibly come.
What does it mean though, he thought, to see a dove and not know what its purpose was?
Could the creature have been the very one meant to take his father’s soul to the supposed other side, or was it just a friend wishing to help him along?
After pushing himself to his feet, Odin crossed the last few steps to the window and looked out at the city of Lesliana.
In the distance—far more than he could have ever possibly imagined—stood the very castle in which the queen dwelled, shaped like a barbed crown awaiting to be placed upon a holy man’s head.
When he would recover, he couldn’t be sure. He did, however, know that when he did, he and Virgin would steal the Book of the Dead.
Life would not end for a person who had helped him so.
In moments of darkness, one could only look toward sources of light.
In his heart and mind, Odin knew that source dwelled within a very dark place.
 
Virgin returned moments after Odin tore himself from the window and settled back into bed. Balancing a platter of food upon on hand and turning to secure and lock the doorwith the other, the Halfling spun with ease that seemed almost impossible to his tall and broad frame and settled the platter upon the end table, nodding as Odin pulled its silver lid off to examine the food within.
“Are you all right?” the older Halfling asked after Odin set the lid to the side.
“Sorry?” Odin asked.
“You seem a bit flustered.”
If only you knew, he thought. If only.
Odin took from the platter a biscuit warm and soft and placed the tip of it into his mouth, sighing as the plain yet exquisite flavor rolled from its surface and onto his tongue. While he did this, careful not to burn himself on the deeper parts of the bread, he watched Virgin with careful eyes and regarded him with a sense of unease he couldn’t help but feel was inappropriate for the situation. He shouldn’t have been worried about the Halfling—should not have, for any reason, felt a need for caution—but for the next few moments he couldn’t help but watch Virgin’s careful yet subtle facial movements for fear that he would say or do something to further damage his psyche.
“Odin,” Virgin said, the word itself immediately clearing any tension that seemed to float in the air. 
“Yeah?” he asked.
“Something’s wrong.”
“No. There isn’t.”
“You can tell me anything you want,” the Halfling said, settling down on the bed next to him. “I think we’ve established that, haven’t we?”
“I know.”
“Then why are you keeping so much away from me?”
Because, he thought.
Did he really want to admit that he was, beyond all recognition, afraid of being close to this man, this Halfling, this beautiful person that seemed able to sense all trouble within his heart and dispel it with a simple word? It seemed impossible to know that feeling, improbable to even sense it within his heart, but for it to be so apparent seemed all the more troubling to his fractured heart and his even more unstable mind.
Odin stared into Virgin’s eyes.
The Halfling did nothing in response.
Instead, as though on a whim of supernatural proportions, Virgin reached down, set his hand over Odin’s, then slid the first three fingers from his middle to pinky under his hands. “I care about you,” the older Halfling whispered, leaning forward to brush his face alongside Odin’s.
“I know,” he whispered back.
“Don’t be afraid of it.”
“I’m not.”
“Yes you are. If you weren’t afraid, you wouldn’t be looking at me the way you are.”
“I—“
“Don’t say anything, Odin.”
“Why?”
“Because there’s nothing you can say to take away the hurt in my heart in knowing that you’re suffering far more than you should be.”
Was there, though? Was there anything he could say to not only console Virgin, but himself? To take away the pain would have been to erase a magnitude of emotion incomprehensible to any divided figures, nor would it have discouraged him from doing what it was that he wanted to do.
In the past month, he’d lost more of not only his life, but his future than he could have imagined.
Leaning forward, pressing his brow against Virgin’s shoulder, he closed his eyes and allowed his arms to fall around the Halfling’s torso.
It was moments like these that made the world better.
These things—these special things—could not be easily taken away.
 
“All right,” high healer Oleana said, easing her fingers along the curve of the bandaging to release the pin that held everything together. “Let us see how your wounds are healing.”
Though he knew nothing of this female Elf or what she had done for him, Virgin explained, in short and precise detail, that she had been the one on duty when he had carried him in from the forest. Bloodied and near death, it had been through her quick, rational thinking and attention to detail that had ultimately saved him from an untimely death.
“How have you been treating yourself?” the Elf asked, raising her silver eyes to look at Odin.
“Better than I think I should have.”
“That’s a good sign,” she agreed, instructing Virgin to help her unwind the bandage from Odin’s torso.
As his chest came into view, slowly but surely like some ugly thing being birthed from its mother’s womb, Odin was almost unable to comprehend just what he was seeing. It appeared, in all respects, that the top layer of his skin had not only been removed, but sheared off in six-figure increments in the areas between his pectoral muscles and on the expanse of muscle below his abdomen. Red, blackened, some areas blue, others purple and some bearing the defeated consequence of whitened flesh that could only be favorable to pus and other extraneous body fluids—the viscera upon his torso appeared to have been painted by some exotic artist creating an abstract work of art. Such were his wounds that he could barely believe he had managed to survive, let alone retain the nipples so prominently displayed on his chest. He’d expected worst—complete tragedy in the form of absolute mayhem. The fact that he’d escaped such hardship was a feat that could have been comparable to some great hero rescuing a little boy from the clutches of a fabled dragon.
“How,” he asked, then stopped when the Elf pushed her hand onto his chest.
From her wrist and palm flowed magical fire teal and resembling something of a grand pool of water drowned in the most prestigious of flowers. As it ebbed over his skin, both sewing and restoring damaged areas that could not have recovered properly on their own, Odin felt what felt like thousands of small insects wandering over his body. These insects, as small and pure as they were, seemed to pluck from his torso flesh deadened and possibly scarred. This doe’s powers in healing magic were so beyond anything he could have ever imagined that when she finished and his chest was yet one step further through recovery, he turned his head up and offered a smile he felt could not be possible.
“How did you do that?” he asked.
“I could have sewn your flesh completely were I not afraid of infection,” the doe said, pushing her hand along Odin’s head and teasing the curls that ended at the tips of his hair.
“Is the Nagani poisonous?”
“Not in the way we view some flowers or insects, no, but its claws do hold a certain destructive magic that usually kills those who comes in contact with it. Your partner here was lucky you were so close to the walls, otherwise you might have died from lack of blood.”
“I did my best,” Virgin said.
“You did well,” the doe agreed, pushing herself to her full height of some six feet before turning to make her way from the door. “Yamda Virgin, before I go.”
“Yes?”
“You’d do best to keep your partner in bed. He’s much better off resting so soon after his injuries.”
“Don’t worry,” Virgin smiled. “I will.”
The doe closed the door without so much as another word.
 
“Do you know how much longer I’ll be in bed?” Odin asked as Virgin pulled his knife from its sheath and began to sharpen it with a whetstone.
“Can’t say,” Virgin replied, raising his eyes to briefly regard him. “Sorry, Odin, but until the healer says you’re all right to get up and move, you should stay where you are.”
“I can’t stay in bed. I’ll go crazy.”
“Read a book.”
“I can’t read Elvish.”
“I can teach you,” Virgin offered, flicking his wrist a few times to guide the stone along the curve of his exquisite dagger. “That is, if you want me to.”
“Honestly, I don’t know how much worth it’d be, considering we’re not going to be here all that long.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I don’t—“
“We could be here for months. Have you considered that?”
“We’re just—“
“You know what we’re here to do,” Virgin whispered, sheathing his blade in the pouch on his jerkin and stepping forward, bridging the distance between them in but a few short steps. “It may take months to even attempt to get an audience with the queen, let alone find what we’re looking for.”
“Shouldn’t it be behind a gate somewhere?”
“Behind a gate?” Virgin laughed. “Odin, we’re talking about stealing what is perhaps the most notorious book of magic that was ever written. It isn’t going to be somewhere in plain view.”
“All right,” he said, biting his lower lip and staring Virgin straight in the eyes. He only just realized his companion’s face had drawn closer when he felt his breath passing over his face. “Say this takes longer than a month.”
“All right.”
“And say we have to ‘adapt’ to this place.”
“I’m listening.”
“How are we going to find out where the book is?”
“There’s a few things we could do,” Virgin said, reaching down to set a hand on Odin’s thigh. “We can say you’re a Halfling looking to get in touch with your more Elven side and request that you be taken on as an apprentice by one of the high mages here.”
“That isn’t going to work.”
“Who’s to say it won’t? I reckon, just based on what you’ve told me, that you’ll want to speak to the queen about your father’s death, especially considering the fact that he specifically came to ask for her help. That can get you an easy audience right there.”
“Which means we have a way into the castle,” Odin said.
“Which also means we’ll possibly have free roam of it so long as we don’t act too suspicious,” Virgin added, nodding when a smile spread across Odin’s face. “See? We’re working this out.”
“You said it might take us a couple of months to get an audience with the queen.”
“Yes.”
“Which means we’ll probably be here until after winter starts in Ornala.”
“That’s right.”
“Which means we’ll have time to spare if I do end up becoming an Elf’s apprentice.”
“Which means,” Virgin said, “that you can ask about the Book of the Dead after you’ve been in stealth mode for a little while.”
“I never thought this would be so complicated when I set out to do this,” Odin sighed, bowing his head and allowing his hair to fall over his eyes.
“Did you think this would just be grab and go?”
“How do you do it?”
“What?” Virgin frowned.
“You know… steal.”
Oh, that.” The Halfling smiled and placed both hands behind his head. “Patience, mostly.”
“How can you have that when you want something this bad?”
“Because in the end, waiting pays off, especially if you get the thing that you really want.”
“I’m not sure what to say,” Odin sighed. “All I know is that if we do end up taking this, it’ll be the last time either of us will be able to come in here.”
“Who’s to say we’re going to get caught? Or anyone’s going to know about it?”
“It’s the Book of the Dead, Virgin. They’ll know when it goes missing, and they’ll know that we did it.”
“Not necessarily.”
“How so?”
“Just because something gets taken doesn’t mean anyone will notice it’s gone.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because wherever they’re keeping that book is obviously not going to be a place visited by many people, if any at all.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“Because they don’t want to be around it. If anything, they want to stay away from it.”
Virgin did have a point. Things dangerous and usually threatening were bound to be kept in places that normal individuals couldn’t easily get to, let alone people who knew or were purposeful of its location. For all they knew, the book could have been locked away behind a simple door and meant to remain there for the rest of time, its location guarded by a simple lock that had no magical bearing at all. The Elves knew better than to touch such an object because history, as sad as it was, had shown that doing such a thing would taint them so badly that they would become something less than perfect—a monstrosity, they said, with bat-like ears and a crude intention for violence and destruction.
If anything, the book would be kept somewhere discreet, though that place would likely be known and marked so those who wanted nothing to do with it could stray away.
With a short nod, Odin leaned back, closed his eyes, then let out a long, drawn-out sigh.
Whatever was to happen, he felt he would find out soon enough.
In the end, he would get his hands on that book even if it meant risking life itself.
 
They devised within the confined space of four walls to steal the Book of the Dead. In tones hushed and whispered, plain and simple, practical and targeted and pure and precise, it began without a shadow of doubt as a seed, which within the next several moments began to spread its roots into the fertile earth and raise its arms to the shattered world. Twisting, turning, dancing, laughing, praising the world and the Gods that governed it—many would have described the art of a seed freshly sewn as a dancer placed within a ring of onlookers seeking to satisfy their most primal of desires. 
It was within this metaphor, as breathtaking as it was, that true light began to be shed upon the situation. While as great a deed that seemed to sound and as dangerous as its prospect realized, it was guaranteed, without any doubt within his mind, that they would be able to carry out this plan should the proper procedures be taken.
It may take weeks, Virgin said. But in the end, it will be all worth it.
The Halfling began first by saying that in order to proceed with their plan, Odin would need to get close to a High Elf mage in order to secure his position within the castle. This Elf—Doe, Stag, or something in between—need not have a title revered throughout all the kingdom, but a station within life that made their purpose recommendable. This, Virgin said, would be the first step toward their goal, the first rung upon the ladder that they must climb, for without a foothold upon the face of the mountain, one could not rise without risking potential injury. He then stated, in simple and careful detail, that after their positions were secured—when Odin fully stated that he was to apprentice a High Elf mage in order to further his magical ability—that Odin would state that Virgin was his partner and that the inn they would eventually be staying in did not fully compensate their needs.
This will get me into the castle, the Halfling said, and keep me from looking suspicious.
From there, Virgin continued, Odin would build momentum within his and his master’s relationship, then ask just where it was they kept a book so secret and vile in order to keep its dark powers contained. After that, it would be pure and simple. Needless to say, Virgin would carry out the rest of the proceedings.
That night, when High Healer Oleana came to tend to his wounds, Odin asked what he would have to do to speak with someone who could help better his abilities.
“I could train you,” the doe said, trailing her hand over his bare chest to sew new and shear away dead skin. “That is, if you would like.”
“I’m not looking to learn about healing,” Odin said, grimacing as the flickers of static continued to light up along his skin. “I’m looking to learn how to use my magic in combat.”
“This war is something harsh.”
“It is,” Virgin agreed. “Odin would fare better if he knew the secrets to Elven magickry.”
“They always said more is better,” High Healer Oleana said, crossing her arms as she finished the current round of healing along Odin’s torso. “I am not sure what all I can do to assist you, but I will try and search out the necessary procedures in order so you can meet with one of the High Mages.”
“How soon can he be out of bed?”
“Not for a few more days. It is not safe to irritate the skin so soon after it has been mended.”
“But I will be able to get up and move soon,” Odin said. “Right?”
“Your wounds will heal—thankfully, without scars—but you will have to take extra care not to overexert yourself. You do not want to cause your body any harm.”
“Of course not,” he said. “Thank you, High Healer.”
“There is no need to thank me, Yamda Odin. Farewell.”
“Farewell.”
When Oleana gathered herself up and left the room, Odin turned his eyes on Virgin, who only smiled and offered a slight shrug in response.
What could that mean?
“So,” he said, easing further down onto the bed. “How did I do?”
“You’ve done well, considering what you’ve went through. A sorry bastard like you should be dead.”
“But I’m not.”
“Which says something about your character,” Virgin said, easing forward and off the windowsill. “Your drive. Your determination to continue living on in this world.”
“I’m not going to die just because some stupid animal wants me to.”
“Nagani are much more than animal. You should know that.”
“Yes, but—“
What would one call a creature that existed halfway between pure primal instinct and common sentience? A chimera, a creature molded from two separate minds and merged into one, a freak of nature that occurred only in the grand scheme of things—by evolution, Virgin had said, or spawned by some innate magical energy that existed far too much within their world? Either way, it begged to question whether or not such creatures could feel emotion, or if they hunted out of instinct or of intelligent regard for what they were doing.
The mage said the Nagani hunt those with ill intent.
That surely had to mean the creature bore some form of intelligence, didn’t it?
Sighing, Odin scooted over to allow Virgin onto the bed and closed his eyes when the older Halfling slid in beside him.
“Don’t worry,” Virgin whispered. “You’ll be out of here in no time.”
He could only hope.
 
Odin rose from his tangled fit of sheets two days later after High Healer Oleana left the room with a clear and concise order to not aggravate his still-blooming injuries. Stretching his legs, flexing his muscles, taking care not to overextend his limits to the maximum degree—the first few moments out of bed were spent in pure, utter silence. Not a sound could be heard other than his and Virgin’s breathing, which seemed almost symbiotic in that single moment.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
The tension now sliced, the ebb of unease in the air crackled and allowed to spill its yolky matter, Odin turned his eyes on his friend and offered a slight smile despite the fact that every part of his torso felt as though it were strung together by simple threads and mesh. “I’m fine,” he said, stretching his arms out as far as he could without hurting himself. “Don’t I look fine?”
“You sure as hell don’t look like you were nearly killed.”
Under Oleana’s careful and precise healing, his chest bore no scars or any indication that he had once sustained injuries life-threatening. Save for the slight discoloration that spanned his torso from his pectorals to his abdomen, nothing could be seen—not even the slightest, minute scratch.
“I feel all right,” Odin said, swinging his arms at his side. “Do I sound ok?”
“You sound fine.”
That’s good, he thought.
With a smile across his face and a new lease on his current position flooding his mind, Odin stepped toward the windowsill and braced his hands along the wood siding that made up the ornate frame to the outside world. “Oleana didn’t mention anything about looking into me apprenticing for a High Mage, did she?”
“No,” Virgin said, stepping up beside him and sliding an arm around his waist. “She didn’t.”
“Virgin… can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“You’ve been a bit…”
“What? Touchy-feely?”
“Yeah.”
“Does it make you uncomfortable?”
“No.”
It felt anything but uncomfortable, if he were to be completely honest. Two hearts could easily be one once bonded together, two bodies intertwined in the heat of one single moment. An arm could be a third limb, a leg an orphaned twin, the pass of breath a machine of power that could operate under one single conscience. One need not think too strongly of such things to know that another person’s touch merited the world and its attention, for that alone was enough to make men like him feel as though they were something special and grand—pure, even, and blessed in the utmost fires, for it was not without mercy from another that one could bestow upon themself the right of conscience that all should have when in the presence of another.
What do I say, he thought, to a question I’m not sure how to answer?
When no answer came and no action followed, Odin bowed his head and allowed Virgin to trail his cheek along the side of his face until his lips fell to his jaw. There, Odin tilted his head up just slightly to look into Virgin’s eyes, only to be met by a kiss granted on his upper brow.
“If you think I’m being too personal,” the Halfling whispered, “you can say something. I won’t push this if you’re not willing.”
“It’s not that I’m not willing. It’s just…”
“Just… what?” Virgin frowned.
“I’ve just never considered myself—”
“Queer?”
Odin couldn’t help but nod.
“Labels are for people who want to put a name to the way they feel, Odin. You as well as anyone should know that.”
“I know. It’s just easier to have a name for it, especially when you’re not sure about the situation.”
“Let me ask you something.”
“All right.”
“Do you feel anything when I hold you like this—with my arm around your waist?”
“Yeah.”
“What do you feel?”
How could he describe a cosmos of emotion? There was no name for a rain of fire, a flame of moisture or the tangible kiss of a bug, nor was there a synonym from which he could derive a plaintive word that could entail the way he felt. Sure—there seemed to be something there: a spark, possibly, or maybe even a pyre of flame—but how he would describe that was beyond his measure. Maybe he could simply say he did not know—could not, in Layman’s terms, speak of what it was he felt—or maybe he could just say nothing at all. Was silence not the most simple of answers in moments of weakness and unease?
No, Odin thought. I can’t do that to him.
Virgin as well as anyone deserved a proper answer, especially regarding matters so close to the heart.
“I,” Odin began. A knot of unease formed inside his throat, drowning his words before he could even speak.
“Odin?” Virgin frowned.
“I feel like nothing can happen to me,” he said, turning his had to stare into the Halfling’s eyes. “Like I’m in my own little world where nothing can hurt or touch me.”
“Do you like that feeling?”
Yes.
“More than anything else in the world,” he sighed.
“Does it matter then what other people might think or say?”
No.
Did it, though? Did it really, truly matter whether or not another man looked upon him in scorn and considered him something less than human—a deviant, low-life creature that laid upon the bottom of the sea and sucked the scuzz and shit from other seafaring creatures? One could say that it did—because in this day and age, personal opinion meant the world—but when he looked into his past and granted himself a single, concise look at the men who had shaped his life and whose friendships he harbored, he could not help but feel another person’s opinion didn’t matter, for evil dwelled in places obvious and foolhardy and could never be stopped no matter what.
“No,” he whispered, only turning his head up when he felt the moment necessary and true. “It doesn’t.”
“I’m glad,” Virgin said, “because it makes me feel so much better knowing that you have a clear conscience about the way we feel about each other.”
Odin closed his eyes.
When Virgin wrapped both arms around his body and pressed up against his back, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though the world was but a simple place where they were the only two fish in the sea.
 
The night came swiftly and would have swept Odin into a land of dream had a storm not come to wreak terror above Lesliana. His head on Virgin’s chest, their hands entwined, their limbs locked, secured and placed within one another’s—it could have been a perfect moment were lightning not shattering the sky and thunder growling upon the horizon, and while he tried his hardest to fall back asleep, he found it almost impossible to in the midst of such unexpected tragedy.
What are you scared of? his conscience taunted. It’s just a storm.
It seemed not to matter whether he had endured such things before—had, in past circumstance, slept beneath a tent while Gods struck their hammers overhead or under a thicket of trees that occasionally showered them with teardrops of moisture—because in that very moment, something seemed completely, utterly wrong.
Trembling despite the warmth ebbing from Virgin’s body, Odin closed his eyes as tightly as he could and squeezed his companion’s hand in the hopes that it would somehow bring some form of comfort.
Outside, the angry beast in the sky growled on.
“Come on,” he whispered, adjusting the position of his head on Virgin’s chest. “Get over yourself. You’re acting like a kid.”
Was he, though? As a child, he could recall standing before the windows sweeping across the southern end of his father’s living room and watching the lightning crack the sky in two. At times, he remembered, it resembled something like spider webs, woven by such great creatures that could and should not be named, and during others it could strike the air so fiercely that it transcended the boundaries of normal color to create a collage of horror across the horizon. Red, blue, yellow, sometimes even violet—his father had always told him that being too close to a window could result in one’s demise: that once, as a child himself, one of his peers had been struck through the heart and killed instantly while standing before a pane of glass. That, however, had not dissuaded Odin’s pursuit any, and while his father had often warned him against such things, he had never listened. Stubborn child or not, he’d held his own even when it seemed to strike closer each time he looked, so why now, of all times, did he have to be afraid, when he was a fully-grown adult sleeping with a partner?
You’re just freaking yourself out, he thought, sighing, stroking the slight hair at Virgin’s stomach and pressing his hand flat against his companion’s abdomen. Don’t worry.
Things would be fine, he knew, were he to allow himself peace.
Softening the hold on his eyes, he pursed his lips and attempted to strike the flame of which normally sparked the fire of sleep.
One moment passed, then two.
A rumble of thunder echoed through his ears.
A flash of white filled his vision.
Odin opened his eyes.
Though he could see nothing of the sort, he couldn’t determine where the illumination could have come from.
“You’re getting yourself wound up for no reason at all,” he mumbled.
“Huh?” Virgin asked.
“Nothing,” Odin said, straightening his posture alongside his companion and resting his head on the pillow next to him. “Go back to sleep.”
“Is something wrong?”
“No. Nothing’s wrong.”
“All right,” the Halfling mumbled.
Rolling onto his side, Odin closed his eyes, drew his legs up to his chest, then began to count backward—first from the three-digit decibel of one-hundred, then slowly and as carefully backward as he could.
One-hundred came first, followed by ninety-nine, then ninety-eight.
A second flash of light greeted his vision.
When he opened his eyes a second time, he saw before the bed a thing he thought he would never again see in his entire life.
Hovering off the ground and producing a constant flow of white that seemed to come out of nowhere and reflect everywhere at the same time, the orb of light he had seen floating along the skirt of the Dwaydorian road levitated no more than three feet away from his head and offered a slight movement that could relate to some kind of intelligence. At first it seemed only to shake left and right, to and fro; then, out of nowhere, it began to bob up and down, much like a ball when bounced along a hard surface, and came closer with every fluctuating movement.
Paralyzed likely not only by fear, but the distinct possibility that he could be suffering some kind of pre-sleep abnormality, Odin could only blink and tighten his fingers around the sheet as the orb came closer to the side of the bed.
No.
It couldn’t be. Sources of light did not appear for no reason at all. There could be no magical source in the air, for he felt no tingle along his skin, and this could be no microscopic star in the sky that had fallen to the earth only to shine upon the world because stars, though able to fall, never persisted until they touched the land. For those reasons alone, there seemed no purpose for this thing, other than to illuminate a warning or offer catalyst to what his future could be, and for that his terror seemed all the more merited.
“Virgin,” he was able to whisper, the word drawn out and strangled within the constricted confines of his throat.
The Halfling said nothing.
Could Virgin even hear, smell, see, breathe in that very moment? If he could, Odin couldn’t know, for it seemed that no matter how hard he tried, all sense of knowledge had been cut off.
It began as a low hum that escalated in pitch when the somber note rose to a fluctuating falsetto that vibrated within the air and wind. First this sound echoed across the room, amplifying its affect and radius until no space was left behind—then, slowly, it seemed to affect everything. The floorboards began to crack, the windows vibrate, the end tables jitter like scared rats being chased by a mouse and the mattress bounce as if two people were upon it making love. It seemed, without any rational explanation, that the world was about to end—that regardless of how normality ruled their lives, the earth was about to cave in and reveal a world beneath that was something less than stellar. That in itself was enough to force tears from Odin’s eyes and blood from his lower lip when his teeth sunk too far in, but what might have terrified him the most was the fact that something began to reflect from inside the orb.
Within this creation’s isolated confines of light, he saw the face of someone he thought had died weeks ago.
Father.
A creature born of two flesh, two blood, two parables conjoined but completely isolated in two different parts of the world—this was the thing who had abandoned him at birth and found him in youth: when, for all the purpose in the world, he had appeared garbed in black and offered him salvation from a place hellish and starved of life. For four years he had known this man, this creature, this great stag of the Elven race, and for four years he had come to know that creature as someone who could be the man that had created him. It had been but some weeks ago that he had died, and while still ever closer in his heart, this illumination could well reveal that existence did continue upon the other side of life.
“Father,” he whispered.
Odin, the orb replied.
Completely monotonous and sounding nothing like Miko, its voice spread through the air like a wave of water forced through a strait only to wash onto a beach broad and without any natural break. This sound, as dull as it was, seemed to shine with radiance that could have made him blind, had it a source of light, but since it did not, Odin simply allowed it to flood through his ears and into his mind, all the while crying as it fully connected that this thing was so much more than he could have ever possibly imagined.
“Are you,” he said, then stopped as a strangled sound echoed from his throat.
Behind him, Virgin tensed.
No.
He couldn’t wake now, not when he was so close.
Odin, the construct said.
“Tell me what you are,” he said. “Tell me what you’re doing here.”
Odin.
Odin.
“Odin.”
He barely realized the word had flown from his lips until he felt blood running down his chin.
The floating orb of light floated back until it hovered directly against the wall.
Odin.
“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered. “I don’t know what you want from me.”
Odin.
“Please… answer me.”
Odin.
Its luminescence began to fade.
As the tears flowed down his face and mixed with the blood at his chin, Odin considered for a moment that he could now be closer to his father than he ever thought before.
He closed his eyes. He braced his heart. He waited for the thing before him to fade into the air as though nothing had ever really happened.
A grey hue began to flow over his vision.
When he opened his eyes, he saw the construct holding on to what could arguably be its last moments of its short existence.
Odin, it said.
The word floated through the air like a hum before it died away.
When the sound faded, the construct, too, disappeared from sight.
Odin curled into a ball and cried.
 
“Did something happen last night?” Virgin asked.
“No,” Odin said, buttoning his jerkin into place.
To anyone looking upon the situation, they could have said his outright lie was bold and brass enough to have been crowned something of a wonder. Their lips, had they been there, would have said that yes, something had happened, and yes, that something had affected one of them to the point where they shed tears and blood. However, since there were no eyes, no lips, no faces, ears or noses, there would be no speaking the truth, because in that moment, Odin had not the reason to tell his companion what had transpired the night before.
“I remember you waking me up,” the Halfling said, turning his attention to vaguely regard him as Odin made his way across the room, toward where his swords lay propped against the wall. “That did happen, right?”
“It stormed last night.”
“Were you afraid?”
“For some reason, yeah. I don’t know why though.”
“The storms this far south sometimes get bad, especially with the hills and the dark mountains so close. Some say it’s evil itself that drifts over these plains.”
If that were the case, Odin wouldn’t argue, as he would have to face yet another moment of weakness during a tumultuous freak weather apparition.
Shaking his head, he reached down, grabbed his swords, then attached each to his sides before grabbing for the cloak that lay hanging on the rack directly beside the door.
“Where might you be going?” Virgin asked.
“I’m hungry,” Odin replied. “Aren’t you?”
“Don’t leave by yourself.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“What might happen that you’re so worried about?”
“Some Elves frown upon Halflings such as ourselves,” Virgin said, clasping his hands around Odin’s upper arms and looking him directly in the eyes. “Besides—if you want me to be perfectly honest, they might think you’re not just the Halfling you claim to be.”
“But I—“
“You didn’t expect me to catch on to the fact that you’ve got a bit of Drow in you?” Virgin laughed, planting a kiss to the middle of Odin’s forehead. “Come on, Odin—let’s be serious now.”
“I didn’t think it was that noticeable.”
“It’s not. It’s your eyes that throw you off. A real Elf, much less a Halfling with Elven blood, would never have a pair of red eyes.”
“I’ve always held on to the fact that most people think I’m human.”
“That father of yours must have been quite a remarkable creature,” Virgin said, making his way back to the bed, where he secured his jerkin across his shoulders and began to button it down his chest. “I’m surprised the stags who allowed me to bring you in here or the two Elves that have been in this room haven’t said anything about your appearance. You in a room with a bunch of Elves is like a mouse surrounded by a pack of cats.”
“Will they say anything?”
“It isn’t likely, considering how much pride they have regarding their tolerance of the lesser races, but I don’t want you wandering around by yourself, at least not until you gain some sort of notoriety within the government here.”
“You really think they’ll let me, a… well… a bastard, I should say, apprentice in the castle?”
“You didn’t choose to be born the way you were.”
“I know, but—“
“The Elves are strong in the belief that those of their blood are good by nature. What we plan on doing may not be of the best intentions, but at least we don’t plan on hurting anyone.”
Do we? Odin thought. Because I thought stealing always hurt someone in the end.
Though there would be emotional consequences to their actions—and, likely, political ones—they would not be physically harming anyone. That in itself was guaranteed.
Drawing his cloak around his body if only to hide his swords, Odin reached forward, unlocked and unstrung the bolt and chain, then pulled the door open and waited for Virgin to escort him down to the bar.
 
Immediately upon their arrival, it seemed as though all eyes were on them.
“It’s all right,” Virgin said, clasping an arm across Odin’s back as the female bartender came forward with what appeared to be two distinct bowls of fruits and vegetables. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”
“They’re all looking at me,” he whispered.
How could he not be concerned when it seemed like daggers were being thrown at him from each and every corner of the room? Bound, gagged and tied to a pole would have been trivial compared to this.
It’s all right. You’ve got Virgin right here with you.
With his companion at his side, there would be no lip, no trouble, possibly not even the slightest bit of danger to have to contend with. Besides—if Elven virtue, like Virgin had said, held any semblance of truth, then they were merely regarding him and nothing more.
Bowing his head, Odin accepted the utensil the barmaid offered and stabbed his fork into a plump slice of tomato. 
Great, he thought, sighing. Vegetables and fruit.
It would take some time to get used to not eating meat.
At his side, Virgin ate as though he had never eaten before. Head down, neck craned forward, he appeared to be some kind of exotic bird poised over a platoon of perfectly-edible plants and eating without regard. Even the purplish strands of eggplant, which Odin found almost unbearable, were consumed instantly. It wasn’t long after that Virgin set a few more pieces of copper down and requested that another bowl be brought.
“What’s the matter?” the Halfling asked, turning his green eyes on Odin and frowning when he noticed his slow progress. “Oh.”
“I’m guessing you’re mostly vegetarian.”
“Not particularly, no.”
“I’m just not used to not eating meat, that’s all.”
“They have substitutes if you would like, though you’d be damned to catch me eating them.”
“What is it?”
“White, powdered blocks of… well… I’m not exactly sure what you would call them.”
“It’s made out of milk from plants,” the barmaid said, placing Virgin’s second offering before him.
“Bring my partner a glass of wine, if you would, meera.”
“What kind?”
“Red, if you have it.”
“We do,” the doe replied, bowing her head before retreating to the back of the bar.
“What does ‘meera’ mean?” Odin frowned, glancing up only once when he thought he saw a flicker of movement on the darker side of the bar.
“Oh,” Virgin laughed, clapping him across the back. “I forgot I haven’t mentioned anything about that. ‘Meera’ means ‘madam,’ or as close to it as it sounds. ‘Derman’ is ‘sir’ or ‘gentleman.’”
“I see,” Odin said, nodding when the Elf set the glass of wine before him. “Are you sure we should be drinking so early in the morning?”
“It’s not like we have a whole lot to do until Oleana arrives,” Virgin shrugged, accepting his own glass. He sipped its almost-brimming contents before setting it on the bar before them. “We might as well enjoy the time while we can, right?”
“I guess.”
“You guess? What’re you talking about?” Virgin clapped his back. “Come on, Odin—live a little. You deserve it after all you’ve been through.”
Odin supposed that in a way, he did. Not only had he been tormented by the reality that they were so close yet so far away from their prospect for the past few days, but by the floating apparition that had appeared to him last night. It was any wonder he bore any semblance of sanity, especially after possibly coming in contact with something that could have been some memory of his father summoned to the earth by some grand, ethereal presence.
Could it have been you? he thought. 
Had Miko, in life, really been powerful enough to sustain his magic after death? He supposed not, but the likelihood was not out of the question, especially given that his father had been the most powerful mage he had ever come into contact with.
With a short glimpse to his side and at Virgin, Odin lifted his glass of wine and offered himself but a small sip.
As Virgin had said, he might as well enjoy the time while he still had it to spare.
 
They skirted around the outer edges of the bar for as long as possible before time and necessity drove them to sit in a booth. Hands at their sides, eyes downcast, they remained to themselves or each other and said and did little in the time that passed like cooing doves pressed above the balconies of some lonely church. Occasionally, Virgin would stop a barmaid and ask her to bring him a drink, thus breaking the momentum of silence that spread eternally and without despair. Little did it do to contain Odin’s fiery nerves and the likelihood that Oleana would soon be arriving, possibly with news on whether or not he had been accepted to meet with one of the High Elf mages. For that, he forced himself to keep from trembling in the face of such adversity, though when Virgin set an arm across his shoulder and squeezed his upper arm, Odin couldn’t help but shiver.
Just keep your cool, he thought, nodding when Virgin cast a glance at him before the barmaid came forward bearing his companion’s drink. Everything’s going to be just fine.
How could he know, though? He was no seer, no clairvoyant, no master visionary that could see into the future and predict what was about to happen. Had Nova been here, maybe there could have been a flash of insight, but since the human wasn’t, what use was there in having to worry about something he could not control?
“You’re shaking,” Virgin said, tightening his hold around Odin’s body while sipping his drink.
“Sorry,” Odin mumbled.
“What’s wrong?”
“I’m nervous.”
“About?”
“Oleana coming here to meet us.”
“There isn’t any reason to be nervous, Odin. You already know that you’re going to get accepted.”
“How do you—“
“Because you survived being attacked by a Nagani. That’s something few can lay claim to.”
“But—“
“Here,” Virgin said, lifting his glass of wine before Odin’s face. “Drink this.”
“I don’t want it.”
“You’re only going to make yourself worse if you don’t lighten up a little.”
“I’m trying not to.”
“Drink it, Odin.”
“I don’t want it.”
“Do it.”
“But–“
Before he could finish, Virgin downed the glass of wine, grabbed the sides of Odin’s head and forced their lips together in one single motion.
A tongue probed his lips.
Odin opened his mouth.
Wine spilled down his throat faster than he could swallow it.
“Vuh-Virgin,” he gasped, grimacing as trace amounts of the liquid spilled down his chin and onto his jerkin. “What’d you do that for?”
“To loosen you up.”
“If anything, it’s only making me worse.”
“Come on,” the Halfling smiled. “You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy that.”
“I didn’t.”
“You mean to tell me that I can’t sway your interests even a little bit?”
“My interest was to not drink any more wine. I’m rattled enough as it is.”
“You’ll be fine,” Virgin said, clapping an arm across his back and downing the remaining bit of wine. “Don’t you worry.”
Sighing, Odin reached up, rubbed the alcohol from his lips, then licked the faint traces of it off his fingers before reaching down and scrubbing his hand along his thighs.
Behind them, the door opened.
The room quieted almost immediately.
And so it begins, Odin thought. The first phase of the plan.
As he had expected before he even turned his head, High Healer Oleana had entered the inn garbed in a fine, flowing white gown that seemed to metamorphosis through the air as she made her way around tables and through lines of entering and exiting people. The gown exquisite, her expression anything but weak, her hair a halo above her head, she sought his eyes out from the far side of the bar and offered a slight wave of her hand as she approached their booth and seated herself directly across from them.
Virgin offered a slight nod.
A tang of bile rose within Odin’s throat.
“Hello,” Oleana said.
“Hello,” Odin managed, reaching up to rub his throat when what felt like a shard of glass embedded itself in his jugular.
“How are you on this day?”
“We’re well,” Virgin said, offering the slightest smile as Odin continued to rub his throat. “Aren’t we, Odin?”
“We’re fine,” he agreed, though he considered himself anything but. “We weren’t expecting you until later.”
“I was coming to check on your injuries, but form the looks of it, it appears as though you are doing just fine.” The doe nodded as she reached forward to part the edge of Odin’s jerkin and examine her work. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine.”
“This is excellent timing then. I have just come from the castle after speaking with High Mage Jarden.”
“What did they say?” Virgin frowned.
“Jarden is very interested in the fact that you happened to survive a Nagani attack,” Oleana said, spreading the piece of parchment out on the table before them and flushing her fingers across the ornate curls of the Elvish writing.
“What does it say?” Odin frowned.
“‘To Yamda Odin and his partner Virgin,’” Virgin recited, tightening his hold around Odin’s shoulders as he leaned forward to read from the script. “‘I would like to meet you both on the eve of the grand star’s fall to speak with you regarding your journey and what you wish to learn of the Elven ways of magic. Please take this piece of parchment with you to the castle’s front entrance and request entrance on the circumstance that High Mage Jarden would like to visit you. Sincerely, Jarden.’”
“Jarden considers it a great honor that you have asked for an audience,” Oleana said, crossing her arms over her chest as Virgin rolled the scroll of parchment and bound it with twine. “It’s not often they grant such permission.”
“They?” Odin frowned. “Is this more than one person?”
“Jarden is what you would call a Neven D’Carda.”
“I don’t understand,” Odin frowned.
“A Neven D’Carda is someone who is neither male or female,” Virgin said, granting Oleana his full attention as she reached forward to set her hands on the table. “They are usually creatures with great amounts of magical power, though I have only ever heard of such a being born under Elvish blood.”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“You don’t often hear of them so far in the northern world,” Oleana said, “but regardless, know that this is an honor that should not be passed up.”
“I don’t plan on it,” Odin said, bowing his head. “Thank you, High Healer, for your help. I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“You are a very special person, Yamda. Jarden is interested in your magic and lineage.”
Odin turned his head up.
When the Elf looked into his eyes, piercing what he considered to be his most personal barrier and granting him but a second to realize that she had just distinguished what he was, he nodded, then reached down to take Virgin’s hand, which lay perfectly accessible on the Halfling’s thigh.



Virgin’s fingers tightened around his.
A breath escaped his throat.
With a simple nod, Oleana rose and began to make her way toward the entrance to the bar.
“We should go,” Virgin said, guiding Odin to his feet and heading toward the doorway.
“Where are we going?” Odin frowned.
“We will be in the presence of royals this evening. We should at least dress as such.”
 
“The color suits you,” the tailor said, flushing his hands along the curve of the golden-brown, long-sleeved shirt Odin wore before guiding his hair back and down his neck.
“You’re very handsome,” Virgin agreed from the doorway.
“Are you not buying a suit for yourself, young Yamda?” the tailor frowned.
“My partner is the one who will be attending this meeting, not I.”
“You don’t plan on escorting me?” Odin frowned.
“Of course I do, but I’m not the one looking to impress a high mage.”
“Such a dignified response from such noble Elves,” the tailor said, drawing a length of thread along Odin’s legs before making a few slight adjustments to the threading along the pants. “I would think you would want shoes to go with this?”
“I don’t need them,” Odin said. “Really, I—“
“He’ll take the shoes,” Virgin said.
“Virgin—“
“I’m paying for it, Odin. Don’t worry.”
I’m not, Odin thought, grimacing as the Elven tailor began to pop the buttons along the length of his chest, then as he gestured him to turn and spread his arms. I just don’t know how I feel about you spending stolen money.
He could not blame his companion’s behaviors. They had likely been ingrained within him by family—or, at the very least, a sire who had taught him his art and what it meant to be a rogue living on the fringe of society. That secured within him the belief that, in the end, it was all right for Virgin to pay for the suit, if only because the situation merited it and courtesy need use for such a thing.
“All right then,” the tailor said, gesturing Odin to the side so he could remove his pants behind the privacy curtain. “If you come by at, say, dusk, I can have these to you just in time for your meeting.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, offering the finely-made pants over the privacy ring before reaching down to redress. “I really appreciate it.”
“No need to thank me, young Yamda. I do it for the love of the art.”
 
“You didn’t have to do that,” Odin said, shoving his hands into his pockets as they made their way down the road and back toward the inn Oleana had arranged them at. “I could’ve paid for it myself.”
“Why let you pay for it when I can just as easily?”
“I just don’t want to burden you.”
“If you were a burden to me, Odin, I wouldn’t have stayed on with you this far.”
He does have a point, his conscience whispered. He could’ve been long gone the moment he left you off at the inn.
Were Virgin a man of lesser values and of immoral stipulations, he could have easily turned his back on him on his deathbed and fled to the woods—toward, what Odin could only imagine, was easy pickings on travelers making their way around this hellacious part of the world. He’d attempted to rob him easily enough—had, in but a few swift movements, placed a knife to his neck and told him to turn over everything he had—so for him to have not done that was a miracle unto itself.
We share something though.
What, though? He couldn’t say love, for he didn’t truly know whether or not he was in such a thing or if Virgin did, for a fact, care for him, nor could he say that their similar lineage was a bonding point between them, for they rarely talked about it. To anyone looking upon the situation, they could have been anything but similar—a champion and a thief walking hand-in-hand down the ever-changing road of life.
“I know,” Odin finally said, stopping in the middle of the road to better compose himself for the conversation likely to follow. “I’m sorry, Virgin.”
“For what?”
“For acting needy.”
“You’re nothing of the sort, Odin. If anything, you’re the least destitute person I’ve ever met.”
“Do you really mean that?”
“I do.”
Odin said nothing. Instead, he turned his head to look upon the situation before them.
Few people within the streets stopped to acknowledge them, much less turn. Unlike in human settlements, towns and villages, there were few women standing alongside the road chatting with friends or engaging in dialogue with husbands, no men handling animals or rousing their children in from long days of play. What unsettled him the most—and, possibly, most importantly—was the scarcity of children. He saw no Elven child seated within the middle of the street playing marbles with his friends, no little girl running after a kitten, crying with glee as she captured it within her outstretched hands and showed it to the world with pride, no little boy swinging a sword in the middle of the street to fight in his fantasies a monster that tried to slay his friends and family. There seemed to be none of that here, this normality he had become so used to, and for that he couldn’t help but stare at the few Elves he did see, for they seemed a sight that did not exist within these strange, empty streets.
It’s so much different, he thought, than our world.
Could he honestly say that this place—this city of greatness—was not his world? He was, after all, two parts Elf, even if one of those were tainted, vile and rude, so he couldn’t argue with the fact that this place, among others, should have counted among his many homes. Felnon, Ornala, Lesliana—all were, in a way, bound to him, the first in youth, the second in age, the third blood. He could not deny the fact that he was now, with strength and resolution, standing upon the ground where part of him had come from once upon a time, in a land far away and a time too far off to tell.
A pair of arms slipped around his shoulders.
Odin turned his head to look into Virgin’s eyes. “You ok?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” Virgin said. “Don’t worry.”
“I’m not.”
“Good. Let’s get back to the inn and kill a few hours before we have to come back to the tailor shop.”
 
Odin stood before what was perhaps one of the most ornate mirrors he had ever seen looking upon his ensemble. A golden cape at his back, a pair of white gloves upon his hands, his long-sleeved shirt buttoned, secured, framed upon his broad chest and his pants and boots shining in colors of bronze—he had never felt more confident in his appearance than at that moment, when the tailor finished securing his hair into a fine braid and adjusting the bangs at the side of his head.
“You look… amazing,” Virgin said, stepping up behind him to look at Odin’s reflection.
“Thank you,” Odin said, almost shy with jealousy.
“It is quite the outfit if I do say so myself,” the tailor said, counting the money secured within his palm. “I never made it with the intent of ever having a Yamda wear it, but I have to say, it really does suit you.”
“It does,” Virgin agreed, clapping Odin’s upper arms before taking a few steps back.
“Is there anything else I can do to thank you?” Odin asked, turning his attention on the tailor who stood no more than a few feet away. “I really can’t thank you enough.”
“There is no need to thank me any more than you already have. Seeing it on you is thanks enough.” The Elf slid the gold into his pocket and gestured them toward the entrance of the shop. “I hate to say it, friends, but I must close for the night. Good luck at your meeting, sir.”
“Thank you,” Odin said.
The door closed firmly behind them.
“Guess this is it then,” Odin said, training his eyes on the distant silhouette of the castle.
“Might I have your arm, sir Odin?” Virgin asked.
“You may,” Odin said.
He slid his arm between Virgin’s elbow and chest and started forward, all the while wondering just what it was they would encounter come time they entered the castle.
 
It could, in a few simple words, be described as magical. Torches burning along the corridor walls, the halls flushed with green tapestry and covered in rugs of the same color, those bearing upon their surfaces an insignia resembling something of a creature carrying a city upon its head, the few windows along the western scope of the ornately-created castle gilded and made in stained glass—they marched up the southern expanse of the corridor with two sets of guards in rows of three both behind and in front of them in preparation for what could have been one of the most important moments of their lives. As commoners, they were instructed to do whatever it was they were told without question, and as refined guests they were told to be honored, so when they turned into a side hall with little word of warning, Odin simply followed suit and kept his silence as Virgin held his head high and proud in the face of such noble persecution.
This place, Odin thought.
He could truthfully and honestly say that this castle was far more beautiful than anything humankind could have ever made, if only because it seemed with a simple conscience that shapes abstract and lacking definitive shape could, in fact, be beautiful. Ornala was, in a way, a modernization of art that would likely lead only to more and more standardized creations. Buildings would be made square, towers reduced, reshaped to rectangles, squares, the occasional triangle, structures would be cast in geometric shapes that resembled things commonplace and without diversity—humankind, it seemed, wanted to create a world completely devoid of art, which made Odin tremble in the fact of such ornate beauty around him.
You would never find something this far north, he thought. Or west, or east.
“Or anywhere,” he whispered.
“You say something?” Virgin asked.
“No,” Odin said. “Don’t worry about it.”
With a simple shrug, the older Halfling set his hands at his side and continued following the guards down the hallway.
For what felt like hours they marched through corridors—first straight, then rounded, then completely angular and, at points, heading up inclines and then descending down declines. There seemed no end to this convoluted mess of halls, walls and tapestries, so when they finally stopped in place for several long, undeterminable moments, Odin thought that they had finally come to the place, only to find that the guards had just stopped in order to let someone passing down the hall go forward first.
“I hate to complain,” Odin said, “but how much longer will it be until we’re at High Mage Jarden’s office?”
“We will be there soon,” one of the guards said, shifting his shoulders to allow the thin but obviously-protective armor to fluctuate over his upper back. “As to his ‘office,’ the High Mage does not live within an ‘office.’ It is Jarden’s own personal quarters, where you will likely be dining and meeting in his personal living room.”
“I see,” Odin said.
Virgin only offered a shrug in response.
They continued through the halls for several longer periods of time. It occurred to Odin in the expanse of time it took to round one level and then another that this castle, as small as it seemed to be from the outside, was obviously much larger he had initially anticipated. Had he a common thought about it, it would have been that the interlaced hands-like structure was actually a mere illusion to the actual size it held, for though his pursuits through Ornala’s castle had been aplenty, he had never spent this much time going from one end to the other.
Will this ever end? he thought.
Just when it seemed like it never would, the guards stopped in the middle of the hall, directly where, to their left, a door stood in plain and simple glory.
“Is this it?” Virgin asked.
“This is High Mage Jarden’s office,” the only guard who’d managed to speak the entire time said, turning in unison with his fellow Elves to face them. “Knock on the door and wait for it to open.”
“It opens on its own?”
None of the Elves answered.
Stepping forward, but carefully as to not trip over his own feet, Odin raised his hand, knocked on the door, then stepped back in preparation for the moment he would meet the Neven D’Carda and thereby either succeed with his plan or fail in it.
As one, the guards stepped away.
Virgin frowned.
Odin was about to open his mouth and say something when the door opened, revealing to them a long, darkened hallway with what appeared to be a single candle alight on a second door at the end of the corridor.
“Can we,” Odin started.
The guards said nothing.
Virgin pressed a hand on Odin’s back and pushed him forward.
When the door closed of its own accord and almost-absolute darkness overwhelmed them, Odin raised his hand, tilted his palm up to the air, then willed a single bead of light to float in the air before him.
I thought it would be nullified, he thought, watching the orb float ahead of them.
“It’s beautiful,” Virgin said.
 Odin shrugged, stepped forward to lead them down the corridor, then asked, “Why do you think this person has their personal quarters so set away like this?”
“Some Neven D’Carda are deformed.”
“Deformed?”
“They don’t have an arm, a leg, that sort of thing.”
“You said they were neither male nor female,” Odin said, turning his head to look at Virgin’s face in the semi-light braced before them. “Does that mean they’re both?”
“I’m not of the authority to answer. If you want, you can ask ze.”
“Ze?”
“Neutral terminology.”
“Oh,” Odin frowned. “So… ze and zir, then? Is that appropriate?”
“As appropriate as you can get when speaking to something that does not identify as male or female.”
With a short nod, Odin stepped before the door and raised his hand to knock.
A flicker of movement caught his eye.
He trained his attention at the very top of the door, directly beneath where the candle burned bright.
Did I just see that, he thought, or was I seeing things?
He could have sworn he’d just seen a pair of eyes look out at him.
Did I, though?
Rather than dwell on the specifics, he set his hand directly before the door, looked back at Virgin for one brief moment, then knocked three times.
Slowly, the door cracked open.
“Yamda Odin?” a voice asked.
“I’m him,” Odin replied. “With my friend Yamda Virgin.”
“Come in.”
The door opened.
Odin raised his eyes.
The creature directly before them could not be described as either sex of the natural world. Characterized by a pair of high cheekbones, a pair of thin, almost-invisible lips and a nose small yet dignified upon the porcelain features of an almost sheet-white face, the most startling feature upon the Neven D’Carda’s face, save for zirs completely-bald, dome-shaped head was zirs eyes—which, for all purposes, bore no pupils or irises at all. Instead, nothing more than a pair of white sclera looked down at him from zirs awkward height of some eight-and-a-half-feet, which, combined with zirs extremely-skinny and lengthy form, made ze a sort of anomaly in forms of structure and character.
“Yamda,” the Neven D’Carda said, extending one abnormally-long index finger out to touch his shoulder. “Welcome.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, almost unable to tear his eyes away from the being named Jarden’s face.
“Welcome, Yamda,” Jarden said, touching Virgin’s shoulder as he stepped forward and into the ornately-structured living room, which lay furnished in shades of white and grey. “You are Yamda Odin’s companion and partner, correct?”
“Correct,” Virgin said, nodding his head as Jarden lifted zirs digit and shut the door with a simple wave of the hand.
“It is an honor to have the both of you here, Yamda Odin, Yamda Virgin. Please, come—I have prepared dinner for the two of you.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, stepping into the room.
The Neven D’Carda led them through the wide, expansive living room and toward what appeared to be the dining room, which lay complete with two pairs of plates and utensils arranged to the left and right of the table. Lit by what appeared to be magicked rings upon the ceiling, the magic—white in color, which struck Odin a bit odd, considering he had never seen it before in anything other than his own magic—reflected off of the bland white walls and cast the room in a soft glow that both comforted and mystified him.
“You’re not eating?” Odin frowned, turning his attention to the chair at the far end of the table, which stood empty and without an audience of food.
“I do not eat,” Jarden said. “There is no need.”
“Oh.”
“I prepared your dinner with the fact that you are both Yamda in mind. There are fresh fruits, vegetables and meats from the birds lying on the outskirts of the city.”
“Meat?” Virgin frowned.
“I thought,” Odin started.
“I am not against feeding half-humans meat,” Jarden interrupted, casting zirs pale white eyes in Odin’s direction. “Especially you, my bastard friend.”
“It didn’t take you long to figure it out.”
“I see it like a blot of blood upon your face, young one. Sit, please. There is much to discuss.”
Odin took his seat to the left of the table and waited for Virgin to round its expanse and seat himself before turning his attention to Jarden, who maneuvered zirs wraithlike form across the room in but a few steps before seating zirself. There, ze set zirs elbows upon the table’s surface, laced zirs fingers together, then waited for the two of them to begin eating before clearing zirs throat and raising zirs dome-shaped head to watch the two of them.
This is… odd, Odin thought.
He didn’t expect to be eating while their host simply sat and watched.
Directly across from him, Virgin’s soft but calculated gaze seemed to warn him against saying or doing anything.
“How far have you come?” Jarden asked, turning zirs head to look at Odin.
“I came from Dwaydor, sir… I mean, zir… in the country of Ornala.”
“Do not apologize for pronunciations. I understand, and am surprised that you know gender-neutral pronouns.”
“I was informed beforehand,” he said, giving a slight nod to Virgin.
“I am honored you took the time to educate yourself before you have come here. Tell me, though—why are you here, so far south, in the Elven capital?”
“My father… he… he died a few weeks ago in the war that took the Elven military north.”
“I am sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you, zir. I… to be perfectly honest, I came here out of blind rage because I didn’t know what else to do.”
“What is it you seek in the south, Yamda Odin?”
“Answers,” he said, “to what life really means, and what death intones.”
“Those are answers that cannot be easily stated in the course of one sitting,” Jarden said, “but I am interested most in your magic. Healer Oleana said that you survived being attacked by a Nagani.”
“Yes zir.”
“How was this?”
“My father’s sword,” he said, reaching down to grasp the blade at his side.
“May I see it?”
“Yes.”
“The blade itself. The sheath is not needed.”
Pushing himself away from the table, Odin stood, reached down, then drew the silver blade from its prison, precariously unsure of the fact that it had been freed out of need for speculation instead of actual defense. With ease he found almost impossible, he flipped the sword around, slid his hand along the side of the blade, then extended it hilt-first to Jarden, who took it within zirs long, bony hands and traced one long finger up the scope of the blade, examining it with eyes Odin found terrifyingly unnerving and all the more fascinating.
“This is a beautiful blade,” the Neven D’Carda said, tilting zirs head to the side and looking at Odin from a skewed angle. “Elvish.”
“Yes.”
“Your blade… is it not Drow?”
“It is.”
Odin, too, pulled the blade that had been imparted on him nearly five years ago and extended it to Jarden, who took it in zirs hands after setting the silver sword down on the table. Like the previous blade, ze examined it carefully, even going so far as to trace the insignia on the hilt, before turning zirs attention back on Odin. “You are aware of their song,” ze said, “are you not?”
“Are you talking about their hum?”
“Yes. I am.”
“They’ve done it before.”
“They are brother and sister blades, born from the same hand.”
“I didn’t know,” Odin said.
“From what I can tell,” Jarden said, placing zirs hands over both of the blades, “the creature that made these fell from grace long before your time. It is any wonder you hold in possession both of them. Was it not your father who gave them to you?”
“The black one, as a gift,” Odin nodded. “The silver upon his death.”
“Your father must have been a very old creature, young Yamda. You are honored to have been born from his blood.”
You don’t know, he thought, reseating himself after Jarden returned both blades into his possession. You have absolutely no idea.
In the moments of silence that followed, Odin began eating on Virgin’s subtle cue and kept his attention mostly on his food and not on that of his companion or the Neven D’Carda in their presence. While his first inclinations led him to believe that he would be far better off giving the creature who summoned them his full respect, he didn’t feel staring would get him anywhere, so he continued to pick at his food until little of it remained, only stopping to consider the glass of what was most obviously wine when he was almost done.
“Would you like more?” Jarden asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Don’t worry.”
“Would you, Yamda Virgin?”
“No, zir. Thank you.”
Nodding, Jarden rose, gestured Odin and Virgin into the living room, then seated zirself in a fine, plush chair while Odin and Virgin situated themselves on the broad couch against the wall.
“Odin,” Jarden said. “I would like you to show me your magic.”
“All right.”
“I noticed you and I share a similar trait.”
“The white light,” he said.
Jarden nodded and gestured him to open his palm by flexing zirs fingers.
Doing as instructed, Odin took a deep breath, expelled it, then focused his will and effort into a small space on his palm until an orb shimmered into existence, casting its slight radius of light onto his palm and across the bottom of his face.
“Very nice,” the Elf said.
“Is white magic rare?” Virgin frowned.
“White magics are usually only granted to those with innate, naturalistic healing properties, though from my own research into the matter, white magic is much more beneficial in combat experiments than in actual healing.”
“Why is that?” Odin asked.
“The light is often too harsh on the body. Tell me—have you ever healed someone with your magic?”
“Yes.”
“And has there been discoloration to the skin?”
“Sometimes,” Odin admitted.
“There. That is precisely why Elves or mages with such properties are reserved for combat mechanisms than healing ones. They are much more useful soldiers if only because their properties can be amplified.”
“I didn’t know,” Odin said. “I’ve only ever been told that white light was associated with healing.”
“You have heard correctly. Diana, if you believe in the legend, held the same color of light for her own.”
“Was she an Elf?” Virgin frowned.
“We do not know what Diana was, if perhaps she even existed. She could have been a Godly One.”
“That makes sense,” Virgin said. “Far more than the idea that she was a human does.”
“How that spread into human lore I do not know,” Jarden said, zirs laugh like an echo produced from a deep but harmonic instrument. “In regards to your magic though, Odin, have you been trained how to use it?”
“By a mage in Ornala, yes.”
“So you do not know the specifics of the art that could benefit you in combat?”
Unsure what to say, Odin shook his head, which prompted a slight smile from Jarden and revealed white teeth with long incisor fangs. In response, Odin snuffed the light floating above his palm out by encircling his fingers around it and narrowed his eyes.
“You show much promise,” the Neven D’Carda said. “Much more promise than I would normally expect from a human, Yamda or not.”
“What does that mean?” Odin frowned. “That you’ll teach me?”
“I do wish to educate you on the proper measures, if only because you may be overextending yourself and cutting your life very, very short—that is, if your human blood limits you to a short existence.”
“You can’t tell just by looking at me?”
“Drow do not live forever, nor do humans. You are very likely to die from age just like any other creature.”
“That doesn’t matter though,” Virgin said. “Does it, zir?”
“No. You are young. You will live a long and healthy life.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, standing. “Are we excused?”
“You may return tomorrow if you so desire.”
“Thank you.”
Jarden stood, extended zirs arm, then reached out to take Odin’s hand.
When their palms touched, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though he had just succeeded in his plan.
 
“How do you think that went?” Odin asked, sliding his hands into his pockets as he and Virgin made their way down the deserted city road.
“I think it went fine,” Virgin replied, tilting his head up to examine the distant moon, which lay shadowed behind a formation of clouds moving in from the east. “Why? Do you not think it did?”
“I was nervous, and wasn’t necessarily sure whether or not I was addressing zir correctly.”
“You did fine, Odin. Don’t beat yourself up.”
“I’m trying not to.”
“Hey,” Virgin said, stopping him in midstride and taking him by the arms. “Look at me for a second.”
Odin tilted his head up to look his companion directly in the eyes.
“You… did… absolutely… amazing. And you look it too.”
“Are you just saying that?”
“No. Why would I?”
Because you feel like you owe it to me, he thought. Because you bought me this entire suit without thinking twice.
“Odin,” Virgin said, tilting his head up when his gaze faltered and began to fall to the ground. “You don’t… think I don’t care about you, do you?”
“It’s not that.”
“Then what is it?”
“Can I be honest?”
“You know you can.”
“I’ve been having a lot harder time with this then I think I should be.”
“You’re coming into terms with who you are. That’s always hard.”
“It’s… not that. Well… it’s partially that, but—“
“But what?”
Odin said nothing. Instead, he tore his gaze away from Virgin, broke away from the Halfling’s hold, then began to walk up the road, lacing his fingers behind the back of his head and trying his hardest to figure out just what it was he was going to say to a man whose feelings he knew nothing about.
Will you be hurt, his conscience whispered, if he says no?
Would he, though? Would he really, truly feel as though his world were about to end if he was denied the result to a question that could be answered in but a few brief moments? He couldn’t know, couldn’t possibly even begin to imagine just what it was that would plague his heart or doubt his mind, for he had never felt this way before about anyone or anything. The only thing that had come close was his love for Nova, whom he considered his best friend, and his father, whom had been his mentor for most of his young adult life. Ectris—he’d been different; and Mother Karma—she’d been but a substitute, someone who took care of him in place of a mother he did not have.
“Odin,” Virgin said, summoning his gaze with but one simple word.
“I’m still here,” he replied.
“What were you about to ask?”
Could he really say it now that it was out in the open?
Can I? he thought. Or will I just chicken out?
When Virgin stepped up behind him and set both his hands on his shoulders, Odin visibly cringed, then turned completely around so he could look at Virgin’s face.
When his vision cleared and the light of the moon revealed a visage of pain and confusion, Odin felt for one brief moment like his entire world was about to come collapsing down around him. “Are you in love with me?” he whispered.
Virgin said nothing.
There, he thought. You said it. And you got exactly what it was you expected—nothing.
A word, a phrase, a touch, a simple press of a pair of lips so fine and full to his forehead—all would have made it better, would have dispelled the pain in but one moment, but for there to be nothing was like being thrown into a never-ending pit and forced to live for the rest of your life in midair. Sure—there would eventually be a pause, a skip, a beat when you were finally able to sleep or the moment you would finally die after starvation, but until that moment, there would be nothing at all to console your mind from a moment of pain that would last you until you died.
The Halfling reached forward and slid his hand into Odin’s hair.
Odin turned his head down.
Virgin tilted his head back up.
“I care about you,” Virgin whispered.
“That doesn’t answer my question,” Odin said.
“I’ve never been in love with anyone before.”
“Neither have I.”
“I don’t know how to answer your question, Odin.”
“You should’ve just said that from the start.”
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You’re not. You can’t.”
“I can’t?”
“Not… not when you treat me like this. Like I’m the king of my own world.”
“Is that really how I make you feel?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For telling me that. How I make you feel.”
“Virgin,” Odin whispered.
“Yeah?”
“You’re the only person I’ve ever let be this close to me.”
“Then it’s an honor for me to be that person.”
Reaching down, Odin laced their hands together, then turned and began to lead Virgin up the road.
Though the night was cold, there would ultimately be solace in a place enclosed and shrouded within a home of wood, steel and tears.
 
The following morning began with a breath of fresh air and a sigh from a sleeping man’s lips. The sun pale in the sky, the city sparkling like pearls, the sound of birds cackling alight in the air and echoing off each and every surface—Odin opened his eyes to find that miniature rainbows had appeared along the windowpanes and were casting shards of color across the room, creating what appeared to be, in all matters and semblances, a collage of good fortune that seemed perfectly placed in light of everything that had taken place last night. However, much to his regress, he found himself unable to enjoy the moment, for fears irrational and completely out of this world haunted his mind like an ever-present specter waiting to cast his life into the shadows.
It’s all right, he thought, taking slow breaths  to try to calm himself down. Everything’s going to be just fine. Just keep telling yourself that you aren’t getting in over your head.
Could he, though? Truthfully, he didn’t know what was about to happen, what the Neven D’Carda would say come time for his arrival this afternoon when he walked, dressed in casual best, to the castle’s front doors and allowed himself entry by summon alone. To think he could would have been an atrocity predicting doom itself, a false hand on a blank parchment of sheet declaring to any and all that it now ruled this world and no one could stop it.
In the midst of the chaos ruling his mind, Virgin slept peacefully at his side, his breathing falling in, then out of his chest in a rhythm Odin couldn’t help but envy.
How can he do it?
Perhaps Virgin bore no consequence to what was about to happen because he was not the one who would be taught, judged and possibly ridiculed in the face of what could possibly be one of the most ethereal creatures he had ever encountered.
Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin draped the sheets over his waist and turned his eyes back to the window that seemed so perfectly happy with reflecting its rainbows. Already they had begun to fade, their lustrous color now dimmed to a fine shine that resembled nothing of the aftereffect of a man’s spit on a boot, though that did little to belittle the fact that they were still there, persevering as though not a warm spot in the world could stop them. They could—and, most likely, should—be envied, for such an open demonstration of courage was not often seen in the world they lived in. Men could run blind, as ignorant as they were, and women could shake their heads, disgusted at the possibility that they be asked or pressed to do things that they should not be required or expected to do. Children would turn their eyes up in fear when a looming shadow began to cross over the horizon, while those creatures dumb but lacking enough intelligence to comprehend would cower in fear at the reality that things would surely be changing. Courage, whether one experienced it or not, had to be admired, if only because of how seldom it appeared.
With a short shake of his head, Odin pushed his legs over the side of the bed, then walked to the door, where he pressed his eye against the porthole and looked out at the empty hallway in search of what could have possibly been an answer to the world’s most sinister question.
Could he really do what he was expected to do?
I have to.
Without admission into the castle, and without apprenticing beneath a figure that might know the location of the Book, there would be no chance in the Gods’ green earth that he would ever get close to the goal he so desperately longed to press forward to.
“You’re awake?” Virgin’s low voice asked.
Odin turned his head and offered a slight nod as his companion propped himself up with one elbow. “Yeah,” he said.
“Somethin’ wrong?”
“No. Why?”
“We got in pretty late last night. I expected you to sleep longer.”
Do I tell him?
There would be no use in burdening Virgin with his problems, as it would likely only lead to frustrations that he need not be bothered by.
“I saw the rainbows,” he decided to say.
“Sorry?” Virgin asked.
Odin pointed toward the window, where, faintly visible across the open air, the miniature rainbows continued to shimmer in the light streaming through the panes of glass.
“Ah,” the Halfling said, settling back down and pressing his hands behind his head. “Why don’t you come back to bed?”
“I’m too nervous to sleep.”
“Still—it’s a bit cold in here all by myself.”
“I’m sure you’ve managed before.”
“Yeah, but now I don’t have to.”
Unable to resist the urge to snicker, Odin stepped forward, slid back onto the bed, then slung his leg over Virgin’s waist, where he looked down and into his eyes before closing the distance between them until their noses touched.
Immediately, thoughts of last night came flooding back.
I’ve never been in love with anyone before.
As haunting as the thought was, there seemed to be an underlying strain of emotion that somehow connected them. A golden wire, strung forth and held taut, connecting two souls and bridging them together. Were there a bridge, it would have been fine, and was there railing, it would have been magical, for emotions did not come into the world freshly born and ignorant of their regard. No. Emotion, as fickle as it sometimes seemed, existed in a way that allowed human conscience to manifest itself into expression, otherwise they would be nothing more than animals feeding on one another in the plains lands called life.
“Something you want to tell me?” Virgin asked.
“Nothing in particular,” Odin said. “Why?”
“You look like you’re about ready to pin me to the bed.”
“I wanted to look at your eyes.”
“Any particular reason?”
Because I see the world in them, he thought, but said nothing.
Instead, he lowered his face to the side of Virgin’s head, then wrapped his arms around the older Halfling.
A tremor of unease rose in his heart.
“Virgin.”
“What is it?”
“You don’t… plan on leaving, do you?”
“No.”
“How come?”
“Because I don’t want to leave you behind.”
Odin closed his eyes.
In that moment, he could have easily cried.
 
Without his escort at his side, Odin marched up the middle of the road while trying his hardest not to make eye contact with any of the Elves that skirted along the sides of the path. There seemed to be no lack of persecution, as whenever he passed one of the tall, fair creatures, it felt as though he was mercilessly being stabbed in the back over and over again until his vertebrae were disengaged from his spine. As painful as that notion seemed, and as graphic as it was, he couldn’t help but feel as though it was appropriate.
Though he knew he had very little to worry about, this persecution was hell.
Pressing his hands into the pockets of his dark trousers, Odin turned his head up and looked at the castle looming in the distance, its shadows dancing over the city beneath it and thrusting the surrounding district into perpetual darkness. It could have been a glorious thing, were one to think about it in a more noble sense, but to him, it seemed like the sun merely wanted to force an image of dread into his mind to further rattle his senses.
Knowing that everything would be all right despite the emotions he felt, he bowed his head, allowed his hair to fall to the sides of his face, then rolled his neck about his shoulders to ease the knot at the curve of his skull.
Everything will be fine, Virgin had whispered. Don’t you worry.
That seemingly-ritualistic kiss upon his brow, still burning strong like a hot poker stabbed into a cow’s ass, was enough to assure him that things would be fine, no matter what the future held.
In that moment, he decided he would only look to one place—his future.
 
The Neven D’Carda was the one to open the door after the guards escorted Odin to zir’s office and a knock sounded at the threshold. Pale eyes alight with interest Odin found eerily unsettling in the somber light that streamed both from the living room at the far end of the corridor and the windows behind Odin, Jarden turned and began to lead him down the corridor with a wavering posture that seemed entirely too fragile to move. Ze seemed a feather floating in the wind—first right, then left, then forward and back again. By the time the creature finally seemed to gain a semblance of posture, they had already crossed into the living room and were making their way toward the far side of the space, toward where the wall split off into a hall that led into a darkened area of the quarters.
“Where are we going?” Odin decided to ask.
“My office,” Jarden replied.
Keeping his silence, Odin shrugged his hands into his pockets and continued to follow the person who would soon be his mentor, not bothering to comment on the paintings that adorned zirs walls but more than fascinated by their prowess and integrity. One featured the city of Lesliana viewed from what appeared to be a bird’s-eye view, while another showed a creature that appeared to be made of stone lumbering across the hillside looking out toward the distance with a pair of eyes made visible only by the shroud of mist that suspended its limbs and body of rock together. He was so drawn to the paintings that, at one point, Jarden’s hand fell to his shoulder and encircled around his upper arm to draw his attention.
“Sorry, zir.”
“Do not be sorry. They are quite beautiful works of art. Come, though—I have much to teach you today.”
“What do you plan on teaching me?” he frowned, continuing his trek down the hallway and toward what appeared to be a slight turn in the path. 
“I would like to teach you about magical amulets and jewelry.”
Great.
The strife notion of the very thing Virgin had placed around his neck upon their first meeting immediately came to mind.
Rather than express his unsurety about the situation, Odin straightened his posture, held his head high, then took a deep breath as they turned into another side hall and headed toward a single door that lay at the very end of the hallway.
“It may be dark,” Jarden said, “but that can be easily solved.”
“Zir?”
Jarden opened the door to reveal a room completely darkened by shadow. “Would you?” ze asked.
Odin pressed his hand forward and shot three orbs of light into the office.
Almost immediately, light burst into life to reveal a room far larger than he could have possibly anticipated.
“My library,” Jarden said, flushing his arm out and toward the office. “And my personal quarters.”
“It’s beautiful,” Odin said, stepping into the room.
‘Beautiful’ could not describe the confines of the room he had only slightly seen from the outside, for when he stood solidly within the structure, he had to turn completely around not once, but twice to see every hardbound scripture that adorned the shelves. Books spanned from wall to wall, then wall to wall in all shapes, sizes, lengths and colors, while in the very center, poised under a series of two candelabra, was a desk formed in the shape of a U and emblazoned in the finest red wood Odin could have ever seen, though where it had to be found he couldn’t possibly now. That in itself wasn’t what caught his attention though, as something green and glowing in a jar on the corner of said desk seemed to magnetize his eyes toward its surface.
Within this glass jar, a jell-like entity that seemed to move in response to his and Jarden’s presence pressed forward and morphed from the back of the jar to the front.
“What is this?” Odin asked.
“You will enjoy this,” Jarden said, stepping forward to press a finger against the glass.
The creature inside—whether it be living or just some false trick—extended what appeared to be a single small tentacle to touch the Elf’s finger on the opposite side of the glass.
“Maelforms are not often found in our world,” the Neven D’Carda said, turning zirs eyes up on Odin when he stepped forward and crouched down to examine the creature. “Sadly, you seldom see them around anymore.”
“What are they?”
“Gelatinous creatures that dwell within the deepest parts of the earth—most specifically, in mines and deep caverns.”
“Why is this one in a jar?”
“I keep this one as a sort of pet, if you don’t mind me saying,” Jarden said, lifting the glass within one of his abnormally-large, disjointed hands to view its form. “If you would like to know the explicit reason though, Maelforms are quite useful in regards to magical amplification.”
“Really?” Odin asked.
“Would you light those candelabra please? There are matches in the drawer.”
“Matches?”
“You have never heard of a match before?”
“No, sir. I… don’t even what one is.”
“I will show you.”
After placing the Maelform in its jar on the edge of the desk, Jarden rounded the desk, then reached down and pulled one of the drawers open. From there, he pulled a small, obviously-paper box from within, then slid what Odin could only classify as a tray out to reveal twelve finely-crafted, red-tipped pieces of wood, along with a patch of black surface that must have, in some way, something to do with lighting them.
“These are made by Dwarven scientists,” the Elf said, drawing one of the small pieces of wood from its place in the carton and holding it up before Odin’s eyes.
“That must be why I never heard of them,” Odin replied, reaching out to take the object from Jarden’s outstretched fingers. “How do you have them?”
“Pardon?”
“I thought the Elves and Dwarves didn’t get along so well?”
“We have had our differences, yes, but that does not mean we do not communicate with them.”
“I just always assumed that the Dwarves had a problem with your kind.”
“That we were too…presumptuous,” Jarden agreed, retrieving the match from Odin’s fingers and striking it on the black surface. Flame burst to life at its tip. “They are quite the object, are they not?”
“They are,” Odin said.
Extending his long, lanky arm, the Elf first lit the candelabra to the west, then the one to the east, taking extra care not to allow the flame to touch the very end of the wooden construct before lifting it to his lips and extinguishing its power.
Once sure that they would no longer be requiring the use of his magic, Odin willed the orbs to dissipate into thin air, then walked around the desk before seating himself in the chair opposite Jarden.
“I suppose we should start now while the day is young,” Jarden said. Ze, too, seated zirself and crossed one leg over zirs knee before turning zirs blank eyes on him. “Do you have the time?”
“I have all the time in the world.”
“Your partner will not worry?”
“He thinks I’ll be here for the whole day,” Odin shrugged. “At least, if you’ll have me for that long.”
“There is no reason for you to believe that I would not like your company. You are a special person, Odin, especially in part due to your mixed lineage.”
In the lapse of silence that followed, Jarden began to pull from drawers a series of items that Odin could tell reeked of the isolating power of magic if only because of the sensations that ebbed from them. Dark, sour, like fruit gone bad and vegetables bearing mold—each and every object that came into contact with his eyes threatened to impale daggers into his vision and blind him, thus leaving him incapable of learning or knowing anything that could persuade the chance of a more active use of his magic.
It’s all right, he thought. They’re just rings… amulets… necklaces.
Every piece of jewelry seemed to taunt him with its presence, creating a euphoria Odin found hard to process. It seemed like he was drowning beneath the shifting waves of the ocean, dragged into darkness by a creature invisible yet bearing sharp teeth. He could still breathe—such was his confusion—and he could still sense the presence of life around him, but something seemed wrong about this feeling, like he’d just been smothered beneath a pillow and forced to breathe through its fibers in order to draw life’s necessity of oxygen.
Jarden raised zirs head.
Odin blinked.
Ze lifted in zirs palm a ring that seemed to crack with static that Odin unarguably knew was a magical amplifier.
“What is it?” Odin asked, not sure whether to reach out and touch the object or to just leave it within the Elf’s hand.
“This is called an Amplifying Ring,” Jarden said, extending zirs opposite arm in order to take Odin’s wrist in hand. “What this does, before I proceed any further, is give you a source of power to draw the energy needed to cast magic from. While wearing this, you will have no need to actively seek out the Ether within the world, nor, shall you say, will you have to resort to concentrating the tension and heat in the air in order to produce a flame.”
“You mean I can just cast a flame, like that?”
“Try it.”
Odin extended his finger, then concentrated.
A plume of plume of white flame burst into life at the front of his digit and began to sear toward Jarden’s face.
“Suh-Suh-Sir,” he managed. “I-I mean zir!”
“See?” Jarden asked. “You barely had to concentrate.”
“This seems a bit dangerous.”
“It can be, if not properly used.” Jarden lifted another ring and balanced it within zirs palm. Faintly, Odin could make out a water drop-shaped insignia upon its face. “See this one here, Odin? This will allow you to call upon the essence of water without having to seek out a source.”
“You mean I can make water out of nothing?”
“Essentially, yes.”
“How is that possible?”
“The essence of the water has been captured in a solitary form and bent into a loop.”
“A loop?”
“All sources of magical energy are, as our scientists have come to understand, circular in construct. These constructs—circular, just like I said—are formed into loops either by natural or, dare I say, intelligent design in order for there to be an endless source of energy. Consider it a figure eight, if you like—an infinity symbol in which a source of energy can repeat itself eternally without fear of extinguishing itself.”
“So these rings,” Odin said, “these wards—“
“Stop the magical energy before it can continue to loop itself.”
“How, though?”
“Say you set a wall between two sources of energy, Odin. There is no way for the two polar ends to get to one another if there is something blocking them from their natural path, is there? No. Imagine a source of what the Dwarves have shown us to be electricity inside one of their bulbs of light. They are made, by my understanding, and constructed in a rectangular shape that starts from the base of said bulb and continues on throughout the inside of the bulb until it meets a contact source. There, it sparks, then continues until it goes back down to where the initial wire started, thus rerouting and continuing the process. This would happen endlessly, if given a natural source of power to derive itself from. Like that electricity, magic works in a similar matter—the figure eight, like I described, endlessly looping. However—unlike electricity, which eventually burns out, magic persists forever.”
“So these… inhibitors... produce a barrier between the ‘center’ of the magic,” Odin said.
“Correct.”
“That doesn’t explain where magic comes from.”
“We do not necessarily understand where magic comes from. We know there is a stream of energy that exists within the mortal plane—the Ether, as most mages know it as—but we don’t know what necessarily creates it, or whether or not it is a natural of supernatural thing.”
“Then how do people become mages?”
“There’s a variety of theories. Some are born too close to heightened sources of magical energy, mothers are exposed to magic and therefore their children innately develop the Gift. We believe our source of magic is derived from our contact with the creatures you have possibly come to know as the Godly Ones.”
“What are they, zir?”
“Monoliths of creation, power, barbarianism. They hold the greatest sources of power we have ever seen within their very hands and use it to bend the wills of those who are weaker than them—which is, essentially, everything they come into contact with.”
“That doesn’t explain what they look like.”
“Many ideas, many theories. The art has been long lost in the attacks that were led on us when we crossed the Crystal Sea, though to be quite frank, Odin, I would rather not know what they look like if they were so willing to enslave our people.”
Not sure what to say, but agreeing with the prospect entirely, Odin gingerly reached out and extended his finger toward one of the warding rings.
The end of his digit touched its brass.
A bright, white light burst forward and would have knocked him backward and onto the floor had he not reached down to grip his chair’s armrest. “Ouch,” he said.
“I am sorry. I should have warned you.”
“How can you touch them? How can any mage touch them?”
“I can touch them because these are blood-bound to me,” Jarden said. “I slit my palm and allowed these constructs to share my essence.”
“Is that how—“
No. Don’t.
“Pardon?” Jarden asked.
“I was going to ask a stupid question,” Odin admitted, “but I’ve decided against it.”
“Are you sure you would not like to ask?”
“Yes sir. I’m sure.”
“Very well then.” Jarden stood. “For your assignment, I would like you to take one of these rings and experiment with them—preferably the water one.”
“Why that one, zir?”
“Because there are many things you can do with just one drop of water, Odin. Let your imagination run wild. I’m sure you can come up with something.”
After reaching forward and accepting the ring, Odin encircled it within his palm, then looked down at the insignia emblazoned upon its surface.
They said all life had come from water.
Could he possibly make life of his own?
 
“You’re back,” Virgin said, cracking the door open just enough to reveal his face.
“Yeah,” Odin frowned. “Why?”
“I didn’t expect you until tonight.”
“Jarden dismissed me early.”
“What’s that you have there on your finger?”
“A ring,” he said, lifting his hand to show his companion the fruit of his results.
Virgin opened the door, let him inside, then took Odin’s hand and lifted it high enough to where he could easily look upon its surface with his leaf-green eyes. Lips pursed, brow furrowed in what appeared to be awe more than confusion, he reached up to steady his other hand alongside Odin’s, then tilted his head up to offer a smile that could have easily turn lead into gold. “It’s quite the treat,” he agreed.
“I’m not sure if I get to keep it,” Odin shrugged. “I was just told to practice with it.”
“It’s a water ring. Am I right?”
“You’re right.”
“What are you supposed to practice with it?”
“Jarden said I could use my imagination.”
“That should be fun.”
“I guess,” he said, kicking the door shut behind him and examining Virgin’s form—from his uncombed hair, to his open jerkin and his lack of a belt. “Why aren’t you presentable yet?”
“I had a late morning.”
“I see,” Odin smiled. “Have you even eaten anything?”
“Not yet. Why? Have you?”
“No.”
“Would you be interested in going down and getting something to eat with me?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know. I just thought I’d ask.”
“Don’t start thinking that I’m not willing to do things with you.”
“I’m more than aware you will regardless,” Virgin smiled, crouching down to pick up his belt.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Odin laughed.
“Tongue in cheek.”
The Halfling bulged the side of his mouth out in response.
A short laugh later, Virgin secured the belt at his waist, slid his dagger into its sheath, then crossed the room and began to lead them toward the stairwell.
 
“Do you have any ideas on what it is you’re planning to do for your ‘assignment?’” Virgin asked, raising his eyes from Odin’s face only momentarily when a waiter came forward bearing their midafternoon meal. “Thank you, sir.”
“I’m not exactly sure,” Odin said, giving the Elf a nod of his own as he turned and made his way back to the bar. “I’ve got a few ideas, but I’m not sure how well I’ll be able to execute them.”
“Do tell.”
“I was going to try and dye the water a different kind of color, but since I have no idea how to do that, that’s likely out of the question. I also thought about freezing an orb of moisture as much as I could until it either cracked or couldn’t be chilled any further.”
“That would be interesting.”
“The only problem is that those ideas are too… well, simple, if you want to know the truth.”
“Who said experimentation couldn’t be simple?”
“I was never one for doing things the easy way,” Odin said, sliding a piece of sliced tomato into his mouth before leaning back and spreading his arms out along the booth.
“You have any other ideas?”
“Well… one, but I’m not sure whether or not I should do it.”
“Why not?”
“Because it involves binding water into a living form.”
“Ah,” Virgin said. “An elemental.”
“Have you heard of them before?” Odin frowned.
“You’re not likely to find an Elf who has never heard of such a creature.”
“The only problem I’m having with the idea is the fact that the ring might not have enough power to make anything worthwhile.”
“You could always make it small.”
“Yeah, but then I risk not being able to dispel it once it’s summoned.”
“Whatever you do,” Virgin said, reaching across the table to set a hand over Odin’s, “I’m sure you’ll do great.”
“Thanks, Virgin. You’re my biggest fan.”
“I try to be.”
A smile cursing his lips in the most beautiful ways, the older Halfling returned his hand to his side and continued to eat with his head bowed and the corners of his mouth tugged into a grin. It seemed, for all intents and purposes, that Virgin was truly happy about the banter, if only because it allowed them nothing dour and depressing to talk about.
You’re a brave man, Odin thought, tempted to reach out and tip Virgin’s chin up to look into his eyes. It’s not easy being around me.
Virgin could have simply left after he had dropped him off in Lesliana. Free to his own devices, his life and, ultimately, his future, there had been nothing to hold him back from turning his back and leaving this awfully-beautiful city. As cruel as that seemed and as horrible as it sounded, this man—this rogue, of all people—shared no ties to him other than an emotional confliction that had happened over the course of one single, lonely night. Why he’d stayed was beyond Odin’s comprehension, but if past and previous night’s discussion led him to believe anything, it was that Virgin did have a soft spot for him, no matter how large or small as it was, and it was that spot that had and was keeping him around.
To think that this beautiful creature was staying only for him was enough to nearly force Odin to tears.
You’ve been here this whole time.
Through thick and thin, blood and gore, violence and destruction and life and near-death, Virgin had stood proud at his side, even going so far as to declare him his partner. That alone was enough to feel proud and honored within his presence.
“You all right?” Virgin asked.
Odin blinked, allowing his vision to clear before he turned his attention on his companion and offered a smile. “I’m fine.”
“Were you thinking about something?”
“Would you take me to the lake?”
“The lake?”
“The one within Lesliana’s walls.”
“I’ll take you.”
“Good. I think I just got an idea.”
 
The two of them stood at the end of the long, sloping dirt path that led to the water’s edge. Hair ablaze in the wind that skirted along the edge of the lowland country and eyes alight in wonder, Odin stepped toward the seemingly-green water and crouched down to trail his fingers over its surface. Ripples—first small, then large—echoed from his touch and ran either their brief or marathon distance until they faded into obscurity.
“It’s beautiful,” Odin said, turning his attention up at the surrounding crater, which seemed to have been carved into the earth like a spoon in a tub of paste. 
“It’s been here since the dawn of our time on this continent,” Virgin said, falling to one knee beside Odin to mimic his notice. “You won’t find many places like this that will harbor life.”
“Why not?”
“They say the rocks from the sky kill all chances of existence.”
The vast tapestry of vines and greenery crawled along the crater’s fine walls and showered the mind with a beautiful viscera of color. The seldom shrub, trees, and even a few bands of red and white flowers paraded along the outer edges for as far as the eye could see, creating the impression that this place, harboring as much superstition as it may see fit, gave birth to beauty in the most simplistic ways. He saw no bugs, no animals, no creatures who walked upon the water, nor did he see any Elves wandering close to the pond’s edge on this fine, late-fall day. That alone filled him with a sense of awe that made him believe more than well that he really could do what it was he wanted to without anyone thinking or saying a thing.
Pushing himself to his full height, Odin extended the hand the ring was on.
Virgin stood.
Odin closed his eyes.
He pictured within the blank canvas of his mind a horse made entirely of water.
Come to me, he thought, and give me your heart.
A whisper of words so faint and inaudible began to echo from the water’s shore and wash over the entirety of his being. The clouds shifting, the light fading, the clouds pressing forward as though drawn into a net and pressed to move from their original position—a tone so somber and out of his world began to fill Odin’s consciousness that once, when he opened his eyes and saw a rippling pool begin to bubble up from the surface of the lake, he thought he had created something so monstrous that he almost released his hold on the spell to send the creature back to the source from which it came. However, as the rippling series of rings began to lengthen and touch the far edges of the lake, the feeling of shivering spiders along his body began to dissipate and left him in a state of illusion that he thought could not exist for anything else from the world.
From the water’s edge—beneath the ring of ripples that so vicariously began no more than three or four meters away—came a head in the shape of an equine but constructed in the foundation of water. Slowly, with grace that should have seemed impossible for a creature that surely could not be real, it began to walk forward and revealed its body to the two Halflings standing upon the shore, casting its mane to and fro and shaking teardrops of water from its obviously-liquidized body. At his side, Virgin remained silent, his mouth open in awe and his eyes staring at the algae-green creature, while in his place at the water’s edge Odin allowed his heart one tremble of emotion as the elemental came forward and revealed itself in all its glory.
“My God,” Virgin breathed. “You actually did it.”
To think that he had truly accomplished such a feat was a cause Odin found almost unimaginable to process. Directly before him, head bowed and glossy eyes set ahead, stood a creature he had so very easily made out of an earthly essence without so much as a second thought. He felt on his body no burdens or misconceptions, no trials or errors and fears or tears, as upon his left hand lay a ring that seemed to vibrate against his skin and glow at the front of his face.
Unable to believe his eyes or what he had just done, Odin reached forward.
His palm touched the equine’s face.
A series of ripples sounded from brow to cheekbone and then back again.
“You aren’t just a trick of the light,” Odin said, stroking the creature’s face, each time coming back with his hand damp with moisture. “You really are real, aren’t you?”
The horse raised its head to regard Virgin before returning its attention back to its original summoner.
Odin paused, unsure what to do.
The creature began to step back and into the waters from which it had been birthed.
“Are you making it do that?” Virgin asked, stepping forward as if to stop the elemental.
“No,” Odin said. “I’m not.”
“Why is it—“
A splash of water broke the conversation off in midsentence.
Odin shook the moisture from his face and looked directly before them.
The water elemental was nowhere to be seen.
“Why did it do that?” Virgin asked.
“I don’t know,” Odin said. “I—“
The pad of strange feet sounded on the road behind them.
Without so much as a second though, Odin turned and tugged Virgin along with him.
 
“You’re saying you’ve never tried to summon an elemental before,” Virgin said.
“No,” Odin replied, grabbing at his hair as he frantically paced the room. “I’ve only ever tried tricks with the light.”
“And have they ever acted the same?”
“Yes,” he managed, despite the fact that his heart seemed to be beating three times its normal rate.
“What?”

“I’ve never been able to figure out why my magical constructs have been able to act with a will of their own,” he said, settling down at the very end of the bed and trying his hardest not to tug his hair from his scalp. “My magic teacher once asked me whether or not I was commanding them to do it. I always said no.”
“So you have no control over them?”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“Then why did the equine retreat back into the water?”
“I must’ve slipped,” Odin said. “You know—not paying attention or concentrating hard enough.”
“At least it didn’t have a will of its own to try and attack us.”
“I highly doubt something I summoned would ever attack us, Virgin.”
“You don’t know.”
“No, I don’t, but what I’m saying is—“
“What would’ve happened if that thing tried to attack us?”
“You’re being irrational,” Odin said, standing. 
“I’m being irrational? You’re the one without control over—“
“I never said I didn’t have control!” he cried, stamping his foot on the ground as though it would help confirm his point. “And for your information, Virgin—if it had attacked us, I would have simply turned it to steam.”
“That doesn’t mean—“
“Look,” Odin sighed, stepping forward and pressing his hands against Virgin’s arms. “You don’t have to worry about any of this, all right? This is my problem, not yours.”
“It becomes other people’s problems when you’re not sure what you’re doing.”
“I was never properly taught. Give me a break, all right?”
“I’m not harping on you.”
“Yes you are.”
“No I’m—“
“Not?” Odin asked, offering a slight smile when Virgin blinked at him. “Yes, Virgin—you are.”
“Either way,” the Halfling said, stepping away from Odin’s grasp to turn and look out the window. “This is something you should talk to Jarden about.”
“Don’t worry,” Odin said. “I will.”
 
“You are saying that your elemental had a will of its own?” Jarden frowned, pouring Odin a glass of tea as he fidgeted within his seat.
“Yes zir,” Odin said. “It did.”
“Would you care to show me what you did?”
“I pushed my hand out toward the water,” Odin continued, mimicking the motion as though he were right there at the end of the shore, “and summoned it from the depths.”
Though the water ring on his finger pulsed into life, the surface of Odin’s tea began to ripple—first slowly, then in rapid succession. A short moment later, the head of a horse appeared from the yellowed moisture and jumped from its place in the glass to prance around the top of the dining table, casting drops of water in its path across the floral linen as it first made its way from its place near the glass to the area Jarden stood before.
“Amazing,” the Elf said.
“Virgin thought it would end up hurting us,” Odin sighed, lowering his hand to capture the creature within an imaginary sphere of air before returning and dropping it into the glass. “He thinks I have no control over it.”
“To be frank, it does not seem as though you do—though if one were to examine the situation as a whole, it seems as though you have an innate ability to create constructs that embody a particular form of personality.”
“Is that a good thing?”
“It can be, yes. Might you be able to do the same with light?”
Odin opened his palm and summoned an orb of fire into it before shaping it into a second horse. This one, instead of jumping from his palm and onto the table, bowed its head, then cast its head back and whinnied.
“You did not force it to make that sound?”
“No, zir. I didn’t.”
Jarden reached forward to encapsulate the creature within zirs hand. Immediately, as though thrust into a bottomless pit of gloom, the creature snuffed out of existence. “This is quite fascinating,” the Elf said, eyes flickering first from Odin’s palms, then his face.
“Have you ever seen this before?”
“Seldom, yes, but not often.”
“What have those people done about their powers?”
“For one, they have not had very good luck in creating elementals in use for combat. Normally such a creation would only move to your bidding or react in ways necessary for purpose. Yours, however, seem to do the exact opposite, which leads me to believe that there must be something missing within your natural ability—a bridge, per se, between one link in your magic and the other.”
“I guess that’s good to know,” Odin sighed.
“”I was not trying to insinuate that you are a mage dumb by nature, as that would be the exact opposite of what I believe you are.”
“Thank you.”
“I do not know what else I can have you do with the ring,” Jarden said, extending his hand and tipping it palm-up. “If you do not mind.”
“Of course not,” Odin said. He slid the ring from his finger and dropped it into the Neven D’Carda’s hand, careful not to dump it into his tea and risk blemishing its magical properties.
“There will be much more to teach you, Odin. For now, though, I would like you to take a book of magics home and study up on it.”
“Which one?”
“The art of combat.”
From a drawer in zir’s desk the Elf pulled a thick, leather-bound tome dyed red and passed it across the distance between them. Odin, who’d barely ever seen a tome so thick throughout his entire life, took the book in hand with a sense of dignity and responsibility he hadn’t felt since adorning himself in the king’s royal clothing and stared Jarden directly in the eyes, careful not to allow his vision to falter less he look rude and unappreciative.
“Thank you,” he said, looking down at the book in hand.
“Go now,” Jarden said. “You will need time to learn about what more you can do in order to better protect yourself.”
 
“Are you still mad at me?” Odin asked.
From his place in the open threshold, he watched Virgin cross the room several times back to back before he stopped to turn his attention to him. Eyes weary, face puffed and cheeks red, he looked anything but mad in that particular moment. Had he to guess, Odin imagined Virgin had to have been crying, if only because of the way the tip of his nose looked burnt and his cheeks seemed more inflamed than usual.
He’s upset.
Careful to close the door as quietly as he could, Odin unclasped his cloak, set it on the rack, then stepped forward after setting the book on a desk and up to Virgin. The older Halfling barely looked at him before turning his eyes back on the window.
“Virgin,” Odin said.
“What?” he asked.
“Are you mad at me?”
“I was never mad with you to begin with.”
“What’s wrong then?”
“I’m not used to being around such dangerous magic, Odin. There’s a reason I chose to be a thief.”
“The magic wasn’t dangerous in the least,” he sighed, reaching out to set a hand on Virgin’s lower back, but frowning as his companion shied away. “Come on.”
“Come on and what?”
“Talk to me. Tell me how you feel.”
“I feel fucking scared is what I feel.”
“I have more control over my magic than you think.”
“Then how come that damn thing was tossing its head back and forth like it was ready to charge?”
“Because I’ve never been able to summon anything without it acting on its own accord.”
“Which means—“
“I can control them,” Odin interrupted. “I just can’t control their specific behaviors.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Virgin laughed, spreading his arms as if asking for a punch. “That you can control when and how they come, but not what they can and can’t do?”
“You’re getting too worked up over this.”
“I am?”
“Jarden said it happens to some people. It’s nothing to worry about.”
“Odin—“
“I don’t want to fight over this,” he sighed, crossing his arms over his chest before bowing his head. “Can we just forget about it for now?”
“Why—“
“I don’t like arguing with people, Virgin. Look—if it makes you feel even the slightest bit better, I’m sorry for what I did. I won’t do it again if it really upsets you that much.”
“I just don’t like feeling like I’m in a situation I can’t get out of.”
“What about the situation we’re in then?”
“If I really wanted to, I could leave. There’s nothing stopping me.”
“Then why haven’t you left already?”
Virgin said nothing. Instead, his shoulders rose and fell before his arms fell slack at his side, fingers tightening around the tail end of his jerkin as if ready to tear it free from his chest.
There we go, Odin thought, unable to resist the urge to sigh under his breath.
If anything, this little piece of information would finally be out in the open—alone, cold and defenseless, just the way he wanted it.
Virgin turned his head.
Odin tilted his eyes up.
When their gazes met, he thought he saw tears twinkling in the light of the faint, afternoon sun.
“Don’t ever say that again, Odin.”
“But—“
“You heard me.”
In one swift move, Virgin tore out of the room and slammed the door.
Odin collapsed onto the bed.
No.
He couldn’t have.
There seemed no will in the world to express what he had just done.
 
As night fell and cast the world in its shades of blue, black and the occasional pearlescent white, Odin found himself panicked beyond belief at the possibility that Virgin had left him for good. Pacing the room, his pursuit endless and not in the least bit sane, he stopped at one point when he thought he heard someone coming up the stairs and threw himself toward the door, desperate to look out the porthole and see who it was that had returned.
When he saw that Virgin had not ascended the stairs, a spike of hurt flared up in his chest.
Look at what you did, his conscience taunted, prodding the back of his neck with one sick, gnarled finger. You ran him off.
No. He couldn’t have. Just because a few simple words had been said did not mean that a man—especially one so seemingly full of love—would run off, did it?
You don’t know that.
How could he know when he had never been in this sort of predicament before? He’d slain Kerma, killed Naga, impaled a hulking mass of creature known as an Ogre upon the very tip of his sword, but not once had he ever loved a person so much that he felt as though he could force them away with a simple word, slap or foot. To think that he could have committed such an atrocity was like murdering a baby in its sleep—grand, punishable by law and therefore able to be executed, not even physically, but morally. That alone made Odin realize that if he had really, truly upset Virgin, then his friend—and, possibly, the man he cared much for more than almost anyone else in the world—could be gone forever.
“No,” he said. “It can’t be.”
He wouldn’t allow words weak and without purpose to destroy something he felt was perfect—something that, regardless of its original merit or intent, had blossomed into something beautiful, securing within him a feeling sentimental that he would not trade in for all the gold in the world.
Pushing himself to his feet, Odin made his way to the door, buckled both swords onto his belt, then opened the door.
Though he knew not what he would face, he would do everything in his power to make sure Virgin did not leave.
 
All eyes fell on him the moment he stepped off the stairs and into the bar. A clock ticking down above his head, ever so slowly waiting for the time in which a dagger could be impaled within a Halfling’s heart, Odin reached up to set a hand to his heart and scanned the room for Virgin’s telltale figure, which would most likely be seen within one of the booths or at the bar consuming enough alcohol to wash sorrow away. While that didn’t seem much of a relief, and though he figured that alcohol would only, if anything, depress him even more, Odin found security in the fact that he would likely be able to find Virgin, very, very easily—that is, if he was still anywhere in the bar.
There’s only one way to find out.
Starting from the western side of the room, he made his way to each and every booth and scanned their shadowed interiors for a face obvious in appearance and heartwarming in respect. He made his way first from there, to the front of the bar, then to the eastern side of the room, always careful not to trip or stumble into anyone’s seat, before he returned to the bar defeated and feeling as though he had just succumb to the most terrible atrocity in the world.
For all appearances, Virgin seemed not to be anywhere within the establishment.
He surely had to be gone.
How far could he be? he thought.
Past the wall, already within the forest, stumbling through the darkness with only a lantern in hand and making his way back toward the outer edges of the Abroen—these were the places Virgin could be at that very moment, where he could currently be slaving through in order to find salvation.
“Sir?” the barmaid on the other side of the bar asked. “Would you like something to drink?”
“A glass of wine would be fine,” he said, passing a piece of copper across the table.
The Elf turned to pull from its rack a brimming but stopped bottle of the red liquid he had come to favor so much. She poured this with ease that seemed impossible in that moment, as Odin’s heart seemed all the more chaotic in spite of everything. How she could do this was anyone’s guess. The world seemed to have turned on its side, forcing every patron to the bottom of the ever-great box of life in order to fend for themselves and fight one another for food.
“Thank you,” he said, sipping from the glass as she passed it over to him.
“Where is your friend?”
“You haven’t seen him?” he frowned.
“The last time I saw him was when he came down the stairs. I expected him to be back by now.”
So did I.
With a brief sigh, Odin bowed his head and continued to sip on the wine, all the more unsure about his current situation.
What possibly might he do without Virgin to guide him out of the forest come time he walked away with the Book? He was sure that he could find a way, though it might take him much longer than he thought it would, as there seemed to be a path laid out freshly for them, but what of the Nagani and their moralistic hunting? Might he be able to keep away from them, or was there the innate and distinct possibility that should he leave alone, he would die in the forest?
A hand graced his shoulder.
Odin looked up.
The barmaid lifted her finger and pointed.
Within the threshold of the bar doors which lay proud and open stood a figure garbed in a green cloak, eyes shrouded but lower face visible to reveal a proud nose and a pair of fine lips.
Virgin.
“Thank you,” Odin said, stepping away from the bar.
He could barely believe his eyes, his heart, his ears, the smell. He started out in a fast walk and then broke out into a full-on run, much to the disdain of the patrons standing who either had to shy away or move directly out of the path. That in itself did not matter though, for at that moment, it felt as though a bird just freed from its cage and allowed to fly for the first time in his life.
The figure tilted its head up.
Odin rushed forward and clapped his arms around Virgin’s torso.
“Thank God,” he whispered.
A hand strayed to his back.
Odin tilted his head up.
He saw from beneath the Halfling’s hood the pair of leaf-green eyes he had come to love so much.
“I was sensitive,” Virgin said, pulling his hood from his head to allow his soft, red-brown hair to fall down across his shoulders. “I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did.”
“I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, bowing his head into his companion’s chest. “I don’t know what else to say.”
“There’s nothing else to say, Odin.”
“Yes there is.”
“What might that be?”
“I…” Odin paused.
Can you do this? his conscience whispered. Can you really, truly do this?
If not now, then when would he reveal his feelings to the person who meant more than anything else in the world to him?
“I love you,” he whispered.
Virgin’s eyes softened. “You do?” he asked.
“More than anything else in the world.”
Reaching forward, Odin cupped the back of Virgin’s head in his hand and drew him forward.
Their noses touched.
Their lips parted.
In that very moment—when magic seemed nothing more than superstition and love ruled more than anything else in the world—Odin felt his heart sew back together with the fibers of his being.
Things would be all right.
There was nothing else to worry about.
He could look toward his future.



 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
Carmen Delarosa wandered the outer edges of the castle grounds in search of something to do. Bored out of her mind and unsure exactly what room Nova and his family had moved to in likely preparation to start a family, she made her way along the streets and looked in at the vendor booths when something caught her fancy. Occasionally, she passed a stand that sold something exotic—particularly Kadarian jewels that gleamed black in the oppressing shining light, or the chocolate stand that made her mouth water—but nothing seemed to hold her interest.
Look at you, she whispered, tucking her hands into her pockets as she continued down the road. Being all fancy and trying to find something to do.
The likely truth of the matter was that she felt lonely. Had she a reason to put her mood into perspective and isolate the true reason why she was wandering alone, she would have to say that it was because she missed Elrig. She couldn’t help but wonder how he must be faring, what he must be eating, how he was carefully but surely arranging the clothes she usually washed out of kindness rather than actual need. His blindness, as limiting as it was, had always kept him from doing finer, specific chores, so she had been fine with doing them as long as her husband need not stress about the situations beforehand. That alone made her wish she was home, back in Arbrider and living a somewhat-normal life.
“It’ll happen soon,” she whispered, kicking a stray rock that landed in the road and smiling as a stray cat chased after it, batting its still-rolling form with one gangly, outstretched paw.
This war couldn’t last forever. If not come winter’s end, it would surely be finished by the time spring came, after the ice thawed and created miniature rivers along the lowlands.
Raising her head, she looked up just in time to see a group of women stepping forward from the castle ground’s open front gate.
“Hello,” Carmen said.
All five women stopped in place.
“Uh… down here,” she continued, waving her hand to catch their attention.
“Oh, honey,” one of them said, falling to her knees. “I’m so sorry.”
“About what?” Carmen frowned.
“We didn’t see you down there.”
“That’s all right,” Carmen smiled, tilting her head to the side to get a better look at what was going on behind them. “How’s the building coming?”
“It seems to be doing just fine,” the woman who’d crouched down said, pushing herself to her full height and turning, along with her friends, to view the progress. “They’re working as hard as they can to put those new houses up.”
“Why aren’t you helping them?”
“Helping them?”
“Yeah, you know… uh… using a hammer, maybe a few nails.”
“They wouldn’t let us even if we wanted to help,” one of the leader’s companions said. “At least, so far as I know.”
“I’m getting tired of standing around and doing nothing while the men get to have all the fun,” Carmen said, placing her hands on her hips and starting forward, around the small group of women and toward the houses being built along the outer walls.
“Honey, you’re much too young to be working with—“
“For your information,” Carmen cut in, “I’m sixty years old.”
“Sixty?” the woman frowned.
“You’ve never met a Dwarf before?”
All the women’s eyes instantly fell upon her.
“No,” one of them said.
“We didn’t know you were one,” another thought. “We just thought you were a child because of… well… your height.”
“Assumption makes a fine ass out of you, ladies, though that isn’t to say that assuming things is a bad thing, because sometimes you assume right.”
“Ok,” another of the women said, casting her locks behind her head and turning to look at her friends. “We should probably be going now.”
“I’ll be fine by myself,” Carmen said, turning back to make her way toward Ornala’s front gates. “Don’t you worry about me. I’ll be fine by myself.”
When the women faded into the distance, Carmen gave herself but a moment to regain her composure and pushed forward, grinding her teeth together in an effort to control the stupidity she felt ebbing off their still-distant forms.
Those poor things, she thought. So brainwashed into thinking that they can’t do the same things men can do.
“Hey!” Carmen called, raising her hand to catch the attention of one of the men working on what appeared to be a two-story house. “Hey, hey!”
“Stay back,” the man called back. “It’s dangerous over here.”
“I will have you know, sir, that I am a woman of strong values, and I think you might be needing some help.”
“You’re too short to help,” another of the men said. 
“Yeah,” another replied. “Besides, how old are you—seven?”
A chorus of laughter sounded among the group.
“For your information, gentlemen—if you can even be called that, that is—I am a Dwarf, and I am much older than I might lead on to be.”
“A Dwarf?” one of the men asked.
“She has to know something about construction,” another added. “She’s a goddamn Dwarf!”
“That’s right,” Carmen grinned, stepping toward the skeletal outline around the house. “What do you need me to do?”
“Well…. to start, we could use a little help securing the foundation in place.”
“Have no fear, Carmen is here!”
*
Nova braced his hands against Katarina’s swollen stomach and tried his hardest not to burst out in laughter. Happier than he had ever been in his life and feeling as though he now truly had a purpose, he raised his head to look his wife straight in the eyes and tried not to succumb to tears.
This is it, he thought, smiling, unable to control himself when he stood and lifted her into his arms. This is finally it.
For what had seemed like days, weeks and even months he had been awaiting Odin’s return, constantly waking up early in the morning expecting the young man to come through the front gates with news of his sanity recovered and his heart mended from its horrible place, but not once had he ever seen a thing. At one point, it had appeared to be a lost cause, for Odin seemed not ready in the least to come back or willing to send any sort of message. For that, he’d stopped waking up so early and instead began to entertain himself with the idea of a newer, better life, one that could exist somewhat-normally in spite of everything happening around him.
Odin may have been gone, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t move on with his life.
No more than a few weeks prior, Nova and Katarina had discussed the possibility of children.
It had begun and ended simply.
Yes.
Now, some three, possibly even four weeks later—just as the snow was beginning to fall in thin flakes and the men outside were preparing for the inhabitants of Bohren and Dwaydor houses to live within—he finally had what he had been waiting upon for the past several years of his life.
“You look beautiful,” he said, kissing his wife’s hand before planting a kiss upon her lips.
“Thank you,” Katarina said, a blush crossing her cheeks and turning them scarlet0.
He couldn’t have seen a more beautiful thing in that moment than his wife’s face. Her small nose, her easy eyes, her happy lips and her beautiful, radiant white teeth—she seemed a great deity fallen from the sky to live along mortals, whose purpose had been to court and then fall in love with a mortal, human man. She would deliver upon the world a hero from within her Godly womb, thus creating the first living Demigod to walk the earth for hundreds of years, and she would bestow upon the world a future saved from the calamity that was evil in the face of a traitor’s war.
Thank you, he thought.
There would be, in almost a year’s time, a child in his arms, one of which he had already foretold would be a boy.
A knock came at the door.
Nova looked up.
A short minute later, Ketrak—escorted by several armed guards—stepped into the room alone before closing the door behind him.
“Father,” Katarina said.
“How goes the building?” Nova asked.
“They should have a house for us done within a fortnight,” the older man said, pulling his hat from his head and settling down into one of the plush armchairs. “I saw Carmen out there with them.”
“Carmen?” Nova frowned.
“She’s working with them?” Katarina asked.
“And speeding up the process, it seems,” Ketrak laughed, slapping his thigh and tilting his head back to laugh. “Everyone’s been swarming around her asking how to make something stronger or more durable. She’s giving them lots of great tips.”
“Dwarves have always been master innovators,” Nova agreed, “even if they are stubborn.”
“It seems stubbornness is a good trait to have, especially when the need to build something before the winter comes happens.”
“We should invite her to dinner,” Katarina said. “The four of us have seemed so distant lately, especially after Odin’s disappeared.”
“I’ll do that,” Nova said, standing. “In fact, I’ll go tell her now.”
“Be careful,” Katarina said.
“Don’t worry. A few hammers and nails won’t bother me.”
 
Nova found Carmen along the outer edges of what would soon be a thriving town. Hair pulled into a ponytail, sweat pouring down her face even in the cool autumn air, she raised her head only slightly when a man next to her gestured to a sack of nails and returned to her work just as quickly. Not sure how to approach and even less unsure as to what he would say to the Dwarf he had not spoken to for the past few days, he straightened his hair at the sides of his head, closed his eyes, then took a step forward and raised a hand.
“Nova,” Carmen said, lifting her eyes from the nail she so vicariously attempted to pound in. “Hi.”
“Long time no see.”
“Long time yourself, buddy.” The Dwarf pounded the nail in the rest of the way, then jumped down from the place on the foundation she’d been kneeling on. “What’s up? How’s your wife, the baby? Have you got a midwife yet?”
“Not yet,” Nova replied, crossing his arms over his chest as Carmen bid her fellow workers farewell and began to walk with him back up the road. “They’re fine though. We all are.”
“That’s good. Say—your house is coming along fairly nicely.”
“Thanks.”
“Is something wrong?” the Dwarf frowned.
“I’m just not used to the idea that we’ll be living in Ornala instead of Bohren,” Nova sighed, stopping in midstride just before they would have crossed the threshold into the castle grounds. “I wish there was something more we could do.”
“I’m guessing the Dwarves will try and reclaim it for the kingdom once they return from Denyon or wherever the hell they are. I mean, they’re heading in that direction anyway. Why not get rid of whoever’s taken control of it?”
“Still…”
“I know, buddy. It’s all right. Things’ll get sorted out eventually.”
Will they, Nova thought, or will they just get worse?
Judgmental toward whether or not he should say anything, Nova decided to keep his mouth shut and led Carmen through Ornala’s gates, down the road blanketed by stalls and the vendors within them that called out their wares and toward the stone wall that separated the royals from the normals. He imagined the surrounding stores had to have been getting extra business, what with an extension of the town being built outside and all, but he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not they were preying off the people who’d come from Dwaydor to escape the war.
War—such a simple, yet elegant word, all the more devious in the light of a horrible expression.
Bowing his head, Nova gave himself but a moment to compose himself before reaching down to touch Carmen’s shoulder, though as always he miscalculated the distance and ended up touching the top of her head. “Sorry,” he said.
“Eh, don’t worry about it. It’s an endearing thing, more or less.”
“I was going to ask if you wanted to have dinner with us. Katarina wants to see you.”
“That’s awfully nice of you to ask,” the Dwarf smiled. “Of course I’ll come. Who’s cooking?”
“I assume the castle—that is, unless Katarina gets a wild urge to go down to the kitchen and make dinner herself, which isn’t completely out of the question. She prefers to cook for her guests.”
“She’s a good woman,” Carmen agreed. “I’m just happy you guys have decided to settle down even though all this shit’s going on.”
“I can’t keep denying the two of us of something we both want. There may be a war going on, but… well… hopefully by the time our son is born, things will have cleared up by then.”
“You know what the baby’s going to be already?”
Nova tapped the side of his head. Carmen frowned, tilted her face to one side, then opened her mouth in an O when she caught on to the fact that he must be talking about his Sight.
Good old Carmen, Nova smiled. 
Though no one would ever truly replace Odin, she was as good a friend as any, especially when it came down to the fact that his wife enjoyed and loved her very much.
“So,” Carmen said, cutting him off in mid-thought before he could continue. “What time’s dinner?”
“I know your room number. I’ll come get you.”
“Awesome stuff.” The Dwarf hopped up to smack the hand dangling at his side. “Well, friend, I should probably get back to work. The guys need all the help they can get if they want to get these houses up before the snow falls. Not that it already isn’t or anything, but you get what I mean.”
“I get you,” Nova smiled. “Have a good day, Carmen. Try to get to your room around dark. I’ll come get you then.”
“All right.”
The Dwarf bade him one final goodbye before running back down the road.
 
From his place on the windowsill, Nova tried desperately not to allow memories of the past to haunt him for fear that he would have an emotional breakdown. Hands trembling, teeth clattering as if in the cold and every hair on his arms risen to harsh points, he bowed his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts, but found that he couldn’t in spite of all the good things happening around him.
It’s all right, he thought. You can have your moment.
He deserved such things, these moments of weakness. He was human, was more of one than Odin or even Miko had been, so it was only right for him to feel as though his entire existence had been uprooted and replaced upside-down. The hourglass had flipped, changed, distorted itself so sand fell down at an awkward angle. While it still held the same semblance of its usual appearance, it had, for lack of better description, lost several of its bearings. The ornate wings that once crowned its surface were now gone, replaced by bitter pieces of bone, while the sturdy legs upon which they stood had lost some of its toes. Were someone to push it, it would simply fall over, then spill all its sand onto the floor and erase the test of time. There could have been no other way to describe it, though if he had tried to explain to his wife the metaphor, he assumed that she would not understand, if only because it was too abstract even for him.
It was moments like these that made him remember the past.
Upon that windowsill which he currently sat, he imagined Miko would have been here, had he been alive and looking out the window and nothing at once. Odin, meanwhile, would have been sitting in the corner, while he himself would have been lying in bed, passing the time by attempting to sleep. In the past, he would have considered the actions of both his friends arrogant and, for all purposes, inane, as it seemed useless to do the things they did to further themselves as individuals or people. Elves need not look out windows in order to see the things they needed to see, and men who planned on becoming knights need not read in order to learn the way of the world, for they needed nothing more than to know how to use a sword to defend themselves. It was those things that made their actions arrogant, their personalities conflicting and their roles in life disregarded, and it was those things that made Nova realize that things, as seemingly normal as they were, had changed.
In that moment, sitting upon the windowsill and looking out at the world, he began to realize things he would have never taken notice of in the past, as his ignorance had been all too plenty in the days of his youth.
You weren’t, he thought. You were just stubborn.
In the past, he had been so foolish and bullheaded to realize the things that could have made his life so much easier than it really was. One need not sit in bed all day to try and sort things out within their head, for without reasons of disregard, answers may sometimes be found in books or outside one’s own window.
If only I could have knew you more, he thought, sighing, bowing his head to shield his eyes from the harrowing view of the outside world.
Maybe if he had known Miko better, he would have learned so much more about himself and his future.
When Odin returned home—if, perhaps, he ever did—he would have to hug his friend long and hard and apologize for all the grief he had to have caused.
In the past, he’d been nothing more than a stupid, bullheaded man.
With a child on the way and a wife who would need his support now more than anything else in the world, he had to buck up, less the titans of consequence swallow him whole.
 
Night came more swiftly than he could have ever imagined. With it came food fresh and warm from the castle’s kitchen, smelling of meats, cheeses, breads and soups. There even appeared to be a noodle recipe, which lay covered in sauce that resembled something of spaghetti, except this appeared to be made of some kind of white cheese rather than actual tomato sauce. 
Upon returning to the room with Carmen in toe, Katarina immediately assaulted them with praise over the fact that she had personally gone down to the kitchen to make the meal.
“The noodle dish is mine alone,” Katarina said, offering a smile that was enough to warm Nova’s heart instantly.
“It smells delicious,” Carmen said, climbing up into the chair beside Ketrak. “Hello, sir.”
“Hello,” Ketrak said.
“How are you this fine day?”
“I’m well, thanks.”
“That’s good to hear,” Carmen said, turning her eyes on Nova and Katarina as they approached the table. “I had a long day myself, working on the three of you’s new house.”
“How is it going?” Katarina asked. “Thank you for all you’re doing.”
“No need to thank me. And it’s going great. Not a whole lot happening right now, other than getting things mapped out, but it should look nice once it gets going.”
“That’s good to know,” Nova said, pulling a chair out for Katarina before he seated himself.
“Have you heard anything from Odin, by any chance?”
Nova’s breath caught in his throat.
Did I really hear what I think I did?
“Sorry?” Nova asked.
“I asked if you heard anything from Odin. You know—got a little bird or something.”
“We haven’t heard anything,” Katarina said, reaching down to take Nova’s hand just as it began to tremble against his thigh. “At least, if we have, I haven’t heard anything about it.”
“There hasn’t been anything for the past month,” Nova said.
“Nothing?” Carmen frowned.
“Nothing,” he said.
The word alone seemed to summon a ball of anger in his chest that began as a black knot that swiftly turned into a fireball. Raging within his heart, burning into his mind, forcing his breaths to come ragged in and out of his chest—it could have been painful, had he allowed it to be, as the torrential storm within his mind seemed ready not to die down. In those crucial moments following Carmen’s question, his entire body seemed ready to revolt, though he was                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             more than sure it was only his wife’s presence that allowed such things to be encaged.
Once upon a time, Odin had described the emotion like a beast trapped within a cage of metal.
Except in your bones.
For fear of overreacting, Nova pulled a plate from its place on the table and began to spoon food onto it—first meats, then the cheese, followed by a bit of the pasta his wife had so painstakingly made. As if sensing his distress, Carmen began to do the same, though their eyes did not cross once during the entire ordeal.
Katarina squeezed his hand.
Nova turned his eyes on her.
It’s ok, her twin blue orbs seemed to say, their radiance like soft ocean waves pouring from the shore and onto sands beneath his feet. You can feel whatever you want to feel.
The tremor in his hand ceased.
The muscle in his arm died down.
“I’m sorry I asked,” Carmen said.
“You don’t need to be sorry,” Nova said, looking up at the Dwarf as she settled back with her fork in hand. “It’s just a touchy subject with me.”
“I can only imagine.”
“Good friends are hard to come by,” Katarina said. “You’ve been with him for so long. It’s any wonder you’re holding up as well as you are, honey.”
Am I really holding up, or does everyone just think I am?
Some could say that he was a man on the brink of a meltdown—that, regardless of how wholesome he seemed on the outside, there was really something burrowing from the core of his being that threatened to explode out his mouth. They said in the lands to the far southeast, toward where the Hornblaris Mountains ended and was known as the Chainfire Passage began, there were constructs able to belch fire from their cores and liquid so hot and thick it could create entirely new terrains and kill anything within its path. This liquid, they said, resembled something like mud laced with fire, and from its essence earth was carved into black rock that could not be broken with a simple pick and hammer. One would find trouble crossing over its surface, so tough and ragged as it were, so it was no wonder that when Nova reached up to rub his throat he felt that liquid were in his body, slowly eating away at his being and creating an entirely new him. It would, if left unchecked, be only a matter of time before this liquid poured from his mouth and onto the table. As horrifying as that seemed, and as destructive as that might have been, that very core could be controlled—chilled, essentially, to keep said liquid from boiling up to the surface—but how long would it be until nature took its course and decided to uproot him? Would it be a day, a week, maybe another month, or would it be in but a moment, slowly ticking by like that broken hourglass he’d so sadly imagined no more than earlier that day?
Knowing more than well that if he thought about it he was apt to lose his mind, Nova retrieved his fork from the side of the plate, stabbed a piece of noddle upon its tip, then slid it into his mouth, all the while desperate to contain the emotions that threatened to spawn forth.
Deep breaths, he thought, just like your father taught you.
In, out, in, out, up, down, up, down, higher, lower, faster, stronger—this was the technique that was said to ease the beast of burden, to calm the restless and ease the sorrow of plenty. It had never before failed him throughout his entire twenty-three years, so when his heart began to die down and the horrible throbbing in his ears slowed to a halt, he bowed his head and took one final breath.
Things would be fine.
Dinner could be salvaged.
Raising his head, he turned his eyes on Carmen and began to ask about the day’s work, all the while forcing himself not to think about Odin or just where he might be.
 
As had happened several times before, he was roused from sleep by the raucous nightmare of Miko’s death and Odin’s following flight. Such was the unease within his mind and heart that he woke crying and had to stifle his tears to keep from waking either members of his family up. A sob snarled in his throat, tears more than wet in his eyes, he rolled out of bed and made his way toward the door, where he first checked to make sure the fire was still stoked, then pulled a jerkin over his nightshirt before making his way into the hall.
Almost immediately, he was met by a guard walking the distance of the hallway.
“You, there,” he said, raising his armored glove and pointing. Nova merely stood in place and waited for him to say anything further. “What are you doing out of your room?”
“I need some fresh air,” Nova said. “That’s all.”
“All right. Go get your air and be back before I find you wandering around.”
In day’s past, when the war had not been so affluent, one could wander the castle’s halls without being harassed. There would, of course, be guards, and the occasional page or squire to contend with, but never would someone have to worry about being confined to their room or the office they lived within. That alone unsettled Nova so much that when he stepped out into the training field and tilted his head to the sky to regard the moon, he began to cry.
The tears thick, the sob no longer contained, Nova dropped to his knees and sobbed.
Why now, of all times, did he have to have a breakdown, especially when things seemed to be improving and his life seemed all the better?
It should have been us, he thought. Not me.
Us—three people, three souls, two companions to one man whom should have lived a life without hardship and the demons of the past: this was the term that bloomed within his mind and created upon a vine three flowers haunting in the ever-vast darkness, that spread across a tapestry of one and flowered upon their surfaces a shade of red, black and blue. Me, I—one person, one soul, no companions of which to call his own and no shoulders upon which his tears could be cried: this was the term that stabbed his heart and cut him in two form neck to groin and then back again, the one thing upon the ever-dying vine of life that seemed to turn black and curl at the very base.  These things—this beautiful you and I—was, without any disregard, a thing that had been sewed in vision and granted to one with love. A man need not a lover when he had the greatest friends, need not suffer without ever having someone to turn to, need not feel lonely when he was accompanied. It was for these reasons that Nova felt as though his life was slowly falling apart—that it was, without a shadow of doubt, cracking in two like a great monument uprooted by tyrants and pulled down by a growing mob of protestors. Enslaved and controlled by a dictator, killed and tortured in glee, this governmental icon would fall and crack its skull open, but what of the man whose image it had been shaped in? Did he, too, bear wounds, or did he simply hold an emotional scar that could easily be seen but not yet touched?
Pushing himself to his feet, all the less willing to continue with an existence that seemed too fractured without the man he considered to be his best friend, Nova turned and made his way back into the castle, only nodding to the guard once before opening the door, stepping into the room, then slipping into bed without so much as a second word.
I need to do something, he thought.
He could not go on living like this.
There had to be a way for someone to help.
 
The morning came late and without true consequence. Larks in the sky, singing their songs; light shining overhead, reflecting off dew; a chipmunk in the distance, picking a nut from the ground and skittering off into its burrow—Nova examined them from his place in bed when he woke to a new day and found his wife reading in the corner of the room and the sound of water running in the washroom. He could not, for any discerning reason, find where Ketrak was, though if the running water was evident of anything, it was likely he was already bathing. That, however, didn’t necessarily matter, for it seemed that all odds were stacked against him and not against his family.
Is this what I get for helping him? he thought, thinking back to a cold stormy night some five years ago, when he was but an eighteen-year-old boy and looking for the safety of his family.
Safety, salvation, a family to call his own—it could have been described as the ultimate paradise, for he need not worry about paying for the food, board or room in the presence of the king, as he was a soldier who served in the army and a refugee from Bohren. Many men would have killed to have been in his position—would have, for all the reasons in the world, taken a knife and stabbed his brother in the back—so for him to be feeling unappreciated and therefor unthankful was enough to make him chastise himself for even feeling such emotions.
What he truly wanted, if he were to be completely honest with himself, was a home to call his own—one of which, Carmen said, would be done in a fortnight if rushed in time for winter. That in itself was fine. He needed no furniture, for he could wait for such things to arrive, and he need not worry about his home having the modern revelations of running water like the castle had. Wells could be drilled, water could be pulled up in buckets, laundry could be hung on tethered ropes and furniture made from the hides and stuffing of animals and flowers—that would be the greatest thing in the world, an independence that he had so grown used to in his brief weeks of living with his wife.
“Nova,” Katarina said.
“Yes?” he asked.
“You’re awake.”
“I’ve been awake for a little while.”
“Why haven’t you gotten out of bed?”
“Haven’t felt like it,” he shrugged, sitting up and rubbing his eyes with the back of his hands.
“Did you go out last night?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“What were you doing?”
Trying to maintain my sanity.
At the risk of scaring his wife, Nova only offered a smile and pushed himself out from beneath the blankets just in time for the door to open and Ketrak to step in.
“Morning,” his father-in-law said.
“Morning,” Nova replied.
Already knowing that there would be a lecture were he and Katarina to continue this conversation, he gave her a silent warning with his eyes not to say anything before crossing the room to join her at the table. Arms across her chest, eyes set to her lap, Nova pressed a hand on her back to rub her shoulder and found her tense beneath his touch.
“You all right?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” Katarina said. “Why?”
“You feel tense.”
“I’m worried about you.”
“Is something wrong?” Ketrak frowned.
“No,” Nova said, more to his wife than anyone. “Nothing’s wrong. Don’t worry about it.”
The glance Katarina offered could have frozen his bones.
Leaning forward, he pressed his lips to his wife’s ear and whispered, as softly as he could, “I had a meltdown last night.”
When he pulled away, Katarina’s eyes faltered, briefly illuminating them in an outstanding somber light.
If your eyes could talk, he thought, then they would recite the world’s greatest poetry.
“We’ll talk about it later,” he mouthed. “Just not here in front of your father.”
“All right,” she whispered. “Nova.”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her cheek.
After rising from his place beside her, he began to walk toward the door, but stopped before he could make it any further. “I’m going to see if I can find Carmen,” he said, throwing his eyes over his shoulder to look at his wife.
“What for?”
“To bounce some stuff off her.”
Katarina offered no reply. Nova didn’t bother to wait for one. He walked out the door without looking back a second time.
 
“Are you sure this is something you should be talking to me about instead of your wife?” Carmen asked, slamming the brunt of her weight into the hammer to secure a nail in place. “I mean, this seems more like husband and wife stuff than Carmen and Nova stuff.”
“Carmen and Nova stuff?” he laughed, crossing his arms as the first of the wooden planks were placed across the northern end of the house. “Where did you come up with that?”
“On a whim. Haven’t you noticed I say most of my shit like that?”
“I’ve noticed, but I’ve never decided to comment on it.”
“Eh, whatever.” Carmen made her way through where the door would soon be placed and stepped up to his side. “Tell me what’s on your mind, bud.”
“I’m about to lose my mind, Carmen, and I sure as hell don’t want to do it in front of my wife.”
“Your stubbornness is felt for sure.”
“How have you been keeping yourself under control?”
“To be perfectly honest, I’ve only known Odin for a little while. The attachment isn’t as harsh. That isn’t to say that being sad or worried is a bad thing—because let me tell you, that’s the best damn thing a friend can feel about someone else—but worrying too much isn’t going to get you anywhere good.”
“I know.”
“Which is why you need to let it all out. Quit keeping it bottled up. Talk to your wife. She is, after all, the woman you married.”
“I don’t want to upset her.”
“Don’t you think it’ll upset her more if you keep your feelings away from her?”
“I—“
“You shouldn’t be worried about that, Nova.”
“I’m not.”
“Then what are you worried about?”
“The baby.”
A frown crossed Carmen’s face to the point where her cheeks puffed out and offered a slight, babyish look to her visage. Nova tried to keep from sighing, but found himself unable to do so in spite of his strength and courage in the matter.
Your intentions are good, he thought, nodding, reaching up to run a hand through his hair. You know they are.
To bestow upon his wife his emotions that could so easily overwhelm him would be to throw her into a swift river and expect her to know how to swim. Were she not able to, she would be swept away, while were she able to she would have to brave the waters and return to shore. She would have to give her all or succumb to her inhibitions, but where would that leave the baby, if not dead or distressed? Would it suffer within the womb, a child strangled by its umbilical cord, or would it simply persist, endlessly waiting for its day to come?
“I can understand you not wanting to stress her out,” Carmen sighed, “but like I said, it’ll only make it worse if you keep things from her.”
“How am I supposed to bring this up then?”
“Maybe by taking her for a walk. Weren’t you two doing your regular exercises out by the lake anyway? That’s a nice place to go and sit, maybe even have a little picnic. Hey!” she cried, jumping up, then down. “That’s what you should do! Make a lunch and go out by the river after the pages come in from their afternoon training!”
“I highly doubt that’ll be the best way to bring this up.”
“At least it’ll give you something to break the ice, right? That way, you don’t have to worry about her father harping on you, and at least you’ll get to enjoy the weather while it’s somewhat nice.”
“I guess,” Nova said, shaking his head.
“Whatever you decide to do, Nova, know that I have your back. I’m more than willing to help out if you’re not sure what to do. I am, you know, nearly forty years older than you. I may be a spring chicken, but I’ve got a helluva lot more life experience than you.”
“Thank you, Carmen. That means a lot.”
“Don’t thank me. Go down to the kitchen and get yourself some food and a sheet. I’m sure your wife will be all the happier knowing that you want to confide in her.”
 
He prepared in a slight bag packs of treats, chocolates, snack cakes and vegetables he specially ordered from the chefs for his and Katarina’s afternoon excursion. More than pleased with himself about the preparation, Nova wore a smile broad and jovial as he led them hand-in-hand across the training grounds toward the dock that peeked out over the edge of the pond. 
While no outside force that could have stopped him from enjoying the moment, he took extra care to keep himself composed for fear that Katarina would use her innate ability to pick up on things subtle and wrong.
She’s your wife, his conscience whispered, once more atop his back and scrambling for hold on his head. Of course she knows what’s going on.
Did she, though? It wasn’t as though the false front he put on would lead her to the conclusion that they were doing anything other than enjoying husband-and-wife time—unless, of course, a certain expression had crossed his face, or the frown lines around his mouth had permanently sealed themselves across his face.
Growing more paranoid by the second and desperate to keep his façade under control, he tightened his hold around Katarina’s hand and stepped, carefully, out onto the dock, testing the planks below for fear that they would inexplicably cave out from beneath them.
“This is what you get,” Nova mumbled, “for overthinking everything.”
“Sorry?” Katarina asked.
“I’m talking to myself,” he replied. “Don’t worry, hon.”
“Are you sure we should be eating out on the dock?”
“Why shouldn’t we?”
“I don’t know. I just don’t want to get harassed by the guards.”
“Fuck them. This is our picnic, not theirs. They can make their own if they want one so bad.”
With a smile on her face, Katarina settled down at the edge of the dock and allowed her feet to dangle above the water as Nova began to unroll the sheet that would serve as their picnic cover. The sound of crows alight in the distance, laughing and jeering likely at the stupid humans who prepared to do stupid human things, Nova lifted his head to eye the creatures that sat in the far trees across the pond and offered them a brief nod as one spread its wings as if beckoning for a fight.
“They’re funny little things,” Katarina said, as if echoing his sentiments verbally instead of mentally.
“They are,” Nova agreed. “What do you want first?”
“A snack cake would be fine.”
He pulled one of the miniaturized treats from its paper wrapping and offered it to his wife.
All right, he thought, watching Katarina as she began to nibble at her treat. How am I going to do this?
The most obvious way to do it was to just come right out and say it. Katarina, he would proclaim, his voice not in the least proud and sounding like something resembling a cross between a scared boy and a mouse, I’ve been having some problems and I need to talk to you about them.
He would then say, in clear, precise and extraneous detail, that Miko’s sudden and unexpected death had struck him in ways he could have never possibly imagined. He’d always considered the Elf a friend—had, in ways, even went so far as to call him a brother—but the fact that they had always been so emotionally distant had left him feeling troubled as to what could have been going through his head near the end of his life. He knew that the Elf suffered, if only because of his age and the implications that came from it, and knew that regardless of the false exterior he put on there seemed to be something dwelling beneath the surface, knotting itself into a black tumor and eating him alive. Coupled with Odin’s explicit disappearance, it seemed he’d just been struck between the eyes by a hammer and expected to see straight for the next three days. No man could run blind and expect not to run into barriers, no person could look forward and see with eyes clouded by blood, and no man, woman or child could expect to count the individual stones in the path when they could not see a thing. To believe such an ordeal was to diminish the human character to a point where they might as well all have been blind like moles beneath the earth who see and feel nothing more than vibrations within the earth.
“Katarina,” he said, drawing his wife’s name out to catch her attention.
“Yes?” she asked.
“I… I need to talk to you about something. Something important.”
“What is it, honey?”
Here goes nothing.
With a deep breath, a long exhale and an even more threatening case of the shakes throughout his arms, he said, “I’ve been having some trouble over the past weeks.”
“Nova?”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed it or not, but… well… I’ve been having a really rough time and I’m not sure how much longer I can keep it to myself.”
“I knew something was wrong,” she sighed, setting the last half of her snack cake down. “When you left last night…”
“Yeah?”
“You were having a moment, weren’t you?”
“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.”
“What’s going on, Nova? What’re you feeling?”
“Like I did nothing to help a person I considered a friend—like I sat by and watched him die before abandoning his son to watch him run dozens of leagues away to a place he could be dead in.”
“Don’t think that.”
“How can’t I when almost all I think about is whether or not he’s alive?” he asked, struggling to maintain his composure as what felt like a sob began to rise in his chest. “Goddammit, Katarina—it’s like I turned a blind eye and left him to die just like his father.”
“You did no such thing.”
“Yes I did, honey, because if I’d’ve known something was going on, I would’ve stopped him before he even had the chance to think about leaving.”
“You can’t blame yourself for Odin’s actions,” she said, reaching up to set a hand on his face and stroking the end of his beard with the tip of her thumb. “He’s a grown man. He should know what he’s doing.”
“But that’s the thing—he doesn’t know what he’s doing because he’s completely out of his mind.”
“I’m sure he had to have some sense to know what he was doing, otherwise he would’ve turned back already.”
“How do you know, Katarina? How do you know he didn’t run off and get himself killed?”
“Because I know Odin has courage that allows him to do things that most normal people wouldn’t be able to. His mind, Nova… all that time locked up in that tower had to have taught him something about remaining strong and determined despite whatever was set against him.”
“You really think so?”
“I do,” she said. “And I know that, one day, he’ll come back. I don’t know when that will be, and I can’t say whether or not that will be anytime soon, but I know that he loves you more than anything else in the world. You’re a good friend, honey, and an even stronger man for leaving home when you were just eighteen to help him reach his dream.”
“He didn’t get his dream.”
“But he got something so much more. He won’t let that go to waste.”
“How do you know?”
“Do I really need to answer that,” Katarina said, “or are you just asking because you can’t find it in your heart to believe it?”
Can I?
Nova closed his eyes.
A splash in the near distance echoed through his ears.
When he opened his eyes and saw ripples spreading across the water, he thought he saw his and his wife’s reflection in the pool directly before them.
“Don’t keep your feelings locked up,” Katarina said, sliding her palm over his hand to lace their fingers together. “It’ll hurt you in the end.”
“I didn’t want to hurt you or the baby.”
“There’s no way you could ever hurt me, Nova. Besides—if this baby’s as strong as I think it is, it isn’t going to let a little something like this bother it, are you, honey?” Katarina reached down and caressed her stomach.
Nova pushed his palm forward.
When their hands touched above the swell in her abdomen, he felt for a brief time a moment of clarity that seemed to dispel all of the horrible things from the world.
That feeling made him feel like the luckiest man in the world.
One day, Odin would return. When, he couldn’t possibly know, but until then, he had all the time in the world.
Here, in the present, he had a family to worry about.
Until the time came when his friend returned from the south, he needed to concentrate on the matters at hand, otherwise he may  end up spiraling out of control.
 
They ate the rest of their meal in silence, only occasionally speaking to comment on the wayward bird or even the occasional fish they saw swimming beneath their feet. Content with the silence and the fact that things, despite their harsher connections, seemed fine, their lips remained sealed throughout the picnic until they rose, gathered themselves up and began to make their way to the castle.
There, walking the halls and likely toward their room, was Carmen, whistling something under her breath and shaking her head to the tune.
“Hello,” Katarina said.
The Dwarf jumped and looked with wide eyes in their direction before she settled down and offered a slight smile. “Hello,” she replied.
“Are you still helping the men build the house?”
“I’ve been helping, yeah. Was about to stop by on my break and see how the two of you were doing.”
“We’re doing great,” Katarina said, sliding her arm around Nova’s waist. “Aren’t we?”
Better than we were, he thought, though decided to say nothing if only to secure the clarity of the movement.
After reaching forward and pumping the Dwarf’s small wrist, Nova allowed the little creature to lead them through the winding halls with guards stationed at every corner until they came to their room. Once there, Nova reached down, pulled a key from his pocket, then allowed the three of them into the room before closing the door behind them.
In the very corner of the room, Ketrak slept silently, torso sprawled out in one of the armchairs and legs dangling from beneath them.
“I should probably leave,” the Dwarf said, taking a few steps back and into Nova’s legs. “Sorry, bud.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he replied.
“You don’t have to leave,” Katarina said. “He’ll wake up once he hears us talking anyway.”
“Pardon?” Ketrak asked, cracking his eyes upon.
Katarina smiled almost immediately. “Nothing, father. Don’t worry about it.”
“Hello Carmen.”
“Hello,” Carmen replied.
“How are you doing today?”
“I’m well, thanks.”
“Still working hard?”
“More than ever,” the Dwarf agreed, stepping forward and hopping onto one of the chairs. “Nova and Katarina just got back from a picnic.”
“A picnic?” the older man asked. “That had to be nice, especially since the weather isn’t bed yet.”
“It will be though,” Nova said, bracing an arm around his wife’s shoulders when she bowed her head and reached up to rub her eyes. “Are you all right, hon?”
“It seems like only yesterday that we were coming up from Bohren,” she said. “I still can’t believe it’s gone.”
“I’m sure it won’t be much longer before it’s back to normal,” Ketrak said, crossing his arms before leaning back in his seat. “The king has to do something about it, doesn’t he?”
No, Nova thought. He doesn’t.
Like several of the smaller villages within the country that had started and failed either due to lack of populations or agricultural reasons, Bohren could simply be declared a dead zone and never repopulated again. Combined with the fact that most ordinary individuals would not want to live in such a place that had once been attacked by the enemy and the fact that, for all intents and purposes, people would rather stay away from the Germanian border as much as possible, it would be a miracle if the king actually instated a cause to return the town to its former glory.
The idea that the place he had grown up in for most of his life turning to nothing more than a ghost town more than obvious in his mind and the all-too-familiar revelation that he’d been captured by the army there prevalent in the worst ways possible, Nova settled down at the foot of Katarina’s bed and stared at the floor, desperate to escape the feelings attempting to rush forward like floodwaters from the great Sylinian river.
Why now, of all times, did he have to feel this way, especially after he and Katarina had such a good picnic?
Because it’s life, he thought. Because that’s the way the world works.
The world established itself on a few basic principles—you lived, you ate, you slept, you loved and you persisted no matter who or what managed to get in your way. It didn’t matter if you were born blind, mute, deaf, with broken legs or even the inability to walk: you were, by nature, forced to move as though strung by some magical rope and walk, crawl or hobble toward your next destination. Sure—you could always turn a blind eye toward something in your way, and you could always look back at the mistakes you made in order to better yourself as a person, but you could never really, truly go back to the past and change something that had been done. The fact was that no matter how much Nova tried to hang on to the spiritual reality that he and his family were in a safe place, his past seemed to haunt him, so much so that whenever he closed his eyes he seemed to see before his darkened vision a glance of home and what had happened to it when Herald’s men had infiltrated it. He also, sadly, could not shake the reality that his frustrations had driven him to such a hellish place only to get him captured and abused. 
If he truly thought about it for a few hard, concentrated moments, he would realize that he had escaped lucky and that, by the chance of God, his friend had arrived at just the right moment to save him from the hellish agony of his situation.
“Nova,” Katarina said.
“Sorry?” he asked.
“Are you all right?”
“Fine,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, hon. I’m fine.”
Though the look Katarina offered him seemed anything but convinced, Nova couldn’t help but wonder if his wife had seen through the mask he purposely wore in order to shroud his vision.
 
Night descended upon them early and with storm clouds in the sky. Rain threatening to roll forth and hail beginning to fall, clinking against the windows like miniature fingernails from a living corpse’s hand, Nova kept his distance from the window for fear that lightning would strike him dead in the heart and cut his existence off far too soon.
It’s all right, he thought. You’re inside.
The likelihood of the situation was that nothing would happen at all. He would, of course, feel the innate sense of fear that had developed over the course of the past few years from his near-death experience, and there would, of course, be the fire and pain within his chest that threatened to drive screams from his throat, but he would not be harmed should he keep away from the windows.
At the far side of the room, braced before the fireplace and tending the curling flames with a hot poker, Ketrak raised his head to watch him with sad, unsure eyes before returning his attention to his work.
He knows, Nova thought.
Of course he knew. How could Ketrak not know when Nova had confessed to Katarina on one long, cold night that he had nearly died in such a hellacious monstrosity? His wife and her relationship with her father was so strong that little was kept between them, save marital secrets and things too personal to reveal even to a partner, so to think that Ketrak didn’t feel pity for him was like expecting someone who loved another to refuse their touch. That person, so infatuated with their partner as they were, would not shy away from a welcoming touch, a wayward kiss, a stray hand or a torrid embrace, nor would they ever deny the one they loved a moment so intimate it revealed their darkest secrets. Like those lovers, and like those concerns for one another, Ketrak had to at least pity him in the slightest, for doing so allowed the son-in-law he loved so much a moment of reprieve from a situation that terrified him so much he often slept with the covers over his head.
Trembling, unable to resist the urge to shiver in the face of the rain as it began to fall and threatened to swallow him whole, Nova wrapped his arms around his body, settled down on the bed, then allowed his eyes to falter to the floor as the first signs of thunder began rolling in from the ocean.
“Are you all right?” Katarina asked, settling down on the bed next to him.
“I’m fine,” Nova said, bowing his head and lacing his fingers between his legs.
“No you’re not. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“You’ve never had problems with thunderstorms before.”
Had he, though? So far as he could recall, he ever once had to worry about succumbing to the natural forces of human emotion, so it was no wonder that in this very moment his entire body was threatening to overthrow him as the king of his creation. His crown of thorns removed from his head, his chalice of light from his hand, his dubious robe made of silver and gold and his shoes from leather and mold—all holy, royal, magical, pure, cathartic and necessary cast aside in one hesitant moment, a flush of the hand and a toss of the flame. He need not the powers of integrity in moments of weakness, for strength need not arise from the handle of his being, nor need he the war sword of justice to strike down his enemies, for his foes were not physical, set in reality and standing their ground. No. These things—these horrible, horrible things—were of the emotional, the metaphysical and conscious mind.
Can you withstand it? his conscience whispered. Can you go on living knowing that you may soon succumb to the very thing you are so afraid of?
What, though, was he afraid of—his mind, his emotions, the tangible and almost-shapeless fact that Odin was gone, that Miko was dead, that his wife, pregnant and fragile, could easily be swept out from under him in but a moment’s notice? His father-in-law could die, Carmen could decide to leave, the kingdom could fall and the king, so powerful as he was, could be impaled upon the tip of a sword. All would take but a moment’s notice, as time operated on scales of one to sixty, one to twelve, then one to twenty-four, and all could transpire within the blink of an eye, the purse of one’s lips, the fraction of a breath it took for a drop of blood to fall from one’s parched nose and onto the virgin-white floor below. A stain would spread, a declaration noted, and one would run in fear and sorrow as their whole world would cave out below them.
Outside, thunder cracked in the sky.
Lightning followed.
Light poured through the window.
The first tears of the night began to fall from Nova’s eyes.
“Son,” Ketrak said, falling to his knees before them to look into Nova’s eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m losing my mind,” Nova whispered, taking care not to squeeze Katarina’s hand too hard. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“It’s all right,” Katarina whispered. “Don’t worry, Nova. Everything’s going to be just fine.”
“No it isn’t.”
“Yes it is.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I’m here for you,” she said. “Because we’re here for you.”
Ketrak reached forward to pat his knee.
A flash of blue light echoed into the room.
Nova tilted his head up.
As tears continued to flow down his face, crossing the expanse of his cheekbones and sliding over his lip, he tasted salt and what felt like the horrible revelation of blood. It would have been sweet, were he an indecent man, and it would have likely beckoned welcome forms of appreciation had he the conscience to find it satisfactory. Regardless, he was not deviant, nor was he wicked or fickle in any shape or form, for when he tasted such a thing upon his lips, he was reminded not only of death, but of a friend whose lung had been pierced by a weapon the Elf himself had said projected shards of metal from its wooden barrel.
How does it feel, he thought, to die like that?
Painful, euphoric, like dunking one’s head in a vast tub of water and waiting for their lungs to shrivel—a hammer at the back of the head, hit directly where they said pain was supposedly produced, or a blade through the spine at the base of the skull. They said that if the tiny bones in one’s neck were dislocated that they could not feel pain below their jugular. Was that how Miko had felt in that moment—obscure, unable to feel pain and just going through the movements as he slowly died, or had he felt true, concrete pain: a deep throb within his chest as everything his body was made of ebbed from his wounds and onto the earth below?
In the moments that followed such a revelation, Nova bowed his head.
Tears fell from his face and onto his hands.
Katarina stroked his knuckles.
Pain seemed to vibrate through his bones as if he were an old man sitting in a chair on a long, rainy day.
“Will you be all right?” Katarina asked.
“I don’t know,” Nova whispered.
“You’ll be ok,” Ketrak said, patting his knee. “We’re here for you if you need to talk.”
“I’m not sure what I need to talk about, father.”
“Then say whatever it is you need to.”
Nova shook his head.
Outside, a strike of lightning so blood-red it seemed the heavens had just been struck a mortal blow reflected through the sky and lit the inside of the room in a deep shade of mahogany. 
It seemed, in that moment, that the entire world would end, as the beast in the sky continued to growl like some great, predatory creature.
How he would survive he couldn’t be sure.
His wife’s hand in his, his father’s hand on his knee—all the support could be found one moment away. Regardless, it still felt as though things would soon come to a halt.
A tear snaked between his lips and caressed his tongue.
It seemed odd that such a thing would occur, for his lips were pursed as tightly as humanly possible.
 
The rain continued late into the night and eventually led to dreams of things terrifying. A face in the night, lips full and stubble harsh; a hand strayed to a sword, its knuckles tense and almost bone-white; a book propped upon a stand, from which ebbed dark, almost-visible tendrils of energy—they came with a clarity Nova found frightening to the point where he began to ponder whether or not the images he were actually real, for they seemed not shrouded in a light that usually came with vision, but darkness that seemed all the more significant of nightmare. 
What is it? he thought.
Outside, lightning cracked the sky and briefly lit the inside of the room enough to illuminate Ketrak’s sleeping form. Chest revealed, thin frame haggard, almost corpse-like in the light that seemed to stray if only for a few moments—something about his appearance led Nova to believe that his dream, whether it be a vision or not, had foretold of something so horrible that it could uproot the entirety of his and his family’s existence.
No.
It couldn’t be.
Such a thing could not happen to him, his wife, his unborn child or his father-in-law, as he’d done the thing a creature made of light had said he should in order to secure a better future.
When your time of need will come, it had said, I will be there to help you.
“What if it wasn’t my future?” he whispered. “What if it was Odin’s?”
He could not, in any way, relate the images to Odin, for his lips were not as full as they appeared in the dream and his face could not have been lined with stubble—shadow, yes, but never the wiry hairs most men are afflicted with come the age of sixteen. He’d always been of the impression that Odin would never bear facial hair if only because of his Elven heritage, but could that possibly mean that he had grown—evolved, per se, into the man he was destined to be?
Pushing himself forward, bracing his hands against his knees in order to contain the shiver that threatened to travel up his body, Nova bowed his head and tried his hardest to take slow, deep breaths, though try as he may, that seemed not in the least bit ready to happen.
Outside, a roar of thunder broke across the countryside loud enough to shake the frames of the windows covering the northern wall.
It would have seemed through the years a man would have been able to conquer his fears, whether they be physical, mental, even spiritual. It was said that strength came in time, that power in work and confidence in ease. For that, he should have been over his fear of thunder and lightning, as he’d endured such a thing in the past whilst traveling with Odin without so much as a second thought. That, however, did not necessarily rule out the possibility that this fear, as close and personal as it was, had not returned with power and fervor in the weeks following one friend’s death and another’s disappearance.
Was it now, they said, possible for things to stimulate the mind, to wrack the nerves and destroy the resilient conscience?
Unable to know and even more frustrated with the idea, Nova fell back and drew the blankets around him, desperate to smother himself with things pleasant and practical.
Everything’s going to be ok, he thought.
A flash of white exploded over his vision.
He reached up to rub his eyes.
The light did not fade.
His breath caught in his chest.
A vision of Odin holding what appeared to be a bloodstained, leather-bound book entered his mind and ingrained itself there like some great ink bearing down upon a piece of porcelain-white parchment.
Odin.
“Odin.”
At his young friend’s side stood a man with the same full lips and strong, stubble-covered chin Nova had seen in his dream. Garbed in a black cloak the color of waterlogged grass and holding a dagger wicked and bearing a constellation of colored stones, the two made their way, side by side, through the darkness and toward what appeared to be an ever-vast plain of grasslands beyond a dense line of trees. Heads bowed, eyes set toward the ground covered in distended tree roots, they crossed out of the thicket, then looked back into the forest from which they had come.
Faintly, what appeared to be glowing orbs of light could be seen in the distance.
“Are they,” Odin began, then stopped before he could continue.
Quiet, the taller man whispered. They might hear us.
Who were they, Nova wondered, to be following them through a forest dark and tragic? His friend had spoken of his ancestral homeland, which could only be the Abroen and where the Elves dwelled, but could Odin really be there, so far south and away from where most of humanity dwelled? And what of this man—this full lipped, stubble-covered person—who seemed so drawn to Odin that his hand first strayed to his back, then down his spine, toward the curve of his lower back and the inch of skin across his waist?
Could, after all this time, Odin have found a lover?
That’s ridiculous, Nova pondered, somehow able to have concentrated and concise thought despite the vision playing before him. Odin isn’t queer.
Did that really matter, though, so long as his friend was happy?
The vision, as framed and lit by white light as it was, began to fade.
Desperate to hold on to the image, Nova pressed his eyes shut as tightly as possible and clawed at the bed sheets curled beneath his fingers.
He had to see just what was about to happen.
Come on. You can do this.
A spike of pain lit the front of his vision.
He groaned.
The image shifted, faltered, then began to slip away.
He couldn’t lose hold on the only remaining glimpse of his friend.
We have to keep going, the older man whispered. We have—
A hand pressed against Nova’s chest.
Breath escaped his throat.
The ceiling came into view.
“Nova,” a voice said.
In but one moment, the last fleeting glimpse of his friend and the man who stood beside him faded into the air.
A long deep breath entered his nose, then escaped out his throat.
His vision cleared.
Katarina hovered above him, face struck in horror.
“Nova,” she said, reaching up to press a hand against his cheek. “What’s wrong?”
“I had a vision,” he gasped, inhaling another breath of air.
“You were shaking.”
“Shaking?”
“The whole bed was vibrating,” Ketrak said, drawing Nova’s eyes to Katarina’s side. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I’m fine,” Nova said. “Really, I’m—“
“You’ve never done this before,” Katarina said. “Never.”
“I was just having a vision.”
“Are you sure it was a vision, Nova? Because if you ask me, this had to have been something much worse.”
“I’m all right,” he said, pushing himself back up.
His vision dipped.
His world began to spin.
“All right,” he sighed, pressing a hand to his face and applying the slightest pressure to his forehead. “Maybe something is wrong.”
“We need to get you to the infirmary,” Ketrak said. “Now.”
 
“You say you’ve never had a seizure before,” the healer said, guiding his hand along the curve of Nova’s skull and channeling what felt like soft, warm pressure into his head.
“A seizure?” Nova frowned. “What are you—“
“If what your wife and father-in-law said was true,” the man continued, pressing his palm to Nova’s brow and channeling yet more energy down his palm, “then what you experienced no more than a few moments ago was what is known as—“
“I know what a seizure is,” Nova interrupted, waiting for the healer to finish before pushing himself up. “I didn’t have a seizure. I know that already. I had a vision.”
“You’ve never done this before,” Katarina said, crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes strayed to his face before her gaze faltered and fell to the ground.
“I haven’t had a vision in years, Katarina.”
“I thought—“
“The last one I had was five years ago, when I saw Odin up in the tower and the figure—“
“What figure?”
“Told me to help him,” Nova sighed, brushing the comment off as if it were nothing more than a fly.
“Did this happen the last time you experienced this?” the healer frowned. “Because if so, it would make sense that this sort of behavior would occur, especially if your body is acting the exact same way it has in the past.”
“I don’t think so,” Nova said, turning his attention to his wife. “Honey?”
“I’m not sure,” Katarina sighed, only turning her head up when the conversation ground to a halt and waited for her to continue. “I was sleeping the last time it happened.”
“Surely you would have felt the bed vibrate,” Ketrak said, “especially if his convulsions were as severe as they were this time.”
“Like I said, I don’t know, father.”
“I’m not exactly sure what is going on then,” the man said, reaching up to brush his hands along his clean-shaven head.
“What am I supposed to do then?” Nova frowned. “Nothing?”
“If it was a seizure, sir—which is highly unlikely, considering that you do have, as you said, the Sight—then the best thing for you right now is a good night’s rest and cool compresses to the head. If you’re worried about it… and if you’re willing… I could treat you here, if you like, but that would require you staying in the infirmary overnight.”
“That’s fine,” Nova said, standing, then pushing his palm out to shake the man’s hand. “Thank you, sir.”
“Nova,” Katarina sighed.
“Not now, honey.”
“But—“
Before his wife could finish, he turned and began to lead them out of the infirmary.
His family had no choice but to follow.
 
“What did you see in your vision?” Ketrak asked, passing one of the cool compresses to Katarina and nodding as she placed it over his brow.
“Not now, father,” Katarina said, stroking Nova’s temple as if he were no more than a small bird with broken wings. “He needs to rest.”
“I’m not dying for God’s sake,” Nova sighed, reaching up to adjust the compress across his head.
“Nova—“
“I dreamed Odin and another man were running away from someone—or, at the least, something.”
“Running?” Ketrak frowned.
“Odin had a book in his hand.”
“A book?” Katarina asked.
“I’m not sure what exactly it was, but before I had the vision, I was having dreams about the man he was with, Odin’s father’s sword and that very same book he was carrying. It felt like…”
Should I tell them? he thought. Do I really want to worry them more than I already am?
“It felt like… what?” Katarina asked, waving her hand before his eyes to draw his attention. “Tell us, Nova.”
“It felt evil.”
“Evil?”
“Like the bad energy was just pooling off of its surface.”
“Do you think Odin might be up to something?” Ketrak asked.
“I’m not sure,” Nova sighed, stretching his torso out along the bed and pressing his feet against the footrest. “Even if he is, that’s his business and not mine.”
“You’re his friend, you know?”
Yeah, but if he’s doing something illegal and I’m not involved with it, that’s his problem, not mine.
If what he believed was happening were true—if, for some reason, Odin and the man he was with were being pursued by Elves looking for the thing Odin held—then Odin might have stolen something from the fair creatures; something dark, powerful and, of the utmost intent, evil. One did not see a book in a dream and the energy flowing from it unless it was one of two things: good or evil. He could rule out the positive notion if only because of the color of the energy. Evil, though—that itself was hard to wrap his mind around, let alone grasp with any sort of integrity.
“Whatever Odin’s doing,” Katarina said, pulling the sheet up Nova’s waist and stroking his dampening hair away from his eyes, “that’s his business and not ours. We should say nothing at all to him upon his arrival.”
“Why?” Ketrak asked. “We’re his friends.”
“But what Nova saw was meant only to be shared between Odin and the man he’s with. Besides—we don’t even know if what Nova seen is actually going to happen.”
“I think it is,” Nova said.
“Your visions haven’t been wrong… have they, Nova?”
“From the few I’ve had, no, they’ve not.”
“Then this must mean Odin is hiding something from us,” Ketrak said.
“You can’t blame him, father. He’s just lost his father.”
“Just because someone loses a family member doesn’t mean they have to upturn their entire sense of morals, dear.”
“He’s lost his mind and run away from home. Who are we to judge him for whatever it is he’s doing?”
“None of us should even know what’s going on or about to happen,” Nova said, shrugging the compress off his head and throwing his legs over the mattress.
“Nova!”
“I’m fine, dear. Don’t worry. I don’t need a damp cloth on my head to know that.”
“What we’re getting at here is that we shouldn’t say anything to anyone,” Katarina said, careful to stress each word as though they were a knife cutting into a tender piece of meat. “Including you, father. I know you care about Odin, but now’s not the time to be judging him, especially so soon after his loss.”
“Has anyone even contacted his father?” Ketrak frowned. “I mean, his adoptive one?”
“Not that I know of,” Nova sighed.
“Maybe we should do it,” Katarina said. “Explain to him what’s going on.”
“I’ll do it in the morning,” Nova sighed. “Just… not now. There’s too much going on to even consider writing a letter.”
“In the morning, yes. That will be better. Then we’ll all be rested and of a better mindset.” She seemed to concentrate the last of these words at her father, who simply shook his head, turned, then made his way back to his bed. Katarina turned her attention back on Nova when he started to settle back down. “Put the compress back on your head, honey.”
“I’m fine.”
“Just do what I say, please.”
Nova pressed his head back against the pillow and sighed. 
Though he did as his wife asked, he couldn’t help but feel as though tomorrow would only bring torment, if only in the form of quill to parchment and the admission of death, defeat and abandonment.
 
Dear Ectris Karussa, Nova began, careful to still his trembling hand to write each and every letter as carefully as he could. I am writing to tell you that something terrible has happened.
To think that one would start a letter like that was simply outrageous, though as much for pleasantries as he usually was, Nova felt not the inclination or the desire to short the man who’d raised Odin the truth of the situation. With that in mind, Nova dipped the quill back into well of ink, pressed the weights at the four corners of the parchment into place, then bowed his head to continue writing the letter that would deliver to Ectris the fate of Odin’s true father and his adoptive son’s disappearance.
It was, without any doubt, that he bore no shortage in telling Ectris about the events that had taken place within the last five weeks—how, after Miko’s tragic death at the Battle and Reclamation of Dwaydor, Odin had succumbed to massive depression and fled the city in the days thereafter to a place he considered his ‘ancestral homeland’ to ‘reclaim what little was left of his life.’ He then added, with little coercion or thought, that upon his deathbed, Miko had revealed that on one long, rainy night, he had left a freshly-born child with a man whom he considered respectful, honest and bearing enough integrity to ensure the infant would grow to be a healthy young child and then a courageous man.
He finished by proclaiming that Odin had not specifically stated when he would return and that, until the young man showed up either at the Ornalan castle or at Ectris’ home, that it was better they all wait before coming to rash decisions about what Odin planned on doing.
Sincerely, Nova wrote, Your Friend, Novalos Eternity.
From the corner of the room, watching him with eyes sad and unsure, Katarina rose and began to cross the distance between them. In her gait, as troubled as it was, he sensed a magnitude of emotion that seemed to flow from her like the energy from the book had in his vision. Dark, chaotic, frantic and frightened, it struck him head-on and threatened to knock him off his feet.
“Did you finish?” Katarina asked.
With a short nod, Nova freed the paperweights from the parchment, then passed it over for Katarina’s approval.
It took but a few moments for her to read the entirety of the letter. “It’s good,” she said, returning it to Nova to allow the ink to dry. “A lot better than I could have done, if you ask me.”
“I tried my best,” Nova sighed, tempted to blow on the ink, but not willing to risk smudging it. “I guess as soon as this dries, I’ll track down a guard and see if he can send it out with a messenger in the next caravan to Felnon.”
“How long do you think it’ll take to get there?”
“A week, maybe two. I don’t know. It’s better it goes now then later. Honestly, though, it should’ve gone out a lot sooner than this. I’m surprised we didn’t get something sooner.”
“Maybe he sent something to Odin and it was left in his and the king’s room,” Katarina offered.
“Maybe, but there’s not a whole lot we can do about it if that’s the case.”
With a brief nod, Katarina leaned forward, wrapped her arms around Nova’s shoulders, then bowed her head into his neck, the rasp of her breath fading in and out enough to stir the faint hairs on his collarbone. Had it been a different moment, the gesture would have been welcome, even comforting, but at the most, it felt like he were being dealt a blow that he could not recover from.
“Katarina,” Nova said.
“Yes?” she asked.
“I’m sorry I left you alone for all these years.”
“Why are you bringing this up?”
“Because it’s hard for me to believe that it’s taken me this long to realize just how good of a person you are,” he said, reaching up to set his hand over hers. “You could have left me while I was gone all those years across the country, overseas, in the mountains… you could have found another man who would have given you everything you could’ve ever asked for and more.”
“No I couldn’t.”
“You could’ve. I know it.”
“I don’t.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because everything I could ever want is right here,” she said, pressing both hands against his chest. “I’ve only ever wanted to be with you, Nova. Ever since we met… as embarrassing as that first time was… you’ve always treated me like I was one of the most important people in the world.”
“You are.”
“You say that, but… well…”
“Well… what?” he frowned. “Are you not telling me something?”
“I sometimes feel like I’m less of a person than I should be,” she shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I got married so young—which, I should say, I don’t regret in the least—or maybe it’s because I don’t know the world as well as I should. Sometimes, I feel like I’m stuck in a box because the people who run the world have put me there. Do you get what I’m saying?”
“Yeah,” Nova said. “I feel the same way sometimes.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. Everybody assumes I’m stupid just because I’m from Bohren and worked most of my life in the fields, but… well… I may not be the smartest guy around, but I’m not the stupidest either, and I know for a fact that I’m good at a few things.”
“What’s that?”
“A good friend, a good husband… at least, I’d like to think so… hopefully even a good father.”
“You’ll be a great father, Nova. Don’t worry about that.”
“I’m trying not to, Katarina, but when I think about the situation we’re in and just what is going on, I start to wonder whether or not I’ll follow in my father’s footsteps and leave you and my son behind.”
“Son?” Katarina frowned. “Did you—“
“I saw it,” Nova said, turning his head up to look at his face. “In a vision.”
“We’re having a baby boy?”
“Hope I didn’t ruin the surprise.”
Katarina threw herself across the room and squealed in joy.
Nova smiled.
Seeing his wife happy, as simple and plain as that happened to be, was enough to warm his heart so much that he felt, for just one brief moment, an insight into the world and just how it operated.
Happiness was, as many would have said, a pleasure, one that did not have to be worked toward in order to be experienced.
While he knew nothing of his future or what was to come past the winter, he knew that, regardless of whatever was about to happen, things would work out for the better.
He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and took one long, deep breath.
Everything would work out, in time.
He knew it would.
 
It rose just as the snow began to fall fresh from the sky and created a sense of justice that Nova almost found impossible. Standing before it in his winter wear, his arm around his pregnant wife and a hand dangling at his side, he looked upon the place that he and his family would now call home as though it were suggesting a life or death sentence were he not to take its offer. Grand, it seemed, in its two stories, and careful, it was, built from the strongest of plans. He imagined between the walls there was mud or clay insulation, selected carefully to protect those within from winter, and though it was likely to not have any furniture until a shipment was ordered from one of the bordering towns, that did not matter, for they finally had a place to call home.
“It took us a while,” Carmen said, peeking her head out from the open threshold to look at them, “but we finally got it finished.”
“It’s beautiful,” Katarina said. Tears in her eyes, she stepped forward, descended to her knees, then opened her arms as the Dwarf ran into her embrace. “Thank you, Carmen.”
“There’s no need to thank me, beautiful. Just doing my job, and right now, that’s to keep you and your family safe, especially this little ‘un here.” She patted Katarina’s stomach as if to emphasize her point.
With a laugh and a smile on her face, Katarina rose, turned to face Nova, then threw herself into his arms in one mighty leap.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, bowing her face into Nova’s chest. “Isn’t it, honey?”
“More than beautiful,” Nova said, looking over his wife’s shoulder and down at the Dwarf before them. “It’s amazing.”
Carmen offered a single wink, one which Nova returned immediately.
“What’re we going to do about supplies?” Ketrak asked, stepping forward to press a hand against the outside of the house. “Are the other towns bringing them in, or will we have to rely on the castle?”
“So far as I know, the castle will be handing out provisions to the people who will start taking shelter in these homes,” Carmen said, turning to face the gargantuan home before her. “I imagine the king will ask the other towns to bring in support as well, though I’m not necessarily sure when exactly that will happen.”
“We’ll be fine,” Nova said, setting his arm across his wife’s shoulders as she turned to look at the inside of the house. “Besides—I’m sure Ournul won’t mind if we take some of the blankets and pillows to make ourselves comfortable.”
“Here’s to hoping some supplies arrive soon,” Carmen said, raising her hand to clap first Ketrak’s hand, then Nova’s and Katarina’s. “Well, guys, I hate to leave you, but I should probably get back to work. We need to put up the rest of these houses before the snow gets any worse.”
“What’ll you do if it does?” Katarina frowned.
“Move the snow and keep working. Not much more we can do, is there?”
With a slight shrug, Katarina offered Carmen a slight goodbye before stepping toward the house. She stood there for what seemed like an eternity, looking inside the open doorway, before she turned to look at Nova and her father.
While Katarina seemed everything but sad, Nova couldn’t help but wonder what lay below the surface, placating her conscience and shrouding her outlook on life.
It’s all right, he thought, offering a slight nod, then a smile when her eyes fell to the slight covering of snow at their feet. Everything’s going to be just fine, honey. Don’t you worry.
“Shall we go in?” Katarina asked.
They need not reply.
Nova and Ketrak stepped through the front door.
 
For all intents, purposes, needs and distractions, things should have been fine—perfect, even, in light of their situation and the fact that they no longer seemed constricted to the ties in which they’d been bound. However, as much of the case as that seemed and as little doubt that could have been in any of their minds, Nova found himself feeling less than stellar at the fact that here, in the now—within the confines of their new home, flames burning and quilts bearing upon his shoulders—it seemed he lived without punishment, persisted without need and continued in life with little consequence.
No more than four weeks ago, a friend had died. In nearly that same time, another had fled to a place he could never even dream of being.
Come on, he thought, bowing his head. Don’t let this get to you—not now, not when you should be happy.
It would have been clearly apparent if his happiness had transcended his mind and allowed his body to reciprocate—so clear, in fact, that he would have been bursting with joy: a feeling that, while not particularly noticeable at times, could be seen in plain details. The smile, the laugh, the look in one’s eyes, the tremble in their body—these things, and more, could be described in detail without having to resort to means literary or poetic. A man’s smile could rule the world, his laugh the kingdom, his eyes the shepherd, and his beautiful yet somber tremble could have delivered into the masses a sense of peace and justice about situations so harsh and severe that they need not worry about locking their doors at night or leaving their windows open, for it was this king, his laugh, his smile and his eyes that would protect them from all evil, all harm, and all consequence that could have ruled the world in that very moment when they closed their eyes at night and pretended to go to sleep.
In happiness, there need not be any harm in the fact that things would go wrong.
Outside, as the snow continued to fall in even twinkles resembling something of shooting stars, the world continued on without any indication of hardship. Men still toiled beneath the sky, planting planks in place and sealing them with nails, and stray dogs continued to pander around fireplaces for food, while lone women continued to assist in preparation for removing the refugees from Dwaydor into their new homes. These were the things Nova saw when he turned his eyes up to look out the windowpanes, and these were the things that seemed all the more ready to rule his consciousness should he decide to allow thoughts of the past and friends to overwhelm him.
How did, he wondered, one move on with their life in the face of so much tragedy?
How did I move on from my father?
The question could have been a force struck into him by a man’s boot or even his fist, ironed and clawed, as it weighed about just as much importance upon his conscience as the death and disappearance of his friend. It would, however, have done nothing to impact him in ways he had remembered some eight years ago—in ways that, fickle as they may be, had once showered his body like spiders crawling across every surface of his skin, had once doused his mind in flame and set his innards ablaze, for the world had seemed cruel, harsh and violent. To take away such a man was to destroy a community in which his name had been sewn into the very earth, the food on their plates, the sinews within their hearts. Patrus Eternity had once been a grand man, a grand farmer and, most importantly, a grand father, one of which Nova had lived with throughout his entire life after the death of two biological parents, those of which had been attacked in cold blood on the side of the road to rob and strip them of all their earthly possessions.
Were he to ask himself how he moved on from his father’s death, Nova could only imagine one word coming from his mouth.
Time.
Time—the principal matter in which the world operated, much like mathematics or numbers. The shades in the sky and the hue of the sun could have demonstrated an effort in which a series of set equations could have been passed. A day began by the grand fireball in the sky rising in the east, then ended when it set in the west; a cycle transpired when the moon, so great and luminous, first ebbed its way from just a sliver to a full, round figurehead; mortal existence, so it was told, began first with conception, started with birth, transpired through life and then ultimately ended in death. It was these things that bound the world together, that shaped it so in the ways it did and allowed all things to live life as they pleased. With this time came principal that could mark some in ways deemed indescribable and therefore unpredictable in the face of adversity.
For him to move on from his pain—for him to ultimately seal his past behind and concentrate on his future—he would have to look only toward the sky to see just what it was he had to do to recover.
Wait.
For the sun to rise, for the moon to fall, for the trees to grow old and the snow to shift forward—storms could rage, cliffs could break, and the insurmountable reality that a child was on the way could mark within life the transformation that he would need in order to continue with his life.
Nova closed his eyes.
Outside—in the cold, dark air—the snow continued to fall.
It seemed to give testament to the fact that all seemed lonely and unsure in the world.



 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
For days, weeks, possibly even months, Odin slaved under the jurisdiction of a creature who bore neither sex and who constantly challenged him to improve himself in the ways of humanity and art. Through books of fiction and poetry, through tales of the past and the deviance the world and all its races had succumbed to, through art, lyrical structures, sheets of music, mathematical diagrams of the impossible made possible and the greatest secrets of the world revealed in but a moment’s notice—time, it seemed, was impossible within the Abroen, beneath the gargantuan immortals of the wood and of the slender needles that never seemed to drop. It wouldn’t have hardly occurred to Odin that moments ticked by were he not to have witnessed Virgin shaving some mornings, always by those afternoons he bore stubble, a slip of his lip, a glimpse of his white teeth. When things don’t change, time seems infinite—a thing that, without purpose, can continue always, forever and more extending into the future without cause or retribution. One need not spill sand for there to be an ocean.
One morning, after what seemed like eons of time determinable only by the hair on the face of the man he considered his true love, Odin rose before the crack of dawn and sauntered to the window, where he perched himself on the chair situated in the corner and watched as dawn began to slowly rise.
It’s so, he thought.
“Beautiful.”
The word alone seemed foolish in all respects, for to describe the sun rising in the east and then slowly making its way across the sky was like putting to words the simplicity in which the organic construct made its way through life. One was not conceived without action, born without fulfillment, then allowed to live without trust, nor was one meant to exist without fulfilling a purpose ordained by the individual self, so to call upon the natural world something that had been created by culture and society could have been considered a notion not in the least bit allowable, if at all correct.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin pushed the curtains aside and allowed what little sliver of light into the room.
Behind him, Virgin stirred.
“Are you awake?” Odin asked.
“Yes,” the Halfling replied. “Why?”
“I was just wondering.”
“You’ve been getting up a lot earlier than usual,” Virgin said. “Is something on your mind?”
“Not particularly.”
“Come on. You can’t tell me that what you’ve been learning hasn’t been affecting you in some way.”
Can I? he thought.
Could he really bluff the things he had learned—how, once, in a human realm far to the south in a land known as the Crystal Deserts, a man named Arc had slain upon his horse the last of the Giants? What about the story of Baelra and how, in times long past, she had led what was considered to be one of the last Centaurs from a forest that no longer existed to the west, to a place where men, women and children scorned hid from the world and the evils they harbored, or what of Gennene, who was said to have walked the one and only road that once passed around the Whooping Hills and through the valley beneath the Dark Mountains? Was it not her story of triumph and faith that had saved her from sure death from Harpies and other wicked creatures, and was it not through chance and friendship that a mage persecuted and nearly burned at the stake had been saved by a Centaur? He could not deny these things, these stories of history and fact, just as he could not deny that he had learned to read in Elvish and was slowly learning to speak it. There were also talismans and runes to be spoken of, of flora and fauna both living and extinct and ways of communicating with the world that could not be accurately explained, less through the instincts of the mind and ear. He could not—in any way, shape or form—deny the things he had learned, so to think that he could idly stand by and ignore someone whom he cared about would take a gesture so grand it could even be seen as ignorant.
Sighing, then with a breath of the fresh air streaming through the newly-opened windows, Odin turned to find his partner still lying in bed, head propped up on one elbow and clever green eyes watching him from beneath a haze of fringe.
“It’s been affecting me a lot,” Odin said, lacing his hands behind his back before stepping across the distance between them. “I guess you could say that Jarden’s teachings have been changing me.”
“In more ways than you would think,” Virgin agreed.
With a simple wave of his hand, the older Halfling beckoned Odin to the bed and onto his hands and knees.
“Is there something you want to tell me?” Odin asked, hovering ever closer to his companion’s face. 
“Nothing in particular. Why?”
“You’re just staring at me.”
“Is there not anything to stare at?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, my friend. You’re wrong in that regard.”
“You think so?”
“I think so.” Virgin pulled Odin’s head forward and planted a single kiss on his brow. “Go. Bathe. You smell like sweat and sex and need to be ready for today’s lesson.”
“You really do know how to put on the charm, don’t you?” Odin laughed, shying away from the Halfling as he reached forward and attempted to swat his shoulder.
“Always.”
Odin grabbed a fresh pair of clothes and made his way into the bathing chamber.
 
“Master Jarden,” Odin said, slipping his hands behind his back as the Elf paced zirs way around the desk and toward an array of books on the far southern wall.
“Yes, Odin?”
“What will you be teaching me today?”
“I believe enough time and purpose has passed to where the two of us can engage in combat.”
“Combat, zir? With swords?”
“This will be anything but swords, my friend.” Jarden paused in the middle of what appeared to be an inset groove within the southern half of his office and turned zirs pale eyes on Odin to regard him with an expression that appeared rather troubled. There were no dimples which could appear, no lines that could harshen the face and no twitch of minute appearances that could have made zir appear human in any way. For that, Odin felt, there could be no telling what this creature was thinking, nor any creature that bore pure, Elven blood.
Perfect, Odin thought. Just… perfect.
“Odin,” Jarden said, knocking him out of his reverie before he could fall any further in.
“Yes, Master?”
“Have you ever had a proper engagement with another mage, one of which could have killed you had he, she or it had the chance?”
“I fought a Kerma Shaman back on Neline,” he said, stepping deeper into the room and unlacing his hands behind his back.
“Ah. Shaman. Yes… that would be something to contend with, especially in creatures as harsh and angry as the Kerma.”
“You know of them, zir?”
“Anyone with a proper education and well of knowledge would know that our fellow Kerma are at the brink of extinction due to disease that they say… humans brought with them.”
“Do you believe that, Master Jarden?”
“I do not know what to believe, dear Odin, for I have never touched foot on a country as barren and uninhabitable as Neline.” Jarden straightened zirs posture and positioned zirself at the opposite end of the inset. “Step forward, please. Right there, directly opposite of myself.”
Odin braced his hands at his sides and waited for further instruction.
“Now,” Jarden said, lifting zirs hand and flushing it in the air before zir. “What I am about to do is cast a plume of energy at you—flame, if you would like to know specifically. I would like you to deflect it, but not by bouncing it away from you. Absorb it within a field of energy. Do you understand?”
“I understand, zir.”
Jarden lifted zirs hand, lit it ablaze, then fired a blast of concentrated energy toward him.
Odin raised his palms.
The plume of flame surged forward.
He closed his eyes.
He dipped into his will.
He opened his eyes.
A wall appeared.
A connection was made in one fraction of a moment and the plume of flame spiraled around Odin in a complete sphere before dying out directly behind his body.
“Well done,” Jarden said, clapping zirs hands before lowering them at zirs sides. “I assume you have used such techniques before?”
“Yes zir. On the Kerma.”
“Very well. Let us try something else now. How about… water?”
The Elf raised a hand to reveal the ring emblazoned with the water insignia.
“Whenever you are ready, young Yamda.”
“I’m ready, zir.”
Jarden thrust zirs palm forward.
A funnel of water surged toward him.
Unsure of what to do in spite of the fact that all his instincts told him to keep the shield raised and therefore contained, Odin bowed his head and braced his arms over his face as the current hit him head-on.
His shield faltered.
Water slicked the floor beneath his feet.
No.
Despite the fact that he could not hold the shield in place, Jarden continued to channel the water without break in continuity. This, combined with the moisture dripping down his body and slicking the floor beneath him, was enough to force Odin to his knees in what could only be seen as an admission of defeat.
He could not keep this up, could not hold a shield to prevent him from being hit by something that could never end, so how was he to survive if he were truly in battle and something like this was used against him?
“Come on,” he whimpered, near the point of utter humility as water dripped from his hair and into his eyes. “Just let up already.”
No matter how hard he tried or wished for it to end—even near the point of prayer, which he found himself most disrespectful and horrible at—the water kept coming. Endlessly fueled by a piece of magic inscribed within a simple piece of jewelry, it would never, ever end unless he found a way to deflect or eradicate it, which seemed futile at the most, considering he had succumbed to his knees and could not think in the moment of it all.
You can do this, he thought, raising his eyes to stare directly into the metaphorical maw of the beast. You just have to think. Think, goddammit—think!
What could he do to stop the water from coming?
That’s it!
Pushing himself to his feet, still desperate to maintain hold on his shield and body in light of the epiphany, Odin willed his shield forward, around the base of the never-ending spout, then secured it in place before closing his eyes and channeling all his might and willpower into the energy before him.
A heat began to rise in his chest.
Slowly, with the veracity of a snake or some other deadly, poisonous creature, it began to spread down his arms until it eventually lit into the joints at his wrist.
Odin opened his eyes.
Before him, the never-ending maw continued on.
You can do this, he thought. Just believe in yourself.
“I believe in myself. I believe in myself!”
With a scream that could have defied the aspect of any human vocal chord, he thrust upon the spout of water the very inferno that fueled his body to the point where he felt as though it would simply explode out and around the radius of his shield.
A moment passed, then two.
The water began to hiss.
Steam pressured from its surface.
Before his eyes the very spout that had threatened to overwhelm him turned into nothing more than superheated air and floated to the ceiling, thus revealing unto his vision a façade of a creature that could have very easily killed him had ze the effort or temper to.
When the steam faded, Odin thought he saw what appeared to be the beginnings of a smile alight on the Neven D’Carda’s face.
“Very good,” Jarden said, stepping forward as the steam dancing beneath their feet disappeared into thin air. “Very intelligent thinking on your part, Yamda.”
“I wasn’t sure what to do at first.”
“Which will be any mage’s first inclination when they are first attacked by magic.” Jarden said, placing both of zirs hands on Odin’s shoulders. “You do realize that what you did was something most Elven mages I meet with aren’t capable of?”
“Am I stronger than them?”
“I would not say stronger. You are, of course, of our blood, but you will never be capable of our strength or prowess within the Will. That does not, however, mean you cannot be clever, for what you just did was something that only experienced foes will anticipate whenever engaging in combat.”
“Clever is good,” Odin nodded.
“Very good,” Jarden agreed. Ze turned zirs eyes down at the area around them, then flushed zirs hand to clear the moisture beading along the stone floors.
“Will you be needing anything more from me today, zir?”
“No. I will not. Go back to your partner. Revel in your victory, dear Yamda, for what you achieved was something many are not capable of unless properly taught.”
 
“That’s quite the feat,” Virgin said, twirling his blade about each of his five fingers before encapsulating its hilt within his palm. “Even better if High Mage Jarden was commending you for it.”
“I only did what I thought was necessary,” Odin shrugged, settling down in the wooden chair before his companion.
“Do you think this has furthered your relationship any further?”
“I’m… not sure.”
“You’re not sure?”
“No, Virgin. I’m not.”
“You’ve been here for months, Odin, and you have no idea whether or not you have grown closer to zir in the time you’ve spent together?”
“Master Jarden doesn’t seem like a person you can grow personally close to,” Odin sighed, brushing a hand along his brow only to come back with beads of sweat. 
“Why do you say that?”
“Because… well… we’ve never really discussed anything other than what ze’s teaching me.”
“Not once?”
“Not once.”
“This is becoming a problem,” Virgin sighed, placing his bejeweled blade on the table and turning to examine the breathtaking view of Lesliana under the late-afternoon sun.
“What is?” Odin frowned.
“You said you haven’t been able to grow any closer to him.”
“Yeah.”
“Which means that we aren’t any closer to our overall goal.”
“Even if I were closer to him, Virgin, that doesn’t mean we’d be any closer to the Book.”
“Shh!” Virgin hissed, jabbing one long finger over his mouth and bridging the distance between them. “You have to be quiet, Odin! Anyone could hear us.”
“I said book,” Odin replied. “I didn’t say which book.”
“Assumption—“
“Makes an ass out of you.”
“You’ve always been a cheeky one,” Virgin chuckled, patting Odin’s cheek one too many times before drawing his hand back and tucking it into his pocket. “I have to say, though, it’s not getting us anywhere.”
“Could you please quit pounding that issue in? I’m doing my best.”
“You better try harder, Odin, because at this rate, we’ll be here for years.”
“Do you have something better to do?”
“Honestly?” Virgin asked, spreading his arms and offering a smile that could have compared to diamonds. “Not particularly.”
“Then we have all the time in the world.”
“So long as we don’t have to start shilling money out to stay here. We are, as I’m sure you’re rightfully aware, here because the queen is interested in speaking with you when her delegations with the Elven court are through.”
“I know.”
“Which means that when she’s done with us—and, more importantly, you—we can’t expect to be housed in this inn unless we’re paying for the room.”
“I’m well aware of that, Virgin.”
“You need to find an issue that the two of you have similar feelings about,” Virgin said, once more lifting his dagger and stabbing at the air as though it were a creature and he was willing it to bleed.
“Like what?” Odin frowned.
“I don’t know. Just… just find it.”
“That’s going to be hard if I don’t know where to start, Virgin.”
“Ask about zirs life, zirs day-to-day routine. Hell—try talking to zir about the history behind the Drow and what caused them to flee the mainland, even though I should say that that is fairly obvious, if you don’t mind me saying. Act stupid if you have to. Just figure out a way to get to the source of whatever it is that’s fueling ze.”
“What if that source doesn’t want me poking around black magic?”
“Then there’s no hope for our mission,” Virgin sighed. “We’ll never get what we came here for if we don’t figure out how to exploit Jarden for the better.”
As undignified and selfish as that sounded, Odin couldn’t agree any more.
 
“Young Yamda,” Jarden said, frowning as ze opened the door and beckoned Odin into the darkened corridor. “What brings you here at such an early hour of the afternoon?”
“I figured I’d come early so we could discuss more,” Odin said. “You know—because it always seems like the time passes too quickly when I come later in the day.”
“I can understand that, my friend, but is there any… particular reason for your early arrival?”
“Not really, zir.”
Can he see it? Odin thought. Can he really see right through me?
There had been moments during his time with the Neven D’Carda that he felt unguarded and vulnerable to all attack. He’d taken it upon himself to safeguard his mind in ways the mage brothers had once scolded him for not using in the past not only to protect his identity, but to ensure that his plan would not be discovered. This, he did, by envisioning a wall around his mind, which came bent by the logistics of reality around the surface of his head, and could only be unlocked through a safe he imagined was embedded at the back of his skull, one only he held the key to. With this firmly in mind, and with his guard set and at the ready, he felt no one  could enter his mind—not even Jarden, the queen, or any other Elf who may happen across him.
Forcing a smile in the wake of such brutal yet subtle interrogation, Odin slid his thumbs into his pockets and followed Jarden down the hall after ze locked the door and led the way into the living chambers. Once there, ze paused, then turned zirs attention to the distant side of the room before continuing to lead Odin toward the office, carefully to navigate zirs awkwardly-long body around slights in the ceiling and sharp, protruding corners.
“Do you ever find it hard to live like this?” Odin asked, giving a slight nod as Jarden opened the door to allow him inside.
“I am not sure I understand your question, Yamda.”
“It seems like you have a hard enough time walking through your home without having to worry about running or stumbling into something. It seems like the office is the only place big enough for your height.”
“It is… troublesome at best. But no—I do not find it hard to live here. I consider this place my home. It has offered me much more than what my previous acquaintances have in the past.”
“You’ve had trouble before?” Odin frowned.
“This is not something we should be discussing, Odin. We should be focusing on your training, on your—“
“Excuse me, zir, but… I’d rather talk about you today—that is, if you’re willing.”
Jarden offered no reply.
As the room seemed to chill, offering a depth of destruction Odin thought himself incapable of handling, he curled his hands at his sides, stared Jarden directly in the pure-white scleras of his eyes, and tried to maintain control over his emotions.
Your will has grown strong, Virgin had said early that morning, after he’d risen from the bathing chamber to come face-to-face with him. You’re much stronger now than you have been in the past.
Could that mean that he could stare a creature like the Neven D’Carda in the eyes without having to worry about faltering?
Does it matter?
In this instance, it mattered more than anything else in the world. If, however, he were to consider the situation as a whole, he could allow himself a moment to get away with the briefest insecurity, if only because Jarden likely felt him a weaker-minded individual than he truthfully was. Weak he was not, for he bore upon his shoulders the burden of loss and the insurmountable odds of oppression, and while foolish he may be, he felt himself more than capable of doing what it was he’d set out to do.
Steeling himself before wraithlike Neven D’Carda, Odin forced himself to remain stoic.
“Myself,” Jarden said, his voice a dagger cutting through pale wire that lay strung between them. “Myself.”
“Yourself, zir.”
“What is it you would like to know, dear Yamda? I can assure you that my past is trivial and not filled with things you would likely find useful.”
“Where did you grow up?” Odin asked, following the creature to the desk. “I don’t know a whole lot about the outlying towns or villages in the Abroen.”
“You may call them ‘villages,’ if you were to call them anything. They are nothing more than small providences that are constructed entirely of things from the earthly realm.”
“Did you grow up in one of these providences, zir?”
“I grew up in a farming village called Tehkera, which, on a map, is located three days southeast of Lesliana.”
“A farming village?” Odin frowned. “If you don’t raise cattle or sheep, than what do you—“
“We grow in fields lush and vibrant the fruits of our desires. Crops of tomatoes, heads of lettuce, cobs of corn—we even manage to grow fruits, though it is quite troublesome in places where our brothers and sisters grow aplenty.”
“You mean the trees… right?”
“Brothers, sisters; Elves, trees—we are all the same. We are life. Are we not?”
Of course we are, Odin thought, but found response better move than to nod.
While Jarden stewed on the words ze had just spoken, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and slumped in his seat as he tried to determine what he would have to do to get the Elf to open up. It would take an ample amount of convincing to get zir just to say anything, especially about magic or the more defined chronicles of it. The fact that ze had so openly revealed the location of where ze had grown up could have been compared to a man thrusting his hand in dark water to try to catch a fish—an attempt, while seemingly worthless, could sometimes yield some results, regardless of the teeth that always dwelled beneath.
“Odin,” Jarden said.
“Yes, zir?” he asked, straightening his posture when he realized how ridiculous he must look.
“Why were you so interested in knowing where I grew up?”
“Because I feel like I know a lot about you somehow. Because it seems like we’re… connected, or something.”
“Connected?” the Elf mused, lips curling into what could have been considered a smile, had the teeth shown more than just a brief, predatory glimpse. “How so, young Yamda?”
“I… well, zir… if it’s my place to ask, or comment on, I should say, you must’ve had a hard time growing up, considering… well… what you are and all.”
“The life of a Neven D’Carda can be a bit… troublesome, at best,” Jarden agreed, “but like everything, it comes with its gains and consequences.”
“I hardly had any friends when I was growing up.”
“Your eyes, I assume?”
“Yes zir. They… well… used to call me demon child.”
“Children are much more honest than they should be designed to be,” Jarden sighed, reaching up to wave a hand across the front of zirs dome-shaped head. “To be quite honest, young Yamda, I was called many things—hermaphrodite, monstrosity. They even called me an abomination for the fact that I was so different from them.”
“That’s horrible.”
“As soon as my better intuition allowed me the conscience to think and act for myself, I fled Tehkera and made my way here, to the capital, where I submitted my application to the court to become a High Mage to serve under the Fourth Queen of the High Elven Society.”
“Fourth Queen?” Odin frowned. “There’s only been four since the Elves have arrived here?”
“Queen Lanscella, our third queen, passed away from a horrible bout of pneumonia she contracted while visiting one of the bogs within our forest,” Jarden said. “Our first queen was killed by Drow mercenaries during the Great Fall, when the Drow were exiled from the mainland. Her daughter died of a broken heart when her partner left her for another woman. Queen Ahmleyana is our current and fourth ruler.”
“When did you realize you were Gifted?”
“As a child, I drew a bead of iron that had fallen from the sky and safely secured it in a hole far away from our village. Such things are capable of killing Elves—or any of the Fae, for that matter.”
“The Fae?” Odin frowned.
Killed them?
Horribly, the thought of his father dying in cold blood on the Dwaydorian Lowlands came to mind with force that immediately thrust him back in his seat.
Could the weapon Herald’s Dwarf accomplice had used on Miko have killed him outright?
They said it was iron, he thought, shivering, unable to control the tears that came to his eyes. They said—
“Odin?” Jarden asked.
“I’m fine,” he said, reaching up to wipe the tears from his face. “You said something about the Fae.”
“Are you well?”
“I’m all right.”
“The Fae are any creature that hails from the Mines of Myr in the lands known as the Ends of the Earth, which are generally thought to exist in the far south of our world.”
“Has anyone ever been there?”
“Not to my knowledge, no.”
“What are the Fae? And what are the Mines of Myr?”
“The Fae are any magical creature that has been born of the world through the magic of Will. It’s a common thought that Sprites are part of the Fae, though to be honest, I have come to learn that Sprites are what make up the spiritual sides of us—our souls, great and strong, persisting in the physical sense after they have left our bodies. As to what other types of Fae exist, there are Wraiths, creatures of dusk and darkness that manifest usually in the presence of Necromancers or evil places; Fairies, which, as you are probably already aware, are small, Elven-like creatures that bear the wings of butterflies, light and other forms of elementals; Pixies, which are much like Fairies, but wingless; then there are Gnomes, which are small individuals that are much like Dwarves but only grow to be some foot or so tall. As to the mines, they are a supposed source of power where the Will has manifested itself into a great golden river that runs beneath the surface of our world and even beyond it.”
“Is it real? And are the Fae real?”
“I cannot be sure whether or not the Mines of Myr exist. There are some that say that even the Ends of the Earth do not exist, for there has never been someone who has attempted to travel there to find whether or not they actually exist. The Fae, though… I am sure you as well as anyone has seen a Sprite, as they are common in times of war, especially when Necromancers bind souls to their will. In my entire life, though, I have only seen one Fairy.”
“What was it like?”
“This was a young Fairy who had not yet learned to take the form of a butterfly to escape detection from the Elven eye. She was nude—as they often are, for they are not conscious of nudity and therefor have no modesty—and she was lying on a leaf on a hot day after a long bout of rain. I only saw her for but a brief moment, but when she noticed me, she immediately took off into the bushes and I never saw her again.”
“You said the Fae can be killed by iron,” Odin said, clutching the armrests of his seats as Jarden leaned forward and braced his fingers together.
“Yes. I did.”
“My father, he… I believe he was, anyway, or so it was said… that he was shot by a piece of iron.”
“It is commonly thought that our weakness to iron is in part due to the fact that we may be a higher-evolved species of the Fae, one which wandered from its ancestral homelands to live in the sea due to what we believed to be an amphibious part of our natural design. We are, sadly, vulnerable to such things, which took your father’s life if what you are saying is true.”
“It is,” Odin sighed.
Though tears threatened to return, he managed to restrain himself and righted his head.
“You are lost within your grief,” the Elf said, reaching forward to set the tip of a digit atop Odin’s hand. “It is very obvious, my friend.”
“I want to learn more,” Odin sighed. “About my father… about what he was.”
“Today is not the day. Go—return to your current home and rest. There will be further time for learning, but now is not the time to discuss what it is you want to know.”
 
“Is something wrong?” Virgin asked, opening the door to allow Odin passage into their room.
“Today was a lot worse than I expected it to be,” Odin sighed, seating himself atop the mattress.
“Did something happen?”
“I… I mean, we… ended up talking about the Fae, and how their vulnerability to iron might have killed my father.”
“Ah,” the older Halfling said. “The old iron legend.”
“You don’t believe it?”
“Even if I did, I don’t think it would have reason for it to affect me—well, us, if you want to get down to the true logistics of it.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Because we’re Halflings, Odin. We’re different from the rest of the Elves.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we don’t suffer the same weaknesses as them.”
Without a word of reply, Virgin seated himself directly beside Odin and wrapped his arm around his shoulders, careful to curl his fingers around his upper arm before pulling him against his chest.
“I can tell you’re upset about what happened today at the castle,” Virgin said, brushing his lips along the side of Odin’s cheekbone. “I’m here for you.”
“I know.”
“Why don’t we have dinner somewhere else tonight?”
“Like where?”
“There’s a few restaurants that make some amazing food, and a bakery that could easily bake some of the best breads I’ve ever eaten.”
“I’m not sure if I want to go out,” Odin sighed, bowing his head.
“Why not?” Virgin asked. “I can tell you’re not in a good mood, but tell you what—let me treat you.”
“Treat me?” Odin frowned. “Why? I have money.”
“I’m trying to do something nice here. Buying you dinner would be the least of my worries.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” Virgin smiled, squeezing Odin’s bicep just enough to put a smile on his face. “So… say after the sun goes down, when the city starts dying down and getting ready to go to sleep for the night?”
“That works.”
“Good, because I’m ready to eat some damn good bread.”
 
They arranged to have dinner at the bakery up the road. Dressed in casual’s best, hair slicked back and Virgin freshly-shaven, they left the inn just as the sun was beginning to set and skirted alongside the path to keep from running into others who may be wandering the same road. Barely noticed, if even looked at, they kept their heads held high and stood nearly shoulder-to-shoulder, as if testament to the fact that groups in numbers held power in a world where individualism seemed all the more prevalent in the face of adversity. It would have been a sight to see, were there anyone to truly look upon them, but even so, they kept quiet until they made their way to the front of the bakery, where inside a few Elves dined and snacked alone or in small groups.
This is… different, Odin thought, pressing a hand to the pane of glass to protect his eyes from the sun’s obscure vision of dust.
Never in his life had he seen a building lit by the power of magic. Arranged in bars of light along the front counter, orbs of color in the corners of the room and hanging, vine-like constructs along the walls, the magic—pale orange in color, but bridging on the hue of blue in some instances—showered the business in light that could have been comparable to something of a somber mood and an even more depressing setting. As notorious as that notion seemed, and how unwelcome the place appeared, Virgin had personally requested that they come here, so he would not deter his companion in his pursuit for a good evening’s meal.
Stepping forward, Odin accepted Virgin’s arm, then carefully made his way into the structure, eyes alight and mind intent.
“Hello,” a young stag who appeared to be the clerk said, stepping into the light that shined from the light strip along the bar. “How can I help you?”
“Could you bring us two drinks,” Virgin said. “Champagne, if you have it, and the bread platter, please.”
“Yes sir,” the stag said.
While the young Elf stag skirted off into the darkness, Virgin led Odin through the establish and nodded at a few choice Elves who looked up from their tables or booths, careful not to intrude upon personal conversation or business. He then chose, from a series of seating arrangements along the back wall, a rounded table that bore cushioned seats in the form of a U, likely intended for a party of more than two, but welcome in its space and attire.
“This is… different… than what I expected,” Odin said.
Despite having already seen the fixtures of light around him, he couldn’t help but awe over their structure and how they glowed without the presence of a mage or talisman. Even the static, which usually accompanied such high frequencies of Will, hardly bothered him. The faint hairs on his neck didn’t stand on end either, a feat that could have only be accomplished with great skill or very careful casting.
“Isn’t it great?” Virgin asked. “I figured you’d like it here.”
“I’ve never seen something like this before.”
“As you’ve already noticed at Jarden’s, a lot of the Elven establishments have these sorts of arrangements.”
“Can I bother you with something?” Odin asked, pressing both hands on the table. “That is, if it isn’t too personal?”
“Ask whatever you’d like. I’ve got nothing to hide.”
“Do you… uh… consider your life a good one?”
“Do you?” Virgin asked.
Do I?
It seemed anything but agony, this existence of his. Traveling leagues upon leagues of high and lowlands, across the expanse of haunted hills, through a gorge in the earth that led to the Elven forest only to be attacked and nearly killed by a creature of moral power—in retrospect, the past few months of his life could have been considered agony, hellish and, by all means, torture, and while he felt as though he bore no permanent damage from the Nagani’s attack, the emotional scars still reigned strong.
“I… don’t really know what to say about that,” Odin sighed, plucking a piece of bread from the platter and sliding it into his mouth. “You know why I’m here.”
“Yes.”
“And you know what I’m about to do.”
“I know.”
“I guess you could say that life has been anything but enjoyable for me.”
“You’ve gone through a lot, Odin. Your plans may be insane, but, well… whoever said men weren’t crazy, let alone Elves? We’ve got the best—and worst—of both worlds.”
With a slight nod and a shy eye toward a group of Elves who cast wary glances in their direction, Odin gestured Virgin to their food and began to eat. In doing so, he found that he could barely converse with Virgin about anything other than their objective, despite the fact that there were a plethora of topics abound before them. They could have discussed the light fixtures, the way Elven business practices played out, the language of the Fair Ones or even his companion’s origin, birthplace and childhood, but none of that seemed to come into play in the grand scope of things. If anything, the conversation had grown stagnant, creating a sense of unease Odin could not shake away.
You can’t do anything about it, he thought, nodding when Virgin’s eyes softened and offered a glimmer of hurt.
Presently, he could do nothing about their situation, so what reason was there to worry?
Odin slid the last of his bread into his mouth, then leaned back in his seat, taking extra care to tip the tall glass of champagne to not spill it down his shirt.
“Something on your mind?” Virgin asked, voice soft yet confident.
“Not really,” Odin said, hoping to dismiss the idea rather than build upon it. “Don’t worry about me.”
“I do, Odin.”
“I know.”
“Let’s talk about something else, if that’s all right with you.”
“That’s fine,” Virgin smiled. “What’s on your mind?”
“I’d like to know a little more about you… that is, what I don’t know already, anyway.”
“Like?”
“Where were you born?”
“An unmarked outpost in the western part of the forest,” Virgin said, splitting a piece of spiced bread in half and dipping it in a red sauce that had accompanied the platter.
“How long did you stay there with your family?”
“Until I was fourteen or fifteen.”
“When did you… you know…”
“Oh, that.” Virgin smiled and sipped at his champagne. “I found the Elf who was my master on the outskirts of Lesliana.”
“How?”
“Believe it or not, I ran into him on accident, when he and I were going after the same objective—this very dagger.”
At this, Virgin pulled the knife from its place across his breast and set it atop the counter, offering Odin the first distinct look he’d had of the weapon since it had been pressed against his throat. Embedded into the blade in a manner much like a bolt of lightning were a series of stones that varied in hue from green to a faint lime color, much like Virgin’s eyes. Emeralds were the most likely stones, though a stone in the very center of the arrangement—where the lightning bolt bridged together—was a stone that could not be anything but a ruby, one which seemed to burn orange in the light streaming around them.
“You were both after this?” Odin frowned.
“I was held at knife point when I plucked it from the stand it was on.”
“How did the two of you end up making a trust with each other?”
“When I said I would serve him for the rest of my life in exchange for the dagger.”
“Whatever happened to him?”
“Dumb bastard had sticky fingers and got himself caught. I imagine he’s still in prison, though I haven’t heard or seen from him in years.”
“Where was he caught?”
“An outpost, of all places. He’s probably here in Lesliana now that I think about it.”
“Is that where most of the criminals are kept?”
“Not particularly. There’s a fairly-decent sized jail here in the capital, but there’s other places in the forest that are… well… let’s just say they’re more fit for people who make a living stealing things.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Some of them get dumped off in the woods.”
“The woods?”
“Yeah,” Virgin said, leaning forward almost to where their lips could have touched. “Wanna know a secret?”
“What?”
“A lot of criminals here get dumped into the woods without any weaponry or clothing just so the animals can pick them off.”
“They wouldn’t,” Odin said, drawing away just as Virgin settled back into his seat. “That’s cruel.”
“Yes, but the Elves live in utopia, as far as they’re concerned. Anyone who defies the law is given the harshest punishment.”
“Is that why you’re not… you know?”
“Partially, yes, but it’s also because I want little to nothing to do about it.”
“I see,” Odin said, looking down at the bread.
“To answer your question, I lived in one of the outpost towns with my parents, left to travel to Lesliana with a supply caravan, ended up apprenticing under my master until my early twenties, then branched off to do my own thing. I haven’t left the forest much in my thirty-two years, but I have been to some of the smaller human settlements across the Whooping Hills and around the tail ends of the Dark Mountains.”
“There are actually towns there?”
“Some, yes, but not many.” 
“I don’t want to go over the Hills when we go back.”
“Did something happen out there?”
Yes.
“No,” he said, brushing his hair out of his face. “Nothing happened.”
As bold a lie as that was, he couldn’t confide in Virgin about the specter that had stalked him across the Hills. To say that he had been followed by a ghost would have been to instill a false belief that spirits, not unlike Sprites, did exist, and that they followed poor sad men to torment and steal whatever shroud or sanity they had.
His questions answered, his pursuit for knowledge more than solidified, Odin reached forward, plucked a piece of bread from the platter, then slid it into his mouth.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” Virgin asked.
As well as Odin could, yes—he was.
 
They returned to the inn after many of the inhabitants had gone to bed. The windows dark, the doors closed, the shadows cast from candle flames nonexistent except on the torches dangling outside the inn—a place so populated and filled with creatures should have seemed lively, though that was anything but the case. When they stumbled into the inn, however—drunk and full of bread—they took but one look at the people along the counter before making their way to their room.
Immediately upon locking the door behind them, Odin collapsed into bed, fully clothed but without his shoes.
“Are you… all right?” Virgin asked, crawling atop Odin’s back and pressing his weight against him.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, expelling a breath that felt as though it had been held in for far too long. “Why? Aren’t you?”
“I’m drunk.”
“I am too, though I probably shouldn’t be.”
“Why?” Virgin asked, sliding a hand under Odin’s body to cup his stomach. “Worried teacher will say something?”
“I’d rather not go in hung over.”
“Then stay home tomorrow. With me.”

Is this really home? Odin thought. Or something that’s just called home?
Four walls, a bed, a bathing chamber, a desk, tools with which to write, a place in which to call sanctuary—were these not the things a home was made of: of love, happiness and joy? If that were the case, then this could have easily called such, though it seemed anything but that in the grand scope of things. They were here only because he’d been injured, tended to by a High Healer and was waiting to speak to the queen herself. That was enough to justify the belief that this place—these four walls, this bed, this bathing chamber and these tools with which to write—was anything but home.
Squirming beneath Virgin’s weight, but enjoying his companion’s passions, Odin pressed his head to the pillow, closed his eyes, then reached down to take Virgin’s hand within his.
“Are you going to sleep on me?” Odin whispered.
“Yeah,” Virgin said. “Why?”
“Just wondering.”
Odin closed his eyes.
A blanket of white light shrouded his vision.
Shortly thereafter, his world went dark.
 
Birds sang in the darkness of the predawn morning.
Tangled within sheets, in limbs and clothing, Odin rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling just in time for a dull throb to bloom to life and radiate shards of pain within his skull. Eyes heavy, bridge of his nose thick and coagulated likely with snot, he turned his attention to Virgin, who slept with one arm over his eyes, then tilted his head back up, unsure whether or not today would be the proper time to visit Jarden.
I’m still drunk, he thought, unable to resist the urge to smile in spite of the dreadful pain at the front of his head.
Would it be polite for him to show up in what could only be described as indecent attire? His clothes had not been washed for some time—still, in fact, needed to be pressed within the tub and set to dry out—but where he would do that was beyond his comprehension at this hour, especially given the fact that his world still looked uneasy and the pressure in his eyes seemed all the more forthcoming.
At his side, Virgin offered a slight snort.
“You awake?” Odin decided to ask.
“No,” Virgin said, resituating his head against his pillow before reaching back to set his hands behind his head.
“Bullshit.”
“I’m not.” The Halfling opened one eye to a mere slit and offered the slightest smile. “I talk in my sleep.”
“How hung over are you?”
“Enough to where I know I want you to get up and draw the curtains over the windows.”
“Why do I have to do it?”
“Because you woke up before I did.”
“I have a headache from hell.”
“As do I, love.”
Love?
Had he heard what he thought he’d just had?
“Did you just call me love?” Odin asked, rolling onto his stomach.
“Yeah,” Virgin replied. “Why?”
“You’ve never called me that before.”
“What? Love?”
“Yeah.”
“I have so.”
“No you haven’t.”
“I’m sure I have. You must’ve not been listening.”
Surely he would have remembered had Virgin called him such a thing. Even despite the alcohol, the concept of love would have been more than clear. A diamond in the rough, some would have been fit to describe it: a shining stone worth all its weight in gold.
Not content with the idea that he could not remember Virgin saying he loved him, Odin closed his eyes, pressed his body to the bed, then nudged Virgin with the tips of his toes.
“What?”
“Pull the curtain over the window.”
Virgin rose without complaint.
 
The morning passed slowly. Like a hand pressed to part the wake of a tide, its fingers meant to brush the sand carefully yet assuredly, the sun rose first as a flaming ball of fire, then eclipsed to the softer shades of gold when it rose to the middle of the hemisphere. Throughout all this, Odin found himself lying halfway between sleep and consciousness, all the while lamenting that he was unlikely to meet with Jarden on a day where his head felt as though it were ready to implode upon itself.
While the afternoon continued to pass as though nothing of the sort was afflicting them, Virgin paced the room with his head hung low and his hand slung over his eyes. Likely to keep what little light happened to be in the room out of his face, but also possibly because something was on his mind, the older Halfling—half nude, content in his skin and with his hair falling over his chest—paced first from the eastern corner of the bedroom, then to the doorway, where he peered out the peephole before resuming his endless back-and-forth trek across the room. At first concerned about the activity, then unable to care, Odin rolled onto his back, stretched his arms into the air, then pushed himself forward to watch his companion’s trek, all the while unsure what to do or say.
“Virgin,” he finally spoke, when he felt the rafters were ready to cave around them. “Come back to bed.”
“I’m not sleepy,” the Halfling replied.
“Why are you pacing?”
“For something to do.”
“Read a book.”
“I can’t concentrate on the text. Besides—Elvish is too hard to read.”
“I thought you were raised Elvish?”
Without a word of reply, Virgin turned his head up, regarded Odin with a pair of incredulous eyes, then shook his head before seating himself in one of the corner seats, sighing as he tilted his head back and cupped his face within his hands.
Nothing I can do, Odin thought, cupping his forehead when the dull pain started to throb once more.
“Are you going to see Jarden today?” Virgin asked.
“I’m not sure,” Odin replied. “Why?”
“I was just wondering.”
“I’m still hung over.”
“You’re likely to be for the rest of the day.”
“What do they put in that champagne?”
“Enough to where you feel like this.”
A laugh rising, then echoing out his throat, Odin threw his legs over the bed, then arched his back until his neck popped and a wave of pleasure spiraled into his head. “I might just go to get out of the inn,” he said, throwing a glance over his shoulder at Virgin, who remained still in the seat with both hands over his face.
“I might as well just go back to bed then.”
“Do whatever you want,” Odin said, reaching down to pick his jerkin up from the side of the bed. “I’m taking a bath.”
“Why are you taking your clothes with you?”
“Because I’m going to wash them first, then dry them with my magic.”
“A better way to do laundry than I would’ve thought of,” Virgin shrugged, reaching down to fumble with his belt buckle. “Will you do mine too?”
“Might as well,” Odin said, turning his head to the side.
“What are you doing?” the Halfling laughed, tossing his pants and underwear across the room and at the floor to his feet. “You’ve seen it before.”
“Just giving you some privacy.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’ve been sleeping together for months now, haven’t we?”
“I guess.”
While Virgin continued to laugh in the background, Odin bent forward, took his companion’s clothes into his arms, then carried them into the bathroom before pulling the privacy curtain across the rod dangling above the threshold.
Shortly thereafter, Odin reached forward, grabbed the valves, then watched as brilliant blue light surrounding the pipes exploded into life.
What power could be at work to fuel such magical engineering?
Though he didn’t know, Odin chose to ignore the fact as the water surged forward.
 
Odin sat in the office directly across from Jarden and tried to control the feelings of nausea that spiraled through his diaphragm. A slight weight at the front of his temple, a heaviness in his gut that he seemed unable to shake, an imbalance that could unarguably throw him to the side if he even attempted to move forward—all, at that moment, seemed completely impossible to handle, so when Jarden began to spin a copper piece on the desk, Odin thought he’d throw up.
You can do this, he thought, taking slow, deep breaths and reaching up to press a hand to his forehead. You aren’t that bad off.
“Is everything all right?” Jarden asked, silencing the staccato of the copper and turning zirs eyes up.
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said. “Why?”
“You seem a bit off-balance today.”
Do I ever.
Rather than directly respond, Odin nodded and turned his head up, offering the slightest smile when the grin painted on the Elf’s face became more than apparent. “I’m fine, zir. Don’t worry about me.”
“You are quite sure about that?”
“I am.”
“I assume you would like to continue on with what we were discussing the previous day,” Jarden said, lacing zirs long, bony fingers together.
“If that would be all right.”
“If I recall, we were speaking about Elves and their direct connection to the Fae.”
“Yes zir. Actually, though… if we could…”
Come on, his conscience whispered. You can do this.
Could he, though? It seemed completely impossible—when, out of the blue, his stomach rumbled and bile rose in his throat. Both correlated with one another like some sick symphony played in the grandest of balls, for torture was an instrument designed not only to negotiate things from men who’d committed crimes, but also to punish them for their lesser inhibitions. That in itself could be said for what he was experiencing in that very moment, for not once throughout the past months he had been here had he been so close to the goal he’d been so desperate to reach, so close to the very thing that could alter the course of his life and bring history back into a foreseeable light.
But how, by any chance or recognition, was he to broach the subject of the topic in but a few simple words?
You could just ask outright, his conscience whispered, stroking his shoulders and trailing its armored fingers around the tops of his arms.
Going about it in that sort of matter would only instill unsurety in the Neven D’Carda’s mind. Who was this boy—this child, by Elven standards, of only twenty years—to ask about a book that was forbidden and cursed; and why, by any chance, would he asking about it so soon after the passing of the man who’d just recently been revealed to be his father?
“I want to know about the Drow,” Odin finally said, expelling a breath that seemed so weighted it would collapse the entirety of his body. “I want to know what they are and why they became cursed like they did.”
At this, Jarden offered a frown Odin found almost impossible not to react to. Once more, his stomach rumbled, though much less audibly, and twice in the past few moments bile had risen to blanket the inside of his mouth. Were it acidic in any way, his teeth would likely be covered in plaque, spots that could never be removed and would remain there until dead or rot. The feelings of unease only continued to rise as the Elf stood from zirs place behind the desk and began to pace along the grooves in the floor, where, much like the training rectangle was, the desk was set into. 
What’s ze doing? he thought.
You know what ze’s doing, his conscience replied. Ze’s finding a way to tell you to get the hell out of Lesliana and go back to wherever you came from.
A strangled fit of a cry rising in his throat, Odin reached up, braced his hand against his chest, then applied pressure directly above his sternum. Though it would likely do nothing to contain the unease.
“You want to know about the Drow,” Jarden said, turning zirs eyes on him. “Our wicked brothers and sisters to the North.”
“The North?” Odin frowned.
“A long time ago—unarguably, Millenia ago, maybe even more—the clan of Elves that initiated the creation of the Drow were pushed from the mainland and fled to an island called Dyuna in a part of the ocean known as the Salem Sea. Though we have never been to this island, what little intelligence we have tells us that the Drow live under the harsh rule of a queen much like our own—that is, one that trains the stags of their society to fight regardless of their economical or commonwealth situation.”
“So it’s a warring country then?”
“A warring country would be the best way to describe it, yes. So far as we understand, their queen is always at battle with various tribes that have split away from the royal order. There is constant battle, bloodshed, rape, pillaging.”
“How could the Drow have ended up here then, on the enemy’s side? Wouldn’t they have been noticed?”
“They must have completely bypassed the sea that borders the Three Kingdoms then.”
“Zir… about my father…”
“You must be concerned about his conception.”
“Yes. I am.”
“You have said in the past that he was raised by an Ogress Shaman that found him bundled in a wooden cradle at sea.”
“Yes zir. I am.”
“You wonder about how he came to exist, do you not?”
“I just don’t understand how he could have been born a Halfling… unless…”
“Unless your grandmother was a slave who was taken by the Drow,” Jarden sighed.
“There’s a slave trade of Pure Elves in Drow society?”
“Oftentimes, young does and stags will leave the forest in pursuit of something more—that is, something they feel the Elven community cannot offer. That is when, upon the time they broach the kingdoms to the far southwest of here, they may encounter pirates, those of which will kidnap and sell them to anyone who has enough money to offer.”
“My grandmother must’ve been a slave then.”
“And she could very well have hidden her pregnancy from the Drow until the final moments—when, upon your father’s birth, she cast him into a wooden cradle at sea to free him from a life in captivity that he would otherwise have.”
“Which is where he drifted until Sunskin found him,” Odin murmured. He stared at his feet for several long moments, trying to piece together the reality of the situation, until he turned his eyes up to watch his Elven master for any emotion that could be seen placating zirs face. When he found none, he sighed, closed his eyes, then opened them only when he thought the moment was right.
Can I do it? he thought.
It all came down to this.
He would not allow one final moment of apprehension to destroy his hold on the situation.
“Zir,” he said. “I… I’d like to know about how the Elves turned into the Drow.”
Jarden’s empty eyes flickered in the pale light streaming from the candles alight on zirs desk.
Does ze know? Odin frowned. 
He’d safeguarded his memory. He’d felt no probe, no tendril of consciousness, seen no bird of power that could have stolen his memory during an isolated moment, and unless the ball of light really was something other than his dead father trying to speak to him from beyond the grave, there couldn’t have been a form of magic to whisk his emotions away and turn them into something audible—concrete, even, to pull from its quilt the strings of reality that were beckoned into the world through word, action and consequence.
In all, it came down to one final thing.
The Neven D’Carda could know nothing, as he’d taken such careful precautions to guard each and every thing about his mission.
Slowly, as to not dissuade the Elf from shying away from the conversion, Odin pushed himself forward in his seat, set his hands to his knees, then attempted to stand, but not before Jarden’s eyes seemed to seal him in place with one single look.
“You want to know about the thing that turned them into the Drow,” Jarden said, pressing one hand to the table and spreading zirs fingers until they created an equal pattern. “The thing that made them what they are.”
“I know that Necromancy was what made them mad, zir, but I—“
“You aren’t aware of the Book of the Dead, then?”
“No.”
Yes.
How could anyone be so ignorant as to not know of the thing that could bring the dead back to life?
“You have not heard of this terrible thing that still dwells in our midst to this day,” Jarden said, lacing zirs hands behind zirs back and seating zirself into zirs usual chair. “This… thing… this… abomination… that does things that makes even my skin crawl upon its expanse of muscle.”
“I’ve never heard of it, zir.”
“Then you have not heard of its history, of its presence and its titillations toward those who bear weak minds and even weaker hearts.”
“No,” Odin said. “I haven’t.”
How he was able to remain composed was beyond him. To take such a serious blow could have easily been compared to being struck in the abdomen with a hard object—a thing that, while painful, seemed to come in ebbs and flows, like waves along a beach. Most people would have shown emotion in the face of such adversity. For that, he considered himself strong.
I’m stronger, he thought. Much stronger than you or even I think.
“In simple terms,” Jarden said, lacing zirs fingers together and inching zirs elbows onto the desk, “it used to be used for simple things—bringing back animals who had met their untimely fates, healing those pieces of flesh that had succumbed to disease or even worse treatment, stabilizing species who were dying off before our very eyes. It is, with every grasp of knowledge within our hearts, that we fear death, come to loath it even when we are, like myself, immortal. But there are those who do not understand that death is a natural part of life, Odin—that without death, things cannot continue working the way they do; that without death, those who are born cannot rightfully deserve their place within the world. It may seem a fickle thing that can easily be avoided, if only by the use of magic, but those who attempt to bring back the dead often do so for purposes that are completely unjust to their cause.”
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. “Go on,” he said.
“Some millennia ago, when we first discovered the principal use of bringing back the dead through higher sources of concentrated healing magic, we used it to do just as I described—to stabilize flora and fauna populations on the verge of extinction and to heal dead flesh, the sort of things we considered moral and justified in the context of what we were doing. But, as there are with every group of individuals, there were those who believed that death could be cheated, that it was just a threshold upon which people could exit the world and then return when they saw fit.
“I’m going to tell you something, Odin, and before I do, I want to assure you that what happened to these individuals is unarguably one of the most horrible things that could have ever transpired within our country, maybe even the world if you want me to be completely honest. I would never wish this upon anyone, even my worst enemy, were I to have one, for there are some things even worse than death.
“There was a clan of individuals who believed that bringing back the dead was a purpose that could be confined within an isolated form of magic. This clan—a troop of about some three-hundred or so individuals—began to disguise themselves in dark cloaks and masks that would shield them from the view of the royal, magical court, which had always considered the art of bringing things back to life, even animals, a horrible disservice to the things they were in life. Animals, you see, Odin—they were a semblance of their somewhat-mortal selves, for they were not of the conscious variety that we can consider ourselves, humans, Dwarves, even some of the Leatherskin people capable of. But this was not the thing that upset the Elven court. The thing that upset them was, tragically, much worse than simply bringing a dead familiar back to life.
“One night, when this clan of individuals had set out to revive the body of an Elven stag who had just recently passed from a disease we had no conscience of, they made their way from the outskirts of the wooded areas inside Lesliana to the town square—where, as you will have already noticed from your excursions throughout town—is directly outside the inn, where the monument to the Elven people stands proud and strong. They carried upon their shoulders the body of this young creature and set him directly before the monument. It was there, with the blood and hair of his forefather, that they set about using the magic that would normally heal one’s mortal wounds and directed it to the deeper parts of the Ether—where, as we understand it, the souls of every living thing go after we die.”
“The Sprites,” Odin said.
“Are what we believe to inhabit our bodies until our death. Yes. This is why we commonly know them to be used in Necromancy, for when someone dies, the soul has but a few lingering moments on our earth—that is, unless someone stops their transition into the land of death before they can ultimately be stopped.”
“What happens when there isn’t a soul around to be pulled from the Ether?”
“That is the question many of our primary intelligence believes is wrong with the art of summoning, young Yamda. It is thought, without any preconceived notion, that if one drops the blood of one’s forefather onto the body or remains of a loved one, along with a piece of their hair, they can summon the soul simply by will. This is why, on that night, they were able to bring the young man back to life.”
“Was he normal?”
“For a time, yes, he was. But, sadly, his semblance of reality was somewhat altered. He could not eat, could not sleep, could not cry, excrete bodily fluids or even speak. This young stag was perpetually a living entity that existed for no other purpose other than to simply be. Do you know of a creature who exists simply to exist, Odin?”
“No.”
“That is why when this young man’s father came to these people to ask what it was he had done wrong, they could not answer, but it had become a common principal that they were able to revive the dead with the soul recently pulled from the Ether.”
“I don’t understand something,” Odin said, unable to resist the urge to frown as Jarden drummed zirs fingers along zirs knuckles. “Why was it made forbidden?”
“Because shortly after the tribe began to revive the bodies of the dead, the magicians themselves began to exhibit… changes. You see, a Necromantic summon—whether it be flesh, bone, or even complete—cannot remain in existence unless the Necromancer is using his or her  will in order to maintain the creature. So when this hold slipped, the construct would die and the Sprite would be released to the world. Ah—yes. But before you interrupt me, let me start by saying that these ‘changes’ that I described came in the clan’s psyche, or the mind, which would be better and more eloquently phrased.”
“What happened to them?”
“They first experienced a madness that consumed their minds. That would claw at their bodies until they drew blood and then lick it from their wounds, suckling them like infants on a mother’s breast, tearing the wounds open further with their teeth. Then their skin began to sallow. It eventually darkened to the point where they appeared to be nothing more than strange, purplish beings that resembled nothing of themselves. They were able to hold some amount of control over their bodies for a time, but it soon became apparent that these creatures were no longer Elves—at least, not in the traditional sense.”
“What made the court decide that this was not meant to be?”
“When they began to attack civilians and raze buildings to the ground. This clan held some three-hundred individuals, Odin. You have to understand that such high levels of magical energy could be used to kill and revive corpses to fight against the living, which did occur in Lesliana at one point. The dead from beyond the walls and entombed within the Elven burial grounds were pulled from their places and forced to attack the living—much, like I have heard, what occurred in the farming community within the country of Ornala. And not only that, the Elves had to contend with the dead of the non-sentient as well—the wildlife.”
“What happened after the rebellion?”
“They were eventually driven from the mainland—forced toward the tails of the Dark Mountains, then to the sea. In their flight, they managed to construct ships and fled the mainland, from which we watched from afar as they made their way across the Martyr’s Ocean, before the Three Kingdoms, and eventually through the Salem Sea.”
“I don’t understand something,” Odin frowned.
“What might that be?”
“You said that a corpse couldn’t be maintained unless the mage had a physical hold on the person itself.”
“Yes.”
“Then would it not be possible for someone to use a medallion or amulet inscribed with the magic to keep it alive beyond death?”
“I imagine it would, yes, but I have never heard of such a thing happening.”
“Can I ask something else, zir, if it isn’t inappropriate?”
“Yes. You may.”
“Where do they keep the book?”
Once more, Jarden’s eyes narrowed.
No, Odin thought.
He couldn’t have come this far just to be denied the information that he needed.
“They keep the book,” the Neven D’Carda said, lowering zirs eyes to zirs hands on the table, “in a guarded location here at the castle.”
“Why would they keep it within the castle?”
“Because it is guarded for the protection of others.”
“I imagine that would be a fairly difficult job to take.”
“It is, I imagine, but I do not pity the guards for what they are doing. It is their job and servitude to protect what it is that needs to be protected.”
“Zir… I don’t understand something though.”
“What might that be?”
“Where do they keep the book?”
“That is information that is better left blind to your eyes, young Yamda.”
“Why?” Odin asked. “Doesn’t every Elf know where it is?”
“Yes.”
“Then why shouldn’t I know?”
“For your ears to be tainted by its location would be to tempt the blood in you.”
Tempt the blood in me? he thought. What is ze—
It clicked, suddenly, like a lock turning into place.
“That’s ridiculous, zir.”
“Extra precautions need be taken when dealing with such things.”
“I just as well as anyone deserve to know where the book is. I am of Elven blood.”
“You will not be here for long, Yamda. Besides—you are escorted by armed guards. What reason would you need to look at the Book of the Dead?”
“Who wrote it?” Odin asked, standing, nearly unable to contain the emotion that poured out. “Was it them? When did they write it? After they revived the stag or before?”
“I believe it was conceived before.”
“But it’s here, in the castle, detailing everything on how to do it?”
“Why is it that you desire this so much, Yamda?”
Why? Odin thought, almost unable to contain the urge to laugh. Just why do I need it?
For life, for sanity, for perseverance, strength, need, calm, rejoice, integrity, and by all means, love—these things and more were what drove him toward his ultimate goal, toward the thing he so desperately struggled to reach but seemed unable to grasp, so to be asked why it was he needed this thing seemed incompetent on this being’s part. But who could blame zir, though? He was, after all, a high mage, a guardian to one of the world’s best-kept secrets, so it was no wonder why he was being interrogated on such personal matters.
In looking into Jarden’s pale, pupil-devoid eyes, Odin couldn’t help but feel he were staring at a laughing jester and trying to maintain control of his emotions, to throw his hands in the air and push the thing away from him, as it held no good bearings on his life and only served to drive him insane.
“I just want to see where it is,” Odin whispered.
“Why?”
“I want to know where he came from!” he cried. “What made him. What created him. What shaped him into the thing he was before he died!”
“Your emotions hold more control over you than you could ever possibly imagine.”
“Is that such a bad thing?”
“Human emotion—“
“Human emotion this, human emotion that. At least when he said it to me, it made sense.”
“Yamda—“
“Quit calling me that. I hate being called a half-breed!”
“Are you not proud of your Elven heritage?”
“Not when it makes me feel like this!”
Jarden made no move to reply.
Turning, Odin started toward the doorway.
Something flickered on the podium before him.
It took but a moment for his eyes to adjust to the faint lighting streaming from the desk.
In all its glory, it could have been described as a monolith—a great, towering thing that rose before all that was petty and declared itself as the one thing that could rule hearts, minds and lives. Encapsulated within a sphere of white light, obviously made of magic to protect and ensure its safety, the book lay stoic in its presence and regard. Bound in bloodstained leather, buckled with a clasp of dark metal that had to have been constructed from the most horrible of smelters and embossed with the skull of what could have possibly been a rat or possibly a rabbit, it seemed to haunt him all the more—not only for the fact that it stood directly before him, so close yet so far out of reach, but because it seemed to create the very effigy of the thing he’d been searching for for far so long.
“Your eyes have not deceived you,” Jarden said, stepping forward and setting zirs hand directly on Odin’s shoulder.
“You… you have the book?” he asked.
“It has always been instructed to remain in the care of a Neven D’Carda.”
“Why haven’t I seen it before?”
“Your mind allows you to see what you want to see.”
Then is it really there?
Stepping forward, but careful as to not trip on the stairs that led into the pit, Odin reached forward in an attempt to touch the sphere that surrounded the book, but found that he couldn’t push his hand forward unless he forced his wrist to remain locked in place. A moving force couldn’t have simulated what it was that he currently felt. Perhaps something gelatinous, like water, could have recreated the effect, but it would have had to be bound to a physical form, one which could revolve according to the oppressing force’s touch.
“You cannot touch it because I have willed it untouchable,” Jarden said, reaching forward to take Odin’s wrist from its place in front of the object.
“Why not just destroy it?” Odin asked. “Wouldn’t that be easier?”
“Perhaps, yes, but it is said it can find its way back into the hands of those who desire it.”
“Is that true?”
“I do not know. It has never left my inhabitance.”
Unable to force his eyes away, Odin took a few steps back until he bumped into the Neven D’Carda.
“I should go,” he said.
“You should,” Jarden agreed. “Today has been much too stressful for you.”
Without a second word of goodbye, Odin started for the office door.
In the back of his mind, a plot began to weave itself like some ever-expanding quilt.
 
“You found it?” Virgin asked.
“Yes!” Odin cried, flinging his hands into the air as he continued his mad pursuit about the room. “I already said that!”
“Calm down, Odin. We need to take this one step at a time.”
“I know where the book is!”
“I know you do, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to be able to get to it anytime soon.”
“What does that mean?” he barked, freezing his companion in place with one simple glare.
“It means,” the older Halfling said, easing his hands down onto Odin’s shoulders as if unsure of his action, “that this might take us a little longer. Patience, my friend. Breathe.”
Though he did as instructed—first by taking a long inhale through his nose, then exhaling it out his throat—it seemed not to do him any justice. That in itself forced him to reach up, take his friend’s wrists, then force them away from his shoulders and back to Virgin’s sides.
“I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to take this madness,” Odin said, collapsing onto the foot of the bed with his head held low and his hands within his hair. “We’re so close Virgin.”
“I know we are.”
“How am I supposed to stay calm?”
“Let me explain something to you,” Virgin said, kneeling at Odin’s feet and pressing a hand against his knee. “Do you know how a lone wolf manages to eat in the wild?”
“No.”
“He waits for the mouse to appear from its hole as calmly as possible—seldom breathing, always alert. He can wait for hours, you know, because he knows the mouse is there. Maybe he’s seen it go into the hole or maybe he just smells it, but regardless, he knows it’s there. In order to get what he wants, he has to wait for it, because most things normally don’t come to you exactly when you want them to. Right?”
“Right.”
“You have to be the wolf, Odin. You have to wait for what it is you want, because even though you know exactly which hole your mouse is in, you’re going to have to wait for it to peek out before you can lunge and bite its head off.”
“Not the most beautiful metaphor,” Odin smiled, “but it’s good enough.”
“Exactly,” Virgin said, standing. He paced over to the wall, locked his fingers around the windowsill, then leaned forward until his lips almost touched the glass in frront of him, all the while keeping his eyes focused on the castle in the foreseeable distance. “What we need now is a way to figure out how we’re going to get the mouse to come out of its hole.”
“What do you mean?”
“The book’s protected, right?”
“Yes.”
“By what?”
“Magic.”
“Do you think you can disable it by yourself?”
“I don’t see why not. It just seems like a simple warding spell.”
“The Neven D’Carda is a strong creature. You’ll have to be strong in order to take it.”
“I know.”
“Do you believe you’re strong enough to take it?”
“Honestly… I don’t know.”
“All right then,” Virgin said, drawing his knife. “Then we’ll need another plan.”
“I’m not killing anyone to take that book, Virgin.”
“Sometimes you have to make sacrifices in order to get the things that you want.”
Do we? Odin thought. Or do we just have to find ways to get around the most logical steps?
“Killing the Neven D’Carda isn’t going to solve our problems,” Odin said, stepping up from behind Virgin to join him at his side. “What we need is a temporary solution.”
“Which is?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“You need to think of something.”
“I thought you told me to act like the wolf?”
“So long as the mouse is still in its hole, you can act like the wolf all you want.”
“What is it you want me to do then? Wait, or act?”
“If you can’t act, wait. If you can’t wait, act.”
That doesn’t answer my question.
Leaning over, Virgin set an arm across Odin’s shoulder, pressed his lips to his ear, then whispered, in the softest voice possible, “All we have to do is put our heads together.”
As though symbolic of that sentiment, Virgin pressed his brow against the side of Odin’s skull.
Something clicked.
 
Over the course of several long, undetermined hours, they sat at the table going over their plan and how it seemed they would no longer need to follow exactly what it was that they’d discussed before. Their idea to infiltrate the castle by becoming royal delegates had fallen short, for Odin had not successfully secured himself within the castle as a mage that could be purposeful to the Elven kingdom. Be that for the fact that he was not a pure Elf or because Jarden had not specifically asked him to be lifted to such a status, he did not know. For that, they put their heads together to rethink their strategy and came to one simple, startling conclusion: if they wanted to get to the Book, all they need do was approach the source.
By the time night fell and Odin’s conscience began to wane at the idea, they were out of the inn and bar dressed in their best clothing and making their way from the bakery with fresh pastries in a paper bag.
“Are you sure this is going to work?” Odin asked, brushing up alongside Virgin as though cold and unable to keep himself warm.
“It’ll be fine,” Virgin said. “Don’t you worry.”
What Odin did worry for, regardless of the nature of their intentions, was first the Book itself. Within a sphere of magic, bound to the podium upon which it rested, it was likely to have some sort of mechanism to keep anyone breaking in to get to the tome, if not a trigger of spells altogether. The second thing that dwelled upon his conscience was the guards and how, once they had the Book in hand, they would escape the castle.
They had no use for the clothes left back at the inn, the packs that had been so vicariously looked over in the final moments leading up to their grand venture. It would, he already knew, be a long haul back through the forest, much less the Great Divide and alongside the Dark Mountains, but Virgin said if they could make it to a small human settlement called Drianna, which lay no more than a few days away, then they would be fine, as the Elves would likely not pursue them so far from their borders. The only things they could possibly need was their weapons, which Virgin had said he’d left with a friend who lived on the outskirts of town, directly near the gate and where their weapons could be picked up for a small fee.
Are you sure they won’t steal them? Odin had asked earlier, just before they’d left.
He won’t, Virgin had replied. I gave him enough to make sure he wouldn’t.
Already beginning to feel the pull of the world against him, Odin tightened his hand around the bag in his grasp and pushed his shoulders back as far as he could in an attempt to make himself look all the more intimidating, though at this hour that seemed useless, as there was no one out to see them, save the occasional Elf wandering the side of the road or closing shop.
As they began to approach the castle—head on, dwarfed beneath its shadow and lit only by the passing moon—the paranoia through his body only continued to increase. At one point, when his teeth began to chatter and the hairs on his neck began to stand, he thought he would break in the middle of the street and lose himself to his weaker inhibitions, but when Virgin stretched an arm out over his head and set it about his shoulders, almost all of Odin’s insecurities went away, just like that.
How, he thought, then stopped before he could finish.
Virgin tightened his hold around his shoulders as they broached the castle’s front entrance.
“Excuse me,” one of the guards said, stepping forward to reveal the shining, silver plate armor that adorned his upper body. “State your business.”
“We’re here to see Master Jarden,” Odin said, casting a casual look over at Virgin before setting his eyes back on the stag. “We’ve brought pastries and breads for dinner.”
“Isn’t it a little late to be eating dinner?”
“What my partner means,” Virgin said, “is that we’d really like you to make an exception, just this once. We’ll be out of your way as soon as possible.”
“All right,” the guard said. “Do as you please, but ask to be escorted before you continue any further into the castle. You may be arrested otherwise.”
“All right.”
Smooth move, Virgin.
The smile the older Halfling offered almost tempted one out of Odin, but when they stepped into the castle and were immediately pressed between two pairs of guards, all sense of stability seemed thrown into a bottomless well.
How are we going to get out of here?
With no concept of the castle, the directions they need take or the secret entrances and exits they could exploit, it would be any wonder if they would leave unaccompanied by guards. Could they possibly hide the thing in the bag or within a blanket? Master Jarden gave me these, he would say, bearing the quilt within his arms as though it were a trinket meant to be taken without question. Please, lead us to the front entrance.
Whether the plan would work he couldn’t know. However, with the outcome securely in mind, he felt they could do what they had to, even if it meant trying to sabotage the guards’ practice or escaping through one of Jarden’s windows—if, that is, ze happened to have any. He couldn’t recall any from recent memory.
Casting a quick glance to his left to make sure Virgin was still keeping pace beside him, Odin slid his hands into his pockets, bowed his head, and tried not to think about all the things that could go wrong.
You can do this, Odin. Come on. This is it. This is what you’ve been waiting for for almost a year now.
By the time they returned to Ornala, it was likely there would no longer be snow on the ground.
While the guards continued to lead them about the castle, taking the many twists and turns Odin had become accustomed to over the past few months, he tried to keep his mind clear, all the while dreading what could happen in the next few moments.
One false move could mean the end of both of them.
All you need is a little faith, his conscience whispered.
Faith—what a fickle word.
 
“Young Yamdas,” Jarden said, moving aside so Odin and Virgin could step into the corridor. “What brings you here at this hour of the night?”
“We’ve brought pastries,” Virgin replied, offering the brightest smile he could.
“Excellent, excellent. You’ll have to excuse me, though—I wasn’t expecting any company.”
You’re not going to be expecting anything tonight, Odin thought, biting his lower lip to keep from saying anything.
They followed Jarden into his living quarters, then through the living room until they reached the dining room. Jarden gestured them to seat themselves wherever they pleased, turned, then began pulling from the various cabinets plates and silverware, all the while wearing the slightest hints of a smile that Odin couldn’t help but find disturbing.
Could Jarden possibly know what they were up to and why now, of all times, they had come to visit?
It doesn’t matter. Don’t think about it.
Giving in to lesser inhibitions would only force him to reveal weakness that would keep them from their goal.
He scanned the dining room for any object he or Virgin could subdue the Elf with. There seemed to be nothing, save paintings that would do little then put the creature’s head through them, but his attention eventually fell to what appeared to be a rather-ornate sculpture of a pig which stood on a table against the eastern wall.
Odin nodded in Virgin’s general direction.
The Halfling turned, regarded the sculpture, then offered a slight nod just as Jarden stepped back into the room. “Here we are,” ze said, setting before them the various plates and silverware. “I’m honored that the two of you decided to visit me tonight. How are you feeling, Yamda Odin?”
“Fine, zir.”
“I’m sorry if what we discussed earlier upset you.”
“It didn’t,” he smiled. “Don’t worry.”
Though the Neven D’Carda’s eyes bore no sign of emotion, Odin couldn’t help but feel they looked upon him kindly, if only because Jarden’s lips had turned up into a slight smile.
From the bag of treats Virgin pulled breads with frosting, strudels, cream puffs, even muffins and set them out onto the plates. Jarden, who took the seat directly beside Virgin in likely haste for the special treat that would lead up to their final encounter, reached forward and took one of the cream puffs within zirs hands before pressing it to zirs lips and offering a pleasurable sigh.
“It’s an honor to be dining with the two of you tonight,” Jarden said, bowing zirs head as ze lifted another muffin.
“It is,” Virgin said, pressing a hand to the Elf’s shoulders.
Odin offered a slight nod.
He narrowed his eyes.
Virgin extended his hand back and grabbed the sculpture of the pig.
“Zir,” Odin said, turning his attention back to the Elf as Virgin prepared to deliver the knockout blow.
“Yes, Odin?”
“I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. It means a lot to know that I’ve had such a great teacher.”
“There’s no need to thank me,” Jarden said, lifting zirs head to look Odin directly in the eyes. “I’ve done what I could to help you. Hopefully that will be enough.”
What?
Virgin slammed the statue on the back of Jarden’s head.
The Elf fell forward, face-down, into the muffin ze’d been eating.
“Is ze… alive?” Odin asked.
“Ze’s fine,” Virgin said, applying just enough pressure to the Elf’s neck to feel the pulse that lay below the surface. “Come on. We have to do this as quickly as possible.”
“How are we going to get out of here?” Odin asked, throwing himself to his feet and guiding Virgin out of the dining room, then down the hallway that led to the Neven D’Carda’s office. “There’s no windows.”
“No?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Odin pushed open the office door. Immediately, he turned and jabbed one accusing finger in the direction of the Book of the Dead. “There it is,” he said, reveling in the faint afterglow that continued to ebb from the encapsulating sphere’s surface. “What we’ve been waiting for this entire time.”
“You said you could break the barrier,” Virgin said, taking a step forward before waving his hand over the sphere. “You can, right?”
“I can.”
“Then do it.”
Odin closed his eyes.
Envisioned directly before his conscious membrane, the very sphere that guarded the Book glowed strong and with a presence that seemed all too real for him to mistake as anything more than magic.
Is it, he thought.
Something shifted in the room.
Virgin raised his eyes to examine Odin from behind the book.
“What is it?” Odin asked.
“I was looking for talismans.”
“Talismans?”
“You said you could break the seal.”
“I’m trying! Get out of my way!”
Virgin slinked away from the Book before Odin closed his eyes.
This time, as he felt the waves of energy ebbing toward him like a breath from a dying man’s lips, Odin concentrated on what appeared to be the core of the sphere—the very, direct center, which lay within the podium’s surface and could only be connected by a binding spell to keep it rooted in place.
Tightening his hands into fists, Odin ground his teeth together and sent a shock of energy into the podium’s tower.
The first crackling noise snapped through the room like a whip.
“What’re you,” Virgin started.
The second, then third attempt dismantled the podium and sent it crumbling to the floor beneath them.
The Book, suspended by the floating sphere, lay no more than just a few feet away.
Odin closed his eyes.
Odin, a voice said.
He shook his head as the pale, ghostly voice from the past rolled through one ear and exited out the other.
Now, of all times, he couldn’t afford to allow morals to fall into play.
Opening his eyes, Odin encircled the orb of light within his own and attempted to break hold on the magic by pressure alone.
A stab of pain slammed into his chest.
He held still despite the radiating discomfort.
The spider web of doubt circled over the surface of his mind.
Odin.
“No.”
A hand pressed upon his shoulder.
He didn’t break his concentration.
The pressure in his head continued to build until what felt like a vice grip of pain began to surround his skull.
His ears popped.
Blood ran from one nostril.
His teeth sunk into his lips.
His body began to shake.
As the pressure on his body mounted in scope as he continued his attempt to dismantle the orb, he began to wonder whether or not he would manage to break the magicked sphere before the Neven D’Carda woke up. At this rate, it was highly unlikely, considering that his body was an instrument of pain and a scream threatened to break free from his throat, but regardless he continued to press on as blood dripped down his nose and slicked onto his lips, eventually coalescing into a rampant flood that spilled down his face like great floodwaters brought by the greatest of storms.
“Odin.”
Odin.
“I’m… fine,” he gasped, grimacing as the top center of the sphere began to crack, opening like a flower rising to a new and warm day. “Grab it.”
“What?”
“The book,” he grimaced. “The goddamn—“
What felt like a blunt object struck his temple.
Sweat poured down his face.
In his mind’s eye, directly beneath everything that he was a part of and where he envisioned it looking on from the top of his head, he saw the sphere shatter into a thousand sunbeams of dust.
He collapsed to his knees.
His brow struck the floor.
He grimaced, then groaned.
A pair of hands lifted him to his feet and shoved an object into his hand.
“We got it,” Virgin said, pressing a hand to the side of Odin’s face.
Odin opened his eyes.
Though he could hardly see his companion through the blur over his vision, he offered one slight smile before he fell into Virgin’s arms.
“I can’t stand,” he whispered.
“You have to,” Virgin replied, shaking his shoulders before pushing Odin to his feet. “I can’t carry you.”
“You… have… to…”
“I can’t.”
“It’s mental exhaustion,” he gasped, swaying, pin-wheeling one arm and holding the book tight to his chest with the other. “I… don’t… can’t… I…”
He collapsed into Virgin’s arms once more.
“All right,” Virgin said. “Hold on.”
He bent down, locked an arm around Odin’s waist, then slung him over his shoulder before making his mad dash out of the room.
Odin’s eyes faltered.
His gaze fell to the book lying directly between his chest and Virgin’s shoulders.
You got it, he thought, smiling, the haze of exhaustion only continuing to worsen as he tightened his hold around the thing he’d been so desperate to get. You finally got it, Odin.
“I’m setting you down,” Virgin said, pressing Odin into the couch before taking the quilt that lay across it and wrapping it around him.
“What’re you doing?” Odin asked.
“You’re sick. Really sick.”
“All right.”
“That’s what I’m going to tell the guards.”
When Odin was fully inside the blanket, Virgin lifted him into his arms and pressed him against his chest.
Odin held onto the book for dear life.
His gaze fell to the dining room, where the Neven D’Carda still lay unconscious across the table.
When they slid out into the corridor, Odin closed his eyes.
The first door closed behind them.
Virgin began to make way down the hallway.
A force so unimaginable Odin thought it would crack his head in half weighed upon his skull.
No.
“No.”
“Just hang on for a little while longer,” Virgin said, tightening his hold around Odin as he first rotated, then shifted him so they would be chest-to-chest. “It won’t be much longer now.”
“Virgin.”
“What?”
“I’m passing out.”
“You have to say you’re sick,” Virgin said. “Stay with me, Odin. Come on.”
“All… right…”
The second door opened.
Two guards standing sentry outside the door turned just as Virgin stepped out and into the hallway.
“What’s going on?” one of them asked.
“My partner is sick,” Virgin said, once more shifting Odin in his arms. “Master Jarden instructed me to take him home.”
“Where might Jarden be?” the other asked.
“Does it matter? My partner’s sick. I was told to take him back to the inn.”
“Are you—“
“Damn you, sir! Just listen to me, all right!”
This isn’t going to work, Odin thought, eyes faltering, head swimming. This isn’t—
“All right,” the guard said. “What’s the blanket for?”
“To keep him warm. He says he’s cold.”
“Follow us,” the guards said.
Virgin carried him through the castle without so much as a grunt or sigh, a word of disapproval or even a mutter of apprehension. It seemed they had the whole world against them—swords, tongues and all—yet somehow, despite the odds, Virgin was able to keep his silence and his hold on Odin as though it were nothing. How he did this Odin couldn’t be sure, as he knew he weighed much more than he imagined he did, but he couldn’t dispel the thoughts of fighting the sleep and nausea off anymore. Blood continued to pour from his nose and down his face, dampening both the quilt and Virgin’s shirt. The guard to their right, who looked up briefly to examine his face, offered a slight frown before he turned his attention before them.
“How much… longer?” Odin asked.
“We’re almost there,” Virgin said. “Just stay with me a little while longer. We’ll be out of the castle and back down the road before you know it.”
The world began to darken.
“Virgin,” Odin whispered. “I can’t…”
His head fell directly against Virgin’s chest.
Though his vision darkened, his conscience did not fade.
“I didn’t realize he was so sick,” one of the guards said. 
“Neither did I,” Virgin said, the tone in his voice all the more stricken with grief.
What’s happening? Odin thought.
His hold on his body no longer seemed existent. Fireflies danced over his vision, stars clouded his mind, a thunderstorm brewed within his nasal cavity as yet more blood continued to snake out of his nose. Regardless of the fact that he no longer seemed to be awake, much less conscious, he could still feel all the pressure and pain associated with magical overexertion, as well as hear everything going on around them. 
At that moment, he could have died and been the happiest man alive.
He couldn’t take this pain, not in the least.
“Here we are,” the guard said.
Cool air brushed across his skin.
“Do we need to send for a healer?” one of the Elves asked.
“No,” Virgin said. “You don’t.”
A phantasm of light exploded over Odin’s vision.
He groaned.
What felt like water began to trickle down his head.
“Is it,” he whispered, almost so low he could hardly hear himself.
“Is it… what, Odin?”
“Raining.”
“No. It’s not.”
“It hurts.”
“I know it does. We’re heading to my friend’s house now.”
“How soon?”
“Soon.”
“I can’t… stay awake any longer.”
“Don’t worry. Just… sleep, Odin. You did what you had to do.”
Odin’s world faded to black.
His hold on reality slipped.
The last thing he could hear was the sound of gravel crunching under Virgin’s feet.
 
“What has happened to him?” a man’s voice said.
“I don’t know,” Virgin replied. “Odin, Odin… wake up.”
Odin opened his eyes to find the world blanketed by the light of obscene lanterns that held what could unarguably be real fire. Head heavy, eyes struggling to remain open, he trailed his attention first to Virgin, who hovered over him as though desperate for some late autumn’s night kiss, then to the Elf who stood opposite his companion. Painted in the light from the dangling lanterns, Odin could only faintly make out his face—which appeared far more beautiful than handsome—and his copper-colored hair, which seemed to glow orange despite it being pitch-black outside.
“Where are we?” he managed to ask.
“On the outskirts of Lesliana,” the stag replied.
Virgin reached down to take Odin’s hand when he pushed it up. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he said, regretting the fact soon after. A dagger of pain sliced its way through his right eyeball and exploded into a series of lights directly before his vision. “Never mind. I’m not.”
“If what Virgin says is true, you must leave immediately,” the stag said, reaching down to pull Odin to his feet.
“Give him some time, Bremere,” Virgin said.
“You do not have time, my friend. The Neven D’Carda will only slumber for so long. Then it will know what you have done.”
“We need to leave,” Odin nodded, looking first at the ground, then at Virgin and the Elf named Bremere. “I’ll be fine. I just need to get going, that’s all.”
“He’s in no condition to flee, Bremere.”
“That I am aware of, but you need to leave now, before they begin their inspection.”
“Who?” Odin asked. “Until who gives their inspection?”
“The guards.”
Unsure what to think, Odin looked down at his feet, then traced his eyes around the wooden porch until he found his swords and pack lying at his feet. A bulge, which he imagined was where the book lay, protruded from the leather that made up the slight knapsack.
Such a bulky thing, he thought.
It would take some work hauling it, especially in his condition.
“You must leave,” Bremere said, pressing both hands to Odin’s shoulders. “Immediately.”
“I’m going,” Odin said, crouching down to clip both of his swords at his sides. “Come on, Virgin. Let’s go.”
“All right,” Virgin replied, taking the knapsack when Odin offered it before reaching out to grasp Bremere’s hand. “Thank you, brother. Remember the code.”
“Remember the code,” the copper-haired Elf agreed. “Go, now. They will not stop you at the front gates, at least not until they realize something is wrong.”
With that in mind, Odin jumped off the porch alongside Virgin and took extra care to reach out and maintain his grip on his companion’s shoulder as they made their way toward the gate in the near distance.
“How long will it take us?” Odin asked.
“Not too long,” Virgin said.
The torches burning in the street cast wicked shapes across the walls and shadows danced within the faint spaces beneath their feet. With each step, it seemed, they followed, grasping for their heels and the tails of their pants, and each moment a throb of pain sounded in Odin’s head, discouraging his conscience and rattling him to the point where he could almost not walk at all. His nose had stopped bleeding sometime after he’d passed out, but despite that, it still felt raw, as if it’d been healed but not properly, raked by knives to kill the insects within.
Could what he had done have injured him so much?
It doesn’t matter.
Dwelling on his pain would only make it worse, especially since it seemed to ready and willing to pounce on him.
Reaching up, he pressed his hand to his brow, took several unsure breaths, then raised his eyes when they came within a few feet of the front entrance.
Above, the twin golden orbs that rested atop the watch towers twinkled in the light of the full moon.
How ironic, he thought, that we do this on a full moon.
“Who goes there?” one of the guards within the sphere called down.
“We are travelers looking to leave the city of Lesliana,” Virgin said, raising his hand and waving it before the two of them.
“Why do you wish to leave so late at night?”
“We wish to start before the sun rises and the heat becomes too oppressing!”
“We will open the gates for you, but once you are out, we will not let you in come morning.”
“Thank you!” Virgin called back. “Beloved thanks to you, kind sir.”
Below them, the teeth of the iron gate snapped free from the ground and lifted into the stone wall.
“This was too easy,” Odin whispered, ducking his head as the second gate opened and allowed them into the wild. “This was way too easy, Virgin.”
“What’re you talking about? We almost didn’t even make it out of the city.”
“Jarden—“
“Could already be awake as we speak, which is why we need to hurry and get out of here as fast as we can.”
“By the time ze’s conscious and realized what has happened, we’ll be long gone, Virgin.”
“We shouldn’t stumble when we’re so close to the city. The guards could come out at any moment.”
“But—“
“Nothing, Odin.”
Virgin pushed him forward a few steps and into the darkness beneath the canopy.
“At least let me light our way,” he said, pausing midstride in order to reach into the Will.
Almost immediately, a dull pain sounded at the front of his face.
Ouch.
“What’s wrong?” Virgin asked. “Odin?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” he said, willing the sphere of light to trail a few feet in front of them.
“Yes there is. You’re still hurt, aren’t you?”
“I’m not hurt.”
“If not hurt, then incredibly weak.”
“I—“
“I was afraid you weren’t going to wake up when I first arrived at Bremere’s,” Virgin said, pressing a hand to Odin’s back and continuing to guide him forward. “For one brief moment, I thought, ‘Dear God, Odin’s dead and he’s just left me with the biggest capital offense in Lesliana’s history.’ Your nose wouldn’t stop bleeding, so I begged Bremere to heal it as best as he could.”
“He didn’t do that great a job,” Odin laughed.
“Still—it brought me piece of mind, especially since it would’ve been your blood on my shoulders.”
My blood is on your shoulders, Virgin.
Instead of saying anything in relation to his thought, he reached back, took Virgin’s hand, then spun to face his fellow Halfling.
When their eyes crossed and Odin’s attention fell to the pack on Virgin’s shoulder, he couldn’t help but feel a throb of regret for what he’d done.
Jarden’s hurt, he thought. All because of us.
At the very least, they had only incapacitated the Neven D’Carda, not done any real, physical harm to him.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked, narrowing his eyes to regard Odin in the light streaming off of the small white sphere directly before them.
“I’ll be all right,” he said, gesturing his companion forward so he could guide them along. “Guide us.”
“I will. And am.”
“I don’t want to be anywhere near here when the Elves find out we’ve just stolen their most carefully-guarded artifact.”
“So much for seeing the queen,” Virgin said, “huh?”
Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
Right now, the queen was the least of his worries.
 
What he did worry about, however, was the pace in which he could continue throughout the forest.
It became increasingly obvious as the sun peeked over the horizon and its rays pierced through the pine needles that, in his current state, it seemed almost impossible to move. The past several hours’ worth of travel from moonset to sunrise had been done out of whim—autonomous, he could say, for the fact that they needed to move—and though he felt capable of doing what they had to in order to outrun the Elven guards who were likely to pursue them, he was half tempted to ask Virgin to carry him.
You can do this, he thought, forcing himself to blaze through the fog that clouded his mind and continue on in their endeavor. You know you can.
Were he to have accurately described what he felt, he could have related it to something like a grand chef taking a melon in his hand and drilling a hole in its head—first, slowly, removing the juices, pouring them into a glass and drinking them, then using a wicked instrument in order to excise the insides of it. His eyes seemed to have been thrust into the sand, his nose felt as though it’d just been rubbed raw by glasspaper, and his mouth begged to be watered, as if he had never been bestowed with the holy elixir that was the grand scheme in life.
“Virgin,” he gasped, reaching forward to claw at his companion’s shirt. “Stop.”
“We have to keep going, Odin.”
“Carry me.”
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
“Because that would only slow us down even more,” the older Halfling said, cocking his head to the left, then right before throwing a glance over his shoulder and back at him. “You’re sick as a dog, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
“I thought you said—“
“I thought it was mental exhaustion,” he gasped, leaning over as he began to dry retch. “This, though… this is different.”
“You’re not going to die, are you?”
“No.”
But it sure feels like I am.
After taking the first moment he’d had throughout the entire day to regain his bearings, he pushed himself into as straight a posture as he could and reached up to pinch the end of his nostrils. Blood, dry and crusted, flaked onto his fingertips, while the side of his hand appeared to be covered in the stuff, likely left over from their initial flight from the castle.
Virgin unclasped the canteen at his side and offered it. Odin accepted it without a word of response.
“We need to keep going for as long as we possibly can,” Virgin said, retrieving the canteen from Odin when he took one drink too many. “The Elves won’t stop just because we will.”
“We’re not as strong as they are.”
“No, but we have the upper hand. We left before they did.”
“When do you think—“
“They left?” Virgin asked, gesturing Odin along. “No later than dawn. They wouldn’t have sent Elves into the forest in the dark.”
“But we—“
“Used magic to guide our way. They probably thought of the same thing, but who wants to chase two insane criminals in pitch-black darkness? Would you?”
“No.”
“That’s exactly my point. Like I said, we need to keep going for as long as we can. We can’t let anything stop us.”
“My head feels ready to explode.”
“If it comes down to it, we’ll stop, but only for a few hours. It’s highly unlikely that the Elves will continue following us throughout the night, but we don’t want to give them any leeway in their pursuit.”
“I know.”
“Try to keep going for as long as you can, Odin. Please. I don’t want to get caught. Hell. I don’t want you to get caught, especially with this damn book in our possession.”
We have it, Odin thought, eyes focusing on the protrusion in the bag where the book now rested.
Finally, after all this time—after so many long hard hours, days, weeks, months of slaving away, acting as though he was interested when in truth he oftentimes was not and conversing with a creature who could not have even had the best interests in mind—they’d finally come into possession of the Book of the Dead, the one thing that had driven his entire existence for the past half year of his life.
Stepping forward, Odin craned his head up as far as he could and fell into place beside Virgin, not wanting to waste yet another moment when he knew the Elves were currently in pursuit of them. However, as much as he tried to gauge the situation at hand and what he could do to keep himself from falling out of focus, he wondered what came next now that they had the text. He knew knowledge was a beneficial factor, as he would not know how to orchestrate the spells without it, but what exactly were the key steps to bring someone back to life, much less someone whose body now lay scattered upon the winds? Did one use a blood and hair ceremony like the Neven D’Carda had described, or was there something else to it, something that came with more measure than he could have ever possibly imagined?
I have his blood, he thought. And his hair.
At the thought, he reached up and fingered the pale strand of purple hair that fell along the side of his face. It would have appeared that he were thinking on the keepsake of the bond which had been performed on his head, for the strand of purple that fell from his skull was not like his natural hair, which curled at the tips and held but the slightest wave to its edges. Perfection could have easily described the piece that hung from his head, for it had not any human. To think that such a thing still remained with him was almost impossible, but in feeling it between his fingers, he felt his father was right there in front of him, guiding him toward the safest place possible.
Bowing his head, Odin closed his eyes.
For the first time since taking the Book of the Dead, he cried.
It wouldn’t be much longer.
All they had to do was run.
 
The afternoon eclipsed the sky like a great hand passing over the sun to shadow the world. Clouds, thick and brutal, edged from the north and, likely, the sea to bring forth a dust of rain that would offer solace from the painstaking heat. The notion that something might possibly be watching for them kept Odin onward despite the fact that it felt as if a hand were in his skull to wreak havoc on his insides. I’m here, it seemed to say, pawing at his face and threatening to thrust its fingers through his eyes. I’m waiting for you, Odin.
Odin broke free from his reverie by opening his eyes to look at the world below them.
The path less travelled continued on, weaving around trees, through untamed bushes, beneath lingering vines and formations of colorful flowers.
“How are you holding up?” Virgin asked.
“Fine,” Odin said.
In reality, he felt anything resembling so, but he could roll with the punches and keep his companion from having to worry. What fear need he place on Virgin when he had managed fair well so far?
None.
With that thought in mind, he pushed himself to his companion’s side, then reached down to grasp his wrist.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked, reaching down to tip Odin’s chin up.
“I should be fine if we don’t have to worry about passing over something too severe.”
“You think?”
“I do.”
“I’m sorry I’m pushing you so hard, Odin, but—“
“I know. They’re still after us.”
“And likely following our footprints. Damn this rain.”
“You think it’ll cover them if it gets any worse?”
“We might as well pray for the Gods to wipe them away with this rain.”
That doesn’t seal my worry any.
Unable to control the sigh that followed, he stroked the top of Virgin’s wrist, pulled his hand away, then slid it down to his side, where he fingered the hilt of his father’s silver sword and tried not to think about just what would happen when he decided to lead himself down the dark road the book held.
Raising his head, Odin narrowed his eyes and tried to discern the path before him, though through the haze of rain it was hard to see anything, much less the path most commonly used by Elves and other wayward travelers. “Can you see in this?” he asked.
“I can see all right,” Virgin replied. “Not well, but better than you probably can.”
“Your Elven blood must be kicking in.”
“I wouldn’t necessarily say that.”
“Why?”
“Haven’t you had problems seeing most of the day?”
“Somewhat, yeah.”
Virgin reached out, took hold of Odin’s hand, then laced their fingers together. “Hold on to it,” the Halfling said. “Just in case.”
“Of what?”
“So you won’t fall or wander off.”
“Why would I wander off? You’re right in front of me.”
Virgin offered no reply.
Content, Odin opened his eyes to find the world drenched in light he would rather not see.
How long it would take for the rain to stop he didn’t know.
If they kept up the pace they were at, they had maybe a day-and-a-half left of wandering these woods.
 
Night came and offered not one bit of solace for Odin’s shattered mind. Virgin, pressed with the fact that the rain had only worsened and their tracks were likely not being covered, urged them to move on, as he said the Elves would be forced to remain camped due to the weather. They’ll come for us when the sun rises, the older Halfling had said. We need to gain as much ground as we can before they catch up.
How they would catch up Odin couldn’t be sure. With a full day and some two night’s worth of travel already ahead of them, it would take a feat much larger than life for the Elves to cover that much ground However, as true as that seemed to be, Virgin seemed not in the least bit content with staying down for the night, especially given the rain.
Above, lightning cracked the sky.
The bird-like creature Odin had heard on their initial trip to Lesliana let out a wild cry.
“Virgin,” Odin said, squeezing the man’s hand as he stepped over an almost-invisible root in the road. “We need to stop.”
“It’s not going to do us any good, Odin.”
“The rain—“
“Will wash us away if we even attempt to bed down for the night.”
“But—“
“Think about this,” the Halfling said, turning to look at Odin in the light streaming off the single white orb hovering before them. “We can have all the time we want to rest after we get away from the forest. Now isn’t the time to stop.”
“Aren’t you tired?”
“Aren’t I?” Virgin laughed. “Odin, I’m about ready to keel over.”
“Then we should—“
“Where would we stop, Odin? Tell me.”
“I don’t know!”
“Then why are we arguing about this?”
A rumble of thunder rolled across the horizon. Shortly thereafter, another series of lightning bursts arced across the sky and lit their world for one brief moment.
Though he couldn’t be sure because of the rain, Odin imagined he had to be crying.
I can’t take this, he thought, allowing Virgin to lead him along. I can’t, I just can’t!
How was he to continue in this hellish situation feeling as though hius head would fall off his shoulders, with his mind turned to mush and his eyes almost unable to process what he was seeing before him? He didn’t know—couldn’t, exactly, know, because he was not allowed to stop and think—and while Virgin might think it was better for them to continue without pause, he didn’t think he could stand it any longer.
At that moment—when the demons in his head seemed far too much to bear—Odin felt as though he would simply collapse.
I can’t do this.
Odin tightened his grip on his companion’s hand and ground to a halt. As bound by their connection, Virgin took one step too many and instantly stopped in place. “Odin,” he said.
“We’re stopping,” Odin replied, tightening his hold to the point where he felt he could possibly hurt his friend. “I don’t care if we have to sleep in the rain, we’re bedding down for the night.”
“But—“
“If you want to go on without me, go. I can carry the book myself.”
“This isn’t about you or the book.”
“What’s it about then? You?”
“It isn’t—“
“I can’t keep going in this weather or with this headache!” he screamed, his voice just loud enough to be heard over the ebbing thunder and lightning. “I’m going to die if you keep pushing me like this!”
“We have to keep going, Odin.”
“Then go!”
“I’m not leaving you behind!”
“Then stay with me, goddammit! Stay with me you fucking bastard!”
Virgin’s eyes faltered, then fell to the ground.
No longer able to control his emotions, Odin collapsed into Virgin’s arms and began to sob.
“I’m sorry,” Virgin whispered, stroking Odin’s spine from his neck to the small of his back. “I’m so sorry, Odin.”
“Just… let me sleep. Please.”
“We’ll sleep, we’ll sleep.”
“Where?”
Virgin raised his eyes and regarded their surroundings.
For a brief moment, Odin couldn’t help but wonder whether or not his friend would be able to find a safe place for them to bed down.
This is it, he thought I finally convince him to stop and there’s no fucking where to sleep.
Slowly, as if unsure his convictions held true, Virgin raised his hand and pointed toward a tree. “There.”
“There?”
“The base. It’s raised above the ground and hollowed out.”
Though he could barely see because of the light and the fact that his eyes were beginning to go out of focus, Odin could just barely make out the structure Virgin was speaking of. Hollowed either by nature or some animal, it appeared just large enough for the two of them to squeeze in.
Without a word of response, Odin freed his hand from Virgin’s grasp, fell to the mud on his hands and knees, then crawled beneath the hollowed-out tree.
Inside, where not a hint of water touched his body and only dirt and earth reigned supreme, he pressed his head against the inside of the trunk and opened his eyes just in time to see Virgin crawl in with him.
“Is this all right?” Virgin asked.
“It’s... fine,” Odin said, unable to keep his eyes open when the orb of light began to fade. “I can’t… Virgin, it’s—“
“Don’t worry. I’m not afraid of the dark.”
Is he? Odin thought.
At that particular moment, he couldn’t beg but wonder whether he himself was.
 
He slept through the storm and the hellacious agony it offered. At one point, it seemed as though the animal that had hollowed out this place had returned, for once during the night Odin opened his eyes to find a pair of backlit eyes glowing in the rain before them. It, however, did not bother them, as it seemed intimidated by the fact that two very large and obviously-grown somethings now lay within its.
It’s all right, he vaguely heard Virgin say. It’s gone.
Shortly thereafter, Odin’s mind was made of nothing but sleep.
He dreamed of things that young men dream when they dream. Of the way the world worked, his friends, his family, his kingdom, country and place—he imagined Nova and Katarina back home with a baby in their arms and Carmen jumping excitedly at their side, waving her arms in the air as she beckoned Odin from the horse that carried him into the country. Odin! Odin! she would cry, then run forward and jump into his arms. You’re back! You’re back! There would, of course, be much rejoicing, many laughs, and many more tears, and there would, be the king, who would likely be stern but apologetic, and he would whisper softly in his ear, I’m sorry for all that you lost. Then there would be Dora, strong and angry Dora, who would likely scorn him plenty with eyes harsh yet calm and tell him of the things he had missed—how, in his absence, the king had been distraught, the kingdom uneasy, the world unbalanced—though not once would she say he had left for nothing, as in her mind she would know quite well what had happened and what madness could consume a man’s mind. But nothing, Odin knew, would be lost on the matter, for at his side was the man he loved and the book that would secure the future he knew would soon come within the next summer’s eve.
When morning finally came—short, sweet, and with the sounds of birds in the air—Odin opened his eyes to find the outside world completely devoid of rain but covered in a thick haze of mud. Virgin, who had not yet waken from his slumber, continued to sleep at his side, his breath easing in and out of his chest like a child sleeping in its cradle. The sound itself was enough to comfort him, despite the fact that the headache still persisted, but he somehow managed and pressed his hand against his companion’s damp chest before pressing his lips to Virgin’s stubbly cheek.
“Wake up,” he whispered.
Almost immediately, the older Halfling’s eyes opened. “Is it dawn?” Virgin asked.
“It is.”
“We need to leave,” Virgin said, easing himself out of the hollow place within the tree. “Are you feeling any better?”
“All I needed was a little sleep.”
“Good.” Virgin paused when Odin emerged and pushed himself to his feet. “I’m sorry I pushed you so hard yesterday, Odin. I had no right.”
“I understand. Here—spread your arms.”
Virgin did as asked, though frowned when Odin pushed his hands out. “Why?” he asked.
“I’m drying you off.”
He burst from his hands white fire and waved it across Virgin’s body—first along his chest, along his arms, then down his legs and eventually to his shoes. Once the process was completed, and when magic warmed brightly the air, he channeled healing light into his companion’s clothes to warm him one step further before Odin used the same mechanism on himself. In all, it took but a few moments for the act to be completed, but by the time it was done, he felt he had properly dried the two of them for the day’s travel.
“There’s times and moments like these that make me wish that I have it,” Virgin said, gesturing Odin onto the mud-slicked path. “Then I realize how much agony it brings most people and tell myself there’s no point in it.”
“It’s sad that you were born without it,” Odin said, “but I guess you’re right.”
“How do you think?”
“There’s no need for you to ever worry about being burdened by it.”
“Are you burdened by it, Odin?”
“Not really, but at times I feel like I should be.”
“How come?”
“It seems so easy to have the world in your grasp and be able to do anything about it,” he said, careful to navigate over one of the many tree roots protruding from the path before them. “To be able to kill with one simple thought, to start fires when there is nothing flammable in the area, to bring water from the deepest pits in the ground and drink it from your hands—there’s limitations to it, I know, but sometimes… well… it seems like I’m practically invincible.”
“But you don’t honestly believe that,” Virgin said.
“Of course not,” Odin replied. “It’s not like I haven’t had my near brushes with death.”
Neline, Ohmalyon, Herald during their initiation ceremony, the war, just a few short months ago with the Nagani—he bore no shortage of life-threatening moments and would never, he imagined, be free of them, so long as he continued to serve the king and wear swords upon his belt. That, however, wasn’t necessarily the issue, as his companion’s thoughts on his invincibility seemed almost too concrete for him to imagine.
If one could learn, he thought, all the magic in the world, all the ways to defend oneself and how to kill in each and every way possible, could they be invincible?
Was there an invincible creature, like some rightfully claimed there to be? The Elves said the Godly Ones were the closest thing to supreme beings that existed within the mortal world, and history had shown that in the past, the Giants that once walked the earth were immune to almost any human or magical weapon, but neither could be proved to be immortal. He knew nothing of the Godly Ones, save the history of the Elve’s enslavement by them, and he knew only that Giants oftentimes were killed by men clever and calculated and by nature itself, but both could not surely claim to be invincible, could they?
Of course not.
To think that anything was invincible would be to give it power that it surely could not control. No man was capable of slinging from the earth an entire mountain, for it was without compare that he rip from the ground a structure that had been there for far longer than he had, and for an Elf to evaporate the sea would have been a feat only capable by the Gods or the act of nature itself. Invincibility, whether one liked it or not, was unarguably unobtainable, for that was something that could not be defined by man, the Gods or even nature itself.
Closing his eyes, Odin tilted his head back.
Some may not think him invincible. Others may think him foolish, arrogant, childish and, some could say, weak-minded, but to give those that proclaimed him as things other than what he was would give them ample opportunity to build him up and then break him down.
As he opened his eyes to look at the bright new day, he was able to smile for the first time since leaving Lesliana.
“Is everything all right?” Virgin asked.
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said.
To him, everything seemed absolutely perfect
 
The day’s trek led them along the mud-slicked path and around gaping caverns in the earth where the creatures Odin had once heard described as living plants lay. Deeply-nestled within their pits, bulbs spread open and flowers in view, they opened their carnivorous maws and reached feebly from them from the depths below. Virgin, who guided Odin around the open pits as carefully as he could, reached out and grasped his arm when Odin lingered one moment too many, but even then his companion’s touch was not enough to keep him from leaning forward to examine the tentacles that would never reach him but surely strangle him were he to fall in.
“We can’t get sidetracked,” Virgin said, guiding Odin away from the pit and toward the last big stretch of the forest. “We should be out of here by dusk.”
“Dusk?”
“You know, the time when the sun’s setting—“
“I know what dusk is, you idiot.”
Virgin offered a slight smile Odin found hard not to return.
“You’re saying we could be out of here before it even gets dark,” Odin said, grimacing as his foot kicked a stray rock into one of the pits. Below, the definitive sound of a gaping mouth snapping shut cracked the air and raised every hair on the back of his neck. “Shit.”
“Shit is right,” Virgin said. “Be careful. I don’t want to have to fish you out of one of these pits.”
“Could you?”
“Possibly… maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“Let’s not try it, shall we?” the Halfling asked, raising his free arm and offering a brief laugh. “As to your question, yes—we could be out of here before it even gets dark.”
“How far back do you think the Elves are?”
“I’m not sure, but I don’t really want to think about it. Do you?”
“Not particularly.”
“Then let’s focus on the goal beforehand.” Virgin straightened his posture and cocked his head to the side, as if stretching his neck before rolling it about his shoulders.
“What about you?” Odin frowned.
“What about me?”
“You’ve asked how I’ve been, but I don’t think I’ve ever asked you if you were all right.”
“I’m fine, Odin. There’s no need to worry about me.”
“I’m trying not to.”
“What I’m most concerned about is keeping up our progress until we’re out of the Abroen. I know you understand that.”
“I do.”
“If the Elves do happen to be close,” Virgin continued, “which I highly doubt they are, but let’s be on the safe side here, we should probably be as quiet as possible.”
“All right,” Odin said.
That cue was as good as any.
 
Dusk came with an irrational fear that they were being followed.
It began first with the static in the air and soon eclipsed when it became so apparent that it felt as though several thousand flies were filling the hollows of their ears. The sound insane, like nails across the chalkboard, and the notion all too real for Odin to almost comprehend, he reached up to put two fingers in his ears to try and clear them of the sound, as it seemed impossible for such a thing to have been occurring were they not being followed. However, when he pulled his fingers out and continued to hear the noise, he turned his attention on Virgin and offered a frown that his fellow Halfling soon returned.
What do you think it is? he mouthed.
 As much of the afternoon had been spent in silence, it made no better sense than to continue this tradition by speaking without making noise. Regardless, though, Virgin seemed lost, as he offered yet another frown and cocked his head to one side, playing the dumb cat mystified at the fact that its mouse had suddenly disappeared out of nowhere.
“Virgin,” he whispered.
“I hear it,” his companion said, raising a finger to his lips.
Can you read lips?
The Halfling nodded and turned his head to examine the expanse of ground they’d just covered.
“Let me see the book,” Odin said.
“What do you mean?” Virgin frowned.
“I said let me see it.”
“All right, all right.”
Reaching up, Virgin slung the pack off his shoulder, placed it onto the muddied ground, then crouched and pulled the drawstrings that kept the knapsack together apart 
Immediately, Odin reached in and grabbed the book.
A whisper on the wind thrust Virgin to his feet.
“What was that?” Odin asked.
Virgin drew his dagger without bothering to respond.
“Virgin.”
“Shh,” the older Halfling replied.
In the distance, what appeared to be a series of brightly-shining orbs hovered just off the ground—dancing, twisting and rotating about the air as if searching every nook and cranny for the two people they were most intent on capturing.
Shit.
Instead of directly responding to the apparitions, Virgin slung the pack over his shoulder, reached down, then gestured Odin toward the last stretch of ground beneath the covered woods.
You can do this, he thought, sighing, trying his hardest to control his breath in order to not succumb to anxiety. Come on, you can do this.
Though the whisper on the wind seemed ever stronger, Odin was somehow able to maintain control over his emotions, thereby eliminating the need for true panic in the presence of danger.
The world opened before them.
The forest ended.
The Great Divide began.
“Are they,” Odin began.
“Quiet,” Virgin whispered. “They might hear us.”
Slinging his dagger out in front of him, the older Halfling threw a glance over his shoulder and at the distant pool of water and shrubberies that lay in the near distance.
It would, Odin knew, be a desperate shot, but he knew it was more than possible to make it.
“Come on,” Virgin whispered, sliding his dagger into its sheath and bending at the knees.
“Are we running?”
Virgin took off without responding.
Surprised and almost unsure what to do, Odin took off into a full-out run, desperate to catch up with his Halfling companion as they bridged the distance between them and the pool at an alarming speed. Flying on the wind, feet in the air and seemingly-never touching the ground, they could have been birds at that very moment—great storks who flew upon the wind with grace and speed that could not be matched by any land animal.
Come on, Odin thought, pumping his legs as fast as he could. You can do this. Come on, come on.
The tree line rushed to greet him.
Odin ducked.
Closing his eyes, reaching up to guard his face from the low-set trees and the branches they bore, Odin threw himself into the brush just in time for a pair of hands to grab him by the shoulders.
He cried out in surprise.
His hand flew to his sword.
The book fell down.
He drew his father’s silver-bladed sword just in time to look up and see Virgin standing above him, hands up and arms spread out.
“Virgin,” he breathed.
“It’s all right,” the older Halfling whispered, crouching down as Odin sheathed his sword. “See that?”
The orbs of light—in various shades of yellows, reds, greens and even orange—danced around the line of trees, shot into the air, then settled back down to the ground and waded as men would in deep water as they pushed their way out of the forest.
“The book’s still there,” Odin whispered. “Right?”
Virgin lifted it within one hand and pushed it under the brush.
Pressing himself to the ground, Odin curled himself into the tightest ball he could manage and pulled the book to his chest as no more than a few feet away the Elves continued their frantic search. Though he could see nothing, as his eyes were forced shut, he could still feel the static in the air, bugs on his skin and the hairs on his neck alight with life.
“It’s all right,” Virgin whispered.
“I know,” Odin whispered back.
“You’re shaking.”
He ceased the incessant movements and tightened his muscles as much as he could.
You’re going to get caught, his conscience whispered, bearing down upon him with tooth and nail. They’re going to catch you and strip you naked before they throw you so deep into the Abroen that you can never find your way out.
No they’re not, he thought, trembling, once more unable to control the emotions flooding through him. They’re not, they can’t, they won’t.
The dragon in his mind reared forward and breathed fire across his being.
No!
 He would have screamed had Virgin not clamped a hand over his mouth.
“You have to be quiet,” his companion whispered, brushing his lips so close to his ear Odin thought he could feel the Halfling’s tongue along his skin.
How desperately he wanted to say I am, to hold within his cause an ounce of sanity of which he could use to keep himself from going over the edge. That would have been a blessing, a Godsend, a truce he could have used to his advantage, but since there were none, and as there was no one who would offer it upon a silver or golden platter, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath through his nose, then expelled what little he could of it out his mouth.
Virgin pulled his hand back.
A tear slipped from Odin’s eye.
They couldn’t be captured—not here, not now, not after so much work and after all the time they had spent desperately escaping from their pursuers.
“I think,” Virgin whispered, drawing close enough to where their chests could touch had they not the book between them, “that we need to stay here for the rest of the day.”
Odin had no word of response.
Within his mind’s eye, so horrible and open, he could see the Elves waiting them out throughout the entire day—still, stoic, and without a breath from their lips.
They could do this.
He knew they could.
*
The knock that came at the door late that night was enough to wake Nova. Sitting up, he brushed the sleep from his eyes and waited to see if he’d just been imagining things. When a second knock followed, he sighed and crawled from bed.
“Is someone here?” Katarina asked.
“Yeah,” Nova grunted. “I think so.”
“Who could be here this late?”
His common inclination was to believe that it was Odin who had knocked at the door—that his friend, gone for so long, had returned from the forest with a man he knew nothing of to say that all was well. The idea wasn’t too outrageous, considering the circumstances, but he knew better than to think such a thing. It wasn’t Odin. No. Odin wouldn’t be back for months, if not a long, long time.
“Nova,” Ketrak said from the doorway. “Did you hear—“
“I did, Father.”
Taking a dagger from his nightside table, Nova undid its clasp and drew the blade from its sheath as he made his way toward the door. Given the darkness of the night, he wouldn’t have been able to see anything even if he wanted to. The scones had not been installed. No light would shine upon this situation.
The knock came again.
Nova leaned against the door. “Who’s there?” he asked.
“It’s me,” Carmen said.
Nova unbolted the door before letting Carmen inside. “What’re you doing here so late?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”
“Not with me, no.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
The shuffle of Katarina’s footsteps drew Nova’s attention to the top of the stairs.
“There’s been an attack,” Carmen said, “on a settlement called Kaprika just two days south of here.”
“Kaprika?” Nova frowned. 
“I hadn’t heard of it either,” the Dwarf said, her laugh tinged with unease. “At least, not until now.”
“How do they know it’s been attacked?”
“The scout never came back. He was supposed to report in after he delivered a message to the commanding officer.”
“Is it Herald?”
“They… they think it’s Undead.”
The frigid current that passed along Nova’s skin was not caused by the partially-cracked door. Rather, it came as a result of the knowledge that the dead were not silent—that sometimes, when stirred from their holy slumber, they could wander the earth and do the bidding of those who wished others wrong.
“How do you know?” Nova asked.
“There’s been reports of refugees seeing people with mortal wounds walking the roads. That’s… clear enough, I think.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Dora put out a call with the last watch. She wants to send men to the settlement.”
“Us?”
Carmen shrugged. “I put my name on the list,” she said. “I know I can’t ask you to go, but I thought I’d let you know.”
“When are they leaving?”
“Within the next hour.”
Wrapping his arms around himself, Nova looked from the Dwarf, to his father-in-law, then to his wife, who’d begun to descend the stairs with slow, quiet steps, as though disturbing the conversation would somehow shatter the already-fractured mirror it was displayed upon.
It’s happening again, he thought. I don’t… I can’t—
He’d swore that he’d never leave his wife after the war—that he would remain here to ensure both her and her father’s safety. Now, with a baby on the way, the stakes were raised—so much that the flag atop its mast was all the more capable of being blown away with just the right amount of wind.
“Nova,” Katarina said.
“I’m not going,” he replied.
“You need to.”
“What?”
Ketrak’s startled expression must have mirrored his own, for the shock in Nova’s heart was only leveled by his grief.
“You have to go,” Katarina said.
“I can’t, Katarina,” Nova said. “I—“
“If something really is happening… and only two days from here… it means we’re all in danger.”
“I’m not leaving you here.”
“He’s right,” Ketrak said. “Katarina, honey—if something happens when Nova isn’t here—“
“But what if something happens if he isn’t there?” Katarina asked. “He taught me, Father. You saw me with the sword.”
“But the baby—“
“I would never let anything happen to our baby.” She caressed the growing mound in her stomach and looked up at Nova. “I don’t like the idea of a bunch of guardsmen going and dealing with a problem they have no experience with. At least you’ve fought what you might encounter.”
“But you—“ Nova started.
“The priests will stand vigil,” Carmen interrupted. “Candles are going to be arranged across a perimeter on the road and the houses are going to be blessed. They can’t pass into consecrated ground.”
“We’ll be fine,” Katarina said. “I’d feel much more comfortable if you stood between us and whatever it is that’s out there. For the baby’s sake.”
“All right,” Nova said. “I’ll go.”
“I’ll wait here,” Carmen nodded. 
With one last look at Carmen, Nova started for the stairs.
Before he could mount them, he brushed his hand along his wife’s arm.
 
“I’m sorry I came knocking,” Carmen said. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Nova replied. “She’s right. My family’s safer if I’m between them.”
Dressed in a long shirt, light leather armor and a fur cloak and hood, Nova waited near the assembly of men that stood at the edge of Ornalia. Scythe propped against his shoulder, he tried to fight back waves of discomfort as he watched several men in robes place and light candles along the road.
“Are we being led?” Nova asked.
“Yes,” Carmen said. “By him.”
The man was as thin as a rail and stout as could possibly be. Dressed in a robe that bore nondescript markings likely to counter the various affiliations of any wandering dead, he stepped forward with his intricate tri-ringed staff that bore overlapping insignias of a sun upon its head and nodded at the men in his midst. “Gentlemen,” he said.



“Father Mercutio,” several of the men replied.
“You know why you are here and you know what we are doing. There is no denying what we are walking into. This place… great and beautiful Kaprika… has been defiled by something marked by the passage of magic that is not often seen in our world. I do not know what to expect, nor do I advise you to act in any preconceived way. Know that the people here may be afflicted and now under the control of powers beyond us. They are not alive anymore. They are dead. The best thing we can do for them is to end their existence.”
The men nodded. While visibly shaken, they seemed content with the knowledge of what they were about to do, though many reached up to grasp pendants of their patron saints or Gods.
“The pages are delivering the mounts. We will leave soon.”
 
Their group of thirteen was marked with a torrid discrepancy of men. Within their midst were a handful of castle guards, upon their breasts heavy plate armor and large double-handed weapons. Local hunters flanked their sides, bows at the ready. Peasants whom Nova imagined knew little of trained combat adorned their midst, and along with Carmen and Nova, the two most unarguably-experienced of the party, Father Mercutio helmed the party, his head bowed and lips silently moving in prayer.
“Where could they have come from?” Nova whispered to Carmen. “I thought the Elves and Dwarves had driven the armies back into Denyon?”
“There’ve been rumors that a body snatching took place. They don’t know if that’s true, mind you, but if a Necromancer wanted to infiltrate the kingdom, what better way than to use one of its own people?”
   Nodding, Nova shivered, drawing the wings of his cloak across his shoulders and trying his hardest to dispel the idea from his mind. Such things were vastly uncommon within the modern world, but if fable were any indication, it had occurred many a time—how, from the depths of a body so riddled with corruption that it could barely exist, a creature could first kill, then inhabit the form of another. They’d speak the same, for their bodies would no longer be different, and though their appearance would not have altered, the mind would no longer be there. Such rape upon the body could not be compared, for to have one’s identity stripped away and then reassembled exceeded far the idea of cruel and unusual punishment.
With a shake of his head, Nova reached down to finger the dagger at his belt, then sighed.
So far as he understood, no one here possessed the Gift.
They needed a mage—someone who could completely and totally overpower an enemy if the need arise.
What we need, Nova thought, then began to falter soon after.
What they needed… he realized… was someone like Odin.
Which isn’t going to happen. Not anytime soon.
Turning his head, Nova looked down at Carmen just in time to see her fumbling with something dangling from her neck. “What’s that?” he asked.
“A hammer,” she replied. “Thor’s Hammer.”
“Is he—“
“My God? Yeah. Sort of. The Dwarves believe in a lot of different gods and worship all of them, but Thor… he’s the Dwarven God of War.”
“Which would explain why you carry his sign around,” Nova nodded. “Carmen… there’s a Dwarven God called Odin, right?”
“Yeah.”
“What is he the God of?”
“Death.”
How ironic, he thought, then sighed.
Carmen pressed a hand against his thigh. “He doesn’t just deal with people dying though,” she continued. “He deals with where they go after they die.”
“You mean like Heaven?”
“Well… sort of…” Carmen leaned back against him. “You see, the Dwarves, we fell from the sky—or, most specifically, a great tree. It’s called Yggdrasil. It twists high into the air and sprouts out near the top to hold a platform where a great mound of earth grows out of it. Our people also call it the Nine Worlds.”
“Why?”
“There’s supposed to be nine great parts in the world where we can all go—sorta like your Heaven and Hell thing, but I think ours also has to deal with before you are born, while you are living, when you die and before you go somewhere. That’s where the Dwarves say most of the people go. The ones who hurt the weak and kill the innocent go to a nameless place made of fire. Warriors, though… they go to Valhalla.”
“What is that?” Nova asked.
“A place in the sky where a great ship sails upon the winds to the places beyond the stars.”
“Why do they go there?”
“Because great people who do extraordinary things are special. They’re never forgotten.”
The fleeting image of Miko turning to look at them from the woods of Ohmalyon entered his mind.
“No,” Nova whispered. “They aren’t.”
 
The camp was left dark save for a lantern balanced atop a tree stump. Pressed into his bedroll, trying to sleep, Nova fought the restlessness that plagued his mind regardless of the fact that he felt they were being watched.
You’re fine, he thought. Don’t worry about it.
Still—the sensation was unnerving, akin to having a feather dragged across your skin in preparation for its sharp matter to be plunged into your flesh. His scythe, always close, rested right beside him, though his dagger lay closer, its hilt in his hand.
 The snap of a twig made him bolt upright, dagger drawn.
“It’s ok,” Carmen laughed beside him. “It’s just an elk.”
The creature, who raised its head upon taking notice of the group, bolted back into the woods on the opposite side of the road.
“This is a good thing,” Father Mercutio said from his place near the lantern.
“What is, Father?” one of the guards asked.
“The animals are here,” the blonde-haired hunter said. “They haven’t been disturbed.”
“Our four-legged brothers are the first to leave if something has happened,” Mercutio agreed. “They are often the wiser of us. They care not for possessions. They live only to survive.”
Frowning, Nova once more burrowed into his bedroll, though he already knew it would be to his regret. The stillness of a northern Ornalan night was something he’d never come to accept. After not only his and Carmen’s encounter with the werewolf, but his and Odin’s fight with Marsh Walkers, it was any wonder he was able to lay down without a fire, let alone sleep.
Everything’s going to be fine, he thought. You have nothing to worry about.
Just as he closed his eyes, he couldn’t help but wonder.
Do we?
 
“This is it,” one of the hunters said. “Kaprika.”
The sadness in his eyes was nothing compared to the desolation before them. There existed no broken homes, no shattered glass, no desecrated corpses or even an amalgamation of heresy related to Necromancy. No bones, no blood, no circles, no sacrifice—there was nothing, which made the darkening skyscape even more terrifying.
“Father Mercutio,” Carmen said after she cleared her throat.
“Yes, dear Dwarf?” the priest asked.
“What do we do now?”
“We search,” he replied, “for the ones who are lost.”
Dismounting, Nova took hold of his horse’s reigns and offered Carmen a hand. After she dropped onto the ground with a mighty thump, she drew her mace and swished it about her wrist before nodding and waiting for one of the peasants to take the horses.
They were instructed by Father Mercutio to round the settlement and search any accessible stores and homes. These, he said, would be the candidate homes for whatever it was that had happened—where victims would be stored or the undead barricaded in by the residents of this plantation. Two guards stayed with Mercutio—the rest were beckoned forward in pairs.
“You got a bad feeling about this?” Nova asked, holding his scythe steadily before him.
“Not yet,” Carmen said. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t get one.”
Nova said nothing. He merely allowed Carmen to lead them toward their instructed destination.
The edge of the settlement stood at a point where the manmade clearing ending—where, at the head of it all, a building that resembled a chimney in shape but was likely a longhouse stood. Upon its tower rested the remains of a cross—hanging limply in one place and almost-completely eaten away by flame at the other.
“Any coincidence that the priest sent us here?” Carmen laughed.
“No,” Nova said. “I—“
Something rustled in the nearby bushes, cutting him off midsentence.
Nova spun. Scythe gleaming, the rubies along its surface caught and reflected what little sunlight pierced from the eastern sky. “You hear that?” he asked.
“I heard it,” Carmen said. She, too, stepped forward, mace brandished. “It was probably nothing though.”
“There isn’t supposed to be anything here. It had to be something.”
“The wind, maybe?”
“I don’t know. Let’s not worry about it.”
“Just watch my back,” the Dwarf replied.
“I’ll do that.”
At the foot of the longhouse, Nova glanced to his left and right, then gestured Carmen forward.
Carmen mounted the steps.
The sound of her footsteps along the stone only further intensified his nerves.
Sighing, Nova tightened his hold on his scythe and started up after the Dwarf.
One foot fell, then a second.
A clod of dirt crunched beneath his boot.
The sky rumbled and with it belched blackened clouds.
“This is not good,” Carmen said as she reached the top step. “Not good at all.”
“What?” Nova frowned.
The Dwarf pointed.
Where most obviously a handlebar had been laid into the door there were a series of blunt strikes and scorch marks, mocking them with the still-fresh smell.
“On three?” Carmen asked. “One… two…”
She kicked the door open.
Nothing stirred inside.
Stepping forward, Nova braced himself for the worst.
Many of the older settlements of Ornala had been built in a way that would provide comfort and warmth while still offering protection from the outside world. Wrought with stone, decorated with intricately-sewn furniture and animal skins, the longhouse spanned some thirty feet until tapering out into a smaller, nondescript room. No windows had been built into the stone—likely, Nova imagined, for an event like this.
“Doesn’t seem like anyone’s in here,” Carmen mused.
“No,” Nova agreed. “There doesn’t.”
“We should probably look around though, just in case we—“
A shuffle along an armchair broke the conversation.
Raising her mace, Carmen edged forward. “Come out,” she said. “We don’t want to—“
Nova expected a creature to appear—maligned, malformed and bearing upon its face nothing of its former countenance. What stepped forward, however, was a dog—red-furred and looking extremely malnourished.
“Oh no,” Carmen cried, falling to her knees. “Are you ok little guy?”
“Carmen,” Nova warned.
The dog’s low whimpers silenced Nova before he could continue.
“There there,” Carmen said, extending a hand palm-out so the dog could sniff it. “It’s ok. We’re here to help you.”
The dog edged forward, lifted its head just slightly, then extended its snout to sniff Carmen’s hand.
The Dwarf smiled.
The dog shuffled forward and pressed its body against hers.
“It’s gonna be ok,” Carmen smiled, ruffling the dog’s fur. “We’re gonna get you out of here. You’ll get fed, brushed, played with. I’ll even let you sleep with me.”
“Something’s wrong,” Nova said.
“What’re you—“
“If the owner’s gone, why is the dog still here?”
The realization in Carmen’s eyes struck horror in Nova’s heart.
Something stirred in the hideaway room to the side.
The dog whimpered and cowered behind Carmen.
Nova stepped forward.
The creature stumbled from the storage room as though it had just been woken from slumber. Black eyes blinking, long, four-fingered hands flexing, it tilted its horseshoe-like head up to examine them as it fully took notice of the intruders, its white skin gleaming like water upon sun-struck skin.
“What is that?” Carmen asked.
“I don’t know,” Nova replied, fighting to maintain his nerves as the dog whimpered at his feet.
Standing, Carmen held her mace before her. “Back!” she cried. “Stay back! Back!”
A sound like water running through a cave drifted from the creature’s head.
Nova stumbled back. He blinked to try and clear his vision.
“What happened?” Carmen asked.
“I,” Nova replied, the sound of a melody beginning to cloud his skull. “I don’t—“
The creature extended a bulbed finger.
The dog barked.
Nova gasped.
A starburst of icicles began to sprout along his body. Enveloping the skin beneath his rolled-up sleeves, spreading beneath his clothing, branching out along his chest—he shivered as the creature continued to near and as the ice began to crawl up his neck.
Magic, he thought. I… I don’t—
“Hey fish-breath!” Carmen cried. “Take this!”
The creature turned.
Its hold was released.
The icicles exploded and Nova fell to his knees just as the creature let out a shrill, ethereal cry.
Carmen stood no more than three feet away, bloodied mace in hand. The creature’s kneecap was a ruined mess.
“Carmen,” Nova gasped. “Mah-mah-madge—“
The Dwarf slung her mace into the creature’s chin.
It screamed.
Carmen swore.
She brought the but of her weapon down atop its skull and forced its head to the ground.
Nova witnessed carnage before his eyes.
As Carmen killed the creature, slowly bludgeoning its skull to nothing more than a pulp, the innocuous hold Nova had felt upon his mind began to dissipate. Within his skull there was no melody, no sound, no atmosphere which he compared to a great civilization that existed—who, with sound, created an orchestra upon which the entirety of life was governed. The brief illumination of a barren underwater landscape decorated with twisted spires of rock entered his mind just before the dog began to lick his face.
“What,” he gasped. “I—“
“We need to get out of here,” Carmen said, taking hold of his hand. “Now.”
Nova didn’t realize the screams until he got to his feet. “What’s going on?”
“They drowned them!” one of the men screamed. “They drowned them and brought them back to life!”
Nova looked down at the mangled creature before them. “That,” he said.
“Not now,” the Dwarf replied.
She took his hand and dragged him to the doorway.
Outside, the world erupted in chaos.
From all sides of the plantation came the shambling masses of the living dead. Skin bloated, clothes waterlogged and bodies leaving moisture with each step, they pushed through the withering stalks of corn and grappled with the king’s men in an attempt to drive them away. Panic ensued among the peasants. One ran forward in a desperate attempt to drive a creature off only to have vomit upon him, its surface decorated with urchins that stabbed, then began to burrow into the man’s flesh.
“Oh God,” Nova said.
“By the will of the Great Creators in which you all believed,” Father Mercutio said, holding his staff high. “I bless you, your souls, your mortal bodies and your eternal souls. I command you: give heed of these vessels and release yourselves to the Gods!”
The constellations upon Mercutio’s staff began to spin.
Yellow light burst from its surface.
The dead recoiled.
The guards, bearing spears, advanced.
Carmen started forward.
She ran with speed and grace Nova couldn’t have imagined with her small and encumbered form and took advantage of the flanking maneuver she instigated. As she approached the undead, smelling of fish and the rotten sea, she slammed her mace into their kneecaps and topped them to their feet. Nova, in pursuit, was quick to make short work of them, as the moment they came within reach he lopped their heads off with his scythe.
The world was alight with battle.
Nova fell into the role he knew he was most apt to do.
The number of corpses within the clearing did not intensify as the battle raged on. One felled by an arrow, another decapitation, the third trampling by a horse that ran forward as its owner became overwhelmed—the small populace that had once lived here numbered only in the dozens, so the work required to put down the dead was little. So far as Nova could tell during the times he was not killing the creatures, the only man that had been injured was the one infested with urchins, and even then that could possibly not be a life sentence.
He swung his scythe.
A head came off.
A rammed his scythe behind him as the sound of footsteps came clear before turning and slamming his blade into the creature’s chest.
He cut it in half instantaneously.
The horrific reality came clear.
People, he thought. Like before.
Pure, innocent people—individuals who had done nothing to deserve the punishment that had been inflicted upon them. It had obviously been the work of dark magics that had shrouded these people’s lives, but were they of Herald’s bidding, of his command? And if not, just who, or what, were the things that had done this—the thing that had nearly killed him with but one thought?
Nova raised his head.
A corpse drew near.
He slammed his scythe into its skull and watched its putrid insides slides out a moment later.
“Are they dead?” one of the men asked, breathless.
“I think so,” Carmen replied, panting, rubbing sweat from her brow. “Is everyone ok?”
“I think so,” the blonde hunter said. “No one’s hurt except—“
“Look out!” someone cried.
Nova turned.
A corpse lashed forward and wrapped its hands around his neck.
Fuck, he gasped. Fuck.
He couldn’t kill the thing. His weapon was too long, its blade too sharp and curved for him to be able to get it between him and the undead monster, so for that he dropped it and reached up in an attempt to pry its hold from his neck. Its flesh was waxy, its bones brittle. Its sagging face held a forlorn expression that reminded him, oddly, of his wife, as in that moment it seemed he would never again see the woman he loved.
“Luh-let,” he managed, “go—“
A snarl cut through his struggles and a blur of movement flashed at his side.
The corpse was knocked to the side.
Nova stumbled and fell to the ground, his elbows jarred into the dirt with enough force to make him squeal.
He looked up just in time to see the dog wrestling with the corpse, its mouth around a mangled wrist.
“Are you ok?” the blonde-haired hunter asked.
“I,” he gasped, “it—“
Carmen screamed and ran forward.
She slammed her mace on the creatures head again and again.
When it ceased to twitch, she let out a long exhale, then looked at the dog. “Hey buddy,” she smiled. “Pretty honorable of you, huh?”
The dog barked and wagged its tail
“Honor,” the Dwarf nodded. “Yeah. That’s it. Honor. There’s no better name for a dog like you.”
Yipping in joy, the dog ran over to Nova, pressed its nose against his cheek, then gave him one long, slobbery lick.
“Thank you,” he coughed.
The dog tackled him to the ground, licking his face the whole way.
 
The afternoon was spent in silence. Performing minor surgical procedures on an unconscious civilian, whose urchin-infested body was plagued with sores that oozed a grim liquid; tending to the injured, the few and far between; mourning the loss of the people of Kaprika and tending to the dead that plagued the grounds—Father Mercutio wandered the plantation blessing the homes and preparing funeral rights over the bodies, his face a mixture of pain and peace.
“How are you feeling?” Carmen asked.
“Fine,” Nova said. “I’m all right.”
The dog—rightfully named Honor—pressed its head against Carmen’s side as the Dwarf continued to rub its back. Its condition was favorable, despite its troubled circumstance. Already it had eaten several pieces of jerky and even a few slices of fruit, a sad testament to how long it must have gone without food.
“He saved my life,” Nova said.
“I know,” Carmen replied. “When I saw I was on my way, but I was on the other side of the plantation. He was faster than I could’ve ever been.”
“He’s a good dog,” Nova agreed. “But you saved my ass twice today. You don’t know how much that means to me.”
“Comes with the territory. You watch my back, I watch yours—or, in this case, your ass.”
Laughing, Nova slapped the Dwarf’s shoulder and raised his head just in time to see one of the hunters cover the civilian’s body with a cloak. “He’s dead,” the blonde-haired man said, confirming what everyone already knew. “Poison.”
“We need to get away from here,” Father Mercutio said as he came forward. “Now.”
 
“What was it?” Carmen asked.
The priest raised his head from his place in front of the fire and looked at the Dwarf with troubled eyes. Lips pursed, body a sculpture of unease, he took a moment to compose himself before sighing and saying, “An Anamdala.”
“Anamdala?” a civilian asked. “One of the Merpeople?”
“The Anamadala are not anything like the Mermen or maids that inhabit our seas,” Mercutio replied. “As legendary as they are, it would seem the great sea people do, in fact, exist.”
“Who are they?” Nova frowned. “And why did one of them attack the plantation?”
“It is thought that the Anamdala are much like human beings. They live in groups, raise their young from birth until adolescence, and make society much like we do. Famous rendition paint the cities they live in as—“
Barren landscapes, great towering spires, twisting and turning in formations of rock that is said to be living but is also not dead, where the great and wonderful creatures of the sea gather around this great quagmire to worship the things that command with their very eyes the lives and souls of—
Nova blinked. The image fading, he gained sight just in time to find the entire camp looking at him—most particularly Mercutio, who frowned as he studied his recovering expression. “Son,” the priest said. “Are you not blessed with the Sight?”
“Yes, Father.”
“And were you not touched by one of these creatures?”
Trembling, Nova nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I was.”
“The Anamdala are heralded in legend for their cruel and strange tenacity to feed off the free will of other living things. Lady Carmen said this creature did not possess a mouth.”
“No. It didn’t.”
“And when approaching you, it stunned you in place with melody and magic?”
“Yes. It did.”
“I don’t understand something though,” Carmen said. “What would a race of sea people want to do with the people who live on land? Why come all this way just to attack a plantation?”
“That I do not know,” Mercutio sighed.
“Do you think this has anything to do with the war?” another man asked.
“Likely not,” Mercutio replied. “I see no reason for such creatures to meddle in our affairs. What purpose would it serve them? They are but a sea-dwelling people that supposedly… well… seem… to wander on land.” He lowered his hand and clasped his fists around his staff. “Friends… if I may… let us have a moment of silence for those this great country has lost.”
Bowing his head, Nova closed his eyes and placed his hands on his thighs.
Just as he began to pray, a single low note hummed through his head.
The shiver it brought was not a result of the cold. It was of something else.
*
Time seemed endless beneath the slight canopy of trees and the bushes under which they hid. A man could have breathed his final breath, a child could have been born, a mother could have led her children along the street of a freshly-crowned Ornala and toward their home, and perhaps even a dog could have given birth to a litter of puppies that would soon grace the homes of several happy children. People could play, people could live, people could die and, most certainly, be reborn, if only a bit of dark magic were used. However, in that moment that there could be none of these things, for beneath the canopy of trees, bushes and the open fresh air that lay not smelling of bark and needles, there existed nothing but madness—pure, isolated madness, which could consume one whole and then spit them out with nothing but their bones.
Between the realms of consciousness and sleep, Odin pressed the book as tightly to his chest as he could and rolled onto his side, near where Virgin, too, remained somewhat awake but mostly asleep. In response, the older Halfling set an arm across his shoulders and pulled him close, though there was little room the two of them could have shared with the book mashed between their chests.
“Are you awake?” Odin whispered.
Virgin offered a slight nod that sealed his question.
You need to be quiet, he thought, offering a nod of his own as he bowed his head against Virgin’s brow. They might hear you.
Would the Elves have stuck around this long to have waited for them—and could, he wondered, they hear the words he spoke? He imagined they could, given their innate ability to hear things that most beings couldn’t, but if they were to have already heard them, wouldn’t they have already come to claim what was theirs?
Of course they would.
No longer content with the reality that they were still being watched, Odin pressed the book to the ground, rolled over as carefully as he could, then wedged his head into the bush until he could see into the Great Divide.
No. There couldn’t be. It couldn’t be true.
What in the world?
As far as he could tell, he could see no one anywhere within the gorge that separated the Whooping Hills and the Abroen Forest.
“Virgin,” Odin said. “Virgin. Virgin!”
“What?” Virgin whispered.
“There’s no one out there.”
“Even so, we should probably stay here until nightfall.”
“We should get away while we can!”
“You need to be quiet, Odin.”
“But there’s no one—“
“They could be waiting behind the tree line. Did you think about that?”
No.
Unable to directly respond, Odin sighed, closed his eyes, then spread his arm out along the ground before setting his head atop it.
“We’ve been going for a long time,” Virgin whispered, stroking Odin’s opposite arm before cracking his eyes open to slits. “Why don’t we just lay here for a while, Odin? We’ll get some well-deserved rest, won’t we?”
“I guess,” he whispered.
Closing his eyes, Odin extended his body along the line of bushes before forcing himself to no longer worry about whether or not the Elves were watching them from afar.
Things would be fine. He just had to believe in that.
 
He woke to the sound of crackling flames and the triumphant barking of dogs.
Heart in strings, nerves shot and mind ready to crack, Odin opened his eyes to find Virgin’s attention set on the bushes directly behind him, eyes alight with fear that could not have been described even if Odin had the urge to try.
Are they, Odin mouthed.
Virgin shook his head before he could continue any further.
You know they’re there, his conscience whispered, tracing the back of his skull like a mother would a poor, insolent child. Just listen.
Were one to clear their mind and channel their ears, they would have heard the sound of Elves talking—of rushed whispers and even higher laughs. Even the dogs made their own noises when occasionally a bird would flutter somewhere in the woods around them, barking and, in some cases, yipping when their masters likely smacked them for such obvious behavior. Odin couldn’t help but wonder what kind of canines the Elves would bring along with them for a hunting mission, but regardless, it appeared they’d just been found, or at least as close to found as they could possibly be.
Virgin’s moving lips tore him from thought.
What? he mouthed.
We need to leave, the Halfling’s lips whispered, their words almost audible in the midst of the crackling fire and one whining dog.
How?
Shaking his head, the older Halfling reached forward, secured the book in his grasp, then reached down by his ankles, where he pulled the pack from his feet and pushed the massive tome inside it.
Unsure what to do and even more afraid at the possibility of being caught, Odin waited for his friend to say or do anything further.
From his place in an almost-upright position, he could faintly see the fire reflecting off Virgin’s eyes.
We’re going to get caught, he thought, trembling, trying his hardest to maintain control of himself for fear that he would cause the bushes to shake and draw the dogs’ attention. Oh God, oh God, we’re never going to make it.
This was it. This was finally it. After all this time, after all these measures and after all the undeniable, painstaking torture from which he’d shed blood, sweat and even tears, they would finally be taken into custody and judged before one of the highest courts in all the land.
At his side, Virgin pulled the drawstrings into place, then prepared to stand.
Odin reached out. What’re you doing?
Get up, the Halfling mouthed back.
What the hell do you think I—
A rogue’s cloak is his best defense.
Odin blinked. What?
Instead of responding, Virgin slung the pack over one arm and drew the cloak around him in one quick flourish.
Before Odin’s eyes, Virgin vanished. Nothing could be seen except the woods and bushes where he had once been standing.
What… the fuck.
Virgin had said he couldn’t use magic, hadn’t he?
Unless this isn’t magic, he thought, rising carefully to his feet.
His foot landed on a lose twig.
It snapped.
The noise sounded something akin to a hammer striking an iron anvil.
In the distance, one of the dogs raised its head and began to bark.
Just as Odin turned to view the progress that lay no more than a few hundred feet before them, a hand fell upon his shoulder.
He gasped and would have screamed had the second hand not clamped over his mouth.
“You really need to learn to keep your wits about you,” Virgin whispered.
“How did you—“
“A rogue’s cloak is his best friend.”
“But you… I…”
“Now’s not the time to worry about it. Come on. There’s enough room for both of us.”
“”How?” Odin asked, stepping to the side as Virgin gestured him forward before slinging his cloak over their bodies.
“Call it a parlor trick.”
“A what?”
Virgin shook his head and tapped Odin’s shoulder with his free hand, signaling him forward.
This isn’t going to work, Odin thought, panicking, his breath beginning to rise and fall in fevered pitches as they advanced out of the thicket of trees and onto open ground. They’re going to find us and there’s nothing at all we could do about it.
Were they not to hear the sound of their feet falling, then the dogs would smell them—carefully, knowingly and articulately before leading their Elven masters across the grounds directly to where they were standing. It need not matter whether or not they were beneath the guise of what could have been pegged as something of an invisibility cloak—any true mage would know such trickery upon first glance. At that very moment, though, Odin couldn’t help but wonder if they would even manage to get the look he so desperately was afraid of.
Slow, deep breaths.
In, out, in, out—over and over again until what felt like a rhythm developed beneath their guise. He led them around the scope of the pool of water and to the west, where, he couldn’t help but imagine, the town of Drianna lay at the end of a long, wayward expanse of land where even the bravest men were said to cower in fear beneath the Dark Mountains.
Behind him, Virgin maintained an amount of restraint Odin couldn’t help but envy, as it seemed with each step they only grew closer to the very things they were so desperate to avoid. It was any wonder he hadn’t panicked yet, given his lack of sleep and the ideology behind what could happen were he to trip and fall, but somehow he managed to restrain himself and led them forward. Even his breathing had slowed to a fairly-reasonable pace, that of which could barely be heard under the distant sound of the fire and the cackling birds.
Please don’t give us away, please don’t give us away, please don’t give us away, please…
Virgin pressed a hand to his back before extending a finger toward the land that lay distantly in front of them.
What is he pointing out?
So far as Odin could tell, he could see nothing, save the darkness that extended beyond the radius of the moon, which lay masked behind several clouds that likely foretold of even more rain that would not only dampen their spirits, but hinder their progress. But, then again, if it rained, the dogs wouldn’t be able to smell them, right?
Can Elves smell things through the rain?
Though he couldn’t be sure, he didn’t necessarily want to find out.
“You’re doing good,” Virgin whispered, clasping a hand around Odin’s right shoulder. “Just keep going at the speed you are and we should be out of here in no time.”
In the near distance, a dog barked.
Odin grimaced. He attempted to pause, if only to discourage anything from looking in their general direction, but Virgin tapped his shoulder and urged him forward.
“What was that?” a distant voice asked.
“I do not know,” another replied. “Probably nothing.”
Ok, Odin thought.
Not only had his heart begun to pound within his chest, but his breathing faltered and his eyes began to cross.
Virgin tapped his shoulder.
Odin nodded.
He continued to push forward regardless of the endless oppression at hand.
When he thought he heard someone drop something in their campsite, he offered only a grimace.
Nearby, what appeared to be a dirt road started from a seemingly-unbeknownst location and stretched into the great beyond.
“Don’t step on the road,” Virgin whispered.
“I won’t,” Odin replied.
A dog barked.
“There is something out there,” one of the Elves said. “We should send one of the dogs to investigate.”
“The dogs have been upset the entire night,” another replied. “It is probably nothing more than another fox.”
“Still, should we not—“
Before the Elf could reply, a chorus of laughter started up and continued on for several long moments before it eventually died down.
Odin closed his eyes.
You can do this, he thought. You know you can.
The night did not bode well.
 
They continued along the side of the road under the guise of Virgin’s cloak for what seemed like hours. An endless pursuit forward, toward a town they may not even reach come time when dawn peeked over the Hornblaris Mountains, Odin remained silent and tried not to allow his lesser inhibitions to crowd his feelings on the matter, but he couldn’t help but shiver in the chill echoing off the Whooping Hills like a great bird calling out to its mother on a long, lonely night.
You see? he thought. Everything’s just fine.
They hadn’t gotten caught, they hadn’t been followed, and so far as he could tell, the Elves hadn’t a clue that they had been anywhere near there, so who could say that their quest had been hindered?
“Are you cold?” Virgin whispered.
“A little,” Odin whispered back.
“I want us to keep going like this a little while longer, just until we don’t have to worry about the Elves catching up with us.”
“Did they know we were there?”
“I think they might have had an idea, yes.”
“Why didn’t they try and capture us then?”
“We’re criminals who stole one of the most damned texts in all the Elven language. Would you want to come wandering after us if you had no idea what we were capable of?”
“I guess not,” Odin sighed.
When Virgin offered nothing in response, Odin tilted his head up and tried to seek out the moon.
It shone like a piece of white bone. Normally, were they not shrouded under a cloak that hid them, their skin might have glowed, given the night and the fact that what Odin had thought were storm clouds had since disappeared. That alone was enough to make him uneasy with the fact that, were the Elves to have followed their natural intuition, and were they to have come free of the cloak they were under, they might have been captured in but a moment.
Could Elves, he wondered, see through the darkness, and if so, was that not why they hadn’t sent the dogs after them when they’d begun their incessant barking at seemingly nothing?
Does it matter?
Knowing in the end that it really didn’t, Odin pushed his shoulders back, reached up to rub the bridge of his nose, then bowed his head to try and contain the flowering spot of pain blossoming between his eyes. 
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
“I’ll be better once I get a decent amount of sleep, I think.”
“All right.”
All right? he frowned. Is that all you’re going to say?
In their circumstance, he couldn’t afford to argue or question his companion’s motives, so he chose to remain silent and instead continued to lead them along, careful not to take one step too close in order not to leave tracks for their pursuers to follow. Doing so would surely lead them back down the path they’d just came from, one which need not be followed unless they were truly looking to get captured.
With a short sigh, Odin bowed his head.
The night waned on.
His conscience began to fade.
 
They stopped to rest for the remainder of the night in a group of trees that lay to the far side of the road. Deeply shrouded by bushes, hanging vines and a fantastic menagerie of flora, they lay nestled beneath a single blanket that did little to fight off the effects of the cold weather drifting in from the north. Odin expected snow to fall, as it seemed much too chilly for it to rain, but when neither came within the first few hours of their arrival, he closed his eyes, pressed his head against his one arm, then tried to go to sleep without having to worry about the weather or the Elves likely pursuing them.
By the time morning came, the first kiss of winter was bestowed upon them.
“I’ve never seen snow this far south,” Virgin said, lifting his hand to catch one of the flakes as it drifted from the sheer-white sky.
“You haven’t?” Odin frowned.
“No. It usually never snows here.”
“How odd.”
Maybe it was because of the mountain chain to the far southeast, or maybe it was simply the Gods granting them a message that said to tread lightly, less they fall into some chained apparatus meant to throw them back. Either way, he couldn’t dwell upon it, as soon the ground would be covered in snow and their tracks revealed whether they liked it or not.
“Are you ready?” Virgin asked.
“I’m ready,” Odin said, hiking the slight pack up over his shoulder and securing it around his upper arm.
“Are you sure you want to carry that?”
“I can. Don’t worry.”
“All right.” The older Halfling paused, toying with the exposed hilt of his dagger. “Are you feeling any better?”
“I’m fine. Why?”
“Just checking. You seem a lot perkier than you usually are.”
Maybe because I finally got my first decent night’s sleep in the past three days? he thought, but decided to say nothing.
Instead, he stepped out of the line of trees, then pressed both feet into the snow, testing its thickness before turning to examine his companion.
“You coming?” he asked.
Carefully, as if stepping onto a lake covered with ice that would break with one false step, Virgin pushed his foot into the snow before tilting his head up to offer a slight smile.
“You’re telling me you’ve never seen snow?”
“Not this far south, no.”
“Have you ever been near the edge of Ornala?”
“Not particularly, if you want my honest answer.”
“Question,” Odin said, turning to lead them up the road now covered with a sheen of ice.
“What’s that?”
“If you’re the thief that you claim to be, who did you pick on so far down here? It’s not as though you could steal from Elves that easily—at least, not judging from what we just did.”
“The Point towns that line the Dark Mountains are fairly accessible.”
“You’ve mentioned them before, but I don’t know a whole lot about them.”
“The Point towns are the three settlements that were established in the early days of humanity to coincide with the treaty that the Elves maintain their share of land and the humans not try to claim it. Drianna, Kalen’s Rise and Harpie’s Summit were all built in order to bring peace between the two races.”
“You said Harpie’s Summit,” Odin said, drawing closer to his companion. “Why is it called that?”
“It’s the first Point town, and also the closest to the Harpie’s Peak, which is notorious for its native Banshee population.”
“Why would they name a town after such a wicked thing?”
“Because the town has since been fortified in order to handle the frequent attacks they endure,” Virgin shrugged. “I don’t know. Call them crazy, sure, but they manage to thrive and have a fairly-stable population, though I wouldn’t want to live there.”
“People actually live there?”
“Yeah. We’ll likely be passing through there if we plan on getting horses in Driana, which is the town we’re closest too.”
“All right.”
“You don’t have to worry about anything,” Virgin laughed, slapping an arm around Odin’s shoulder and pulling him into his side. “Besides—I doubt we’ll have to worry about Harpie attacks, especially with the snow. Those whores don’t like flying in rain anyway.”
Rain is nothing like snow, Odin thought.
Regardless, he decided not to dwell on it and instead focused on the path before them.
It wouldn’t be much longer before they stepped foot within Drianna.
 
The snow progressively worsened until they were forced to settle down for the night. Trapped between a crop of rocks fit only for smaller animals and lesser primordial creatures, they draped their single quilt over the two largest rocks in sight and brushed the snow aside to place a magicked fire to keep them warm. Their scant pack filled only with days-old biscuits, jerky and a can of soup, they ate light and tried not to look into the snowstorm as it continued to grow more dreadful.
I wonder if it’s hitting the jungle, he thought, unable to help but frown. 
Being so far away from the north and where the snow usually hit the worst, he could have never imagined having to deal with such hellacious weather, as never in his life had he heard of such a thing transpiring within the south. Then again, he would have never known about this chain of land in past months had he not picked up a map, so who was to say that such events couldn’t have happened before—unless, of course, Virgin was right and that snow seldom did fall here.
“Are you cold?” Virgin asked.
“Sort of,” Odin thought, only noticing that he’d been shivering because of his companion’s words.
“Come here.”
With little else to do, Odin scooted away from the fire and fell back against Virgin, who draped his cloak around them and wrapped his arms around his abdomen.
“Thank you,” Odin whispered, pressing his back into his companion’s chest. 
“Is that better?”
“Yes.”
“Are you warmer?”
“I’ll warm up soon enough,” Odin sighed, channeling magic into the cloak and around their bodies. “What about that?”
“Much better, if you ask me.”
“I wish it wasn’t snowing.”
“So do I, but there isn’t a whole lot we can do about it, can we?”
Though he could offer no word in response, Odin’s mind eventually began to entertain fantasies of things far more wicked than the average snowstorm—much like, for example, the Harpies, who could be torn from their roosts and into the countryside in search of food.
“Virgin,” he said, opening his eyes to look back into the white wasteland. “Where do the Harpies hunt?”
“So far as I know, only within Denyon. Why? Are you still worried about them?”
“What do they eat?”
“Probably whatever they can get their hands on. They say there’s wild cattle populations in the Dark Lands, though I’m not one to ask whether that’s true or not. You didn’t answer my question though.”
“Sorry?”
“Are you worried about the Harpies?”
“To be honest,” Odin said. “A little.”
“There’s nothing to worry about, Odin. I highly doubt they’d be trying to navigate in this weather.”
“I guess,” he mumbled.
As the frigid cold continued to blow across the Great Divide, marking its progress in heaps and barrels, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though he were back in the past, upon the grand island of Neline and enduring weather that could have killed him so long ago.
The Kerma, he thought. Miko.
Tears would have slipped from his eyes had he not the courage to shy them away.
“Who’s taking first watch?” Odin asked.
“I will,” Virgin said.
“Are you sure?”
“Don’t worry, Odin. I’ve had enough sleep the past few nights to know that I’m probably better off than you.”
There was no arguing with that.
Closing his eyes, Odin took a slow, deep breath, then expelled it.
Had he watched the air before him, he imagined he would have seen his breath.
 
He thought he heard the flutter of wings and opened his eyes to find the world dark and unforgiving.
Beneath the shroud of the quilt, it would have appeared they had embarked upon the final frontier, as the world seemed distraught and filled with agony. The snow—which no longer produced its own luminescence and instead lay stagnant like some retched toad peering up from a bog—continued to flutter about as if it were a creature with wings. Fairy dust would have been a marvelous term to describe it, had he been a child indoors and looking out and upon it, but in that moment, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though the depths of insanity had been birthed upon their wings. Any sane or rationale man would have been able to see that the magnitude of their predicament had increased tremendously, for it was within the depths of darkness that one would have been able to look out and see just how horrible the situation had become. It was for that reason that, during his time looking out and into the black nothing, Odin felt anything but safe.
As if he were the very last man on earth, he turned his head up and looked out into the darkness.
Directly behind him, Virgin continued to sleep as though nothing was going on. His hands at Odin’s abdomen, locked together by fingers and sleet, burned a bright red, as if they’d just been freshly scalded in the hottest water possible, while the constant ebb of the Halfling’s breath produced an affect akin to the water evaporating into steam, which repeated itself every few moments and brushed across Odin’s ear like a pair of lips frozen and blue. Such a thing might have brought him comfort had they been in less torrential circumstances, but because they were not, he couldn’t help but shiver.
This is Hell, Odin thought.
How could it not be when it seemed never to end—when outside, the world appeared torn and bleeding? It would have been fit to say that the ground beneath them was not, in fact, ground, and instead was the back of a creature made of things soft and worldly. Shifting, it would have been, for the things it carried were impure, and moving forward it would have continued, attempting to shake them free to devour them whole. The very snow could have been its fur, lost to the torments of mange and freed by agitation, while the cold itself this grand thing slowly succumbing to the reality of the darkened world. It would have seemed perfectly capable, as such things are usually possible in extreme situations, but it seemed not to matter in a moment where everything seemed to come together and eclipse as one major whole.
In but one breath of time—when he couldn’t help but feel as though lost and filled with the utmost regret—Odin found himself shivering not for the cold, but the fear that ran his heart and laced his veins.
“Virgin,” he whispered.
Though he didn’t turn to see just what his partner did, Odin could feel the Halfling’s body tense and instantly recoil. Virgin’s legs, which had been spread out and around his hips, curled back, while his hands immediately tightened to the point where it felt he’d just been struck in the stomach. His breath lost, his body trembling, Odin fell forward and pushed his hands into the snow while Virgin coughed and shifted in his place.
Above, the quilt, pregnant with snow, began to bow.
“Virgin,” Odin repeated, turning his eyes up. “Virgin! Virgin!”
“What?” the Halfling asked.
“Get up!”
“What’s wron—“
The quilt collapsed.
Snow exploded over the scenery.
Virgin was instantly covered.
In the following moments, no movement came from beneath the snow.
Stunned and unable to move, Odin merely stood there, shivering in the cold and waiting for something to happen.
What are you doing? his conscience chided. Get over there!
In but a moment he threw himself forward and began tearing the snow from his partner’s form. Hands burning and nose running to the point where it seemed his snot would turn to icicles, he thrust his fingers into the sheer white mass and strained for the quilt that had to lie just beneath the surface.
No.
He couldn’t find the quilt, no matter how hard he tried.
Where could Virgin have gone? Had he thrown himself short despite the obvious rocks that pockmarked the ground? It should have been right there, right in front of him and between the two rocks, yet he could see nothing. Not even the rocks were visible in the darkness and beneath all the snow.
“Virgin!” Odin screamed. “Virgin!”
He expected lightning to strike overhead—to signal the coming of a storm so great and fierce only it could have torn the world asunder—but instead there was nothing. Not even the snow let up in spite of the fact that he was now in the open and completely vulnerable to the elements.
Raising his hands, Odin began to channel white fire into them, all the more ready to free his companion from the snow’s oppressing weight.
A thought occurred to him.
Were he to move snow from one location and atop of another, who was to say that Virgin would not be covered even more?
“Virgin! VIRGIN!”
A growl sounded behind him.
He spun.
His swords were out within a moment.
Standing directly before him with their lips snarled and their shoulders hunched forward were three wolves, which appeared to be black specters in a world without life. Their eyes—almost like black pits of nothing—watched him with a cunning ferocity he feared and revered at the absolute same time. He’d never been one to cower under the stare of regular animals, to turn his head to shy away from earthly persecution, but in the face of these horrible creatures, he couldn’t help but tremble.
Where the hell are you? he thought, taking a few steps back as the animals began to advance on him.
If Virgin didn’t suffocate by the time he found him, surely he would freeze or be crushed beneath the snow.
One of the wolves snarled, then jumped forward.
Odin swung his father’s silver-coated blade forward.
Though no direct hit was made, the resulting, harmonious hum caused each of the wolves to falter.
Father? he thought.
The hilt began to tremble, as if cold and willing to be placed in its sheath.
The wolves snarled.
Odin raised his head.
From the tip of his black-bladed sword he fired a concentrated shot of flame.
The plume of fire struck the ground at the wolves’ feet.
The ground exploded.
Snow rained down.
The wolves cried out in either surprise or fear before high-tailing it back down the road.
Directly beneath his foot, Odin felt something shift.
“Virgin!” he screamed.
A lone protrusion appeared in the snow to reveal the quilt.
After thrusting his swords into their sheaths, Odin threw himself onto the ground before tearing the quilt off Virgin’s body.
“Virgin!” he cried, grabbing the Halfling’s face as he sucked in a gasp of air. “Virgin! Virgin!”
“What?” his companion managed.
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he said, pushing himself into a sitting position before leaning forward and coughing his lungs out. “Damn this weather.”
“There’s wolves nearby.”
“Wolves?”
“They tried to attack me after the snow fell in on you.”
“What took you so long to find me?”
“I don’t know,” he said, bowing his face against Virgin’s when he was unable to resist the urge to cry. “I don’t know, Virgin. I thought you were right there, but… when the snow fell down, I must’ve fell back a few steps because I thought… I thought…”
“You thought what?”
“I don’t know!” he cried, tearing his eyes from his partner’s face. “Goddammit! I thought I’d lost you.”
“I’m fine, Odin. Here—help me up.”
With little more than a passing breath, Odin reached forward, took Virgin’s hand, then helped him to his feet, careful not to trip over the quilt as his companion bent to retrieve the pack from beneath the snow.
“Thank the Gods you’re all right,” he sighed.
“We should’ve known that the snow would’ve gotten worse,” Virgin said, shaking his head as flakes began to develop atop his skull and around the hair framing his face. “Dammit. There’s nothing we can do or nowhere we can go.”
“We should keep going,” Odin said.
“In this weather? We’ll freeze to death!”
“What else are we supposed to do?” Odin sighed.
A wicked gust of wind tore around the now-covered rock formation and shifted their cloaks.
“If there’s nothing we can do,” Odin said, turning his head to look where the road had once been, “then we’re better off heading to Drianna.”
“We can find shelter,” Virgin said. “I know we can.”
“There’s no point, Virgin. It’s just…” He paused, then shook his head before reaching up to finger his brow. “If we try and settle down, either the weather will get us or the wolves will.”
“How many were there?”
“Three.”
“Three?”
“Yes. Three.”
“All right,” the older Halfling sighed. “Come on.”
“Are we going to Drianna?”
“We’ll damn well try.”
 
Much of the next few hours were passed in silence. Thankfully, as the night progressed and the moon became visible in the far eastern sky, the snow settled and eventually began to fall in light, even flakes, which did little to deter them or their pursuit toward the Point town of Drianna.
So cold, Odin thought, jamming his fingers into his armpits. So, so cold.
He couldn’t complain. Once upon a time, he’d experienced true cold in a land far away, in a place where old creatures died young. In walking along this route, across this arctic wasteland that had grown peaceful now that the storm had settled, memories of the past seemed to fly forward with each flake that kissed his skin and added to the overall misery that dwelled within his body.
To think that was all those years ago, he thought, unable to suppress the laugh that followed.
“What’s so funny?” Virgin asked, voice calmer than it should have been in their predicament.
“Just remembering the past,” Odin said.
“Your father?”
“And my best friend.”
“They must be great men. Both of them.”
“They are,” Odin said.
And were.
The words sharp like a dagger penetrating deep into his kidney, he bowed his head and saw that the snow had risen past a mere breath off the ground. No longer did it seem insolent and without consequence. Now nearly as deep as the heel of his boot, it appeared all the more willing to rear its ugly head and thrust them into yet another horrible predicament.
“Can I ask you something?” Virgin murmured, lifting his head.
“Anything you want,” Odin replied.
“This might be inappropriate to ask, considering our circumstance and all, but…”
“But… what?”
“You and I… well…” Virgin paused, then stopped in midstride, causing Odin to grind to a complete halt.
“What is it, Virgin?”
“I’ve been wondering about something for a little while now, and… well… I wasn’t sure how to express it without sounding childish or unsure of myself.”
“But you’re still not completely sure.”
“Right. Which is why it makes me feel awkward to ask whether or not we plan on staying together after we get back to your homeland.”
Whether we plan on staying together? Odin thought. How could he—
It hit him, slowly, but fiercely, as if he’d just been struck a mortal blow.
“You don’t think we’ll be together when I return to Ornala?” Odin frowned, unsure what to say.
“It’s something I’ve been considering for a while now. You as well as I know that most of humankind doesn’t take kindly to our kind.”
“What kind?”
“Queers,” the Halfling said.
“That’s such a dirty word,” Odin sighed, sliding his hands into his pockets and waiting for Virgin to follow suit before he continued up the road.
“It’s what we are, Odin.”
“I know, but—“
“But… what?”
“I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks about me or who I sleep with, if you want my honest opinion.”
“But there will be speculation.”
“I know.”
“And there will be harsh consequences. You know this.”
“Why is that?”
“Because a king’s champion isn’t supposed to bed another man, Odin—he’s supposed to bed a woman.”
“Who says?”
“History. Tradition. Custom.”
“Damn them,” Odin said. “I don’t care what anyone thinks about me. I never have followed custom and I never will.”
“Surely your king will.”
“The king—” 
“Even you don’t know what the man you serve thinks, Odin.”
“No.”
“Then you know it’s hard for me to keep my heart so open when I’m not sure I’ll still have the person I consider truly special in the coming months.”
“Do you love me?” Odin asked.
He’s not going to answer that, his conscience whispered. He didn’t answer it the first time. What makes you think he will now?
Fate, perhaps, maybe even a shroud of dignity that hadn’t been there previously—he didn’t know, and honestly didn’t care where the source did or didn’t come from, but it would be nice to have an honest answer this time around.
“Virgin,” Odin said.
“I can’t answer that question, Odin.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not sure.”
“I know. You’ve said that before. Because you didn’t know.”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you feel?”
“Intense, personal connection.”
“Between us?”
“Yes.”
“We lived together, we ate together, we slept together. You didn’t kiss me that often because… well… I guess kissing isn’t your thing, but that doesn’t really matter—at least, not to me, anyway. What I would like is a straight answer, if you can give me that.”
“Does what we have now not satisfy you?”
“How can it when I’m unsure of everything all the time?”
“I wouldn’t say you’re unsure,” Virgin said.
“Oh?” Odin asked. “What would you say then?”
“You’re uneasy because I haven’t directly answered your question. That’s understandable. I’ve tried to answer it in my head dozens, maybe even hundreds of times the past few months that we’ve been together, but I’ve never been able to figure it out. It isn’t a simple question to answer, Odin.”
“All right,” he sighed, crossing his arms over his chest and turning his head up to look at the mute scenery before them.
“You’re not… mad at me, are you?”
“Not mad.”
“Upset, then?”
“I guess you could say that.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You can’t be sorry for something you didn’t do, Virgin.”
“I hate to see you hurt.”
“That means a lot to me.”
“I know it does. Just as you mean so much to me.”
Just as you mean so much to me.
Could he, in the end, really be satisfied with that, affection and all?
Odin closed his eyes.
As they continued into the darkness, it seemed all the doors in the world were closing and yet one window remained open. Through it, he knew, light would stream, but never would he be able to crawl through its confines, for suffocated by its maker it was.
 
They continued through the night until they saw beacons on the horizon. Wavering forth as if beckoning them toward their presence, illuminating the vast darkness that placated the world madly and without respect, giving hope to any looking upon them and instilling within them a sense of ease which could be compared to the greatest thing in the world—in spite of everything they had endured throughout the night, Odin couldn’t help but take their presence as a sign that, finally, their suffering would be over.
“You see that?” Odin asked, extending a finger. “I’m not just seeing things, am I?”
“No,” Virgin replied, somberly, as if unable to relate. “That’s Drianna all right.”
“I didn’t realize it was so close.”
“We’ve been walking for hours, Odin—it’s been anything but close.”
Regardless of how close they’d been or not, and despite the fact that Virgin looked ready to collapse, the knowledge that civilization lay in the near distance was enough to give birth to a shining glory in Odin’s heart. Given the circumstance and the temperature, he shouldn’t have felt the way he did—like his heart was on fire and his veins were laced with venom—but either way, he couldn’t discount the fact that this was the best thing that had happened tonight.
No wolves, he thought, assembling his mental checklist to be marked by the imaginary pen that existed in the sky. No Harpies, no bandits, no one to bother us or give us shit.
Nothing had hindered them after they’d departed from their place beneath the rocks. For that alone they’d practically won life’s greatest lottery, especially given all the hell they’d endured over the past few hours.
Lowering his hand and sliding it into his pocket, Odin bowed his head to look at his feet and found that the snow had risen above the tail of his pants, decorating his trousers like exotic fur wrapped around a nobleman’s boot. How he hadn’t noticed he couldn’t be sure. He’d been paying attention to the landscape and hadn’t once seen the snow rise. However, with Drianna on the horizon and lights signaling them forward, he decided it mattered little and shook his head, freeing flakes from his hair like dandruff.
Beside him, Virgin bowed his head and let out a sigh. The Halfling’s breath appeared on the cold wind before snuffing out entirely.
“Are you all right?” Odin asked, reaching out to press a hand against his partner’s back.
“I’m fine,” Virgin said, raising his eyes to regard him. “Don’t worry about me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you cold?”
“Of course.”
“Do you want me to—“
“Conserve your energy. There’s no point in wearing yourself out when we’re so close to town.”
All right, he thought, drawing his hand away when he felt his touch had strayed one moment too long.
With his heart hammering and his mind alight with unease, Odin raised his eyes to look at the distant village.
Soon, they would be passing into its borders and sequestering themselves within its inn.
 
Not a single window was lit as they passed into Drianna and began to make their way up the street, toward the only visibly-lit settlement that could possibly be an inn. It seemed, as far as Odin could tell, that the lights that had beckoned them had come from outpost towers aligned upon each of the four corners of the settlement—all of which appeared, for the most part, to be constructed out of nothing more than wood. Faintly, judging from the ones they’d just passed behind them, they were suspended by nothing more than wooden poles holding a box-shaped platform about twenty to thirty-feet up in the air. Whether or not fires were truly lit within their confines could be debated, as Odin couldn’t help but wonder how such mechanisms would allow something to burn. As much as it stifled him to think about such things, he chose to ignore it and instead set his attention on the building before them, which lay no more than a few hundred feet away.
Beneath the silence of the falling snow, Odin thought he heard something resembling crackling fires.
Maybe they are going.
Though in the current atmospheric conditions he could not tell if the houses were emitting smoke, he could easily see that the building ahead was broadly lit and producing an orange glow that could only come from a fire. The sight forced tendrils of excitement along his bones and up into his head.
“We’re here,” Virgin said.
The Halfling’s voice, out of the cold blue, had regained some semblance of emotion, though what little there was drowned in the near-earsplitting silence that ruled their world.
You need sleep, Odin thought, tempted to reach out and touch his companion, but not sure if he should. And warmth.
Hopefully the following days’ travel wouldn’t be hindered by such horrible weather—or, at the least, wouldn’t be filled with too much snow. Maybe they could even buy a tent and take it with them after they secured horses for the rest of their travel.
Directly before the building—which Odin deduced was an inn by its interior layout—he took a deep breath, reached forward, then pushed the door open.
Almost immediately, what few eyes there were in the bar turned to look at them.
“Hello,” a woman said, drawing Odin’s attention to where she stood at the bar.
“Hello,” he replied. Both he and Virgin stomped their boots off at the door before closing it behind them.
“I imagine the two of you must be travelers, given that you’ve come in so late and all.” The woman crossed the distance between them before extending her hand. “I’m Yolanda. I own this establishment.”
“My name’s Odin, ma’am.”
“Welcome, welcome. Here—come sit. The two of you must be cold. I’ll pour you each a drink on the house. Is cider fine?”
“Anything warm,” Virgin said.
Odin reached out to pat the older Halfling’s back before leading them to the bar, upon which they sat away from the individuals drinking stronger liquor or wine.
A short moment after they took their seats, Yolanda placed a pair of steaming mugs of cider before them. “They’re hot,” she warned.
Virgin ignored this, blew into his mug, then took a deep sip before wrapping his still-red fingers about it.
Poor Virgin, Odin thought, taking a sip of his own mug of cider.
To think that his companion had been buried beneath the snow was enough to dampen his spirits, but to know that he’d been silently suffering the whole night without so much as a word of complaint? Given his frostbitten hands, the swollen tip of his nose and his trembling lower lip, it was any wonder he hadn’t broken down during the night.
In knowing that he had such a strong companion, Odin couldn’t help but grieve for the fact that so much had happened over the past few hours.
“Where might you boys be coming from?” Yolanda asked, raising her eyes from her work at lifting and replacing mugs along the back wall. “It’s not often we see strangers in these parts.”
“We’re merchants making our way from the Abroen Forest,” Virgin said, filling the lapse of silence before Odin could even begin to speak. “We’re heading to Ornala.”
Merchants? Odin thought, frowning, but offering a slight nod of agreement.
“What might you be selling?” Yolanda asked. “And might you be Elves?”
“No. We’re not.”
Racial stereotypes?
Rather than say anything, Odin lifted his mug and sipped it again, only giving a partial nod to the barkeep when she turned her eyes to look at him.
“Can I ask what you’re selling?” she asked.
“Nothing in particular,” Virgin said. “We’re jacks of all trades.”
“Apparently you fellas weren’t expecting the snow. Hell—neither were we. It never snows this far away from the mountains. Harpie’s Summit, sometimes, yes, but never here in Drianna.”
“We weren’t expecting the snow,” Odin said, popping each of his knuckles until they no longer felt sore or swollen. “Do you know where we might be able to purchase a tent or a pair of horses?”
“I’m surprised the two of you were walking all that way,” Yolanda frowned. “But as to your question, yes—come morning you can head to the stables and speak to Robert about your horses. As to tents, though… you shouldn’t be needing any if you’re planning on stopping in Kalen’s Rise. It’s only a day’s travel between each of the villages.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“No need to thank me. I assume the pair of you will be staying the night?”
“Yessum.”
“We should have a few rooms left,” she said, cocking her head to the far side of the bar. “Peter! Peter!”
A boy who looked to be around thirteen or fourteen raised his head from a table he’d been sleeping at. “Yes Yolanda, ma’am?”
“Go see if we have one of the rooms available for these gentlemen.”
“Yes ma’am.”
While the boy ran up the stairs, Odin fingered the bulbed centerpiece on the mug’s handle and turned his attention to Virgin, who only lowered his eyes to his drink and took another sip.
“If it’s all right,” Odin said, reaching down to dig out the sack of coins, “we’d like to pay now.”
“That’s fine,” Yolanda replied.
When he’d retrieved around ten copper pieces and offered them to Yolanda, she gave them a slight nod, turned, then pulled two bowls out, those of which she set on the shelf next to the cauldron before reaching in with a spoon and pouring out soup. “Dinner’s free, especially to the ones who pay good and late.”
“Thank you,” Odin said.
Virgin said nothing.
We’ll be out of here soon enough, he thought, patting the Halfling’s shoulder. Don’t you worry. Tomorrow we’ll get our horses and we can get to Kalen’s Rise.
She said it was only a day’s worth of travel between them.
With horses, hopefully the road would be much easier.
 
“How come you didn’t tell her we were Elves?” Odin asked, drawing his hands up and down Virgin’s body and channeling warming magic into his clothes to further dry them. “I mean, not that we are or anything, but it’s not like we’re causing any trouble.”
“Being an Elf in the human world is just as big a death sentence as being a Drow in the Elven one,” Virgin replied, seating himself on the bed before reaching down to unlace his boots. “You should know how bigoted humans are.”
“I’ve never had any problems.”
“Maybe not, but have you ever pulled your hair back?”
“No.”
“Then you see my point,” the older Halfling replied, tossing his boots into the corner of the room before spreading out along the mattress. “You haven’t had anything to worry about because no one’s ever mistaken you for anything but human.”
“They’ve thought other things though.”
“Your eyes may give you a dark moniker, but even then they could only consider you albino, or something of the sort.”
“I’m not though.”
“Yes, but most humans are stupid, aren’t they?”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Odin said, seating himself on the bed beside Virgin.
“What would you call them then?”
“Ignorant, I suppose.”
If any a term there was, ignorant would describe humanity as a whole. For their distrust of other races, for their slaughtering of innocents, for driving those who ruled the world before them to the ends of the earth and then calling them things akin to animals—ignorance was a disease, just as its brother and companion arrogance was, but it was not bred lightly. No. For ignorance to be born, one need only slap a child, call a name, disrupt the ebb and flow of things that shouldn’t have been disturbed and to make anything they had not the knowledge of bad and wrong. First it was the Centaurs, whom they killed without mercy, then it was the Giants for whom they considered a nuisance. The Leatherskins came next, driven across the land bridge that existed thousands of years ago to places where only could dwell, then followed the Elves, forced to the forest because they were misunderstood. Even the Dwarves faced their share of discrimination, for they were thought greedy and only concerned with their wealth. As he had come to learn over the past several years of his life, Odin had found that the other races, if anything, were to be respected and appreciated, not torn apart and reduced to name calling and servitude.
Just think, he thought, what ramifications it would have if the court knew you were a Halfling.
They’d call him a bastard—which, technically, he could be considered as, given the fact that his father had never raised him—and they’d say he was tainted and as such could not represent Ornala as a whole, for no creature of Elven lineage could have humanity’s interests in mind. Of course not. What need did a human king have for a warrior that was born of two bloods?
If only they knew, he thought.
If the truth got out that he did, in fact, bear Drow blood, then he would surely be persecuted—tied to a pole and stoned or maybe even whipped to death. That would be the day. A champion, fallen from grace, shackled and burned at the stake.
“Ignorant is a good term,” Virgin mused, cracking one eye open to examine the room. “Are you coming to bed or not?”
“I will in a moment. Why?”
“What’re you thinking about?”
“What would happen if the court knew I was a Halfling.”
“Does your king even know you bear different blood?”
“I don’t think so.”
“It’s something you shouldn’t spread lightly, especially if one comes to find that you also hold dark blood in you.”
“Hardly anyone knows.”
“Who does?”
“You, my friend Nova, possibly his wife and father-in-law.”
“That’s two people more than necessary.”
“I know, but there isn’t anything I can do about it.”
“No, but you’ll want to be careful with that.” Virgin extended his hand and set it over Odin’s. “Don’t feel like I’m lecturing you. I’m just looking out for yours—and my—safety, which is why I said we were merely merchants securing our way out of the Abroen.”
“Quick thinking on your part.”
“You learn to think quick when your reflexes need to do just the same,” the Halfling smiled. “Come to bed. We’ve had a long day and I’m sure you’re still cold.”
Such a word couldn’t describe it.
When he secured himself under the covers and Virgin blew the single candle out, Odin turned his attention to the far window.
Outside, snow fell.
The glass would be frozen come tomorrow morning.
 
“These boys’ll do you well,” Robert the stable master said, offering the reigns of two fine stallions that towered over Virgin’s six-foot frame by at least another half-foot. “Take good care of them. I raised these boys myself since they were foals.”
“We’ll take care of them,” Odin said, sliding two gold coins into the man’s hand before leading his stallion out of its stall. “A question, though, if you don’t mind me asking.”
“Suit yourself.”
“The innkeeper said Kalen’s Rise was only a day’s travel away from here?”
“That would be correct, young sir.”
“Is there anything we should worry about while we’re on this road?” Virgin asked, reaching up to stroke his black stallion’s snout. “We were almost attacked by wolves last night”
“Wolves?” the stable master frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well… the only thing I can think of is that the critters tend to get a bit upset when the weather gets kind of bad. That shouldn’t deter you any though—these guys’ll keep you safe. At least, you’d think they would, given their size and all.”
“We can’t thank you enough,” Odin said, reaching out to shake the man’s hand before vaulting onto his stallion’s back. “You’ve saved us a world of hell by parting with these horses.”
“No need to thank me. These boys weren’t going anywhere anyway. It’ll do them good to see the world. They’re better off with travelers than sitting here in their stalls or my field all day.”
With one final nod, Odin waved, waited for Virgin to mount his own stallion, then guided them out onto the snow-covered road before turning his horse toward the road that led to Kalen’s Rise.
“You doing better this morning?” Odin decided to ask, turning his attention to Virgin as they continued up the road. “You were pretty quiet last night.”
“I’m sorry if it bothered you. I’m thinking I had a slight case of the chill, but it seemed to settle down once you dried my clothes off and crawled into bed with me.”
“I should’ve been doing it before we got to Drianna,” he sighed, shaking his hair back behind his neck before reaching to pull his hood over his head.
“Don’t be stupid, Odin. You and I both know that doing that would’ve just worn you out.”
“I know, but still…”
Rather than say anything further, Odin bowed his head to look down at the ground and fidgeted in his seat, already regretting that he would once more be bound to a horse for the next several weeks.
As they advanced up the road, past the inn and toward the wilderness, he found himself shivering despite the fact that the sun shone high in the sky and the weather had improved substantially. No longer was the snow raging like some angry God pressing itself down upon the earth to punish the mortals for their insolence, so why he shivered he couldn’t be sure.
At that particular moment, he found himself missing the coat the mayor of Neline had given him more than anything else in the world.
At least in that I’d be warm.
Choosing not to concentrate on the slight chill, he raised his eyes to scan not only the distant line of trees and the cliffs slightly to the north, but the Dark Mountains toward the south and how, as they continued along, they seemed to grow closer and closer.
“You said that Harpie’s Summit was the closest human settlement to the Dark Mountains,” Odin said, turning his attention to Virgin when he found himself unable to look at the foreboding peaks. “Right?”
“That’s right, yes.”
“If humanity was so concerned with the Elves not remaining in their forest, why would they go to such lengths to build settlements so close to the mountains? Wouldn’t they have been better off letting the Elves expand into the Great Divide?”
“They say that’ll happen someday, given the fact that the people who live here are growing tired with their lives,” Virgin shrugged, reaching up to rub the bridge of his nose. “The farming soil’s no good, it’s hard to raise livestock with all the damn wolves and bears, not to mention the Harpies that occasionally come down from the mountains, and the people here are just… well… not suited for this type of environment.”
“I can see why,” Odin sighed.
“That’s not to say that humanity hasn’t made its own triumphs within the past few years. That would be anything but true. But here, in the Divide, and so close to these mountains… it’s like playing with death.”
Playing with death, Odin thought.
What an eloquent way to phrase it.
“We shouldn’t be worrying about that though,” Virgin said, drawing Odin from his thought before he could fall too deeply into it. “It’s already midmorning. We need to try covering as much ground as possible.”
“Should we run our horses?” Odin asked.
“Might as well get a head start.”
Virgin whipped his reins and kicked his horse’s ribs.
When his fellow Halfling advanced forward at an astounding speed, Odin couldn’t help but smile.
Soon after, he kicked his own horse into gear.
 
They ran until the sun shone halfway in the sky and when the horses, grunting and panting, slowed to a fast trot. It was in these moments that Odin—worn not only by the hard ride, but the constant jog his head had taken as a result of it—slowed his horse considerably before gesturing to Virgin.
“What is it?” the Halfling asked, falling back into pace beside him.
“A headache,” Odin replied, pressing a hand to his face and peering out at his companion from between his fingers. “I’m fine. I just don’t want to run anymore.”
“The horses don’t seem like they do either,” Virgin shrugged, settling back in his saddle. “By the Gods. It’s been so long since I’ve been in a saddle.”
“It’s not bothering you, is it?”
“If you’re asking if I’m getting chafes, no, I’m not, though I imagine we will be once we get past Harpie’s Summit and skirt around the rest of the Divide.”
That’ll be fun, Odin thought, but said nothing.
At the very least, they wouldn’t have to worry about climbing the Whooping Hills and making their way back down them again—something that, while exotic and somewhat-breathtaking, had been a whole new experience unto itself.
Rather than say anything in response to Virgin’s testament, Odin drew his cloak around him, rubbed his hands together, then turned his head up and at the road. Though still covered by a slight dust of snow, he could somewhat make it out by the exposed parts where, it appeared, deer had crossed, or something of the sort.
“Virgin,” he said. “Can I ask you something?”
“I don’t mind.”
“What made you want to become a… well, a rogue, when you were a teenager?”
“Ah,” the older Halfling smiled, tilting his head back to survey the almost-white sky. “That story.”
“Do you mind telling me? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
“I can, and am fine with it. Hell, Odin—we’re as close as two people could possibly be and you don’t know a thing about me.”
“I try to keep my mouth shut when it comes to certain things,” he replied. “That being one of them.”
“Well, feel free to ask anything you want whenever you want.” Virgin took a deep breath, expelled it, then reached up push his hair back over his long, very-Elven ear, only giving Odin a precursory glance before setting his eyes back on the road. “About my childhood… most specifically, my teenage years.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“I’m more than willing to, Odin, so don’t think I’m not.”
“All right.”
“Elves exist in a sort of hierarchy like humans do—the poor, the middle-class, the rich, the royals. Living in the outpost town that I did, there was little in the way of jobs. For the most part, you were either one of three things: a jeweler, a farmer or, in my father’s case, a warrior, one of which helped command the outpost towers and make sure that the people going in and out of the eastern side of the forest weren’t doing anything illegal. Crime, sadly, was and still is fairly prevalent among most of the settlements, but it’s mostly caused by the poor who can’t afford to pay for their food or other services.”
“What made you become a thief then?”
“My parents… well… they never exactly planned on having me. I was, essentially, an accident, though a kind one at that. My parents loved me like any parent usually loves their child, but living where we did—with hardly any children and with the food supply minimum—there was high demand to feed a growing boy, which strained my parents to the point where my Elven mother eventually had to go work in the fields, something that isn’t very common among the does of Elven society.”
“So the stags do the work for the does?”
“Not that the does don’t want to work, no—they can work if they like, and it’s well thought upon when a doe does work, but the stags find it a privilege to see their partners concentrate on other things, like their art or personal endeavors. When my mother eventually had to work to help bring in money for the food, well… that’s when I began to realize how twisted things were in Elven society.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lesliana isn’t anything like the other towns that border or even exist within the Forest. There’s plenty of food to go around there, plenty of work, plenty of housing. In the outpost town I grew up in, it’s either you had money or you didn’t, which was why I eventually fell into the art of the rogue when I became a teenager in an attempt to help supplement my family.”
“How old were you?”
“Twelve.”
“Twelve?”
“You do what you have to when your family’s starving and giving all their food to you,” Virgin shrugged. “I started stealing food first from the markets by using what my master later began to call ‘easy fingers,’ which is, for the most part, a natural talent to pick things off of people without them noticing. I’d take a wicker basket with me to the market and pretend I was carrying it around picking up stones or something. The guards didn’t pay much attention to me because I was an outpost guardian’s son—which, thankfully, allowed me the anonymity that helped me steal the food and money I needed.”
“Did they know you were stealing?”
“Gods no. My father would have beat me to within an inch of my life and my mother… I have no idea what she would have done, but I know she would have been heartbroken.”
“How did you get the money back to your family then?”
“There was a local church of Gaia that we attended that had prayer or ‘keepsake’ boxes for the different families. The guardians’ were put on the highest tier, because they were the ones that protected the people. So… on the days we’d go to church, I’d tell my parents I wanted to tag along ahead and went in before the ceremonies began. That’s when I would put the money and food into my family’s box.”
“Wow,” Odin said, unsure what to say in the moments following his companion’s declaration.
What could he say when Virgin’s thievery—his tactics, pickpocketing, stealing and ease—had been for the consequence of not only himself, but his family? For one to survive by stealing was to resort to morals lower than that of a bottom-feeding fish, for one who stole need not gain the fruits from labor, but trickery, that of which not only impacted a person’s life, but their self, person and existence. To gain from one was to take from another; to steal from one was to kill another’s brother; to live on the fringe of society by using tricky fingers and taking easy money was to suck the honey from the proverbial teat and make it one’s own. For Virgin to have stolen from people as a child had to have been a pain that he was forced to evolve with—to change, survive, adapt, realize and, ultimately, ground one’s actions into reality. 
In hindsight, the fact that Virgin had once tried to steal from him was not something trivial, or in the least bit selfish.
He did it for himself, he thought. For his family.
“How long has it been since you last seen them?” Odin asked.
“My father died some five years ago,” Virgin sighed. “And my mother ended her life out of grief for my father’s death.”
“I thought—“
“That they lived nearby?” Virgin asked. “In one of the villages? No, Odin. They don’t. When I told you that, I was lying to protect myself.”
Odin closed his eyes.
So it was true. Virgin had lost just as much, if not more, than he had.
Would Virgin, if given the chance, read from a text so sacred and evil that it was said to drive mortal men mad?
Though he couldn’t know, he felt as though his purpose in life was coming full circle.
Within the coming months, things would begin to change, likely for the better.


Kalen’s Rise, unlike Drianna it, seemed to have been constructed purposely as a bridge between the three cities. On both sides of town—from what Odin could see, as his sight was limited within the darkness—two barracks rose up from the ground like great monuments to history and produced inside a glow that could only be the sign of men sleeping therein. Among the streets, women who bore daggers and swords upon their belts ushered children and animals into homes, wary at the sight of strangers upon strong horses, while at the front of the tavern that rose high and strong stumbled men drunk and ignorant of their ways. Some tried to approach women, while others simply made their way down the streets and toward the place they called home—likely to wives unhappy and all the more unsure, children who looked upon them with disdain and confusion, and pets that wouldn’t even bother.
At the stables, Odin and Virgin dismounted, offered their mounts to a stable hand, then exchanged three copper pieces in exchange for his service.
Inside the tavern, all hell seemed ready to break loose.
At two opposite ends of a table reserved for gambling—cards, it appeared, for the chips stacked to amounts in dozens upon dozens—two men stood with their fists raised and their mouths open in snarls. Both appeared drunk, while behind them either friends or brief acquaintances shouted at the opposing parties, not bothering to keep their voices contained and therefore creating a much greater scene.
Great, Odin thought, unsure whether to proceed toward the bar and get the night’s meal or to try and intervene.
His question was answered shortly after his thought, when the man on the left side of the table turned his head and jabbed a hand at them.
“What are you looking at?” he asked, stepping toward Odin.
“Nothing,” Odin replied, sizing the man up as he came closer.
Being the same height as the man was, but with broader shoulders and an equally more muscular frame, he had no doubts that he could handle this drunkard should he attempt to strike him. So far, things seemed cool—all the less heated now that the two men had stopped fighting.
“Back off,” Virgin said.
“What did you say, pretty boy?”
“We don’t want nothing to do with your fight,” Odin said, reaching up to brush the man’s finger away from his companion’s face.
Almost immediately, the man lashed out.
Odin dodged a punch.
The man’s fist nearly connected with his head.
Shit.
Without so much as a second thought, Odin rammed his fist into the drunk’s gut. He fell, knees to the ground, with both hands on his stomach.
“Break it up,” the bartender said, stepping around the bar with a frying pan in hand. “You, there—red eyes.”
“What?” Odin asked.
“Are you a part of this?”
“We’re just looking for a room,” Virgin replied, placing a hand on Odin’s shoulder.
“Come to the bar. The pair of you,” he said, jabbing his fingers at the man on the floor and the man on the opposite side of the table, “get out of here, along with you lot.”
When the crowd began to disperse and they were able to make their way to the bar, Odin and Virgin settled themselves on the stools and leaned forward as the bartender slapped his hands down on the table. “Sorry about that.”
“You get drunks often?” Virgin asked, toying with a copper piece he had between his thumb, middle and index finger.
“Not unless I over serve them, no.”
“Do you?”
“I try not to,” the bartender laughed, guiding his attention to Odin a short moment later. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“I saw the punch. Good dodge.”
“I’m fast,” he replied.
The bartender laughed and turned to fill two mugs full of what appeared to be brandy. “Here, for the pair of you—on the house.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, taking his drink without so much as a second look back.
“You said you were looking for a room, correct?”
“Yes sir. We were.”
“I’ll give it to you have off for your trouble. Five copper pieces.”
Virgin placed the copper piece he was idly toying with down on the bar, then reached into his sack of coin to pull the rest of the money out.
“All right then,” the bartender said, taking the pieces into his hand. “What would you folks like to eat?”
“Whatever you have,” Odin said.
Virgin only smiled.
 
“This snow is only going to make tomorrow worse,” Odin sighed, shrugging his cloak up his shoulders as Virgin bent to stoke the fire. “Maybe we should wait until it clears up.”
“Who’s to say that won’t happen for a few days?” Virgin asked, raising his head from his work. “Be realistic, Odin—we can’t sit around an inn waiting for the weather to get better. We’re only wasting time and money.”
Yes, he thought, but wouldn’t you rather be in here with a warm fire than have to worry about freezing to death?
Preferring not to say anything in spite of his true feelings and the maelstrom taking place outside, Odin closed the brief distance between him and his companion, then settled down next to him with his legs crossed and his arms over his chest.
While the fire had yet to reach its maximum ferocity, the fact that it continued to burn was enough to reassure him that, at least for tonight, things would be just fine.
Virgin raised his eyes.
Odin frowned.
The Halfling set an arm across his shoulder, leaned to the side until their skulls touched, then sighed before settling back on his haunches, bracing his hands against his knees while he continued to stare into the crackling flames, lips pursed and a frown alight on his face.
What’re you thinking about? Odin thought, tempted to set a hand at his companion’s back.
Without a clear conscience of whether or not he should do something, Odin merely sat there replicating Virgin’s action and tried not to turn his attention on his friend. The air was, he imagined, thick and taut, like a piece of muscle on the flank of some mighty beast, and could, if one wanted, be cut with a knife. An image of Virgin drawing his dagger from his jerkin only to cut a piece of the fabled meat from the air entered his mind and forced a shiver to run along his spine, rebound off his tailbone, then strike the base of his skull. That alone caused him to tremble—visibly, it seemed, for Virgin tore his eyes from the fire to look at him.
“Are you all right?” the older Halfling asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, once more shrugging his cloak around his shoulders.
“You don’t think I’m being rash, are you?”
“Yes. I do. I understand your reasoning though.”
“If the weather keeps going at the rate it is,” Virgin said, “and if the Divide continues to allow the snow to pack up like it has been, then there’s a very good chance we might get stuck here.”
“How much longer would it take us to get out of the Divide if we went as fast as we could?”
“Probably three days.”
“Are you sure it’s worth the risk to try and push through the snow, especially after what happened a few days ago?”
Virgin said nothing. His eyes once more fell back to the fire.
With a sigh more than ready to pass from his lips, Odin turned his head, leaned forward, then pressed a single kiss to Virgin’s stubbly cheek in the hopes that, if anything, it would bring a small amount of comfort to his uneasy friend.
“I’m going to bed,” Odin said, unsnapping the brooch that held his cloak together and setting it at the end of the bed. “You staying up for a little while longer?”
“Just a little,” Virgin said. “Thanks.”
“For what?”
“What you just did.”
Odin said nothing. After wrapping his arms around his older friend and holding him for one more moment, he stood, made his way to the bed, then pulled his boots from his feet before settling down under the covers.
At the foot of it all, Virgin continued to sit, watching the fire with eyes clouded and unsure.
 
Despite the weather and what could have been presented as a terrifying opportunity, they embarked for Harpie’s Summit in the twilight hours of the morning freshly-fed and ready for just about anything. The wind bitter, the chill breathtaking and the snow falling just enough to where it could become a nuisance if it got any worse, Odin drew the hood of his cloak over his brow until he could barely see the road and tried to still his chattering teeth. As hard as he tried and how desperate his attempts, he could do nothing to keep his body from its natural reactions to the cold.
At his side, Virgin remained quiet—the silent, lone horseman who strayed ahead likely to keep distance between the two of them. Why, Odin couldn’t be sure, for the Halfling had come to bed sometime after he’d fallen asleep and had wrapped his arm around his waist during the night. For whatever reason it was, Odin couldn’t dwell on it, if only because it seemed fruitless and instilled doubt within his heart.
Great, he thought. Just great.
Here he was—atop a horse, shivering in his saddle and unable to keep himself warm—trying to figure out why his companion would not speak or look at him.
What a wonderful way to start the morning.
Shifting, it only to ease his shaking hands that held the reins, Odin raised his eyes and tried to discern just how much further they would have until they reached Harpie’s Summit.
“Virgin,” Odin said, raising his voice for the first time since they’d embarked that morning.
“Yes?” his companion asked.
“The Point towns are only a day’s worth of travel apart from one another, right?”
“They are.”
“So we shouldn’t have to worry about cutting ourselves short today, right?”
“No, Odin. We’ll be fine.”
All right. No need to be so grumpy about it.
“Is something wrong?” he asked, drawing closer to his companion before reaching out to set a hand on his shoulder. “You seem a little…”
“What?”
“Well… grumpy—or, at the very least, not really willing to talk.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Is something bothering you, Virgin?”
“I’m just not used to being so far away from the Abroen. That’s all.”
“Are you getting homesick?”
“I wouldn’t call it that.”
“What would you call it then?”
“Nerves, I suppose.”
“Do you not want to leave?”
“It’s not that I don’t want to—because trust me, I’m more than willing if it means I get to stay with you. I guess… well… I’m not really sure how to explain it, if you want me to be perfectly honest.”
“Try.”
“Try?”
“Try.”
“It feels like it’s calling to me,” Virgin said, lifting one hand in the air, then balling it into his fist, as if capturing the almost-invisible sun within his palm.
“What is?”
“The forest.”
The forest? he thought, unable to resist the urge to shiver.
Could the Abroen, like some said, be a living, breathing thing? In the grand scheme of things, it had not seemed that long ago when, upon the soil of Ohmalyon, Miko had spoken of things living in trees—of mages so great and powerful they could seal themselves within the forms of inanimate objects and live lives unlike any had lived before. One could argue that a forest, especially one so bathed in blood, could retain some form of consciousness—could, for all he knew, know and understand things small and insufficient, despite the fact that it could not possibly have the mind that a human, Elf, Dwarf or even a Leatherskin had. That in itself was enough to press upon Odin the realities of the world and how, whether he liked it or not, he seemed much smaller than he wanted to let on.
“Do you think you’re connected to it,” Odin thought, unsure how to continue with his question, “because you’ve lived there for so long?”
“Many would argue that you become one with the forest when you are born and live there—which, if you want the truth, is probably why I’m so attuned with my surroundings.”
“Why you’re able to be so quiet.”
“Right.”
“Do you think that’s part of the reason why you’ve been such a successful rogue?”
“I believe so, yes.” Virgin paused. He pulled his hand to his breast and took a slow, deep breath, then expelled it with the same veracity he’d used to pull it in. Shortly thereafter, he turned his head to examine Odin with his cunning, calculating eyes and offered a look that Odin couldn’t discern for the life of him.
What does it mean?
He couldn’t help but wonder if the expression on Virgin’s face came not from the muscles in his face, but the thoughts within his mind. The way his lips seemed immortally pursed could not have been for his muscles, as they seemed too properly fixed upon his face, nor could his eyes have seemed so calm and concise unless they’d been magicked to do so. While Virgin bore no magic, he had, of course, been born of it—just like Odin himself had, but within a place so ripe with energy that it had to have infected him.
“Will you be all right?” Odin asked, breaking his companion’s fixed stare with but a few words.
“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”
“We can talk about it if you like.”
“I know.”
“Don’t feel like you can’t talk to me about things, Virgin—I’m here for you.”
“That’s more than I could have ever asked for from anyone else,” the Halfling said, raising his head and pushing his shoulders up to straighten his posture. “Thank you, Odin. I really appreciate what all you’ve done for me. Never in my life have I felt so at peace with another person.”
Neither have I, Odin thought, but said nothing in response. Neither have I.
 
They came within seeing distance of Harpie’s Summit as the whitened sun fell across the horizon and lit the sky in shades of blue. However, it seemed as though as the mountains drew dangerously closer and the snow continued to blaze through the sky that this Point village, even from a distance, was far different than Drianna or Kalen’s Rise.
From his vantage point atop his horse, which stood some six-and-a-half-feet tall and allowed Odin sight he normally would not have had, he noted that Harpie’s Summit had been constructed for the sole purpose of defending its inhabitants from outside forces. Be it war, skirmishes, to deter bandits or looters from breaking in or even to keep creatures wicked and feral from its heights, the city itself had been forged in grand splendor and as such showed. With its high stone walls, its impressive wrought-iron gate and its four fire-lit towers that peaked each corner of the city, it could have been described as a siege outpost—a place where, during the final stages of their lives, men and women hid during the cruelest aspects of war, praying to the Gods for their salvation. It was for these things, and more, that as they drew closer, Odin began to shake uncontrollably.
“Virgin,” he said, trailing his eyes along the distant walls, upon which archers stood with bows drawn and arrows strung. “What is this?” 
“I don’t know,” Virgin said, drawing closer before raising a hand to the guards poised above the gate.
Whether the men could see them was up to anyone’s discretion. With the snow falling like hellfire and the atmosphere clouded with a thin haze of mist, it was any wonder the two of them could see so far, much less make out lone figures atop the gate. Sight or not, that gave neither of them any indication as to why the gate would be closed when everything seemed fine—peaceful, even, despite the coming storm that was likely to snow everyone in.
Something’s wrong, Odin thought.
This idea came from the fact that the towers were lit. From what he understood, fires only burned during times of peril, when help need be summoned from distant neighboring cities or villages. It made sense, considering the guards were armed and even more prepared to fire at enemies, but what exactly could they be faced with if not a squadron of soldiers or a massive group of bandits?
Reaching down, Odin gripped the hilt of his black-bladed sword and drew it from its hilt.
“What’re you doing?” Virgin asked, watching him through the haze of flakes on his lashes.
“Something’s wrong,” he replied.
At this Virgin seemed all the more worried. Alarmed, his eyes wide and his pupils dilated to an almost animal-like focus, he reached down and drew his dagger from his jerkin just in time for a feral scream to rip through the sky.
Beneath them, their horses trembled. One grunted, while the other pawed at the ground as though willing itself to dig toward safety.
Every hair on Odin’s neck stood on end.
“What was that?” Odin asked.
In the distance, the guards raised the bows and drew their strings back.
A figure emerged in the distance.
Arrows flew.
The darkened visage danced through the air before thrusting itself into the sky and thrusting its arms at its sides.
No.
It couldn’t be.
“Virgin,” Odin said, now unable to control his sword-arm as the figure disappeared. “Was that—“
“Yes,” Virgin said. “It was.”
Knowing that they may soon be under attack by creatures that were said to be so terrifying they sent grown men running, Odin locked his fingers around the reins as hard as he could, then looked up to the gate in the near distance.
Please, he thought.
A second pair of arrows shot and one of the men pointed in their direction.
“Thank the Gods,” Virgin breathed.
“Hail! Travelers!” one of the men called, raising his hand and waving it through the air. “You are in dangerous territory!”
“We know!” Odin called back. “Open the gates!”
“The gates have been closed tonight. They cannot be opened!”
“What might you have us do if not die in the cold?” Virgin called back, cupping his hand over his mouth to amplify his voice. “There is nowhere for us to go!”
“We cannot open the gate. We can’t—“
The lone figure in the sky thrust itself forward and dived down through the air.
The men raised their bows.
Odin thrust his hand in the air.
From the tip of his palm a white plume of fire flew and struck the hellish creature directly in the chest. She flew, spiraling, arms and legs pin-wheeling through the air, into one of the towers, where she struck head-on before sliding down and into the village.
The two men raised their heads from their crouched positions beneath the walls.
Odin raised his hand.
Without so much as a word, the gates opened.
 
“How long have you been under attack?” Virgin asked, setting the pack down at their feet before sliding himself into one of the chairs around the rounded table.
“God,” the guard, who’d come to call himself Kethlan, said. “I have no idea.”
“Much longer than just tonight,” his companion, Terrence, replied. “There’s been a brood of them attacking us for days—weeks, even, if not a month. We’ve gotten so used to fending them off that we don’t even bother to keep track anymore.”
“This has never happened to us before, not since Harpie’s Summit was built and established some ten-hundred years ago.”
“Why is this group attacking you more than the others have been?” Odin frowned, bracing both hands atop the table. “Did you disturb the nest or do anything to upset them?”
“That’s the thing,” Kethlan sighed. “We don’t know. No one goes anywhere near the Dark Mountains, not with those whores around.”
“And even if they did,” Terrence continued, “what would make them think that they came from here? It’s not like they’re intelligent or anything.”
“You underestimate the flock,” Virgin mused.
The flock, Odin thought, drumming his fingers atop the table.
So far as he’d come to know and understand, Harpies lived in bird-like structures usually commanded by one single queen. They could, in essence, be related to insects—the mother bee atop the hierarchy, the warriors searching for food. Even the young, asexually produced within the queen’s womb, could be considered intelligent, for it was not without purpose that Harpies attacked people, especially settlements. No. For such creatures to be attacking Harpie’s Summit—and harshly, if what Kethlan and Terrence were saying was true—then something had to have happened to draw them to the village.
“What’ve you been doing to fend them off?” Odin asked, standing, rounding the table until he stood near the window. “I mean, other than bows.”
“Our resident mage died some weeks ago,” Kethlan said, stepping up beside Odin to survey the hellish outside world.
“What was he or she doing before then?”
“Channeling a barrier to keep the Harpies away.”
Around the entire city? Odin thought, frowning, unable to resist the urge to lean forward and peer out the open window.
For someone to have produced even the slightest barrier around an entire outpost would have taken such high amounts of magical energy that it would have killed even the strongest of mages—unless, of course, he or she had used runes, amulets or talismans, possibly set around the borders of the town or in the watchtowers themselves. Even then, how one person would be able to sustain such a thing was beyond Odin’s composure, but he tried not to bother himself with that and instead turned his attention to Kethlan, who’d since begun to survey the distant mountains.
“Look,” the guard said.
Odin trailed his eyes up.
Upon the distant horizon, illuminated in the strange luminescence produced by such high concentrations of snow, several ominous figures could be seen slowly making their way from the highest peak toward the settlement. One of them—the largest, so far as Odin could tell, and the broadest of the five—spun in several intricate loops and led its companions in a series of flourishes that each repeated so effectively Odin felt dizzy watching it. What they were doing he couldn’t be sure, but if he were to guess, he imagined they had to have been relaying messages to one another in some strange half-animal, half-sentient verse.
What are you doing? he thought, bracing his hands along the open window.
Shortly after his thought, one of the creatures cried out.
From his place at the table, Virgin rose, stepped up behind them, then asked, “Do you have extra bows you could give us?”
“We always have extra bows around,” Kethlan said. “Why? Do you intend on helping us fight the flock?”
“The biggest one,” Virgin said, jabbing a finger out and into the open air. “Have you seen her before?”
“We’ve never had the chance to see any of them up close. They always come at night.”
“Do you know if the flock leader has ever flown with the brood?”
“We don’t know, sir.”
“Hmm,” Virgin said, reaching up to brace his thumb and index finger along his chin and jawline.
“What’re you thinking?” Odin frowned.
“Maybe,” the Halfling said, then paused when another shrill cry rose up in the air.
“Maybe… what?” Odin asked.
When a third cry broke the silence of the snowy night and stabbed itself into the very center of the tower—stirring not only the fire, but the emotions of every man within—Odin tried not to think about just what frightened him about the sound and turned to wander deeper into the structure, toward the fireplace and the warmth it offered. When a series of rich cackles echoed across the horizon and entered his ears, he found himself shivering not for the fact that he knew the creatures were coming, but from the languid essence in the cries themselves.
If one were to truly think about it, they could say that their calls resembled something of a baby screaming uncontrollably as it was slowly but surely strangled.
Is that why I’m so afraid? he thought, trembling, rubbing his arms to try and instill warmth in them. Is that why I’m having such a hard time comprehending what’s going on?
To his left, Kethlan and Terrence opened a long series of cupboards to reveal several sets of bows and the quivers of arrows beneath them, all strung and perfectly ready to be used come a moment’s notice.
“Do you know how to shoot?” Odin asked.
“My father shot just as good as any Elf ever did,” Virgin said, taking the longest of the bows from its place in the cupboard. “And he taught me the exact same thing.”
Stepping forward, Odin reached into the cupboard, grabbed a short bow, then pulled a quiver of arrows from the bottom shelf and slung it over his shoulder.
It took but one look outside to realize it would be a very long night.
 
They waited for something to happen.
Something, anything, everything—it would have appeared to anyone looking on the scene that the four men were simply waiting for the end of the world, much less for women of the peaks to descend upon the village and tear the inhabitants to pieces. Two beside the fire, bows ready and minds uneasy; two beside the window, watching and waiting for them to come—two polar opposites completed one another inside the highest part of the watch tower and made everything come full circle. What advantage they held seemed undeterminable, as for them to fight the creatures of tooth and claw with bows and arrows should have been considered foolhardy. However, regardless of what others may have thought and despite the advantages pressed against them, they simply sat in silence, listening to the hiss of the winter air and the occasional cry that went up into the sky.
Seated in one of the two chairs beside the fire with his head falling progressively lower and his mind ready to wink out from lack of sleep, Odin adjusted his position and crossed his arms over his chest in an attempt to keep himself awake. He cracked his eyes open to slits and set his attention on Virgin, watching his companion’s attention flicker simultaneously between the two guards before falling on the door at the side of the room.
Slowly, as to not startle his companion, Odin reached out and set his hand on Virgin’s shoulder.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
Behind them, Kethlan and Terrence turned to regard the scene before setting their attention on the outside world.
“Tired,” Odin said, his voice low and without sympathy.
“If you’d like us to wake you up,” Terrence said, “the two of you could sleep on the cots over there. It wouldn’t bother us any.”
“We’ve already had enough sleep for the day,” Kethlan added.
“I’m fine,” Virgin said. “It’s my partner who’s tired.”
“I can stay up,” Odin said. “Really, I—“
Virgin clapped a hand over his mouth before he could finish.
As a smile crept over the Halfling’s face, revealing teeth so painfully white it almost hurt Odin to look at them, he felt his conscience slip once again before he pushed himself out of the chair and set his bow and quiver on the table.
There, in the middle of the room, another cry went up—this time, much closer than it should have been.
“Are you sure I should try to sleep?” Odin asked. “I don’t want to leave the three of you alone if something happens.”
“We’ll be fine,” Virgin said. “Don’t worry, Odin, we’ll—“
“It’s not like any of you can use magic—at least, so far as you’ve let on.”
At this, Virgin had no reply. Kethlan and Terrence merely watched him with eyes unsure and, possibly, even the slightest bit afraid.
You know I’m the only reason the two of you are alive, he thought, a yawn stretching the corners of his mouth.
Had it not been for his carefully-guided shot, the Harpie would have surely attacked one of them, if not blinded or killed them outright.
Unsure what to do but all the more willing to collapse and pass out, Odin pressed his hands against the table, closed his eyes, then took a slow, deep breath.
A hand reached out and touched his shoulder.
He opened his eyes to find Virgin standing directly beside him, green eyes alight with concern yet clouded by signs of exhaustion. “I think,” the older Halfling said, lifting his head to examine Kethlan and Terrence, “that I’ll get some rest as well, if that’s all right with the two of you?”
“You’ll hear it if something happens,” Kethlan said.
“Besides,” Terrence added. “The two of you won’t be any use if you can’t aim straight.”
“Right,” Odin said.
Without so much as another word, he and Virgin made their way to the cot, then climbed up and onto it.
Though there were no blankets to cover them, the warmth from the fire seemed enough.
When Odin closed his eyes, he thought he saw a set of razor-sharp teeth flickering at the edge of his vision.
Were they from a Harpie’s jaw, or was it just his imagination?
 
Screams tore him from sleep.
Odin opened his eyes.
Light streamed through the windows and cast shards of shadow across the room.
“What’s going on?” he asked, pushing himself out of bed and toward the table, where his bow and quiver still lay.
“They’re here,” Kethlan said.
At the guard’s side, Virgin and Terrence braced arrows against their drawstrings and prepared to fire.
What do I do? he thought, panicking, breath caught in his throat and mind reeling.
“I don’t know how to shoot,” he said, looking back up at the three of them.
“It’s easy,” Virgin said, lifting his bow and testing the string by drawing an arrow back. “Just put the arrow to the bow, line up the tip to the string, then pull it back.”
“I—“
Another scream cut him off.
Blood sprayed through the air.
Heart hammering, Odin threw himself toward the window just in time for Virgin to pull his drawstring and fire an arrow.
They came like a swarm of bees from the highest parts of the perpetually-white sky and made their way toward the men standing on the highest parts of the walls with their clawed feet extended and their dagger-like nails gleaming in the midmorning light. Much like a bird of prey approaching the water to catch a fish, they dove with the grace of those sewing needles through thread and attempted to latch onto any of the guards standing atop the high walls, but to no avail. Most seemed clumsy in their attempts—young, possibly, or maybe even foolish—but each avoided the arrows by dancing through the air with speed that Odin could barely keep up with. First one would be before the guard, snarling and bearing her teeth, then she would be gone before he could even have a chance to truly see her.
No.
How could anyone expect to shoot them when they were so fast?
“Stay sharp!” Kethlan cried, throwing one of the side windows open.
“They’re coming!” Terrence screamed.
The flock turned, appeared to make way toward their tower in the far east, then split away, each shooting in opposite directions and patterns.
One, however, launched herself toward the open window.
Odin raised his bow and set an arrow to the string.
She would have been beautiful, were she harmonic and not in the least bit threatening, as from the waist-up and from the shoulders to the elbows she appeared to be nothing more than a beautiful maiden, fire-haired with gleaming golden skin that shined like thousands of gold pieces laid out in the sun. Further down, however, she lay covered with down feathers—mostly in hues of black and blue, resembling something of a raven that had taken on a human form, but also bearing shades of purple along her midsection and the finer aspects of her wrists and ankles. Nature had set her eyes slanted upon her head and beneath the folds of her eyelids shone nothing more than pits of pure darkness, while upon her wings lay five long feathers that resembled something like human hands encapsulated in an avian form. These reached out for both him and Virgin as she thrust herself forward with her clawed feet up and her mouth open to reveal a gaping maw of razor-wire teeth, but as soon as Virgin shot an arrow toward her, she spun, with supernatural speed, to the side, before thrusting herself into the air and back with her flock.
“They’re too fast!” Virgin cried, drawing another arrow before firing it into the crowd.
“To the walls!” Kethlan cried.
Virgin and Terrence threw themselves toward the open doorway.
Slinging his bow over his neck, Odin reached down, clipped his swords to his belt, then lunged for the open window.
Upon the high walls, Odin saw his version of hell.
One of the guards who’d been positioned on the far side of the wall close to the mountains had been taken into the outstretched claws of a Harpie and now lay dangling by his jerkin some fifty feet in the air. Around said Harpie—blessed with beauty and bearing a mane of shockingly-blonde hair—several others were twirling through the air as if taunting the victim their sister had so vicariously captured. One lunged forward, darted away, then laughed, while another snapped her outstretched jaws toward the man’s face so close Odin thought he would lose the tip of his nose. That, thankfully, did not happen, and as the Harpies continued to dance and laugh and jeer, Kethlan and Terrence fell to one knee each and drew back their drawstrings with arrows freshly pulled from their quivers.
His heart caught afire.
His ears began to buzz.
Odin looked to Virgin, who stood directly beside him, then raised both hands.
Fire slicked his palms.
As if sensing their impending doom, each Harpie turned to face him.
A short moment later, Odin threw two orbs of light in their general direction.
As he’d anticipated, each of the Harpies threw themselves in opposite directions away from the sister bird and began to dance through the air, spinning like bizarre toys thrown into the air and expected to remain upright. However, as the orbs of light drew closer, forcing the primary Harpie he’d been targeting to try desperately to climb into the air but to no avail, they split into several miniature orbs and exploded into life in the air. White fire rained from the sky and sent several of the Harpies spinning—one, ablaze, into the wall, then into the snow below it, while another pair collided and plummeted into one of the watch towers. In haste, the Harpie holding the man captive released her prey, then threw herself into the air.
While the man fell, Odin half-expected a second Harpie to dive down and grab him.
“Cover me,” Odin said.
Virgin raised his bow and fired an arrow.
Thrusting his palm forward, he created a physical barrier sphere around the man and caught him just before he could land, head-first, into the wall.
“Bless the Gods!” one of the men on the far wall cried. “A mage! A MAGE!”
A chorus of cheers went up into the air as Odin set the man on the ground and turned his attention to the flock.
Hovering above the very center of the town, arms flapping and mouths askew with rage, the Harpies watched every person visible on the highest walls before thrusting themselves into the air.
“How many are there?” Terrence asked, raising his hand to shield his eyes as the creatures began to spiral like a school of fish beneath the sea.
“Dozens,” Virgin replied. “Maybe even more.”
“They’re coming,” Odin said.
They continued to spiral through the air, positioning themselves and their bodies in the shape of an arrowhead, before directing their assault toward Odin and Virgin.
“They’re on to you,” Virgin whispered.
Odin raised his hand.
Come on, he thought, grimacing, channeling all his will from his palm and into the air. You can do this.
Beads of sweat broke out along his brow despite the chill and ran their course along his face, into his eyes and down past his lips, which quivered from the force of it all and threatened to crack and spill blood down his chin. Somehow, someway, he was able to maintain the force of the pressure and instead channeled all the hurt, pain and consequence he felt into his spell to stop all the Harpies at once.
He opened his eyes.
The barrier appeared before him like a shield of white light.
The Harpies impacted.
Almost immediately, he felt the tolls of his success wreak havoc on his body.
While the Harpies continued to plummet into the physical barrier of white magic—breaking necks, legs and possibly even their wings—it felt as though he was repeatedly being struck by the blunt edge of a gigantic hammer and held in place by ropes and chains. His feet, burdened to the ground, were encased in metal, while his torso lay flagrant and succeeded his mind to take the pressure being dealt upon him by magic. Throughout this—the pain, the torment, the agony and the feeling as though both his mind and sternum would crack at any moment—the formations of Harpies continued to plummet to the earth below them, most dead upon impact or others slowly-but-surely progressing to that point.
Around him, men cheered as the women of the peaks fell dead to the ground.
His head spun.
The final Harpie screamed and fell to the earth with her neck turned to the side at a painfully-awkward angle.
When he finally allowed the physical barrier in the sky to dissipate into the air, Odin’s vision began to fade.
“Odin,” Virgin said, reaching out to steady him as he began to sway. “Odin. Odin!”
“What?” he asked, word slurred and almost indistinguishable.
“Are you all right?”
He couldn’t respond.
He fell forward and passed out almost immediately.
 
Odin… Odin. Wake up, Odin. Wake up.
He opened his eyes to find the light from the fire streaming across the darkened room and a hand waving over his face. At first unsure of the image and whether or not it was real, he closed his eyes and attempted to fall back into the lapse of silence he’d just been in. However, when a hand touched his face and a pair of lips pressed onto his brow, Odin opened his eyes to find Virgin hovering over him, hair spilling over his shoulder and lips alight with a frown.
“What… happened?” he asked, attempting to push himself up.
Virgin’s opposing hand held him in place. “You blacked out,” he said, stroking Odin’s hair away from his face. “You shouldn’t push yourself to do anything. You’re still weak.”
“Where is everybody?”
“Everyone’s fine,” Kethlan said, stepping from the shadows. “Including the man you rescued from the Harpie.”
“Is anyone dead?”
“Some, yes, but not many. One more than there should be is alive thanks to your help.”
“I tried,” Odin sighed, closing his eyes before reaching up to set an arm over his brow.
“You damn well saved the entire village, son. We’ve never been attacked like that before.”
“There were many,” Virgin agreed.
As a set of fingers pushed into his hand, Odin allowed them to interlace with his, then opened his eyes to look up at his companion. Virgin’s soft, careful eyes regarded him with a bit of unsurety before returning to Kethlan and Terrence. “Will the village be well?” the older Halfling asked.
“I doubt the Harpies will come in that amount again,” Terrence sighed, seating himself in one of the chairs beside the cot.
“Maybe you should consider reaching out to the Elves for help.”
“We don’t need their help,” Kethlan grunted. He, too, seated himself beside Terrence before setting his eyes on Virgin. “We’ve been managing quite well on our own these past few years.”
“How do you expect to keep holding them off without a mage? Had it not been for Odin, all of you would’ve been slaughtered, or worse—carried back to the mountain and regurgitated to feed their chicks.”
When neither Kethlan nor Terrence replied, Virgin offered a slight smirk, then tightened his hold around Odin’s fingers.
You’ve never been one to sugar-coat anything, Odin thought, unable to resist the urge to smile.
“Would you like us to help you relocate to the inn?” Terrence asked after several moments of silence.
“I would prefer if my partner remained here,” Virgin said, setting his attention down to Odin. “That is, if that’s all right with you.”
“It’s fine with us, but we’re more than willing to—“
“I’m aware of that, sir, but he’s gone through an enormous amount of mental and physical stress today. I don’t think walking would do him any good.”
“All right,” Kethlan nodded, standing. He reached for his bow and tested its width between his fingers before turning and making his way for the door. “Odin, sir.”
“Yes?” Odin asked.
“Thank you. It means a lot to know that another one of my men are safe because of your sacrifice.”
Before the watchman could disappear out of the tower, he offered but one slight nod.
Terrence, who’d either chosen or been instructed to remain behind, crossed his arms over his chest and watched the two of them with uneasy eyes. “You know,” he said, after a careful and silent moment. “We probably should consider having an Elf—or, at the very least, a mage—come to the Summit to help protect the villagers.”
“There are much stronger mages than I am,” Odin said, scooting over so Virgin could spread out along the cot. “It would do these people have better peace and mind than just bows and arrows.”
“As I’m well aware,” the man said, standing. “I’m going to take station in the other tower with sir Kethlan to give the two of you some privacy.”
“All right,” Virgin said.
“Will you be leaving in the morning, or are you not sure yet?”
“Possibly. Maybe.”
“All right then.” Terrence offered them a slight salute. “Once again, thank you for your help. If you need anything, please, don’t be afraid to ask.”
When the guard made his way out of the tower, Virgin rolled onto his side, cupped Odin’s cheek in his hand, then leaned forward and pressed his lips to his brow. “I’m glad you’re all right,” he whispered.
“Yeah,” Odin sighed. “Me too.”
 
Morning came warmth and with the sound of birds in the air.
Without the need to worry about Harpies or how to fend them off, Odin opened his eyes to find that the outside world seemed just as peaceful, if not more so, than its inside counterparts. Snow cascading from the heavens, as if granting them their penance for what had happened the day before, the sound of men and women talking in the streets, of children playing and dogs barking—it, he imagined, would have been a beautiful sight, were he to maneuver from the cot and to the window, but he was in so much pain that even looking at anything bright seemed to stab needles into his eyes and send blots of pain into every part of his mind.
Great, he thought, sighing, his breath ebbing out of his throat as if it were a river suddenly overflown with water. Just great, Odin. Look at what you’ve gotten yourself into now.
This would only serve to further hinder their adventure back to the capital.
When he found the courage to open his eyes for more than just a few brief moments, he turned his attention on his sleeping companion—whom, for the most part, seemed all the more comfortable on the thin space they shared.
Maybe Kethlan was right, he pondered, rolling over onto his side and drawing behind his companion. Maybe we should go to the inn.
If anything, he could at least rest in darkness, or as much darkness as a pair of curtains would allow.
Beside him, Virgin grunted, then shifted onto his back, nearly squishing Odin’s hand.
“Sorry,” the older Halfling mumbled, reaching up to rub drool from his face.
“It’s all right,” Odin whispered back, his head beginning to throb as if he’d just been struck alongside the head. “God.”
“What?”
“I shouldn’t have done what I did yesterday.”
“You’ll have to realize that you’re not invincible one of these days.”
“I know.”
“Seriously, Odin—you’ve done this twice already. How many more times is it going to take for you to realize that you’re not a God?”
“I don’t think I’m a God,” he sighed, pushing himself up. He managed to fight the needles stabbing into his eyes and looked out the window, where he saw two men carefully making their way back and forth over the top of the wall.
“What do you think you are then?”
A lot stronger than I think I am.
If he were to truly be honest with himself, he would realize that using such high concentrations of magic were said to age people beyond their years. Magic, they said, affected one’s body just as it affected anything they touched. Their eyes, their hair, their lips, their tongues, their hearts, minds, lungs. stomach—it was said that once, when a man tried to bend the laws of the world to his own rule, he changed from the young man that he was to an old, haggard beast of a thing that could barely feed itself, much less communicate with others. It was for that reason that after not only his recent stint in Lesliana, but his encounter with the Harpies that Odin considered himself lucky. Surely he shouldn’t be conscious, much less functioning.
It’s because of you that I’m all right, he thought, smiling, unable to resist the urge to reach down and pat Virgin’s thigh when the older Halfling offered him a look.
“What?” Virgin asked.
“Nothing,” Odin said, nodding as his companion threw his legs over the cot and reached up to rub his eyes. “How’d you sleep?”
“Don’t divert the attention from you.”
“I was just asking.”
“I’m fine. You’re the one we should be worried about.”
“I know. Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry, Odin. Just realize that using superhuman feats of magic isn’t going to get you anywhere. It was understandable back in Lesliana. Here, though?”
They would’ve died.
Surely Kethlan and Terrence, if not he and Virgin, would have been thrown from the walls and to the ground, where possibly they could have broken their backs, heads or necks. Had it not been for his barrier, one, if not all of them would be severely hurt, if not dead. For that he considered his feat practical, as everyone within the immediate vicinity had survived and possibly only suffered minor wounds.
I’m alive. You’re alive. What’s wrong with me using a little magic?
As yet another spike of pain barreled into his head, it took little to realize the consequence of such actions.
Bile rose up in his throat.
Odin leaned forward.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” he said.
 
Later that afternoon, after Odin’s stomach had settled and it seemed he would no longer have to worry about throwing up every time he moved, they made their way down the tower and through the town until they entered the inn, which lay on the opposite side of the settlement and covered an expanse of some three stories, including a grand ballroom posed right to the side of the bar. Once inside, they paid for a room for both the day and night and settled themselves down into more comfortable quarters, all the while dreading tomorrow and just what it could bring.
While Odin lay in bed, hallway between the realms of sleep and consciousness, Virgin peered into a mirror set against the far wall, padded his neck with yet another cool rag, then did his best to shave off what excess stubble he had with his dagger, coming dangerously close more than a few times to slicing his neck open on more than a few occasions.
“Aren’t you worried about cutting yourself?” Odin asked, rolling onto his side to watch his companion’s endeavor.
“I’ve shaved with this for years,” Virgin shrugged, padding the loose hair away. “So no, I’m not particularly worried.”
“Do you still plan on going down and getting the supplies for our trip later?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
Good, Odin thought, pressing his head back down onto the pillow and closing his eyes as he listened to the whisper of the blade kissing Virgin’s flesh. At least now I don’t have to worry about it.
Hopefully a good night’s sleep on a nice bed would help get him in better spirits for the long trip ahead of them.
What’re you thinking? You’re not going to be in better spirits until we’re out of the Divide.
They would, of course, have to worry about traveling along the Dark Mountains, where there was the distinct possibility that they could be attacked by Harpies or one of the stray, fabled undead. At the very least, they had a goal in mind, and could hopefully accomplish it without too much trouble.
Though he knew in his heart that everything would work out eventually, that didn’t remove the fact that they could just as easily be pushed aside by some greater force were they not careful.
It’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it.
Tomorrow, after the sun came up and shined a path through the darkness, they would be on their way through the Great Divide, toward Ornala and the place where, hopefully, Odin would be able to find some semblance of a normal life.
While there seemed to be a light shining at the end of a tunnel, a blot of darkness threatened to creep ahead.
Slowly, surely, and with all the animosity in the world, that blot began to shadow all the good in the world.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
The sound of his companion’s voice startled him.
He jumped a half foot on the bed.
“Goddamn,” the Halfling whispered, reaching down to steady a hand on Odin’s chest. “Are you all right?”
“I’m… fine,” Odin managed, blinking, grimacing as the candle in the corner of the room seemed to take on such a harsh intensity that he could hardly bear to look at it. “Are you done shaving?”
“Yes.”
“Can you close the curtains and blow that candle out?”
“I assume you want it completely dark in here?”
“If that’s no big deal, yes.”
“That’s fine. I can see in the dark anyway.”
“Is that because you’re half-Elf?” Odin frowned.
“Yes. Why? Can you not see in the dark?”
“No,” he mumbled.
Without so much as another word, Virgin pulled the darkened curtains over the open window, then made his way toward the candle, but not without turning his attention back to Odin shortly thereafter.
What’re you waiting for? he thought.
His companion leaned forward, cupped his hand around the burning flame, then extinguished it with but one puff of air.
Odin closed his eyes.
Darkness took him.
 
He dreamed of Ornala and its breathtaking new heights. A town beyond the walls, born and blossoming; a society of people filled with displaced Dwaydorians and those immigrating from other, coastal towns; a sense of peace and welcome that he could not have possibly physically experienced—this, and more, placated his mind in ways unimaginable and filled him with a feeling of silence that he found irreversible. He saw, briefly, the image of Carmen running along the edge of the street while being closely pursued by a red dog before she disappeared out of view.
Shortly thereafter, he saw Nova and Katarina walking along the street, hand-in-hand and with Nova’s opposite palm over the swell of the woman’s stomach.
They did it, he thought, unable to believe what he was seeing. They really did it.
The dream ended.
He opened his eyes.
Darkness greeted him.
Directly lying on his side, Virgin let out a slight puff of air before settling back down into bed.
Is he awake? Odin thought, blinking, fighting to see in the darkness but unable to do so.
Damn his human blood for keeping perhaps one of the most useful effects of his Elven heritage from him.
With a quick shake of his head, Odin pushed himself upright and reached up to hold both sides of his head, which, though no longer throbbing, seemed to hold a weight of their own.
Tomorrow will sure be fun, he thought, unable to resist the urge to sigh.
Though it would likely be several more days before he was anywhere near better, he could, at the very least, treat himself to a little bit more sleep.
If only I didn’t need something to wet my throat.
Two brimming glasses of water sat on the table on the opposite side of the room. While ignorant in their state and taunting with their presence, he would have to rise if he wanted to quench his parched throat.
After climbing out of bed and straightening his hair, he made his way across the room, grabbed the first glass of water, then crossed the short distance between him and the window before looking outside.
While the snow continued to fall, and while the towers in the far west glowed like lost lanterns in a faraway place, everything else was silent—content, it seemed, by the fact that there was no longer any immediate danger from Harpies.
Is there, though? he thought, shivering as he pressed one hand to the pane of glass and absorbed its chill through his palm and up his arm.
Despite the atrocious weather and the fact that there seemed little to do here—save hunt, breathe, eat and sleep—he could easily see himself living here one day, if only in part due to Virgin, who would likely want to remain close to the forest to keep his past alive and the memories of his family rich and plentiful.
Would it be wise though?
Being so close to the forest had its drawbacks—the Elves could possibly expand their search throughout the Great Divide and find the two of them come a few years, as a creature who did not age had all the time in the world to consider punishment and just who stole the book. Jarden, obviously, would have told the Elves who had broken into his home and stole the book he so carefully guarded, and ze would say that Odin had been the one to break the magicked barrier without so much as a second passing thought. Ze would bear scars, and for that alone would want justice to be done.
What, Odin dared to ask, would they do to someone who stole an ancient textbook? Would they, like Virgin said, strip him naked and dump him in the wild Abroen, or would they simply allow the human court to deal with him and as such throw him in prison for the rest of his life?
No, he thought, shaking his head. He set his water glass on the windowsill and reached up to run his hands through his hair. No. They wouldn’t.
As the king’s champion, he would be reserved a penalty above death. He hadn’t killed anyone, had not so much as drawn a blade to their throats and threatened to cut them open, but would Virgin’s involvement ultimately lead him down a path better left untraveled and thrust him into a sentence far beyond what he could possibly conceive?
Tears spilled down his eyes, along his cheekbones, then kissed his jaw before falling off entirely.
No.
It couldn’t—nor wouldn’t—happen to him. He’d come too far and done too damn much to succumb to what the law thought or didn’t think about him.
“Odin?” Virgin asked.
Without bothering to turn, Osin braced his hands on the windowsill, took a slow, deep breath, then asked, point blank, “What?”
“Are you all right?”
“I’m just having a moment,” he laughed, reaching up to brush the tears from his eyes. “That’s all.”
“Is your head still hurting?”
“It is, but that’s not so much the problem as what I’m thinking about currently is.”
Behind him, the mattress shifted, then creaked.
Odin closed his eyes.
Time seemed like an ever-stretching pool that seemed to extend everywhere and nowhere. In that pool, Odin felt, he saw the beginning, the middle, the end, the androgynous face in which all life is created and then the mold in which it is birthed unto the world, and in that pool he imagined the eclipse would begin—when the sun, moon and quite, possibly, the world would align before the land was made into flame.



No, he thought, tears streaming down his face. It can’t… I can’t…
A breath passed, then two.
Virgin stepped behind him and wrapped his arms around his waist.
“What’s wrong?” the Halfling whispered, setting his chin atop Odin’s shoulder.
“I’m afraid, Virgin… really, really afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Of what might happen if I get caught.”
“You’re not going to get caught,” Virgin said, strumming his fingers along Odin’s abdomen before sliding his lips across Odin’s ear. “You should come back to bed.”
“What point is there?”
“We’re leaving this place for good come morning.”
“Is it even worth trying to do what it is I want to do? I’ve already come this far, and here I am already afraid of what might happen.”
“You guard yourself far too carefully for someone to ruin what you want to do.”
“Really, Virgin? Do you really think that?”
“I do,” Virgin replied, tightening his embrace around Odin’s body. “Come back to bed. We still have a little while left before dawn.”
“I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”
“Then we’ll just lay there.”
“Lay there?”
“You can rest without sleeping,” Virgin said. “You can sleep without actually being unconscious.”
Can you? Odin thought.
Though he had no words to say in response to that question, he turned, took Virgin’s hand and allowed the Halfling to lead him back to bed.
Once safely nestled beneath the covers, Virgin pulled him forward until their brows touched.
“You said I don’t kiss you enough,” the older Halfling whispered, tilting his head to the side and drawing close to Odin’s face. “I’m going to make up for that right now.”
Virgin drew forward.
Their lips touched.
Odin closed his eyes.
Can one ever truly melt into another’s embrace?
In that moment, Odin felt he had, and while tears stained his eyes, the warmth of another person was enough to heal his heart.
*
“Damn the mighty and all the snow God Ullr knows!” Carmen cried. “Come back here!”
Her rampant pursuit of the dog had become a regular sight. Every morning when she let him out, he would trounce across the front yard and commit to his regular scouting before he set out to do his business. This, she began to realize, was his form of trickery, and while she found him far too pleasant to think unkindly of him, she gave the dog far too much confidence to believe he could be anything other than ignorant.
As routine would happen, Honor had once again run.
Dashing through the snow, jumping over heaps, dodging the occasional woodcutter or barreling beneath derelict clotheslines—he slipped and skidded across the ice so many times Carmen thought he would eventually give up, but to no avail.
Halfway through the newly-created settlement, she stopped in the road, cupped her hands over her mouth, and shouted, “STOP!”
The dog ground to a halt. Ears twitching, he turned his head to look at her before play-bowing, rolling over, then taking off again.
“By the Gods,” the Dwarf groaned, throwing her head back to stare into the air. “Please… come back!”
“I take it you Dwarves aren’t that used to dogs,” a voice chuckled.
Carmen turned her head. The man who had spoken stepped from his place on his stoop and joined Carmen at her side as Honor continued to pounce across the distance.
“No,” Carmen resounded. “We’re not.”
“Where’d you happen upon this one then?”
“In Kaprika.”
“Ah,” the man said. “A survivor?”
“The only one.”
The man reached up and drew from beneath his shirt a short, golden object. “You ever use a whistle before?”
“No,” Carmen said, shaking her head. “We couldn’t. The sounds drew in the Angels.”
“Angels?” he frowned.
“Monsters,” she corrected. “With lots of teeth.”
“Oh.”
“And besides—a whistle’s no use in a mountain. How would you tell where it was coming from?”
“True, that,” he said. He lifted the whistle to his lips and blew as hard as he could. The sound it produced cut through the silence of the dreary morning as if it were some great cannon being shot. “Ah. Here we go.”
From his place to the far south Honor began to bound back, bouncing amidst the snow and barking as he neared. Carmen was just about ready to lay into the mutt when he tackled her to the ground.
“Ok, ok,” she panted. “You like the whistle.”
“You’re free to it,” the man said.
Carmen pushed herself upright as the man offered the object on its leather chain. “Why?” she frowned.
“I used to be a farmer in the lands south of Dwaydor—sheep, if you want to know specifically. My good girl Luna was the best sheep-herder across all the farms. Then the war came and she took an arrow to her back leg.”
“Is she ok?” Carmen frowned.
“Oh, she’s fine. Got a limp, but my oldest boy has a bit of the Gift in him and he healed her up.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“Take it, little lady. That dog of yours may be spry, but you can tell he loves you a lot.”
With hesitation she felt warranted the moment, Carmen reached out, secured the whistle in her grasp, then looked upon its surface, which displayed a single decal of a pawprint. “Thank you,” she said.
“Better get inside now,” the man said, turning back to his home. “The storm’s only going to get worse.”
“Yeah,” Carmen mumbled. “It is.”
 
She stepped into where she’d been staying in Nova and Katarina’s home and stomped the snow off her shoes. Honor—always the less-inclined—made no hesitation in shaking the flakes from his coat before bounding into the house.
“You’re back,” Nova laughed as he rounded the corner.
“How could you tell?” Carmen winked.
“The sound of horses is usually the indicator.”
“Ah,” she chuckled, only nodding as the dog continued to bound across the living room.
She slid free of her boots and set them by the fire to dry before settling down on a deerskin rug. “How’s Katarina doing?” she asked.
“The doctor’s said she needs to stay in bed given her contractions… Not that there’s much of a bed for her to stay in, but I’ve been trying.”
“Do you need me to go out with them?” she asked, further reminded of the scarcity of wildlife within the area and the hunters’ near-inability to bring in game. “I know I’m not much of a hunter, but I’m smaller, and stronger. I know I could help them.”
“I know you could,” Nova sighed. “It’s just… I’m not sure if that would even help. You can’t bring more game in with more people if there isn’t game to catch.”
Defeated, Carmen turned her eyes on the fire and tried to fight the growing pit of unease in her heart, though the struggle was much greater than she could’ve ever imagined. This was no rise, no fall within the Hornblarin Mountains, where distantly Angels could be heard as along great trespasses she ventured toward a great or fearsome foe, no moment upon the front lines in which her duty was anything other than laid before her. No. She hated feeling this way—like some grand, perpetual force was telling her that someone needed help she was unable to provide—and for that the battle was far more than just blood and bone.
Whimpering, Honor came up and pressed against her side.
“It’s ok,” she whispered, stroking his fur. “Katarina will be fine. We all will. It’s just scary because we’re not used to this happening.”
Above, Nova nodded, turned, and pressed a hand against his brow. The long sigh that followed did nothing to ease Carmen’s worries.
When her human friend disappeared into the back room, Carmen closed her eyes.
They all said the bad times were done.
No.
The war wasn’t over.
For some, it had just begun.
*
“How’re you feeling?” Nova asked, stooping over his wife’s side.
“Fine,” Katarina said.
Her very-pregnant and obviously-distressed body was stripped of any creature comforts their old world could have provided. Spread out along a series of animal skins, propped up with pillows hand-sewn from the wool of scavenged sheep and covered with only a small quilt, she looked the portraiture of what life had been like in Bohren so long ago, when he’d been nothing but a poor boy living off the lay of the land.
He pressed a hand to her brow and took note of the temperature. Warm—much more than she had been earlier, though in this case that was a blessing, not a curse. He’d done his best to insulate the windows by covering their already-boarded surfaces. It seemed to have worked. Whether or not it gave comfort he didn’t know.
“I’m fine, Nova,” Katarina said, pushing his hand away.
“You’re sure?” he asked.
“Yes, I—“
“I can see if anyone can offer more blankets, pillows, skins.”
“No one’s going to be able to offer that, Nova.”
“The castle might.”
“Ornala is stressed enough to feed the people within the walls. How do you expect to get anything more from them?”
Because I’m a war hero, he thought. Because I’m a veteran, goddammit.
Rather than risk saying anything that might upset his wife, he settled down beside her, slid an arm around her shoulders, then leaned his head against hers before placing his hand above the swell in her stomach.
Slowly, he waited—not for a vision, and not for a kick, but the realization to settle in.
The world, he knew, was beautiful, as were the creatures that encompassed it.
He would come upon a morning blessed with the greatest warmth and light that could have ever been or an evening in which the snow was blazing and the wind screamed hellfire. During this time, a great interference would have come from a world that existed outside its own—a twilight, some would be fit to say, of strange and intrusive regards. First would be the screams, the righteous ones of those whose body he harbored so, then the cries and exalted laughs of those around. A dog would bark, the land would cry, and with it there would be a great light that would shroud its vision as the familiar was lost and the strange made new. This great mitosis, this thing of life, in which all became one and then one became none—it was great: beauty, even, and for when he slipped into the world crying or even screaming there would be one great sigh amongst all lips, for their lives had altered when one began.
There was no compass in the things Nova saw in his head, no light, no shrouded fog to predict vision. Instead, there was nothing more than reality, one so somber he felt far beyond his body than he had in his life.
“Nova?” a voice asked.
He could’ve sworn it was a winged being sent from high above. When he opened his eyes, though, he realized it was an angel, just not one of a Godly variety.
“Hey,” he said, stroking his wife’s swollen stomach.
“Are you all right?”
“I think I fell asleep,” he laughed. “Why? Are you?”
“I was talking to you.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You didn’t… see anything… did you?”
“If you’re asking if I had a vision,” Nova replied, “no. If you’re asking if I saw anything… yes.”
“What was it?”
“You. Me. The baby. Us.”
“What’d it look like?” 
“Beauty,” Nova sighed. “So, so beautiful.”
*
The unwelcome sensation of cold pushed itself upon her body.
Drawing the deerskin around herself, she opened her eyes to find the remnants of the fire dark but still glowing orange. The coals ebbing like waves of wondrous summer air, the crack of burning kindling soft yet harsh in the silence of the home, she curled herself into a ball and sighed when she felt Honor’s fur brush against her. The night’s darkness was desolate, winter’s presence marked. Outside, a light snow fell, kissing the windowpanes and offering to be let in.
If only there were something I could do.
Her guilt over the matter had not lessened. Even at dinner that night, when she’d delivered the food she’d cooked to Katarina personally and spent several hours talking to her, she felt nothing but the shrill old woman who tended the child whom she did not care for. Her affections and concerns had seemed trite—much she imagined like the common man to the lowly beggar—and yet despite the fact that she was doing as much as she could to help her friends, it didn’t feel like enough.
Here I am, she thought, thinking about a family that isn’t my own.
But was this not her family though? She’d lived with them for months—had bonded with Nova like a brother and taken to his wife like a sister—yet all she could think of was of the man she’d left behind. Of his tall yet awkward posture, of his beautiful yet cloudy eyes, of the way she could fit perfectly within his thin frame on nights like these and of all his peculiarities—he could bake bread and make machines, sew fabric and raise monuments, and to some that made him somewhat of a dichotomy, a man whom appeared in one aspect one thing and in another an other. But was that not the point though—for people to be different, passionate, insecure about gratification and the glory of others? Was that not what made life worth living?
Or is that only me?
Rising, she gathered the skin around herself and made her way to the window. Though her height was often disregarded, she was able to see out this window just fine, and from it could watch the world as it turned.
Though the sound of footsteps echoed toward her, she didn’t bother to turn.
“Can’t sleep?” Ketrak asked.
Carmen shook her head. “No,” she said. “I can’t.”
“Is everything all right?”
“I don’t think anything is right if you want me to tell you the truth,” she replied. “The war has torn this country apart, men have died, people lost homes. Katarina doesn’t even have a bed to sleep on and me…” She bowed her head. “I haven’t seen my husband in months.”
Ketrak set a hand on her shoulder. “You are far stronger than you believe yourself to be.”
“I sometimes wonder if it’s just something I’m pretending to have instead of actually having it.”
“How do you mean?”
“You know how when someone’s dying that you and someone else cares about? The other one’s completely broken down and can’t control themselves any longer and then there’s something… I don’t know what it is… something that makes you feel like you have to be strong, otherwise you’re not important? The man has to be strong so the woman can cry. Your brother who’s lost so much can’t be expected to stand strong because he’s so heartbroken? And me… the warrior? What am I supposed to be but strong?”
“You’re allowed to have weakness, Carmen.”
“Sometimes I feel like I’m not.”
Ketrak said nothing. Instead, he turned and started for his bedroom.
Carmen didn’t blame him, nor did she fault his actions.
This was her war to fight.
 
The fire was fully stoked when she woke the next morning. Stooped before and prodding it with a poker, Nova turned his head to look at her and asked, “Sleep well?”
As well as I could of, she thought, but could only nod.
She drew the deerskin around her as the dog nudged into her side and tried to allow temptation to give in. Sleep seemed all the more necessary after she’d had such a heart-scarred night, but with the dog progressively nudging his way into her side, it was hard to even concentrate.
“I think he wants under the covers,” Nova offered.
Carmen lifted the blanket. Nova’s point was immediately proven when the dog scooted all the way against her.
“He’s got fur,” she mumbled, but didn’t bother to argue as she set the skin over him. “He shouldn’t be cold.”
The dog arfed and rolled onto his side.
“Do you need help with anything?” Carmen asked, following Nova’s form as he rose and started toward the window. “Breakfast? Firewood? Food run?”
“No. Don’t worry about it. It’s not like it would do any good,” Nova sighed. “I have to make a run into town anyway. There’s no point in both of us going.”
“Is everything all right?” Warily, she pushed herself into a sitting position and watched as her friend’s gaze fell from the window to the floor. Normally, she wouldn’t have been too worried about it, as his distraction could have been everything—from rats, to thoughts, to even a bug running across the planks. Nova was the kind of man reserved in times of unease, so normally his expression wouldn’t bother her. This time, though, his face had taken on a twisted expression, as if something had just thrust a hand into the womb of life in an attempt to excise his greatest hope.
Oh God, she thought.
“Is she,” Carmen started.
“The contractions are coming,” Nova said.
Carmen’s ears perked up. “Which means the baby might—“
“Be here soon.”
Her joy over the matter was so overwhelming that she shot to her feet and promptly tripped over the dog, who immediately groaned and shrugged her lower half off of him.
“By the Gods!” she smiled. “This is great! This is great, Nova. It—“
She stopped speaking when his outlook did not change.
Carmen frowned.
Nova shied away and once again started toward the window.
Is there something I’m not aware of? she thought.
She tried to think of anything that Nova or Ketrak could have said that she could have missed, down from the tiniest thing to the most astronomical problem. When she couldn’t remember anything, she pursed her lips and started to say something before she stopped.
“Katarina’s mother died during childbirth,” Carmen said, “didn’t she?”
Nova’s somber nod was answer enough.
It seemed illogical to think that women could die from giving birth in this day and age—that a girl, so young and strong, could have to fear for her life when up until that moment all had seemed well. The marvel of modern magic was too great to even believe such things, yet alone consider them, but to know that the reality was there was enough to draw upon Carmen’s conscience the nails that so fervently attacked women when considering a child. You could die, that horrible thing said, in so many eyes. From inside out, from outside in, from upside down to rightside up. Such was the jester in the game of life, she assumed. She’d never once had to worry because of Elrig’s incapability. Now, with Katarina, the matter weighed home all the more.
“The healer will come,” Carmen said, “right?”
“He assured us he would.”
“That nice black man? The one with the Gaia mark on his face?”
Nova nodded. “Ramya is a good man,” he said. “He helped Odin a lot during his times of need and will not shy during ours.”
“Do you need me to go with you?” she frowned. “I mean… to help with anything?”
“I would prefer if you were here.”
“Are you—“ Carmen stopped. The matter decided, she merely shook her head in agreement and gestured Honor to his feet. “You go into town,” she said. “I’ll start gathering things.”
After shrugging into his hood, Nova gave her a sad, uneasy smile before he walked out the door.
Carmen sighed. “Well boy,” she said. “How about you and auntie Carmen go and get some snow for the baby?”
 
She stooped alongside the road in full winter attire gathering into a rinsing basin some snow. Its contents thick, its texture lush, she took the time to separate the icier sections out in favor of those that could be easily melted down. Fact of the matter was, they had an unlimited supply of snow at their disposal—boiling it to purity would take little less than hours.
Which is good, she thought. Very, very good.
Time was of the essence. A moment could become an hour, an hour a day, a day a week. Back home, she’d heard stories of Dwarven women having complications with their children—from their umbilical cords wrapping around their necks during labor to their mouths being filled with phlegm. Most horrible, though, she’d heard of what had happened to some—when, during birth, it became apparent that the baby’s head was far too wide.
But what then? Carmen remembered asking as a girl of only twelve.
Then they’ll cut her open, she replied, and pray the doctor and his magician can put her back together.
Her shiver was grounded far deeper in the past than it was in the present, but she knew she couldn’t let rare possibilities get to her. It was as they said during times bad: if you are to believe that something will happen, something will, so think only of the best and what will be will be.
What will be will be, she thought. What will be… will be.
*
His desperation had grown to a fever pitch. Standing outside Ornala’s gates with his hands shoved into his armpits and his hood drawn over his head, he fought the urge to scream at the guards above to let him in as he waited for the message to be sent to the castle infirmary.
Goddammit, he thought. My wife’s about to go into labor and all you fuckers can do is stand there.
“How long is this going to take?” he asked, tilting his eyes up to survey the guards.
“They will come soon, sir,” one of the men said. “I assure you it won’t—“
“Take very long. Yeah, I know. You said that nearly an hour ago.”
The guard, green with youth, pursed his lips and set his attention to the world beyond the Ornalan settlement. His bold defiance was almost enough to make him scream.
How long could he endure this trial, this pain, this torment? Here he was, standing in the cold, a coat about his shoulders and his arms around himself, yet not once had he been frozen, for within his veins there ran not blood, but flames, and along his bones the crust of metal. As automatons, men are designed to do but one capable thing, but as individuals there comes the matter of framework—where not only are they to be tuned and oiled up, but given freedom over the copses that inhabit them whole.
In standing there, waiting for the request he so desperately wished answered, he felt within himself something rising—something that, in times past, had struck fear even in himself.
Sighing, he willed his body to loosen its posture and nodded when he caught sight of someone stepping onto the wall.
Thank God.
“Sir,” the man said, leaning over the wall to look down at him. “We’ve received word from High Healer Ramya. He said he will be out as soon as he possibly—“
A scream tore through the morning air.
Nova froze.
The guards above stiffened. “What was that?” one asked.
“My wife,” Nova said. “Tell the healer to come. Now.”
“Sir—“
He didn’t bother to wait.
Nova ran.
*
“Hurry!” Carmen cried, jumping as she waved her hands back and forth. “Hurry! Hurry!”
Her screams were terror, born of rage of the body and panic of the mind. Like great eagles diving from the highest of peaks they echoed from the house and into the open air, rending all in their path and stunning those who weren’t. From homes makeshift curtains were parted, where faces appeared and eyes peered out, and from the distant path that led to the greatest place in this country there came a man running, his hair askew from the hood that had flown from his head and his eyes a hellfire of fear.
He was on her in but a moment.
Honor barked.
She tried to speak, but couldn’t as he burst into the house.
Her breath was lost in his wake.
Come on, come on. You can’t just stand here. You have to do something.
She didn’t bother to close the door as she entered the house.
Inside, the madness of childbirth consumed her mind and ears.
“It’s ok boy,” Carmen said, desperate to calm not only the frantic dog, but herself as she made her way through the house. “Everything’s going to be fine. Everything—“
Katarina screamed.
“Where is the healer?” Ketrak cried.
“I don’t know!” Nova screamed back.
“Stay,” Carmen said, pointing one lone, accusatory finger at the dog as they neared the threshold to the couple’s room. The dog whimpered and lowered his head. “Do as I say, buddy. Stay.”
The dog appeared to nod before sliding onto the floor, covering both eyes with his paws.
After taking a deep breath to prepare herself for what was to come, Carmen stepped into the room.
Though the baby had yet to appear from Katarina’s womb, the sight of her friend prone and crying nearly sent her over the edge.
It’s ok, it’s ok, it’s ok. Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine. The healer’s going to come and he’ll deliver the baby and she’ll be fine and so will the baby and—
Her irrationality over the matter was ridiculous, considering the circumstance. It wasn’t her baby, her child, her body—it was her friend’s. There shouldn’t have been any panic at all, yet in her mind she couldn’t help but imagine herself in Katarina’s situation, fighting to bring a life into the world when things are so often made unborn.
Ashlyn.
Tears sprung to her eyes as she remembered that time all those years ago, when at her mother’s bedside she had watched her baby sister be born in a plume of blood and matter by nothing more than lantern light. Her body, wracked with pain; her mouth, curled in anger; her limbs, trembling—perhaps the worst thing she had seen in those hours of Ashlyn’s birth had been her mother’s eyes, which had gone vacant near the end of it all. It was like she hadn’t been there—like the Gods had taken her to Their immortal plane to do what it was They had to do.
But they’re gone, she thought. Gone… gone…
“Gone.”
She fought the images of that terrible night from entering her mind. Hands wrapped in her hair, tears streaming down her face, she trembled as the world around was lost and all that was left was her.
She heard nothing, she felt nothing, she smelled nor saw a thing—the only thing before her eyes was an eternal darkness in which a thing with a flat face and a ram’s horns beckoned to her with one long and jagged finger.
A presence brushed up along her body.
She spun, dagger drawn.
A Kadarian man bearing upon his face the Gaia mark of healing stood in the threshold, arms held out at his sides. “My name is Ramya,” he said. “I’m the High—“
“I know who you are,” Carmen said. “Go.”
She tossed the dagger to the side and turned to face her friend.
“Carmen?” Katarina asked.
“It’s me,” she said, nodding as she fought tooth and nail to walk toward her friend. “I yelled. I yelled for them.”
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Falling to her knees, she took her human friend’s hand in hers and bowed their heads together.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Katarina said, struggling to remain composed as she followed the healer’s orders. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“You’d do just fine,” she replied.
“Still… thank you.”
Her heart shuddered. The feelings coursing through her body couldn’t compare to anything she’d ever felt before. The sky could have split open to reveal Valhalla great and strong and she wouldn’t have even blinked, for in this moment she realized something greater was happening—not ascension, for what it was all strived for in the great and grand things in life, but revelation.
Katarina screamed.
Carmen tightened her hold on the woman’s hand.
Only one thought occurred to her.
He’s coming.
Then, as if all had silenced, it was over.
The baby began to cry in the moments following his entrance into the mortal world. His choked sobs pitched with the breath of first-birthed air, his sound a tremor of what it was to be alive, Carmen raised her eyes to look on the bloodied infant and reveled in the feeling that came over her. As the healer cleansed the baby with warm water and bright light, Ketrak stepped forward, crying, with a blanket. Nova could merely stare in awe.
“Congratulations Katarina,” the healer said. “It’s a baby boy.”
Nova fell to his knees and sobbed.
Carmen smiled.
Katarina brought the baby to her breast and closed her eyes.
She did it, the Dwarf thought. She really did it.
*
They left the town of Harpie’s Summit before the sun began to rise with their packs over their shoulders and their minds set toward their next destination. The snow falling thin, much like dust sprinkled across a desert and covering the land whole, it foreshadowed a day that would likely be cold even when the sun began to peak over the Hornblaris Mountains. Much to Odin’s appreciation, though, everything was peaceful, despite the fact that the road wound uncomfortably close to the mountains.
They could have killed them, he thought, sighing, grimacing as the front of his head once again lit up with pain.
Though the prior night’s rest had done much to console his aching mind, it hadn’t erased all essence of discomfort. No longer did his skull feel as though it would cave upon itself and his mind would leak out the exposed cracks in his head, and no longer did it feel like blood would pool from his nose only to be absorbed through his lips and into his mouth. His eyes, while still dampened by the magic, were only slightly clouded, as if he were looking down a dark tunnel and expecting to see the light at the end of it, and though it was likely only the result of atmospheric conditions, he couldn’t help but sigh at the reality of just how much he could have possibly damaged himself.
You’re lucky, he thought.
Had he been a normal human, he could have permanently scarred his vision or even his magical ability. The fact that he bore two distinct breeds of Elven blood surely had to have been his only blessing. He’d heard of men casting spells so dangerous that they lost their hearing, their sight, even their ability to talk. Why the latter occurred he couldn’t be sure, but he imagined it had to have something to do with the innate connection the body shared with the mind. One did not act without decision, did not hear without sound being related through the ears and could not speak without the words being formed first in the mind and then out the throat. For that, it seemed, magic could damage everything, as the body could not exist without the tangible notion that was the mind.
Already thwarted and stumbling over his thoughts, Odin shook his head and looked up to Virgin, who merely stared ahead with his eyes partially-shrouded by his hood.
“You all right?” Odin asked.
The sound, in such silence, seemed like a clap of thunder exploding over the horizon, and seemed to reflect across the space between them as if it bore more severity than it actually did. In response, Virgin lifted his head and offered a slight smile before reaching out and clapping an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “I’m fine,” the older Halfling said. “Why?”
“You’ve just been… quiet.”
“Haven’t you noticed I’m quiet most mornings?”
Yes.
“I have,” Odin said, giving a slight nod as Virgin resituated his hand in the reins. “I dunno.”
“About what?”
“This.”
“This?”
“Traveling so close to these mountains.”
“We should be fine during the daylight hours,” Virgin said. “At night, though… that’s when I’d be worried.”
“Have you ever travelled through here?”
“I’ve only ever been this far west of the Abroen. I’ve strayed toward the Hills before, and while I’ve crossed them to enter the Three Kingdoms, I’ve never come so far out this way.”
“You have an idea of where we’re going through, right?”
“There really isn’t any other way to go. The mountains are to our south, these cliffs are to the north.” Virgin waved at the rocky formations to their side—which, while slanted and severely raised, lay covered mostly by trees, as well as obscure rock formations that would have made travelling atop them impossible. “The Great Divide will lead us straight into the land south of the Ornalan Lowlands.”
“You said we should be worried while travelling at night,” Odin said, drawing closer to his companion if only because of the lingering mountains. “What did you mean by that?”
“We won’t be able to start a fire, because old wives’ tales say the living dead are attracted to beacons of light, and we won’t be able to cook anything unless we want to risk drawing attention to ourselves. That’s why I requested precooked food and supplies, so we wouldn’t have to worry about animals or the like coming anywhere near us.”
“What kind of animals will we have to worry about?”
“They say there’s werewolves and bears in this area—which, to be quite honest, wouldn’t surprise me—and there’s always a chance the Harpies will come out in search of stray deer or elk. We’ll just have to be careful in this area for the next several days.”
“How much longer do you think we’ll be in the Divide for?”
“A week, if not more.”
Odin closed his eyes.
A shred of unease traveled down his spine.
It seemed there would be much to worry about in the coming days.
 
As the sun rose into the sky, arcing across the horizon and lighting the way it appeared as though their journey would only continue to get progressively worse.
Directly on the side of the road, where it seemed nobody except animals travelled during times cold and when the road was shadowed over, a trail of blood painted the passage in violent splatters for several hundred feet before the corpse of a deer with half its side torn out appeared to their eyes. The sight, foreboding enough to elicit fear within Odin’s heart, made it appear as though something of great and enormous strength had to have attacked it, but the stench was what truly began to overwhelm him. Already birds had begun to gather—as well as smaller, woodland animals, those of which Odin found almost impossible to gauge because he’d never seen such creatures eating meat, much less the fleshy insides of creatures.
“What did it?” Odin asked.
They came to a complete stop directly before the poor creature. A crow, busily thrusting its beak into the bloodied creature’s eye, raised its head and squawked at them.
“I’m… not sure,” Virgin said, making a move to dismount, but stopping before he could do so.
“What’s wrong?” Odin asked.
“We should leave. Now.”
“Why?”
“Whatever did this is in the area.”
“How do you—“
Every hair on Odin’s body rose.
Shit, he thought, gesturing his horse into a fast trot.
Never did such things happen without some form of fear, without some result of anxiety that came from the sensation of being watched or stalked. For that Odin pushed his horse into a slight run, which disturbed the snow beneath the horse’s hooves so much it created a mist, displaying their mounts as magical creatures using the currents to guide them. While that did little to console the fear lacing his heart, it did secure the knowledge that they were moving at more than just a brisk pace.
“Odin,” Virgin said, whipping his horse’s reins in an attempt to catch up. “Slow down.”
“You said—“
“We should be fine. We—“
A deafening roar echoed across the horizon.
Slowly, both of them turned.
No.
It stood near the corpse of the creature with its bloodied muzzle bowed and its teeth distended with flesh. Braced on all fours, but gargantuan in size, it looked about the size of a small carriage that stood content with both the coach and the horses intact. Some ten feet it must have been from nose to tail, and when it attempted to rise on its hindquarters, it had to have been able to stand at least some twelve feet high. Its chest broad, its face short, its teeth bared in a violent snarl and its claws stained with the blood of innocents—its grotesque tongue spilled out over its mouth and its harsh yellow eyes stared the two of them down as if it could kill them by will alone. The lone, pale-yellow V that crossed its eyes and stretched down to the end of its pure-brown snout spoke of evil, of violence in nature and terror in sight.
“Odin,” Virgin said, reaching to grab for the dagger in his jerkin. “Don’t make any sudden moves.”
“I’m not,” he whispered.
The horse whinnied and pawed at the ground, kicking up snow.
The werebear dropped to all fours and roared.
KILL! a voice screamed.
Odin lashed out with both hands to claw at the sides of his head.
No.
It couldn’t have.
“What’s wrong?” Virgin asked.
“It’s… in my head,” he said, raising his eyes to regard the creature that stood above the corpse, pawing at the ground with its massive outstretched paw.
“You can hear it?”
“Yes.”
Kill.
“Kill,” he said.
“What?”
“It’s saying kill.”
“We need to get out of here,” Virgin said, turning the horse and beginning to lead it up the road.
When Odin made move to follow, the breath shot directly from his lungs.
Behind them, the bear screamed.
Footfalls could be heard.
Virgin whipped his reins and kicked his horse into a full-out run.
In an attempt to recover his lost breath, Odin opened his mouth and tried desperately to inhale the cold winter air as he reached with his free hand and fumbled for his sword. Much to his disadvantage, the desperate pace the horse kept jostled him to the point where he could barely keep his fingers around the hilt, much less reach for the switch. Panic strummed through his chest and lit his mind anew with pain that could only have come from the struggle of trying to outpace something that was ever so quickly catching up with them.
No more than ten or twelve feet away, Virgin threw a glance over his shoulder and opened his mouth. What he screamed Odin couldn’t tell, but when he felt a brush of air fly past the back of his head, he tugged the reins toward his chest, held on for dear life as the horse bucked, then oriented the creature to face the monstrosity.
The werebear stood no more than a few feet away, pressed onto its back legs and standing at its full twelve feet in height.
Odin freed his blade from its sheath.
The creature growled.
“Come and get me,” he said.
The thing lunged.
Odin flipped his sword around the flat of his palm and thrust the blade toward the creature’s face.
Blood sprayed the air, coating Odin’s face.
Through the haze of red that covered his vision he could see that he’d struck the creature in the chest—not a fatal blow, but enough to where it could be seen despite the blindness he suffered.
After momentarily letting go of the reins and swiping his free hand over his eyes, Odin reached back down and tightened his hold on his sword.
Grunting, the werebear took a few steps back, raised itself up onto its back legs, then swiped at the air with its gigantic paws.
Claws came forward.
Odin ducked.
The horse screamed as blood splattered onto its snout.
“Come on you bastard,” Odin growled, leveling the sword at the creature’s chest. “See what you can do to me!”
He fired a concentrated shot of air out the tip of his sword.
The werebear stumbled, then settled down on four legs.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
“I’ve got this,” he replied.
At least, he thought, mind throbbing, head ready to explode, I think I do.
Even the slightest use of magic seemed to summon the most immense pain.
Unable to control the razors that spiraled through his head but more than sure he could take this creature in hand-to-hand combat, he flourished, gripped his sword as tightly as he could, then threw a slash toward the downed creature.
The bear screamed.
Odin screamed back.
When it lunged forward, he brought his sword down onto its shoulder as hard as he could.
A paw came forward.
It struck the horse’s chest.
The creature bucked and struck the werebear directly in the face.
Blood exploded from the bear’s nose and coated the air before them.
With his horse freshly injured and his body alight with fear, Odin threw himself from the creature’s back and drew his father’s silver-bladed sword.
Both weapons hummed simultaneously.
Behind him, Virgin lashed out and grabbed Odin’s horse before it could run into the distance.
“Are you sure you can handle this?” Virgin asked.
“I was born for this,” Odin replied.
The bear thrust itself up and attempted to strike with both paws.
Odin ducked.
The massive claws sailed over his head.
He slung both swords forward in an x-shaped formation.
Two fresh wounds appeared on the creature’s abdomen.
A roar escaped the monster’s chest.
As deafened as he was, and as harsh the ringing in his ears happened to be, Odin knew he could take this.
After taking a quick jump back, he lunged and thrust his sword toward the creature’s stomach.
The hit connected.
The bear screamed.
Odin threw himself from the creature just as fresh blood began to spray from its stomach.
“ODIN!” Virgin screamed. “ODIN!”
He pumped his legs as fast as he could, spun his swords around in his hands, then thrust each of them into their sheaths before launching himself onto the horse.
Together, they turned and threw themselves into a full-out run.
The bear moaned.
Odin bowed his head.
It was only when he reached back to feel the back of his skull when he realized he’d been grazed by the creature’s claws.
 
“It might come back,” Odin said.
“I know,” Virgin replied.
Though his flesh wound no longer bothered him to the extent it had earlier, the fact that he had escaped with such minor injuries did little to settle him. Braced before his horse’s chest, his palm alight in magical fire, he trailed his hand over the flesh wound and did his best to sew the skin as carefully as he could despite the pain that throbbed within his skull like a hammer repeatedly striking the flesh of some exposed melon. 
“Is he all right?” Virgin asked.
“He’s fine,” Odin said, sealing the last of the horse’s wounds. “He should be, anyway.”
“I thought he was dead when the bear lunged at you like that.”
“So did I.”
Neither of them needed to ride atop one horse, especially not after what he and Nova had endured last year upon the back of one single mount.
“Is your head all right?” Virgin asked, edging around the packs lying out in front of them.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Really, Virgin—don’t worry about me.”
“I didn’t even know you were hurt until you mentioned something about it.”
“I only got grazed. I hardly even lost any hair.”
“Which is good for you,” the Halfling replied, “because you wouldn’t look good bald.”
With a slight laugh, Odin accepted one of the premade biscuits his companion offered and bit into the soft, if somewhat-cold piece of bread before turning his attention to the vacant horizon. “Do you think it’ll come back?” he asked, turning his eyes on Virgin.
“If that didn’t kill it, I don’t know what will.”
“I got it in the stomach, didn’t I?”
“I think you did. It shouldn’t come back, though—at least, I don’t see how it can, considering it’s got a gaping hole in its gut.”
Hopefully, Odin thought.
It’d happened too fast for him to have seen anyway. So far as he could remember, he’d struck the creature with his silver-bladed sword and had torn a decent-sized hole into its abdomen. Surely something couldn’t continue in pursuit with such a wound, could it?
No. Of course not.
If he believed long and hard enough, it was possible his feelings would manifest into reality and the creature would stay away. Wasn’t it said that enough concentrated thought could become physical? Wasn’t that, in the end, what magic was?
Maybe.
Sighing, Odin finished the biscuit, spread his bedroll out, then seated himself atop it, thankful for the lack of snow.
“Do you want me to,” he started.
“I will,” Virgin said. “Get some rest. You’ve had a rough day.”
No kidding.
With that, he slid into the bedroll and closed his eyes, more than ready for today to end and tomorrow to begin.
 
In the days following their encounter with the werebear, they continued through the Great Divide as swiftly as possible to avoid not only the persecution the mountains held, but the dark entities that seemed to linger overhead. Constantly, it felt, they were being watched, by figures in the scopes of the trees and debris to their left and right, and always it appeared that in a moment’s notice they would encounter yet another nightmarish creature. It was for this reason that when nights came and Odin was tasked to take watch that he always held his black sword ready, its clasp undone and its blade partially unsheathed. With that, he felt he could be safe, if only because his weapon was near.
However, it wasn’t just the nights that made him uncomfortable. 
It was anything but.
During the daylight hours—first at dawn, when the world had not yet been lit by the sun and the sky appeared only in translucent hues, then in the afternoon, when often the snow would fall—it felt like they were being relentlessly pursued by something that moved either through the mountainous range to their left or the rocky hillside at their right. During these times, Odin couldn’t help but throw glances over his shoulder; and once, when his horse stumbled and raised its head to regard the scenery with wide eyes and flared nostrils, his heart hammered in his chest and his veins became laced with flames, as he imagined at any moment they would be ambushed by Harpies, werecreatures or even the undead.
This isn’t happening, Odin thought, somehow resisting the urge to laugh in the face of horrible apprehension.
It couldn’t be. Here he was—a grown man, no longer prone to fairytales or superstitions—trembling over nothing, despite the fact that he sat atop one of the most massive horses he had ever seen and had a companion at his side, who seemed to know the route by heart even though he had never taken up this path. That alone should have secured a shred of confidence, but to no avail.
In that moment, he seemed all the more alone in the world.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, wavering his attention from his companion, to the mountains at their side and then back again. “Really, Virgin, I—“
“You look like you’re fine.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Haven’t you noticed?”
That he was shaking, trembling, ready to burst into tears and wail like a baby lost from its mother—just what was he supposed to have noticed when anything could have rained down and slaughtered them to pieces?
I’m going nuts, he thought, this time unable to control his laughter.
Here he was—Odin Karussa, the Ornalan king’s champion, survivor of the Reclamation of Dwaydor, coward of the kingdom and the thief of the Elven Book of the Dead—riding through one of the most terrifying parts of country he could ever imagine. To say that he was insane would have been an understatement, for men do not run unless they are pursued, scream unless they are frightened, laugh unless they are jovial or draw their sword unless they are threatened. No. For him to be merely insane would have been to diminish every aspect of his situation.
When his panic began to escalate to a point where Odin felt he could no longer control his thoughts, he reached up, grasped at his hair, then began to tug on it as hard as he could—hoping, at the least, to regain some sanity, or at least pull some of his hair out. Maybe the pain would knock his sense back and allow one last chance to maintain himself in such a horrible situation.
His horse continued forward.
Virgin pulled his to a stop.
The older Halfling reached out and grasped his arm.
Trembling, Odin bowed his head, took a deep breath, then tightened every muscle in his body until not a part of him shook.
“There,” Virgin said, running a hand up and down Odin’s back. “It’s all right. Take a deep breath. In… out… in… out.”
“I really am going nuts,” Odin laughed, cocking his head to look at the bright white sky. “I’m fucking mental.”
“No you’re not.”
“Yes I am.”
“No, you’re—“
“Look at what I’ve done, Virgin. I’ve run away from my country after my father’s death, stolen the Book of the Dead and am now making plans to resurrect one of the two people who had enough faith in me to actually help me. How can I not be insane—mental, crazy, out of my mind, whatever you want to call it!”
“Your choices are guarded.”
“I don’t know what to do!” he screamed, thrusting his fist onto the saddlebag, directly where the pack that held the book lay strapped and vulnerable to all persecution. “I don’t have any idea whether or not this is the right decision!”
“Why?”
“Because—“
“Because what, Odin?”
“Because I don’t know if he would want it!” he cried, tears exploding from his eyes like a great dam crumbling and devoid of structure. “I don’t know whether or not he would want me to bring him back from the dead!”
“What do you think?” Virgin asked, raising a hand when a gust of air came up and disrupted his hairline, briefly revealing the curve of one of his Elven ears. “What do you think he would want of you right here, right now, if he were still alive?”
“He’d want me to be serving my kingdom,” Odin said. “He’d want me to do what was right—to watch me grow up and start a family and make myself the absolutely best person I could possibly be.”
“And you believe your father was robbed of that.”
“Yes!”
“That is your answer,” Virgin said, lowering his hand onto Odin’s shoulder and tightening his fingers around the exposed quick of his collarbone. “That is your answer, Odin. Pure and simple.”
“Is what I’m doing right though?” he asked, turning his eyes up to look at his companion. “Do you know whether or not what I’m doing is really, truly right?”
“That depends on your definition of right,” Virgin said, turning to examine the road. “We should continue. The wind does not speak well of what is to come.”
“Great,” Odin mumbled, casting his hands into the air. “Fucking great! Now I have something more to worry about.”
“We may draw attention to ourselves if we continue to be as loud as we are.”
Odin bowed his head.
He could take a hint.
 
“You’re quiet,” Virgin said.
Rather than reply, Odin tightened his hand on the hilt of his sword and used his opposite palm to draw his cloak around his body. Tonight’s wind was harsher in spite of the calm snow, which, while still falling, appeared not ready to end the world in its pursuit.
Am I all right? he thought, blinking, not bothering to turn his eyes on Virgin and instead focusing his attention on the distance, where it appeared as though a fine mist had risen and was casting the light from the full moon off its surface.
Though that could be debatable, especially given his earlier outbreak and what all it entailed, he couldn’t help but feel he had calmed significantly despite the somber weather. Regardless of whether or not he wanted to talk, and despite whatever threatened to uproot him, it seemed everything would be completely fine, possibly even peaceful if he gave himself a night to think over just what was bothering.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
“What?” he asked.
“Did you hear what I asked?”
“I heard you,” he sighed, still not bothering—or wanting—to turn his eyes back on his friend.
“Are you going to answer me?”
“I’m not sure I know how to.”
“We have all night.”
The night was young. Filled with wonder and the ever-true sprinkle of snow, it offered promise in which one could thing on all things without fear of being interrupted, though that did nothing to console the thoughts that stirred in Odin’s head. Would, he wondered, he consult the stars, ask the Gods, perhaps even pray for higher enlightenment, or would he simply have to sit back and tear his person piece to piece in search for the answer Virgin so desperately wanted? He didn’t necessarily need to answer, as that would be foolhardy and stray him from his path, but if he wanted to allow silence to rule his world, he would have to come up with something to console Virgin’s worries.
Here goes nothing.
“I don’t know if I’m all right,” he sighed, finally turning his head when he felt the moment was right. “I’ve been trying to figure that out since the beginning.”
“The beginning?”
“When I left Dwaydor.”
“I know it’s hard to lose someone, Odin.”
“I know. You don’t need to tell me that.”
“And sometimes, you know whether or not things have been left simple—easy, I guess you could say, without having to worry about whether or not there were any lost moments, any forgotten memories. In the end, I suppose it’s up to the individual person to decide that and try to fix it if that so happened.”
“Do you think what I’m doing is ‘fixing’ this, Virgin, or are you just along with me for the long haul because you have nothing better to do?”
“I’m with you for the long haul because I care about you, Odin.”
“I know.”
“I care about you a lot, more than I’ve ever cared about anything else because… well… I used to be rather promiscuous back in my day. Never staying along for someone that long, never staying in the same city or village—hell, the same bed sometimes. But you… there’s something different about you.”
“What’s that?” Odin asked.
“I’m not really sure. Maybe it’s something in your eyes—your determination, maybe, or maybe it’s the will you have to continue on when most ordinary people would have given up. Whatever it is, it’s like a light shining in the darkness that keeps bringing me back.”
“Do you really mean that, Virgin?”
“I do, Odin. And you know why I mean that?”
“No.”
“I mean that because you’re the most important person I have in my life right now… the most important person I’ll probably ever have in my life.”
“You don’t know how much that means to me,” Odin said.
“I think I do know, Odin.”
“You do?”
“I do. Because it means just as much to me as I think it does to you.”
Odin closed his eyes.
When he saw nothing but darkness, he briefly considered the possibility that nothing had been fixed—when, in reality, things had just become more complicated.
No.
It took but a moment for him to realize something.
A revelation struck his core.
Virgin was here to stay.
There would be no stopping the Halfling who strayed from the forest to follow him to the impossible, because there was absolutely nothing at all holding him back.
That thought, though minute, was enough to silence the storm within his mind.
As the snow continued to fall, Odin felt peace for the first time in what could have been months.
 
The highest peak in the Dark Mountain chain rose to greet them like a great monument to society erected before their eyes. A single word could not have described its complexity, its magnificence, its eccentricity of the way the tip was capped with snow, much like a man whom had just emerged from a pool of mud bearing upon his head the essence of youth. There would be a pristine shine upon his bald-headed skull, which had not been touched by mud, and in this shine there would have been light that would have been cast across the land to light the three seas and beyond. But it was not the snow that fascinated Odin about its shape. It was the fact that it rose—in a single, harsh point—into the sky like a jagged bolt of lightning and bore upon its surface a large, sequestered tree, which appeared to extend its leafy, snow-covered branches to the heavens with but one forlorn glance. It was, he couldn’t help but imagine, quite peaceful up there, and anything living within its surface would have had nothing to worry about as most normal creatures would not have been able to access it had they not wings or the mechanisms to climb the mountainside.
It’s so, he thought, then paused before the train of consciousness could continue.
Had he been able to relinquish his thought to the heights of his consciousness, he would have thought that it looked odd—remarkably so in spite of everything around it. That single tree—lone, stoic and completely out of this world—appeared anything but malicious. To him, it seemed completely benevolent, as if it had been placed upon that snow-capped peak to offer a shining ray of light to travelers who passed this horrid stretch of land.
“Virgin,” Odin said, drawing closer to his companion as the snow continued to blanket their hair and hoods.
“Yes?” the Halfling asked.
“That tree over there… is it significant?”
“How do you mean?”
“Does it have a name?”
“Old Englund,” Virgin replied, a smile crossing his lips as he pulled the reins back to stop his horse.
“Englund?”
“They say it’s a Treant.”
“One of the tree people?”
“Legend says Englund wandered from the Abroen in search of adventure and found himself cornered by evil creatures that wanted to set him on fire. For that, he thrust himself into the side of the mountain and dug his roots as deep as they could go, then slowly made his way through the Dark Mountains over a series of several hundred years.”
“Is there any truth to that story?”
“Who knows,” Virgin shrugged. “I think the legend behind it is reason enough to be pleased. Besides—this peak here marks the halfway point between the Point villages and the end of the Divide.”
“How much longer will we have until we’re out?”
“A few days longer. Why?”
“Should we… um…”
“What’s wrong, Odin?”
“I know once we get out of the Divide we’re going to be passing close to the Denyon Passage. Do we need to be worried?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“I’ve just heard things.”
“What things?”
Could he even begin to relate the stories within a few simple words—how, a very long time ago, humanity had attempted to build a wall across the pass to keep the undead from stumbling out and had been overrun by magical creatures. Or might he mention that each and every time it seemed a traveler attempting to navigate the pass ended up dead or maimed? Merchants making their way from the Golden Country to the Point villages told horrible tales of shambling creatures that bore a human body but held no spirit—that, upon sensing a living being, began to pursue them without pause—and always they recounted how horrible they sounded. They moaned, endlessly, and reached for the living with hands that no longer bore flesh, or whose skin had shriveled to an unrecognizable point. There seemed no shortage of horrors that came out of the dead lands, so to try and explain just what he was referring to seemed a feat impossible.
“I mean,” Odin said, taking a breath to console the worries rising from the bowels of his stomach. “The undead.”
“The undead?” Virgin laughed. “Do you really believe that nonsense?”
“I know for a fact that they once tried to build a bridge across the mouth of Denyon.”
“Who did?”
“The kingdom of Ornala.”
“If that is true,” the Halfling replied, “then they are foolish. And as to the undead, we shouldn’t have to worry about them. Besides—most of the creatures just shamble about endlessly. They’re too open and exposed to the elements so far out of their home country. They wither away to nothing, or get eaten by birds.”
“Birds eat the dead?”
“Fresh or centuries-old—whose to argue for a good meal?”
Odin nearly gagged.
Laughing, Virgin reached out, clapped Odin’s back, then returned his hands to his lap.
The whole while, Odin couldn’t help but feel they were only getting themselves into worse trouble.
 
The sky began to grow darker as they continued along the Great Divide. For what reason, Odin couldn’t be sure, as it seemed there was no magic at work and the cloud cover was not substantial. What seemed the most likely result were the weather formations over the Dark Mountains, which existed in a state of perpetually-grey light and mocked the serenity of the surrounding sky. While not initially disheartened at the vast change in lighting, it did mark a passage within their journey that showed just how close they were getting to not only the end of the Divide, but the mouth of Denyon.
“Is this normal?” Odin asked, looking up at the sky to the south, which appeared almost a perfect slate of grey, then turning his attention to the distant left, where the sky continued to remain a light variant of blue. 
“The sky, you mean?” Virgin waited for a nod before continuing. “Yes.”
“What causes it?”
“Elven scientists say it’s the weather above the Mountains.”
“I figured as much, but...”
“What?” the older Halfling frowned. “Something worrying you?”
“I’m just getting nervous about going through this stretch of road.”
“To be honest, I am as well.”
So, Odin thought, pushing his shoulders up and straightening his back. It isn’t only me.
He need not worry that he suffered alone—that, given the nature of what lay ahead, his worries were not trivial. For him to be afraid—here, in this stretch of land—seemed completely fine: right, even, especially given that Virgin appeared just as nervous as he was.
Unable to control the sigh that parted from his lips, Odin reached down, gripped the hilt of his sword, then bowed his eyes to the snow below them.
Since the weather had changed a few hours ago, he’d felt at the back of his head an unwarranted sensation of being watched by something high above him—something with wings, or eyes so yellow they were rotten within their sockets. Even when he’d looked behind him, he could find no trace of the creature or person. Not a shred of evidence could be seen along the distant horizon and especially not in the mountains above them.
This is bad, Odin thought. Really, really bad.
Such feelings of dire ill usually did not come without consequence. He’d felt it not once, twice, or even three times, but somewhere near four—first with the Kerma, then the Ogres, followed by the undead swarming from Dwaydor and finally before being attacked by the Nagani. Every event had allowed a precognition that could only be explained as supernatural, as the body was said not to be able to predict the matters of the future—unless, of course, it was aided by magic, though not once throughout his entire life had he ever felt any sort of magical connection before said events.
Does he feel it?
He didn’t suffer in vain—that was already obvious, as Virgin’s mannerisms had changed drastically—but could his fellow Halfling sense that something was amiss in the air, that something happened to be watching them from the safety of either a tree or the mountain peaks?
Odin drew in a breath.
He pulled his horse to a stop.
Virgin continued forward, unaware of Odin’s action.
After turning his head to survey the area they’d just crossed, Odin reached down, unbuckled the clasp of his sword, then drew the blade out a thumb’s-width from its sheath.
“Something’s wrong,” Odin said.
Ahead of him, Virgin halted his mount and turned his head.
The snow continued to fall—softly, as if it had not an ill will in the world.
Though Odin could not clearly see his companion’s eyes, he sensed the same unrest radiating from his person.
“We need to keep going,” Virgin said, running a hand through his horse’s mane.
“Do you know something I don’t?” Odin replied, tapping his horse’s ribs to ease it forward. “Virgin?”
“I don’t know anything, Odin.”
“You’re lying.”
“I’m not,” the Halfling replied, blinking, his face resembling something of a dumbstruck child caught with his hands doused in syrup and his face covered in oatmeal. “Really, Odin, I—“
Something flickered in the bushes behind them.
Odin drew his sword and turned his horse in a complete circle before he even realized what happened.
It’s just the wind, he thought. Get a hold of yourself.
While the feeling of being watched hadn’t lightened, his panicked heart began to regain its regular pace, beating only a few harsh times before it settled.
When he turned his attention back to Virgin, his companion only offered a slight frown.
There’s something going on here that I’m not aware of.
Shaking his head, Odin sheathed his weapon and allowed the Halfling to lead him on.
They couldn’t be out of here soon enough.
 
Not a shard of moonlight managed to penetrate the clouds come nightfall, forcing them to make an early stop near the side of the road. 
“What was it?” Odin asked, breathless, almost unable to speak as his heart was pounding so fast.
“I don’t know,” Virgin said. “See why I said it wasn’t a good idea to have a light?”
“I’m not putting this damned light out, Virgin.”
Each of the three resounding cracks that followed made him jump.
“It’s just something curious about us,” the Halfling replied, settling back down into his bedroll. “Don’t worry about it.”
How couldn’t he?
 
By the time morning came with its all-too-familiar shade of grey, Odin’s nerves were shot and his heart was on what felt like its last resorts. Even when he managed to pull himself from bed and eat a few pieces of jerky he still felt tired as ever, as if he hadn’t slept a wink in more than three days, and when he crawled onto his horse he nearly fell off, much to his horse’s displeasure, who shook its head and whinnied as if it’d just been struck in the face. Virgin, meanwhile, looked on with sad and unsure eyes, pity shining across his clear scleras and pupils dilated to their full shape.
Great, Odin thought, dipping his head. Just great.
He didn’t think he would be able to continue on much longer, not in these conditions or with this much stress. Though it wouldn’t last particularly long, as Virgin had said they were more than halfway out of the Divide, he wasn’t looking forward to having to sit up at night and worry about whatever it was that might be watching or trying to kill them.
“You have no idea what that thing was last night,” Odin said, stating his words more than using them to question.
“No,” Virgin said. “I don’t.”
“Not the slightest clue?”
“No.”
“Could it have been one of the undead?”
“Possibly, but if it was, it wasn’t like any of the ones I’ve heard about.”
“What do you mean?”
“The wandering dead are usually drawn to living creatures because they feel the need to consume them—eat their flesh, hearts, entrails, that sort of thing. If what was following last night was one of them, it was obvious much different than what a usual undead is seen as.”
“So it could be intelligent?”
“It could be, yes, but we’re not even sure if it was one of the undead. Maybe it was merely a deformed human living on the fringe of society and took notice of us because he or she was attracted to the fire.”
“I already know about that,” Odin sighed. “Please don’t lecture me anymore. I’m tired as it is.”
“Do you plan on trying to sleep on the horse?”
“I’ve never been able to sleep on a horse, at least not willingly.”
“Maybe it would do you good to sleep during the night and me during the day. At the very least, you wouldn’t be worrying about whatever’s in the dark and I could keep watch without having a fire lit.”
“Can I ask a question, Virgin, even if it sounds stupid?”
“Yes.”
“Why is having a fire such a big deal if most everything can see in the dark anyway?”
“The undead can’t. They’re as much human as the people in Harpie’s Summit are, if not less than that.”
“Well, sorry… I didn’t know that.”
“Nothing to be sorry about. You grow smarter every day, you know?”
“Today’s not going to be one of them,” Odin sighed, bowing his face into his horse’s neck.
The beast shook its head and let out a slight grunt.
Closing his eyes, Odin tilted his head to the side and took a deep breath.
Snow kissed his lips.
He was out almost immediately.
 
Torn from sleep by the image of the humanoid creature looking upon them in the near-absolute darkness, Odin thrust himself upright and blinked to clear his vision as the grey world came into focus.
“Are you all right?”  Virgin asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin replied, blinking, shaking the snow that had accumulated atop him from his head and focusing his eyes on his companion’s back, which remained completely straight and stoic regardless of how cold the weather had become. “What time is it?”
“Midafternoon, I believe.”
“Sorry for sleeping so long.”
“Not to worry. It wasn’t hard making sure you were still behind me.”
“Has my horse even done anything?”
“Not particularly.”
“Good boy,” Odin said, running his hand along the horse’s sides before returning one hand to the reins. “Are you cold?”
“Not particularly, no.”
“I can warm you up if you’d like.”
“That’s all right. Conserve your energy. You need it more than I do.”
“All right,” he frowned. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“What happened while I was asleep?”
“To tell you the truth, nothing.”
“I don’t feel like we’re being watched anymore.”
“You’re always being watched by something, Odin, even if it’s a bird.”
“I know, but still… it’s a nice feeling, not being afraid that something’s ready to tear your head off.”
“I still think you overreact far too much.”
“Ah well,” Odin shrugged. He tilted his head to the sky and once more tried to seek out the sun, though in the gloom overhead he could make no sense of anything. “Does the sun ever shine here?”
“No.”
“Not even on clear days?”
“I don’t believe Denyon has much in the way of sunshine. The mountains shroud the sun on both sides, so what little light it does get ends up being like this.” Virgin waved his hand before him.
“I see,” Odin frowned, turning to look at the mountains.
Though not as darkened as they could have been, given the conditions in the sky, they still appeared menacing—haunting, even, as though they were some WRaith following a pair of travelers in their darkest of hours. He shivered, regardless of the fact that the snow was falling, and when he turned his head and caught sight of what appeared to be a slight bead of water flowing across the path, a frown painted his face and a spike of fear slid into his heart. “Virgin,” he said, pulling the reins on his horse to bring it to a halt. “Is this…”
“The place where the mountain bleeds,” the Halfling said.
“What?”
Until that moment—when, for no particular reason, his vision narrowed and focused on the water below—he had not noticed that the liquid bore the distinct red hue that made it appear as though it were blood itself. Like Virgin had so easily stated when coming upon the sight, a thin trail of the scarlet liquid ran from the foot of the mountains and made its way across the road toward the cliff-like formations on the other side—where, almost unrecognizable to the naked eye, the water shifted into the ground and disappeared entirety.
“Oh,” he said, unable to resist the urge to frown.
“This marks the final day of passage throughout the Divide,” Virgin said, jabbing a finger into the distance where, quite clearly, a brightened blue sky could be seen. “I don’t believe we’ll make it by the time the sun goes down, but tomorrow afternoon—yes, we will.”
“We’ll be out of the Divide,” Odin replied.
And so close to the mouth of Denyon that we’ll shit our pants.
A nervous bought of laughter rose from his chest and echoed forward, reverberating across the rocks at their right and the mountains at their left. The sound, though innocent, gained a horrifying magnitude, and when reflected off the face of darkness resembled something like someone cackling—a witch, perhaps, once fabled to roam the forests of his homeland, or a Harpie sitting in one of the distant trees waiting to swipe down and tackle him or Virgin from their horses. At the sound, Virgin looked up and regarded him with unsure eyes, then shook his head and returned his attention to the path, which had been cleared of almost all snow by the wind or something similar.
You sound like a lunatic.
Lunatic or not, his fear was not unwarranted, especially because of all the horror stories he heard as a child.
Rather than try and continue his escapade, Odin took a deep breath, expelled it, then gestured his horse over the slight bleed in the path and toward the road that continued on beyond it. Shortly thereafter, he turned his attention to Virgin, closed his eyes, then opened them before asking, “Why is the water red?”
“No one is particularly sure,” the Halfling replied, falling into pace beside Odin. “Some people believe it’s because the lake that supposedly exists in the deeper spots within Denyon is bordered by red rock—which, in reality, would eventually seep into the water.”
“Wouldn’t it be more of a dull brown color instead of… well, red?”
“Don’t ask me.”
Either way, it didn’t make the sight any more pleasant, because in looking back at the water, he caught what appeared to be minute, yellow particles floating within it, resembling what looked to be pus flowing from a freshly-opened and fetid wound.
Now you’re just freaking yourself out.
Another short laugh later, he reached up, pulled his hood over his head and adjusted it over his eyes, thankful for the fact that he could only see his companion and nothing else.
“Everything will be fine,” Virgin said, as if sensing Odin’s unease. “Don’t worry. Less than one more day and we’ll be out of here.”
And, Odin thought, hopefully free of any immediate danger.
 
A growing sense of dread began to creep over the campsite as Odin sat up and waited for Virgin to recover the sleep he did not have. The fine hairs on his neck on end, his hands and fingers alight with tension, he trained his eyes on the darkness beyond what he instinctively knew was the campsite and tried to make out any finer details in the dark. He could faintly discern what appeared to be the road through his hazy vision, and beyond that what appeared to be the trees beneath the mountain, but any further and he could see nothing else. No pine needles on which rodents could be nestling, no rocks that could be sprinkled about the road, no bark upon the great trunks of trees—things so easily visible in the daylight hours could not be seen even slightly, thus imposing upon anyone who happened to sit up so late at night a feeling of unrest that could not be shaken even if one held a weapon in hand. 
I’m going to have nightmares for weeks, Odin thought.
Shivering, he reached down to make sure both of his swords were secure before tightening the drawstrings on his cloak in hopes of fighting off the chill that seemed ever so present within this part of the country.
In his bedroll, Virgin shifted, rolling over on what Odin assumed had to have been his pack.
“Are you awake?” Odin decided to ask.
When no reply came, he bowed his head and closed his eyes, though doing so did little to discourage the reality of the situation.
One more day and you’ll be out of here.
Tomorrow, by dusk at the latest, they would be out of the Great Divide and coasting the Western Shore, which was said to be easy travelling with little to worry about.
In the near distance, another branch snapped.
Movement came from Odin’s left side.
“Was that you?” Odin asked.
“Yes,” Virgin said.
“Do you see anything?”
“It’s here again.”
“What is?”
“That thing.”
“Do I—“
“No. Just keep your sword out. It’s looking right at you.”
At me? Odin thought. Why me?
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At his side, Virgin shifted from his bedroll. The sound of a dagger being drawn rang through Odin’s ears.
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Something moaned.
Odin’s heart stopped beating for one brief moment.
When it began anew, the most horrible pain he felt in his entire life sparked within his chest and began to race up and down his arms.
No.
His breathing, once languid and slow, now came in short ragged gasps he could barely control. His knuckles tightened, his fingers curled to where they felt like they would snap free of his hands, his feet began to fall asleep. As the figure approached, and as Virgin began to step out onto the road, every ounce of confidence Odin had up until that time disappeared in one finite moment.
A moan came again.
The hiss of a dagger slashing through the air broke the silence of the night.
Carefully, as to not trip and fall, Odin rose, dropped the silver-bladed sword to the ground, and held his black blade secure within his left hand.
“Virgin?” Odin asked, tempted to light the area with magical fire, but unsure if he should. “Virgin?”
No response came.
Odin’s heart thundered. 
His esophagus constricted, dried, and threatened to bleed.
What should have been a scream became but a tiny whimper.
Unable to take the silence anymore, Odin thrust his hand out and released an orb of light.
Directly in front of him, no more than a few short feet away, Virgin stared down the creature with his dagger drawn and his shoulders taut with tension.
It would have appeared that the creature that had been following them for the past few days was human, were it not emaciated and covered in a thin sheen of grey flesh, though what it was Odin couldn’t exactly be sure. He’d call it dead, if that alone were enough an inclination, but the fact that it did not reach out and attempt to tear his companion to pieces was enough for him to disagree. Its face appeared sunken, as if it’d been dead some time, and what little of its skull Odin could see appeared to have been polished to the point where the bone resembled a porcelain doll freshly birthed from the flames of plenty. While its eyes seemed to still exist, mottled in their form and reflecting back at him in a hue of yellow, they seemed to be anything but alive—clouded, mostly, like Parfour’s one blind eye after he’d been struck in the face hard enough to destroy his vision.
“Stay back,” Virgin said.
“What is it?” Odin asked.
“I don’t know, but it isn’t anything good.”
The creature tilted its head to the side.
Odin’s nerves lit on fire.
No.
Was it just by coincidence that the creature was repeating the same kind of behavior the flesh summon that had followed him, Nova and Miko had, or was it too something that had been created simply to watch travelers through the Great Divide?
As it continued to tilt its head back and forth, seemingly trying to look around the impressively-tall Halfling to look at Odin, it shifted on its back legs and its muscles tightened beneath the flesh, making it appear as though all source of fat had been depleted from its body in order to create a perfect individual. The behavior, so far as Odin could tell, was mostly interest, as the creature seemed not in the least bit interested in harming Virgin, but if it really wanted something to do with him, why didn’t it just come forward and try to communicate?
Maybe it can’t speak.
Maybe, but if it truly were a flesh summon, then what reason would one have to use such a badly-damaged, obviously-torn body?
Unless they’re just mining information.
“It’s looking at you,” Virgin said, stepping to the side as the orb of white light drew closer to the creature, revealing the damage nature had done in all its horrible glory.
“I know,” Odin replied.
“It senses your magic.”
“How do you know?”
“It’s completely ignoring me. Look.”
The creature’s head tilted in a full circle when Odin slowly rotated the orb of light before its head.
“Is that why it’s been able to follow us?” Odin asked. “Because it knows I’m a mage?”
“I don’t know,” Virgin said. “All I know is—“
The creature opened its mouth.
Virgin pursed his lips.
Waiting for any form of response, Odin drew the orb of light away from the creature and toward his companion, who remained stoic regardless of what took place around him.
Come on, Odin thought. 
If it truly was a flesh summon and it had been meant to follow certain individuals, then maybe it could relay whatever message it bore to them.
Odin took a deep breath, then expelled it.
The creature took a few steps back toward the line of trees bordering the side of the mountain.
“Do we kill it?” Odin asked.
“I don’t think so,” Virgin replied. “Whatever it is… this isn’t good.”
“Have you had enough sleep?”
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Odin needed no further response.
He turned and made his way back to the camp, ready to pack up and get the hell out of the Great Divide.
 
They came to the end of the Great Divide come time that afternoon and grew dangerously close to the mouth of Denyon as they made their way north, toward where they would eventually find the ‘Ela Alna Pass come a few days’ time. Tired beyond compare but not willing to settle down so close to the Dark Lands, Odin raised his eyes and threw a glance over his shoulder to look at the sky, which remained a dark shade of grey despite the fact that the weather had since cleared up.
“We’ll stop later on,” Virgin said, drawing Odin’s attention from the mouth of Denyon and back to the path in front of him. “I don’t want to stop here.”
“Neither do I,” Odin replied. “Are you all right?”
“I’m probably much better off than you are.”
True. Considering that he’d had very little-to-no sleep the previous day, it was any wonder he hadn’t repeated yesterday’s endeavor to lean forward and fall asleep. Though he probably wouldn’t do that, the fact that the option existed was all the more tempting, especially since he could barely keep his eyes open.
Everything’s going to be fine, he thought.
Now that they were out of the Great Divide, everything would be smooth sailing—that was, unless they ran into Road Runners near the ‘Ela Alna or bandits trying to pick off those less fortunate in the aftermath of war.
“I’m surprised we haven’t seen any bodies,” Odin said, trailing his eyes along the horizon, where he could see nothing in the distance.
“They were probably buried long ago,” Virgin shrugged. “You wouldn’t be able to see the gravesites beneath the snow.”
While not thick, the powdery residue of the heavens did cover the ground enough to where the dead grass couldn’t be seen beneath it, which would shadow all tragedy that had occurred within the months following the assault and reclamation of Dwaydor.
What will the king think?
Ournul would likely be disappointed in him—incredibly so since he had abandoned him for close to a year. Maybe after a while he’d considered his champion dead, as there’d been no correspondence, or maybe he’d just dwelled upon the possibility that Odin truly had gone insane and had come to peace with the fact that he was likely still mourning the death of not only his father, but one of the best friends he had. Either way, it didn’t necessarily matter, as it wouldn’t be more than a few weeks before he’d be back in the capital and getting the berating of his life.
Sighing, Odin bowed his head, closed his eyes, and allowed his conscience one short moment to recover from the troubling train of thought.
He had to keep telling himself they would stop soon. Only then would he not have to worry about collapsing atop his horse.
 
That afternoon, when they finally prepared a camp complete with a fire and freshly-cooked food along a hillside, Odin passed out immediately upon lying down and slept for hours. Dreaming of absolutely nothing and resting contentedly among his companion and their horses, he rose only when dusk greeted the world and the sun began to fall in the distance, lighting the world in hues of orange, pink and red and bringing from the west the distant smell of ocean salt. The air alight with warmth, the sky no longer grey and demure, Odin opened his eyes to find himself lying directly by his horse, whom had chosen to lie down rather than stand.
“Sleep well?” Virgin asked, lifting his head from what appeared to be a fresh pot of stew.
“I slept fine,” Odin said, pushing himself up and running a hand through his hair. “Sorry about that. I didn’t intend to fall asleep so quickly.”
“Don’t worry about it. Besides—you deserve the rest. I can sleep when the sun goes down and you can keep watch.”
Without having to worry about anything following us, Odin mused, the thought giving him a smile that he felt couldn’t have been broken even if the worst news in the world had been struck upon him.
Shifting in his bedroll, he pushed his hands toward the naturally-brimming fire, offering a slight smile when his companion smirked before lifting a pot from the fire. 
“Hungry?” Virgin asked.
Odin only nodded and accepted the wooden bowl.
While he ate, and as the sun continued to set, slowly draining the color from the world and shattering the sky in deep arrays of blue, Odin’s thoughts fell to his companions in the north—of Nova and his family, of Parfour and whether or not he was safe, of Carmen and how she was faring without her husband and ultimately of the mage brothers, whom likely had escorted the warriors along the plains and into the mouth of Denyon. Eventually, he thought of his adoptive father, whom, by all means, had probably no idea what had occurred over the last year. He probably didn’t even know Miko was dead, much less his real, biological father.
You never knew, he thought, sighing.
Though Ectris Karussa may have been his real father, Odin would never deny that the man who had raised him had done a job most ordinary men would have never even considered.
“You’re thinking about something,” Virgin said, drawing Odin’s eyes from his half-empty bowl of soup.
“My father,” he said. “Well, my adoptive father, anyhow.”
“Is he human?”
“Yes.”
“Where did you grow up, if you don’t mind me asking.”
“Felnon,” Odin said, setting his soup at his side and crossing his arms over his chest.
“Ah,” Virgin replied. “Marshlands.”
“Not so far north, no. The Felnon Providence is only half-covered by marshland, and that’s only in the southwest.”
“Do you have much to worry about in the north?”
“Well, no… not most of the time, anyway, though the rain does tend to draw Marsh Walkers out.”
“Funny creatures,” the Halfling said, leaning back and bracing his body upright with his elbows. “I mean, considering they’re so close to what the Elves believe they evolved from.”
“I’ve heard,” Odin said. “From many different people.”
“Funny thing, science. It can explain so much about so little, yet most of the time there is really no solid proof.”
“You said Elves came to the mainland when we were still animals,” Odin said, spooning a bit of soup into his mouth.
“I said that, yes.”
“How are Elves aware of the fact that they were once Marsh Walkers… or at least as much like them as they once were?”
“Skeletons, mostly. Fossils embedded in the earth.”
“Were the Elves always so prevalent across the Crystal Sea?”
“Before the Godly Ones enslaved them, I believe. I wouldn’t be the one to ask about that though. You’d be better off consulting an Elf.”
“Which I’ll probably never get to do again,” he sighed, setting his empty bowl on the ground. “Thank you for dinner, Virgin. You should get some rest.”
“I think I’ll do that,” the Halfling replied. “Thank you, Odin. Wake me when you start to get tired.”
“I don’t think that’ll be for a while,” Odin smiled.
As the Halfling settled down into his bedroll, Odin couldn’t help but smile.
It wouldn’t be much longer before they crossed the border.
 
They cleared the Western Shoreline and crossed into the Ornalan Territory just as the snow was beginning to fall. The lighting muted, the atmosphere cloudy, the fog lingering close to the ground and shadowing the world in an ethereal light Odin found absolutely mystifying but terrifying—never in his life had he been so far south when the winter had been so thick and reckless, so to see an area he had previously traveled in the summer so shrouded with snow was like returning home after a long journey and encountering friends one had not seen in years. They would be different, of course, and they would be aged, but never would they have remembered you in the current state you were in—changed, enlightened and, for the most part, completely ignorant to the life one had just lived.
It’s so cold, Odin thought. So very, very cold.
It wasn’t as though the weather had worsened any when they’d crossed over the border, as the last two days had been spent along the fairly-clear shoreline, but he’d never expected to be thrust back into winter weather so quickly, not when the Ornalan Territory was never known to be placated by such things.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked, as if sensing Odin’s distress even from so many paces before him.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, silencing his jittering teeth by clamping his jaw shut. “Just a little cold.”
“I’m sorry to hear this. Are there any towns we might be able to stop in?”
“Not this far southwest, no.”
“Are there any towns this far out?”
“A few,” Odin said, “but not many.”
“Any close to us?”
“Deldon is a fair ways off, but it’s out of our way. Then there’s Elna, but we’re headed nowhere near the direction we need to be going. That’s a port town. It’s where the three of us left the mainland for Neline so many years ago.”
“That had to have been something,” Virgin sighed, tilting his head back as if to embrace the falling snow.
No kidding, Odin agreed, but had nothing to say in response.
Instead, he quickened his horse’s pace and drew closer to Virgin not only to separate the distance between them, but to allow himself comfort in knowing that he need not travel this path alone. He had a companion—a man whom, by all respects, could take care of himself—and they each had a stout mount that could keep the pace in which they traveled, so what had he to worry about if not the pursuit to Ornala?
There’s so much to worry about, he thought, bowing his head to shield both face from his companion.
Not only had he reason to fear for his position within the royal court, but were he allowed to stay, what might they think when the king’s champion returned from the south without anything to say for himself? He could lie, and say the year had been spent in exile, traveling the road and living off the land, or he could be truthful and explain that he’d consulted the Elves to learn what happened after death, but would either answer give him leeway? If anything, they might suspend him from service—strip him of his swords and of his dutiful honor—or they might give him detention for disservice to the kingdom. Either way, it seemed whatever path he chose would eventually lead down a road rather not traveled.
Knowing that there was nothing he could do to predict the future or stop whatever fate destiny had in store for him, he turned his head back up and scanned the horizon, looking first from the flush in the land in the distance near where the Ela ‘Alna began, then to the swell to the northeast—where, he knew, they would have to travel the hills if they wanted a straightforward route to the roads that led between Dwaydor, Felnon and the towns within the inner parts of the country. There would be no way around the hill country unless they wanted to circle around it—which, in reality, might take them longer to maneuver than it would if they cut straight through.
“Virgin,” Odin said. “You know we’ll be traveling through hill country in a few days, don’t you?”
“So far as I can tell just from looking out there. Why?”
“Have you ever… uh… rode a horse through such conditions?”
“You mean snow-covered hills?”
“Yeah.”
“No.”
“Do you have any idea if we’ll have to worry about this?”
“If you want me to be perfectly honest, I think we’ll be fine. It’s just a little snow. Nothing to worry about, right?”
They could only hope so.
 
The hills began their attempts to conquer them in the days following their entrance into the country. The snow not thick, but slick, the hills daunting, the holes made by rodents hidden and the horses’ hooves trembling in spite Odin’s attempts to warm them—it, as far as Odin understood, would take at least a day-and-a-half to travel these hills if they didn’t stop, but to think that they could continue in such conditions seemed a test of endurance neither they nor their horses could risk.
This is going to kill us, Odin thought.
If not from the snow that dusted the ground, the holes created by rodents or the weather and its relentless abandon, then surely the horses would cave under the immense pressure set upon them to cross territory almost impossible to navigate even under regular circumstances. They would, Odin imagined, collapse, their sound reverberating off the hills, and their legs would crack, like twigs would under the pressure of a dead thing’s foot. The stakes before them were high, the risks total, the dangers absolute, but were they to stop at the side of the hill and even attempt to camp, they would plummet to the ground below, thus ending their journey one too many weeks short of their destination.
“Virgin!” Odin cried, raising an arm to shield his eyes from the snow. “We can’t do this!”
“Can’t do what?” the older Halfling cried back.

“This!”
 What else could he be talking about? The rain, the shine, the sun that no longer existed beyond the blanket of white or the grass that was likely dead—what, under the Gods’ simple light, could he be talking about if not for the hills whose might they tested, whose purpose seemed only to hurl them back to the starting point?
Above, directly where Virgin stood attempting to help his horse out of what appeared to be one of the many holes the prairie dogs had created, the giant stallion reared its head back and let out a scream that chilled Odin to the bone.
He closed his eyes.
The snow fell down.
Virgin cursed and screamed shortly thereafter.
When Odin opened his eyes, he expected to see both the horse and his companion falling down the hill toward him. When he saw neither, and when Virgin finally freed the beast of burden’s hoof from the ground, he reached up and snared his hands within his mount’s reins and turned his eyes to look down at Odin.
“What do we do!? Virgin called down. “Wait?”
“There’s no way we’ll be able to navigate these hills when they’re covered in snow,” Odin said, silently praying that his horse’s shuffling would not send the two of them down the hill. “Even if we waited for the snow to stop, we wouldn’t be able to keep going. It’ll be too slick.”

“What?”
 Thunder struck overhead.

Thunder in a snowstorm? Odin thought.
Virgin whipped his head to look at the hills and let out a sigh Odin could hear even despite the snow that rained around them.
“All right,” the Halfling said.
“All right?” Odin asked.
“Get off your horse. We’re getting out of here.”
Needing no assurance other than his companion’s words, Odin dismounted, tangled his fingers first in the horse’s mane, then in its reins before steadying his feet and beginning their trek toward the ground they had just covered. His body aching from the altitude, he bowed his head and tried to adjust his eyes to see through the snow that covered his lashes, but to no avail.

It’ll be fine, he thought.
In reality, they’d hardly covered any ground at all—at least, not enough to count as significant progress. Most of their time had been spent seeking out ground that would support their horses’ weight. Added to the fact that Virgin’s horse had encountered difficulties, they could easily say they’d made no progress at all.

Does it matter?
 No. It didn’t. For that, Odin counted himself not only lucky, but blessed.
As they reached the bottom of the hills—testing first the ground, then their horses’ legs for signs of injury—Odin felt a sense of relief he had not encountered for weeks, possibly not since their flight from the Abroen and their resulting escape.
No more than a few paces behind him, Virgin sneezed, raised his head, then reached out and clamped a hand around Odin’s shoulder.
“Are you all right?” Odin asked.
“I’m fine,” the Halfling said, pressing the majority of his weight into Odin’s back. “Why?”
“I was worried.”
“I was too for a moment,” Virgin laughed, smacking Odin’s back and reaching up to stroke his stallion’s snout. “You all right, friend?”
The horse pushed its face into Virgin’s shoulder and offered a grunt that seemed to placate any worry Virgin had, as soon a smile crossed his face. “So,” Virgin said. “What do we do now?”
“I guess we have nothing more to do,” Odin said.
After mounting his horse, he gestured Virgin forward.
So—they would have to venture around the hill country.
 
In such open terrain, there was no hope for them to find shelter. In that regard, Odin considered them unlucky, as it seemed for the most part easy traveling, but the fact that they had made it off the hills without a scatch was enough to lighten his mood to the point where he could care less about not having anything to cover him other than his cloak and hood.

It seems like everything’s perfectly fine, he thought, content with that knowledge.
So far, they’d seen no sign of any animal or traveler that may hinder their progress, which meant no bandits and, ultimately, no danger. For that reason, it also meant there were no friends on the road—no merchants, messengers or fellow travelers—and while that did little to dampen Odin’s mood, it made the world seem so much smaller.
At the very least, he would have more time to consider the future and what might happen come time they landed in Ornala.

Don’t get yourself started with that again.
 What he was most interested in was the possibility that things had changed for the better—that after all this time, Nova and Katarina had finally decided to have a family, despite Nova’s inhibitions and unsurety in that matter, and that Carmen had managed to find herself a companion that could help ease the pain of not having her husband around. Both things were great—pleasant, even, in spite of the snow falling around them—and while the revelations had only come in a dream and might not be real in the least, there was a distinct possibility that those things could, and very likely were, real.
A smile spreading across his face faster than he could have imagined, Odin focused his attention on the path.
Soon, he would be reuniting with some of the best friends a man would’ve been lucky to have.
“Thinking about something?” Virgin asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “A lot of things, actually.”
His companion did not push further.

Are you all right? he thought. Or are you just indifferent?
 
They continued on the path around the hill country until the late hours of the night—when, after traveling for the better half of the day, they settled down in a place Odin designated as camp and struck a fire from the kindling they still happened to have. The horses firmly secured by their nails, the fire strong and warming the ground, Odin and Virgin leaned over a series of biscuits warm and fresh and kept to themselves, eating slowly and enjoying what time they had now that the day was finally over.
“You’ve been quiet,” Odin said, gingerly picking at his biscuit.
“Are you concerned?”
“I’m not used to you being so quiet.”
“I’ve only just gotten used to having a companion.”
“You were alone before this,” Odin said, easing back into his seat. “Weren’t you?”
“The life of a rogue is a lonesome one.”
“No friends? No extended family? Any... uh... lovers?”
“As I’ve said before, I only briefly toyed with the idea of settling down with a companion, and had only ever decided to do so when I met with you. As to friends and extended family... a rogue doesn’t have many friends—unless, of course, you count the ones you want to steal from. My family, meanwhile, have always been distant. I believe they suspect my activities.”
“Which side?”
“Both, if you want the truth.”
“Is being... well, queer, I guess, scorned in the Elven community?”
“I believe any group of people have trouble looking upon one who happens share an affinity toward the same sex. It’s... different, I should say—not unnatural, because the Gods know that had we been or were we crafted in their image, they would have made us with this flaw in mind—but in Elven society, it isn’t something that is necessarily frowned upon.”
“I thought the Elves had problems maintaining their population?”
“As a creature that has no qualms with aging or dying, there is no real pressure to breed. I will say, though, that there are some population issues, but nothing that the Elves can’t handle.”
“Does there come a time when an Elven doe can’t have a child?”
“So far as I understand, no—there isn’t.”
“All right,” Odin shrugged. “I don’t get it though.”
“The disgrace against queer individuals, I take it?”
“Yes.”
 “There are things that occur within our lives that are ordained as ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’  by selection through the ages. Take our ‘natural’ companions, for instance—they are considered what we call ‘normal’ because it has always been established that men and women are supposed to lay together: because animals, like we of course are, mate with the opposite sex instead of the same. This is for reasons of reproduction, and if we look at animals like we do ourselves, then we notice that the common goal in any given species is to continue without any interruption or pause. When something does not do that, it is considered by some ‘unnatural.’ Why, I can’t be sure, because it would seem as though an animal that can’t reproduce, either by design or castration, would be considered ‘unnatural.’ It isn’t because it doesn’t want to produce—it’s because it can’t.”
 “I’ve always understood that Elves think of things in the more traditional sense,” Odin said.
“You would be correct about that, Odin. They have come a long way over the generations. They are not bigoted like humans or ignorant like some Dwarves may appear to be, but they share their forms of conservation, veiled or not.”
“It’s sad,” Odin said. “To have to be unsure whether or not you’ll be able to be accepted.”
“Do you fear that, my friend?”
“I fear that my adoptive father will think unkindly of me, though I don’t think he will. My king, though... I can’t necessarily be sure. I would like to think he’d be accepting, but...”
“You’re not aware if he will or not,” Virgin finished. Odin nodded. “That’s perfectly understandable.”
“Do you think so, Virgin?”
“I do.”
“So you don’t think my worries are unwarranted?”
“Of course not. You as well as anyone should be aware of what it is that stands in your world, and I, as your companion and partner, will be one to reciprocate that, no matter what it is that seems to come in your way.”
“And you’d be fine with that?” Odin asked. “Even if it meant having to lie or be discreet?”
“I will not lie that I am attracted to the same sex, no, but I will lie about who it is I sleep with.”
“All right.”
“You’re comfortable with that?”
“I just want you to be happy,” Odin said. “Not that I’ll be happy about having to hide my feelings about you, but if I have to, I will.”
“You must do what you or your kind feels is right for your kingdom and people. There is nothing more you can do about that.”
 Of course, Odin thought, were he wanting to be truly upfront, he would say that there were things he could do—rant, rave, cry, scream, and belittle the man he served. That, though, would get him nowhere, so if he were to really remain within the king’s service and continue to be his champion, there would come with it sacrifices that he had anticipated all along, even back to his days as a boy when he was first training to become the knight he would never become.

Everything will work out in its own way, Odin thought, letting out the slightest sigh.
 As he continued eating his biscuit, he couldn’t help but wonder what he would have to hide within the coming weeks.
 
The road that bridged the towns of Bohren and Ke’Tarka wound around the Liar’s Forest came into view within the following days. Covered in snow and appearing to be anything but welcoming, it took little to recognize that the dangerous weather conditions only progressively worsened the closer they went north.
“Well,” Odin said, raising his hand and waving it in the air. “This is it.”
“What?”
“Ke’Tarka. The road from there leads to Dwaydor, then from there to Ornala and the smaller towns to the east and west of it.”
“The Gold Crown,” Virgin remarked.
“Right,” Odin replied. “I guess the question for you is... do you want to stay in Ke’Tarka for a night or two, or would you rather just keep going?”
“Our horses could do with some rest,” the Halfing said, adjusting himself in his saddle and reaching back to scratch his neck. “Don’t you think?”
“I think they would, yes.”

And I think I could do without some shitty weather for a day or so, he thought, offering a nod as Virgin tapped his horse’s ribs and beckoned them forward.
“Tell me about this place,” Virgin said. 
“You mean Ke’Tarka?”
“Yeah.”
“Well... back in the old days, possibly before even Ornala was built or was being built, the town was set up to bridge Bohren and Dwaydor together for supply runs. So... in that regard, I guess you could say that it’s more of a settlement than anything.”
“What would one do there?”
“There’s a library. I know that much.”
“Have you ever been there?”
“No.”
“Not even on the way to and from Bohren? You said your friend lived there, didn’t you?”
 “Well, yeah—we stopped there, once or twice, but I’ve never actually been around the city.”
“Now’s any time than never,” Virgin mused.
With a short nod, Odin licked his lips and freed them of the frost covering their surfaces, sighing when the cold moisture seeped into his mouth.

You’re getting closer, he thought.
Though he had no idea whether or not the three armies would be stationing themselves in Dwaydor once they returned from Denyon, he knew that he was likely to find at least one of his friends there—Ramya himself a distinct possibility: the healer, whom had so stringently trained him in the art of preservation and who, regardless of his ethnicity, had welcomed him with an open arm and mind.  To think that a Germanian would have ever had reason to travel to Ornala when in such dire states was a miracle unto itself, but Odin couldn’t necessarily blame him—at least not because there seemed little safety within the Kadarack itself.

Always warring, Odin mused. Always unsure of whether or not the water hole will stay filled for another year.
 A slight movement to his left drew him out of his thought.
Odin raised his head.
Virgin offered a smile beneath the shadow of his hood. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know you were thinking.”
“It’s all right,” Odin said, offering a smile in return. “Don’t worry about it.”
“What might you be thinking about?”
“A friend who might still be in Dwaydor.”
“One of the ones left behind, I take it?”
“One of the healers tending to the wounded. He’s a black man.”
“Kadarian,” Virgin smiled.
“Have you ever met one?”
“I have never been so far north, my friend.”
“Are there ever any within the capital? Lesliana?”
“So far as I’ve heard, no. And let me tell you—if there had been a Kadarian in the capital word surely would have spread.”
“Just because you don’t see many black men so far south?”
 “We hardly see any men so far south.”
 “What did the Elves think of your father when he signed on to be an outpost guard? Come to think of it, what did they think of you?”
“They considered me something of an... oddity,” Virgin said, pushing his shoulders back and straightening his posture. “There were lots of smiles... wary glances... unsure voices whenever I made my way up and down the roads with my father. It was as if I were a fleeting figure in the night—something to be looked upon and spoken of, but nothing to ever be concretely thought of.”
“Did they accept you?”
“They had to. I was, of course, an outpost guard’s son, so they considered me nothing less than that all the way through my childhood and into my teenage years. It was my father who brought me along on one of his shifts and taught me how to use a bow.”
“You’re an impressive shot,” Odin said. “I saw you take down the Harpies.”
“They say all Elves have a natural ability with the bow. Whether or not that’s true I can’t be sure, but given the fact that there are those magically-dumb within our society, I would hardly think that the same would happen with archery, but I’m not one to say such a thing, considering I’m a Halfing and all.”
“You have every right to voice your opinion. You’re more of an Elf than I’ll ever be.”
“In some eyes, no, I’m not. To the people I grew up with, they would consider you nothing more than a prodigy, given your magical talent and all.”
“I was taught.”
“As was I, but I was never able to summon the Will, not even when I stood before one of the high mages in Lesliana and was asked to reveal my Will to them.”
Frowning, Odin reached down to tangle his hand within his mount’s mane, all the more unsure what to say at that moment than any that had led to that brief testament. Would he, as a child, have been able to demonstrate his magical ability to a court of magicians—mages who, by all definitions, knew almost everything there was to know about magic—or would he have been stumped as well? Either way, it didn’t necessarily matter, especially not in his circumstance, but he couldn’t help but wonder if that would have been true given the case.
“How old were you,” Odin started, “when they asked you to perform in front of the court?”
“Five, I believe.”
“They deemed you... well, dumb, if you don’t mind me saying?”
“I don’t mind you saying so, no. And yes—they deemed me dumb, though I’ve always been of the belief that it’s because of my human blood that I wasn’t blessed with the Gift.”
“But you didn’t want it.”
“No. Of course not. Why would I?”
“For protection.”
“I know how to protect myself better than most mages do,” Virgin said. “Besides—if what happened between the two of us before... well, everything... was any indication, then I can damn well say that I’m not worried about being blown to pieces while I have my back turned.”
“You have a point there,” Odin chuckled.
“Exactly,” Virgin replied, raising his head as Ke’Tarka appeared in the near distance. “You’re fine with staying a day or so?”
“Of course,” Odin said. “Why?”
“Because I want some good food and some good sleep.”
 
Ke’Tarka was, in all appearances, a town much like Odin had expected—constructed, it seemed, by the wood from the Liar’s Forest and bordered by watch towers of the same kind. However, unlike Harpie’s Summit—in which the towers had been lit by flame and beckoned to any who happened to be upon the horizon—the towers that bordered Ke’Tarka’s township were constructed merely with the idea of watching in mind. They stood much higher than Odin had ever anticipated and seemed to have only one base pillar with a few brief planks of wood over it, likely to keep the elements off the tower and to protect and keep the guards from falling off.
“Is any of this familiar to you?” Odin asked, turning his eyes on Virgin as they progressed toward the city.
“The outpost I grew up in was similar to this,” the Halfling replied. “Although the buildings were mostly built from the trees, and the towers themselves were usually bridged between one another and cut from the insides of trunks to look into the distance.”
“I would have loved to see where you grew up.”
“There was nothing extraordinary about it. It was beautiful, to be sure, and nothing like what I’ve seen of the human land so far, but after a while everything becomes... well, the same—simple, stoic, boring. Monotonous.”

Monotonous? Odin thought, a smile curving his lips. What a word to come out of your mouth.
 After resisting the urge to laugh, Odin pushed his head away from the smaller pleasantries and focused his attention in front of them.
As they continued into the outpost, progressively making their way down the street and toward what appeared to be the only primary boarding establishment in the area, Odin tried not to think of Felnon and how long it had been since he’d been home. Being so close to the Liar’s Forest, it seemed he were back in the place he’d been born—ever so distant and away from the place he truly knew as his one and only, but ever so close and personable.
At the front of the establishment, they both dismounted and looked in the windows, where inside a few men of the burly and bearded variety sat talking to one another and the occasional barmaid passed with mead or other drink.
“Do we just leave our horses?” Odin asked. “Or—”
The door opened. A stable boy stepped out. “Hello,” the young man said, raising his copper-colored eyes and peering at the two of them through his sheen of blonde hair. “Are the two of you staying the night?”
“Two, yes,” Virgin said.
“I’ll take your horses.”
“Thank you,” Odin smiled, offering the boy two copper pieces.
After making sure the young man secured their mounts, they entered the inn and made their way to the bar—were, behind the counter, a pretty young barmaid who couldn’t have been more than sixteen offered a sweet smile and asked what they wanted.
“We’d like a room to start,” Virgin said, reaching into his money bag to pull out ten copper pieces. “We’ll come down for dinner later in the evening.”
“We can do that,” the barmaid said, sliding the money into her palm before turning and docking the entry on a leather-bound book. “Would you gentlemen like to be summoned when dinner is served later, or you like to come down on your own?”
“Having a warning would be nice,” Odin said. “If you could, anyway.”
“We can have John our stable hand come to your room once the food is ready.” The barmaid reached up to a rack of keys and trailed her fingers along the numbers above them before pulling a set from its place on the wall. “Here you are, gentlemen. Rest easy knowing you’re now in safe quarters.”

No kidding, Odin thought, accepting the key as the young woman offered it.
With little more than a second glance, the two of them turned and made their way up the stairs.
 
Darkness greeted them soon after they settled into the room, prompting Odin to light the tip of a candle with his magicked finger. White light spooled from the burning wick and cast the room in shadows fit for something related to the darker side—something short, closeted, and resembling something of a rat hunched over in the night.
As Virgin left the room to get the food, Odin’s eyes strayed to the bag that had been on his companion’s shoulder for the first time in weeks.

It’s there, his conscience whispered.
The book, his life, his progeny, his reason for existing and his sole intent toward his future—it could be called many things, but something it could not be called was a waste, as he had not discovered and stolen it without intent. It was, as many would have seemed fit to call it, a proper steal: a thing that, though dark and foreboding, had taken a great amount of determination to even try to think about taking, let alone actually secure and walk out the door with it. That alone was enough to swell his mind with pride at the thought of pulling it out of the pack—to stroke, with his fingers, its blood-stained, leather-bound surface; to finger the gnarled, deckle-edged pages with sweat and tears and snot and likely; to look upon it with eyes that appeared to be searching for sovereignty in a land where men appeared weak and nonexistent. To read the book would have been an art unto itself, for beneath its surface and within its pages lay text that had been constructed from the finest and most practical of hands, but to actually learn and know what it was to bring the dead back to life? What all did that entail, if not sacrifice and torment of the heart, mind and soul?

Read it, the voice said. Learn from it.
 Fingers straying, hands trembling and body shivering from the very idea of doing just that, Odin pushed the chair away from the single desk in the room, stood, then strode across the brief space between him and the pack before crouching down and fumbling for its drawstrings.
His fingers slipped.
His eyes watered.
His teeth sunk into his lower lip and would have drawn blood had he not been careful.

You can do it. Go on—open it. Open the book and know what it is to summon the dead.
 “Can I?” he whispered. “Can I really?”
 His voice, so small in the large room, sounded something like a child muttering in the night—when, surprisingly, the monster he had seen in his closet that his parents so vicariously said was not turned out to be true. It would first peek out from behind the doors, its clawed hands retracted and its cold nose sore, then would reach around and sink its nails into the door. They would click, of course, as if playing a drum, and then they would fumble, practically, with the doorknob, of which had not been used to push the door shut, before the door came open and the creature stepped from the shadows. It would then—very, very slowly—step forward, its arms pulled back, its elbows at its ribs, its wrists limp as though gay, and toward the bed, where it would then lean forward and whisper in a very, very soft voice, Hello, because true monsters, whether one liked it or not, were the ones that could speak, were the ones that could climb into your head and whisper things of joy and peace and tell you that everything would be just fine when, in truth, nothing was fine, for there was a monster in the room that would begin to eat you from the feet up before swallowing you within its gaping maw.
No longer sure what to do or expect from the very thing he’d spent months of his life preparing to steal and read from its text, Odin leaned forward, tangled his fingers within the drawstrings, then carefully pulled them apart.
He braced himself for whatever as to come.
Half-expecting a dark energy to surge forward and strike him in the face, Odin closed his eyes and took a deep breath in preparation of being drowned in whatever sin that was to come.
He reached forward.
A bead of sweat ran down his lose. To his lips it fell and into his mouth it went.
His fingers slipped.
His digits trembled.
Beneath his fingertips lingered the book that would change his life for the better or worst.

Go, it whispered, its claws at his arms, its breath at his neck.
“I will,” he whispered back.
His hands curled around the book.
His elbows locked up.
His muscles flexed and, slowly, the book began to rise from the bag.
As it came forward, revealing itself for the first time since he had stolen and stuffed it into the bag, it began to take on a malevolence all the more unreal in the face of such chilling reality. It seemed not bound in leather, blood-stained, deckle-edged or even bound in twine, and it seemed not a thing of evil that should be protected and guarded from hands they should not be in. To him, in his eyes, it seemed like nothing more than a simple book—a thing that should only be read and learned from regardless of whom or what said not to.

Can you do it? the voice whispered, lingering ever so close to his ear. Can you, Odin?
I can do this, he thought. I know I can.
 Cradling the book within his arms as if it were his child, he turned, crossed the distance between him and the desk, then seated himself in the single chair that adorned the room.
Carefully, as to not disturb the silence that permeated the air, he placed the book on the desk.
Dust flew from its edges.
Odin restrained a cough.
His eyes, still adjusting to the light, dilated until things seemed normal and concise.
Outside, not a soul disturbed the world. Everyone could have been asleep, for all he knew, and Virgin could have been nothing more than an apparition—a person whom did not exist in the least, for there seemed nothing at all in this world that could take this moment from him.
Reaching forward, Odin fingered the dented corner of the book’s upper-right edge and tried to imagine just who had been the last person to touch it.

Jarden, he thought. Or someone else?
 Either way, it didn’t matter—not now, not in this horrible moment.
Odin closed, then opened his eyes.
He took a deep breath.
In one single flourish, he opened the book and revealed to himself the destiny he had forged over the past eight months.
Lenna Arda,  it said. The Book of the Dead.
 “Lenna Arda,” Odin whispered, shying away when dust floated from the pages and attempted to rise to his face.
What could such a phrase mean—something powerful, dangerous, ancient or, by God or the Gods, forbidden?

Does it matter?
 Maybe later, when he asked Virgin just what all it meant or entailed, light would be shined upon the situation and revealed in whole. However—now, it need not matter, as he had just what he wanted in spite of all the oppression set against him.
“The Book of the Dead,” he whispered.
Upon the surface of the first page was the drawing of what appeared to be smoke rising from a raven’s mouth, likely symbolizing the Sprite or ‘soul’ that every living thing held. Beneath it, sketched in what he could only imagine was blood, was a signature he could not read—which, most likely, had to have been the result of the original author’s penmanship. The knowledge was enough to instill the belief that he had just crossed into forbidden territory and had wandered into a place mortal men should not cross.

I’m not mortal, he thought.
“I’m a Halfling.”
After tearing his eyes from the insignia below the Sprite-raven drawing, he turned the page to the table of contents, then scrolled his finger down the list until he found what he was looking for.

Bringing back the sentient dead.
 “Father,” Odin whispered.
The door opened.
Odin slammed shut the book so fast he thought the pages would fly from their ancient binding.
“Is everything all right?” Virgin asked, adjusting the platter upon his hand.
“Nothing,” Odin said.
“Nothing... what?” Virgin frowned.
“Nothing’s wrong. Don’t... don’t worry.”
“All right,” the Halfling said, narrowing his eyes at the book which now lay openly upon the desk. “Are you sure everything’s fine?”
“I said—”
“I heard you, Odin. Gods—you’re more than just a bit rattled.”
“I’m fine,” he mumbled, lifting the book and throwing himself across the room to shove it back in the bag. “Don’t worry about it.”
Virgin said nothing. He merely set the food on the desk and waited for Odin to serve himself.
 
The night dragged on endlessly. Unable to sleep not only from fear, but the reality that he could have been so easily caught within such an intimate moment, he rolled onto his side in an attempt to free himself of Virgin’s arm and looked out the window to find that the snow was once again delivering upon the world a moment of solace. In watching it, he couldn’t help but feel at peace, considering the torrential storm in his mind, and while it did little to calm his raging thoughts, it somehow eased the quiver of flame in his heart and allowed him the time to decipher his emotions.

Would it matter, he thought, if he saw?
 Virgin was just about as close to the situation as he was. That alone should have made him realize that he was not in the least bit afraid of any repercussions that could come his way, but here Odin was lying awake at this ungodly hour of the morning, trying to sort out the thoughts in his head and the feelings within his heart.
“You’re better than this,” he whispered. “You’re better than that.”
To react like he did was to diminish the entirety of his and Virgin’s relationship—to cast it into the fire and watch it burn like easily-discarded parchment. He couldn’t begin to imagine what Virgin had to have felt when he walked in the room and seen him react like that—sad, maybe, or possibly even heartbroken, but it couldn’t have been anything but just unsure.

You know how he felt, he thought.
Cheated, Odin would have said, had he the courage to voice it, for all he had done to help steal it, and cheated, he would have said, for knowing that the person he considered to be the closest to in the entire world did not trust him enough to keep a little book open.
Unable to restrain himself any longer, Odin cast the quilt from his shoulders, threw his legs over the side of the bed, then made his way over to the window—where, there, he watched the snow continue to fall.

You’re losing your mind.
 Who wouldn’t be though in his situation—when, seemingly, he had the entire world at his fingertips? He could bend the earth to his command, raise fires from nothing, draw water from the deepest pinches of ground and make the air implode upon itself to the point where any caught within its radius would fall over dead. He could kill a man just by thinking it—could bend him into a complete U until he screamed for death to be thrust upon him—and could thrust the body into flame so quickly that it would simply explode. Before, he could do almost anything, so long as the laws of nature abided it. But now, with this book, he could bring the dead back to life, if only he believed in himself and learned how to summon the soul with a blood and hair sacrifice.

I have both, he thought.
“My blood,” he whispered. “His hair.”
The mattress creaked.
Odin closed his eyes.
When Virgin offered no word, Odin cracked his eyes open to mere slits.
Every flaked reminded him of happier times.

You would have been thrilled, he thought, smiling even despite what he felt.
“You would have felt like it was the happiest moment in your life.”
A tear slipped from his eye.
He could not control the ones that followed.
 
“What happened last night?” Virgin asked.
“Nothing,” Odin replied, shying away to look at the outside world.
“Tell me.”
Tell you what? Odin thought. That I’m not even sure what I’m doing is right?
Rather than saying anything, he turned his head to regard his companion and tried not to allow any shroud of emotion to show across his face. It was almost impossible, because in looking at Virgin—in seeing his full lips, his pure green eyes, his stubble-lined jaw and strong chin and even stronger nose—everything he could say would only cheat himself out of a chance to reveal just how afraid he was.
Sighing, Odin bowed his head.
His hands tightened to fists.
His knuckles popped.
His head—which, up until that moment, had been all but calm—began to brew a storm within his skull.
“You know you can tell me anything,” Virgin said, crossing the distance between them and tilting his head to look at Odin’s down-turned face. “You know that, right?”
“I know.”
“Then why aren’t you telling me what’s wrong?”
Because there’s no point.
If he were to tell Virgin that he truly was afraid of, then that would only lead them down a path of intimacy that was not needed—not only because it wasn’t necessary, but because if Virgin read any part of the book, he could become tainted with the evil it supposedly harbored.
With a simple shake of his head, Odin turned his eyes back on the window and set his attention on the distance—where, he knew, Dwaydor lay no more than a few leagues away
We could leave tomorrow, he thought, crossing his arms over his chest and taking slow, deliberate breaths.   
If they left at dawn the next day, they could easily be within the Dwaydor Lowlands come the next four or five days, if not three if they traveled swiftly and had nothing to hinder them. That was reason enough to tell Virgin that everything would be all right—that things, as horrible as they seemed, would settle down and go back to normal—but in spite of that, Odin found himself unable to do so for fear his companion would simply upon him with eyes unsure and somber. Yes, they would say, as his hands reached out to caress his shoulders, his sides, his hips. Things will be just fine.
How desperately he wanted to fall into Virgin’s arms—to hear, without a shroud of doubt, the words he so wished the Halfling to say; to touch his face and trace beneath his fingers the contours of his cheeks and fine lips; to know that things, as convoluted as they seemed, would sort themselves out come time they went to bed. If he were given even the slightest inclination that his companion’s feelings were more than just simple attraction—a touch, a kiss, a word, an action—then maybe everything would be fine.
Maybe, just maybe, he could continue on without venturing toward this morally-suicidal mission he so walked blindly to with open arms.
No.
He’d come too far—had done things even the most insane of men would have never dreamed of doing—to stop and turn his back on the ordeal. To quit now would have been to waste nearly a year of his life in exile and torment and forever abandon the feelings that had plagued him over the course of the past several months.
To quit now, after all this time, would mean not only to turn aside what the Elves and the Neven D’Carda had taught him, but to deduce he and Virgin’s entire relationship down to nothing more than a simple agreement.
His mind a wreck of emotion, his heart pounding in his chest, Odin fell to his knees, reached up to claw at his face, then began to cry.
Directly behind him, Virgin crouched down and wrapped his arms around his shoulders.
“It’s all right,” the older Halfling whispered.
“No it isn’t,” Odin said, unwilling to rip his companion’s arms from his shoulders even despite the panic that ran through his chest. “No it isn’t, Virgin. This whole thing... it’s... it’s crazy.”
“No one ever said men weren’t crazy,” Virgin replied.
Odin bowed his head.
Tears snaked from his eyes, down his face and onto Virgin’s hands.
Virgin tightened his arms around Odin’s shoulders.
Odin opened his eyes.
When he looked down at the floor—when he saw clearly the specks where the moisture had stained the wood—it took little more than one simple thought to discern the entire ordeal.
He couldn’t turn back now.
The book, so close and yet so far away, held all the knowledge he needed to bring his father back to life.
I will bring you back, he thought, muscles tensing beneath Virgin’s hold. And I will make the one who killed you suffer.
Herald would die.
He would make sure of that.
 
Much of the following morning was spent in preparation for their journey to Dwaydor and beyond. First gathering the supplies from the inn, including a patchwork tent and the semblance of what could have once been fairly-decent bedrolls; assembling into their saddlebags the food, new cooking utensils and the tools needed for traveling the road and sustaining their horses; packing the rest of their belongings into fresh packs and sacks—each part of the process was like sewing together a grand tapestry meant to be hung in a kind’s grand ballroom: displayed, but never regarded as to discern every individual thread. Odin took special care in wrapping the most treasured piece of belongings in a few pairs of shirts before mounting his horse and preparing for what would be a full day’s worth of travel.
While confident that they would not be stopped, he wanted to take no chances, especially given the nature of the object they’d smuggled across the border.
In this day and age, with more than a scant amount of people possessing an understanding of magic, any rightfully-educated individual was bound to at least have some knowledge of the book.
Everything’s going to be fine, Odin thought, attempting to ease his panicked conscience with short and deep breaths. You’re just making yourself paranoid.
He knew they wouldn’t be stopped—had, in his very core, a gut feeling he could not shake despite the logistics of the scenario. There’d been no gateway entry into Ke’Tarka even from the south side, and given the state of the country and the way they were plagued with war, one would think that if security were that big of a concern the south gate would have been closed, especially due to the fact that Bohren had recently been wrecked by siege and that Dwaydor had succumbed to the same fate shortly after.
Why didn’t they hit Ke’Tarka then? he thought, grimacing, shifting in his seat and concentrating on the northern gate. What reason would they have to siege Dwaydor and not here?
It was, of course, a matter of distance, which could be calculated by no more than a few days’ worth of travel. Maybe the outpost had been secured long before the enemy had come, thus making it an unnecessary target, or maybe the people remaining here were simply stragglers of war that needn’t the attention of some higher force. Quite possibly, Ke’Tarka hadn’t even been on the enemy’s map because it was so far out of the way, a simple outpost without any bearing over Ornala or its providences.
Whatever the reason, whatever the cause, Odin couldn’t dwell on it, as it had little impact on their journey.
“Still,” he mumbled. “You would think that if something were to assault villages going up the road—“
“Pardon?” Virgin asked.
“I’m trying to figure out why the army from Denyon hit Dwaydor and not here.”
“Maybe it’s because this seems too small and out of the way,” Virgin suggested. “You know, because it—“
“Has no real bearing on the kingdom,” Odin said. “Yeah. I know. I already thought of that.”
“You shouldn’t let it bother you too much, Odin, though I can understand why you’re worried. It’s a bit disheartening to say the least.”
The least? Odin laughed.
For one place to be attacked by Ogres, Orcs, Necromancers and Goblins and not another? That showed signs of careful planning, of a tactician choosing which places would entice as much fear into a country as possible. Why, what better way could one attempt and do that than by capturing one of the very places that had been here even before the kingdom had begun—a location that, by all respects, had once been a stadium in which men fought not for money, but honor, dignity and possible freedom after being forced to compete for their lives?
Not wanting to think about the situation any further, Odin closed his eyes, then opened them to find that the northern gate stood no more than a few hundred feet away.
Above, poised on the east and western towers like hawks nesting on the highest poles, a series of guards looked down with bows drawn and arrows set to string.
“We’re… all right to pass,” Odin said, unsure what to do or say. “Right?”
“We should be,” Virgin replied. He raised his hand. “Hail, archers! Are we safe to cross?”
“You’re safe to cross!” one of the guards called back. “Be careful on your way to Dwaydor and your travels from there. There’ve been a series of werewolf attacks on travelers heading along the Liar’s Forest.”
Werewolf attacks? Odin thought. Could Nova and Carmen have—
Before he could finish, Virgin cleared the threshold between the two towers, and began to lead the way toward their next destination.
With nothing left more to do or say, Odin followed—silently, lips pursed and head downturned.
 
 The Liar’s Forest could have been seen as something of an eyesore along a path that was otherwise quite welcoming. Mostly dead, with gnarled branches that extended toward the sky like some old hag grasping for the moon, the place was mostly home to monsters and murderers—bloody, notorious bandits that preyed off the weaker travelers that made their way along the Ke’Tarka-Dwaydor Run and werewolves that seemed to bear little intelligence despite their rumored sentience. Upon looking at the wood, one could have expected to lose themselves within the dead trees, within the shorn bark and the mostly-yellow grass. In the winter, however, the structures resembled something like gilded chandeliers twinkling fresh with beads of dew, streaming fine crystalized beads of light into the distance and forever instilling awe upon any who looked on them.
“You know,” Virgin said, leaning so close that Odin thought the Halfling would fall off his horse. “If you didn’t know its history, you would think it was just a poor, dead wood.”
“You know about the Liar’s Forest?” Odin asked. “How?”
“Oh, you know—reading, writing, some art.”
“Art?”
“The Elves have a bit of a fascination with human culture and practices. Of course, given our separation from them, we can only assume certain things, but from what we know about the Liar’s Forest…” Virgin paused. A smile cursed his lips and brightened his persona. “It’s quite the place.”
“What do you mean be that?”
“Tell me, Odin—do you know whether or not the rumors that a group of bandits known as the Blood Hawks live there are true or not?”
“I don’t know about any specific bands, no, but I’d imagine there’s more than just a few enclaves living in there. Why? And who are the Blood Hawks?”
“The Blood Hawks are infamous for shearing the scalps off their victims and feeding them to the birds that rest in the highest trees,” the Halfling said, raising his palm and spreading it across the line of trees. “They say that even when there are no hawks, there is always some kind of bird there waiting to eat the flesh of the dead the bandits offer to them.”
“I’ve never been particularly interested what outlanders do,” Odin sighed, adjusting his posture to release the tension in his lower back. “Now had I the inclination, I would ask Ournul to lead an investigation into the murders of our kingdom’s people in and around the area, but I would never willingly go in and investigate it for myself.”
“Are you worried that you might fall victim to them?”
“I know boundaries when I see them.”
“As I’m aware,” Virgin smiled.
What’s that supposed to mean? Odin thought, somehow managing to hold his tongue.
Was his companion’s comment in regard to his actions, possibly in lieu of him refusing to strike Jarden or harm anyone beyond a simple strike, or did it relate to the fact that he had broken a magical hold over an ancient text forbidden in the Elven kingdom without so much as a second thought? Either way, the comment seemed without tact and mercy, so in that regard he stayed silent and instead focused on the road, so covered in snow but obviously-trodden by people and horses in recent day’s past.
“I wonder how many people have been passing through now that the war is almost over,” Odin said, preferring to move the conversation in a different direction rather than dwell on specifics.
“Are you aware that it is over?” Virgin asked.
“No, but… well... it sure as hell doesn’t seem like it’s been going on, judging from the way the road looks.”
“Hopefully, if only for your kingdom’s sake.”
“Isn’t this your kingdom too now? You don’t have plans to return to the Abroen, do you?”
“I am yours, my friend.”
Yours.
“Mine,” he whispered.
What could he say to such a declaration? Could he reply with a soliloquy, stating just what he felt about his companion whom he loved so much, or would he simply say that he in turn was Virgin’s to own—that, in truth, he bore no desire to pursue another partner even if he was forced to do so?
All I know, he thought, allowing his eyes to fall from Virgin’s face and to his hands, which lay strewn through the reins like lace along a fine girl’s coat, is that I would never willingly hurt you.
That much was for sure, whichever way he decided to cut it.
“Is it fairly straightforward from here?” Virgin asked, turning his eyes on Odin. “It looks that way.”
“It is,” Odin smiled.
“Are you happy to be home?”
“Happier than I could ever begin to describe.”
 
The fire outside burned strong.
As Odin lay beneath the folds of the patchwork tent trying desperately to fall asleep, he listened to the wind whipping across the landscape and tried not to imagine what Virgin had to be feeling while sitting in the cold. Silence, mostly, ruled their world, save for the ethereal howl nature made once breathing her sighs of relief, and while that did much to help settle his uneasy conscience, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not they would encounter yet another werecreature on their way toward the capital.
We don’t need that, he thought, shivering, drawing deeper into his bedroll and reaching up to tighten the drawstrings that held it together. We don’t need that at all.
From the open flap of the tent streamed in light that offered Odin but the faintest glances of Virgin as he first stretched his arm over his head, then readjusted his position before the fire. Not only that, he could see that the snow had started falling, once more blessing them with its chill and marking upon the world its testament to the suffering.
Sighing, unable to keep his attention focused on nothing but sleep, he pushed himself into a sitting position, rubbed his arms, then looked out the flap, where he found Virgin casting a glance over his shoulder to acknowledge him.
“Everything all right?” the older Halfling asked.
“I can’t sleep,” Odin replied, tempted to free himself from the bedroll and crawl forward, but unsure if he should. “Are you ok for now?”
“I’m fine, Odin. Don’t worry—I’ll wake you once I’m ready to go to bed.”
But that’s the thing, he thought. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to go to sleep.
After sinking his teeth into his lower lip, he crossed his arms over his chest, let a puff of air out of his chest, then bowed his head, allowing his hair to fall into his eyes to shield his vision from the wavering light of the flames.
Before him, Virgin shifted, then let out a slight cough.
A chill swept into the tent.
“Better close this,” the Halfling said, reaching forward to secure the flaps of the tent.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know. That’s probably the reason you can’t fall asleep though. Too much light streaming into the tent.”
“All right,” Odin sighed.
“Is something wrong?” Virgin frowned.
“I’d just rather we were done with this stretch of the journey.”
“You and me both, my friend.”
“Just promise me you’ll wake me up if you hear something.”
“I will. Don’t worry.”
Virgin secured the tent flaps in place.
No longer willing to keep himself up in response to such personal fears, Odin settled back down into his bedroll, burrowed himself as deeply in as he could, then closed his eyes.
Outside, the wind continued on.
 
What woke him he couldn’t necessarily be sure. It seemed, so far as he could tell, that the wind had not acted up. It had not hissed, screamed, or disrupted the trees, so no branch could have crashed down and tore him from the realms of sleep. He could remember no nightmares, as none dwelled upon his conscience, and no insects could have bitten him, for it was much too cold for any to be out and about. His next thought led him to wonder whether or not an animal had shifted up alongside the tent, then he realized that even if one had, he was sleeping nowhere along the edges, so he would not have felt it in the least. He was not cold, was not ill, was not trembling, shaking or crying, and was not in the least frightened of anything that could have dwelled upon his conscience. For that, he realized, nothing of the real and physical could have shaken him from sleep, as the world was peaceful and devoid of malicious intent.
What if it wasn’t something of the real world? he thought.
At this, a chill so disparaging he could hardly believe it thrust itself upon his body and ran from his tailbone to the curve of his spine—where, soon after, it slammed into his head and sent his body into a sitting position. The action was enough to make him tremble, but why he couldn’t necessarily be sure. While shaking, he tried to ponder just what was bothering him, then realized it could only be one thing.
No.
It couldn’t be.
After regaining as much control as he could, he pushed himself out of the bedroll, reached for his black-bladed sword, then unsnapped the claps that held the tent flaps in place.
Outside, Virgin stood prone with his dagger drawn and his attention set forward, toward the distant woods opposite the road.
“Virgin,” he whispered.
The Halfling jumped so far Odin thought he would fall into the fire.
“Something’s here,” Virgin said, not bothering to turn his head to regard Odin. “It’s in the wood across from us.”
“What?”
“You heard me, Odin!”
“I heard you,” he whispered. “But I—“
Something in the woods snapped.
Not again, Odin thought, pushing his way out of the tent and to his companion’s side.
His sword now freshly-drawn and glimmering in the light waning from the fire, he set his eyes on the tree line and tried to discern what his companion was so afraid of. He imagined it was nothing more than a simple animal—a black bear, possibly, or maybe even a large wolf—but some darker part of his conscience forbid him from even thinking that.
You know what it is, the armored thing said.
“No I don’t,” Odin whispered.
“Odin?” Virgin asked.
Odin shook his head.
The hand that held Virgin’s dagger began to tremble before him.
“Could it be a Marsh Walker?” the older Halfling asked.
“They hibernate in the winter,” Odin replied, adjusting his feet as to not tremble in the face of danger. “They cover themselves in mud and burrow into the ground. Besides—even if it were a Marsh Walker, you would have heard it.”
“What sounds do they make?”
“Clicking.”
Odin reflected the action by taking the tip of his tongue and sliding it along the flesh above his front teeth, making a sound akin to a rodent whose voice had been amplified several times. Virgin, in response, shook his head and cast his hair over his shoulders, where it fell neatly down his back before settling into place.
Across the road, something shifted.
Several tree branches cracked.
Odin braced himself for whatever  was to come.
A moment passed, then two.
Nothing came.
Virgin lowered his dagger and let out a deep sigh. “Sorry,” he said. “I must’ve just been hearing things.”
“No,” Odin said, narrowing his eyes as a figure pushed forward out of the darkness. “There’s something there.”
“Can you see it?”
“Barely. Can you?”
“You must be standing in the right place. I can’t see anything.”
The figure, so far as Odin could tell, was crouched down to the point where it held the height of some sort of small deer—a doe, possibly, or maybe even a fawn in its adolescence. That deduction, however, was quickly replaced, as the figure almost immediately retreated into the darkness.
Twigs snapped beneath its weight.
Odin paused, then frowned.



Something’s happening, he thought. Something bad.
They were, at best, two to three days away from Dwaydor—that was, unless something hindered their pace. At their sides, the horses kicked at the ground and let out the occasional grunt of disapproval, likely in light of whatever it was that stalked them just across the road. How they remained so calm Odin couldn’t be sure, but he imagined they hadn’t seen the intruder or else they probably would have been in hysterics.
I know we should’ve brought blindfolds.
At least then their beasts of burden wouldn’t have been able to see the danger that lay so closely ahead.
“Say it was a Marsh Walker,” Virgin said, shifting as if he were standing on the bow of a ship and expecting to remain upright. “And say it wasn’t in the ground…”
“I don’t think they’re Marsh Walkers, Virgin.”
“They?”
“They look like werewolves.”
“Werewolves?”
Once more, a twig cracked and disrupted the silence in the air.
“I think they’re just curious,” Odin continued, falling a few steps back to set a hand on his companion’s shoulder. “Go lay down.”
“How the hell am I supposed to sleep with werewolves watching us?”
“Have a little faith in me, will you?”
The Halfling narrowed his eyes.
For a moment, Odin expected him to cock off with another remark. When Virgin didn’t, his heart stopped beating as frantically as it had and once more began to fall into its even pace.
“You know what to do if something happens,” Virgin said.
Odin didn’t bother to respond as his companion shifted into the tent.
When the flaps were snapped into place, Odin settled himself on the ground before the fire and slid his sword in its sheath.
Across from him, something dwelled beneath the tree line. What, he couldn’t be sure, but he couldn’t allow it to bother him.
The road less travelled, he thought, then almost laughed.
Maybe the wildlife had been shaken by the signs of war.
 
Just as the sun began to rise in the east and light the world in splendid shades of white and blue, Virgin revealed himself for the first time since he’d retreated to bed last night. Eyes bloodshot, stubble much harsher than it should have been at such an early hour, he settled down on the ground next to Odin and reached out to test the warmth of the fire, raising his eyes only briefly to examine the scenery across from them. “You see anything while I was asleep?” the Halfling asked.
“No,” Odin said. “I didn’t.”
After reaching down and fumbling through the pack he’d taken out of the tent with him, Virgin retrieved a few pieces of jerky and stuck one between his teeth, offering Odin another between his forefingers. “What do you reckon they want?” he asked.
“I reckon,” Odin said, testing his piece of jerky, “that they were just interested in us. Nothing more.”
“Why though?”
“Probably because we’re one of the first few groups of humans who have traveled in a pair since the war ended.”
“You think these are the werewolves that have been attacking other travelers?”
“I can’t say for sure, though if they wanted to attack us, they could’ve done so last night.”
In response, Virgin narrowed his eyes, then cracked them open when the final piece of kindling broke and shifted in the fire pit. 
“Are you ready to go?” Odin asked.
“Whenever you are,” Virgin replied.
Odin shifted his weight on the balls of his feet, then looked back at the tent.
“Let’s pack up camp,” he said, “then get the hell out of here.”
“You don’t need to tell me twice, friend.”
 
Tracks were found on the perimeter of the campsite shortly after they embarked for Dwaydor.
Disheartened, unsure, and even more wary than before, Odin looked upon the crop of trees to the east and tried to restrain the rattled nerves that threatened to transform into something greater.
Just remember, he thought. If they’d wanted to do something to you, they could’ve done it last night.
For all they knew, the werewolves could have divided their attention to the north and south of their location, successfully flanking them in one swift measure without even revealing themselves for a moment. He could imagine it just now, plain as day—the head wolf, directly across from them, drawing their attention to the east, where it lay hidden but visible to catch the eye; then its brothers, maneuvering through the darkness, one to the north and the other to the south. It would have taken but a moment for the creatures to close in on them and slaughter Virgin silently and with little trouble. Such creatures were swift—agile, even, and easy on their feet—so little would have to be said or done. Tooth and nail could inflict such damage without noise. In the end, where would that have left him, if but asleep in the tent?
Rather than dwelling on the idea that they could have been killed so easily, Odin pushed his head up and looked to the north—where, faintly, he could see where carts had made ruts in the road, likely by caravans making their way from Ke’Tarka.
“Something wrong?” Virgin asked, drawing up alongside him.
“No,” Odin said, biting his lower lip.
“You sure?”
“I was just thinking about last night.”
“Who wouldn’t be?” the Halfling laughed, slapping Odin across the back. “I mean, come on—we were being watched.”
“That’s not what I was thinking about.”
“Oh? Pray tell.”
“If those werewolves had wanted to do something to the two of us, they could’ve flanked us from both sides and killed either of us with little trouble.”
“Obviously,” Virgin mused.
“I’m being serious, Virgin—I think they’re just curious. They are, after all, the wildlife. They’re bound to be distressed about all the activity that’s been going on.”
“That doesn’t mean they should be attacking humans making their way through their own country.”
Was it really theirs, Odin wondered? Could they, as humanity, really look upon any stretch of land and say that a road was theirs—that a forest, tall and strong, could be cut down; that a pond, full of fish, could be exploited; that a valley, soft and sweet, could be hewn and made into farmland? It could be said that no man owned any land, for he was arrogant and without refute, and though he was indeed the smarter one in the world full of flesh, no rightful creature could claim that everything was theirs—that a world, large and wide, could be made for only one creature; or many, he could add, for even Elves and Dwarves and even those Leatherskins with intelligence beyond that of a simple mule eventually took something and made it their own.
Is it really? Odin thought, a frown crossing his face and painting his expression somber and demure.
Though he couldn’t be sure, he could argue with himself all day about the logistics of his thought. For that, he decided to shut his mouth, purse his lips, then look into the distance, where Dwaydor would eventually appear on the horizon come early the following afternoon or dusk the next day.
“Odin,” Virgin said, raising his voice for the first time since he’d spoken of humans and their country.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“You said Dwaydor was where the assault happened. Correct?”
“That’s correct.”
“Is there a fear of disease within the city?”
“Not so far as I can remember,” Odin shrugged. “We took care of most of the bodies either by burning or burying them.”
“Even the Ogres that were in the area?”
“We had to burn them on sight. There wasn’t much we could do. We had no carts to move them into graves.”
“Fair enough,” the older Halfling said. “I wonder something, though—could not the birds have carried the flesh of the dead and possibly spread contamination throughout their kind?”
“I honestly don’t know. I… well… never really bothered to think about it, if you want to know the truth.”
“So long as the dead were properly dealt with, then there should be no long-term consequences. Besides—didn’t most of the refugees from the city make their way to the capital and the outlying towns?”
“Yes.”
In response, Virgin offered a smile that Odin found almost impossible to not return.“I look forward to seeing your capital.”
“It really is beautiful,” Odin said. “At least, I think it is.”
“I’ll take your word for it.”
When finally the conversation ground to a halt and silence ruled the world, Odin closed his eyes, tilted his head back and bared his neck to the cold winter air.
He could only hope that they had no encounters with werewolves or anything of the sort.
 
A chill blizzard that came in from the north disrupted their travels and forced them to stop early in the evening. Pushed to the side of the road, along the Liar’s Forest and possibly into a location where they could be picked off by werewolves or bandits, they first secured their horses to the trees and then arranged the tent before climbing in without so much as starting a fire.
Once inside, buried within their bedrolls and shivering despite the constant warmth Odin tried to supply, they listened to the sound of the howling wind and tried to remain calm despite the fact that the world seemed ready to tear them apart.
It’s just the snow, Odin thought, shifting beneath the covers and trying to make himself comfortable. Calm down. Nothing’s going to happen to you.
Of course, if one were to truly try and summon the deviant urge of miscreant, they could say that several things could go wrong. Their horses, tethered to the trees, could free themselves and go running off; the tent, patchwork-made and assembled crudely, could tear open; Odin’s magic, constantly supplied but not evenly dispersed, could fail and thrust the two of them into agony. He doubted not his abilitiest, and while tempted to try and start a magicked fire within the tent, he did not want to risk lighting it on fire and trapping the two of them within a raging inferno.
Across from him, eyes closed and lips pursed, Virgin appeared to sleep without so much as a shiver, chest slowly rising and falling in even, hushed tones.
How does he do it?
Whatever the reason, if his companion truly was asleep—and, Odin couldn’t doubt, he was—then that meant that he would have to take the first watch of the night.
After pushing himself forward and righting himself in place, he ran his hands along his face, then reached out and touched the side of the tent, testing just how cold the world outside was.
Hmm.
The thought occurred to him shortly after he realized that the fabric, whose mesh seemed made by several interlinking layers of thread instead of least one, felt much more durable than he had initially anticipated. In response, he lit his hand with magical fire, but shortly after he did so, Virgin shifted on his side and opened his eyes to watch him.
“Hey,” Odin said.
“Hey,” Virgin replied.
The two stared at each other for several long, undeterminable moments, possibly waiting for one or the other to speak, before Virgin propped his body up with one elbow and watched Odin with calm eyes.
Unnerved, Odin willed the magic to disappear.
The tent succumbed to darkness.
“I’m not saying you shouldn’t try something,” Virgin said, his voice a candle lighting one’s way through the dark, “but it might be better if you didn’t.”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking. I just realized the tent is made of more than just a few layers of thread.”
“Oh?”
“Usually that meant you can heat the layers simultaneously. It’s like a blanket—the bottom layer gets warm, the middle follows, then the top sometimes heats itself as well.”
“Do you believe that will make it warmer in here?”
“Possibly.”
“Don’t worry yourself over this, Odin. I’m fine.” The Halfling paused. “Would you like me to sit up first?”
“No. I’ll do it.”
Virgin settled down and adjusted himself in his bedroll.
Odin closed his eyes, though it did little to distinguish the darkness inside his head.
 
By the time Virgin woke him to offer a shift change, Odin felt the night, as well as the blizzard, would never cease to end.
It’s all right, he thought, settling down onto the bedroll with his hands behind his head and his arms to either side. It’ll eventually die down.
How they could manage to remain in the tent for such a long period of time was beyond him. He imagined that, if the snow were to get severe enough, they would be buried beneath it. Even if that did happen, they could always break themselves out, either with magic or swords,  but the idea still didn’t sit well with him.
As his conscience began to fade, ever so slowly allowing him to drift into the realm of dreams and where things at times seemed much more simple and others far too complex, he thought but for a moment of Virgin and how he would be sitting up all alone.
Shortly thereafter, his mind clicked off and he was asleep.
What seemed like but a few moments later, something brushed up alongside the tent and stirred him from sleep.
“Huh?” Odin asked.
“I didn’t say anything,” Virgin replied.
“You touched me.”
“No I didn’t.”
Odin bolted into an upright position.
“What?” the Halfling asked.
His hand burst into white fire so quickly he could hardly believe his eyes.
“What’s going on?” Virgin frowned, his eyes straying to the tent—where, obviously, the fabric could be seen bulging inward. “Oh shit.”
His eyes still hardly able to focus due to the fact that he’d been in such a deep sleep, Odin found it hard to believe that something outside had forced the tent to warp inward, so much that when he reached out and pressed his hand against the object he could immediately recoiled. He eventually bumped into Virgin, who merely shrugged him off before the tent expanded back into place.
“What… the fuck,” Odin said.
Outside, one of the horses grunted, then let out a scream.
Virgin was out of his bedroll before Odin could even begin to reach for his swords. Dagger drawn, light reflecting off its metal and back into his eyes, Virgin threw himself forward and out into the open air.
“Wait!” Odin cried, grabbing his swords.
Once out of the tent and nearly face-down in the snow, he pushed himself to his feet, turned, then cast three orbs of light into the surrounding area.
A creature he had not seen in some five years stood directly before one of the horses, opposing form tall and claws extended around the horse’s neck. Its eyes gleaming in the light reflecting from the orbs of magic, its snout wet and covered in blood, it turned its attention on Odin and offered a snarl that chilled his bones despite the snow that fell around him. Monstrous wouldn’t have even begun to describe the creature, as it stood some seven or eight feet tall and had a set of teeth that could have easily severed the horse’s, and while covered in blood that ebbed from the slight cuts upon the horse’s neck, it held a barbaric stature Odin couldn’t help but compare to something humanlike.
To the side, the horse’s companion thrust its head back and forth, desperate to free itself from the rope that held it in place as yet another of the creatures appeared from the woods behind them.
“Get back!” Virgin screamed. “Get back!”
The Halfling lashed out at the first creature who had its hands around his horse’s neck and slashed the air in front of it, managing to disengage the creature before it could do any further harm to the equine. Virgin then thrust his dagger into the creature’s jawline, then brought it back down on one of the claws that came soaring toward him before it could strike him alongside the head.
The creature screamed.
Odin drew both of his swords.
He cut his horse’s bonds away and watched it flee into the night.
Come back! he thought, willing his thoughts into the creature’s head in a fruitless attempt to try and bring it back.
When he found his magic would do nothing to summon his beast of burden, he flipped both his swords in his hands and prepared for the next creature to come at him.
On all fours, the brunt of its weight distributed into five equally-long fingers, the creature raised its head and snarled, bearing sharp teeth.
“Odin,” Virgin said. “A little help here.”
Odin thrust his hand forward, gathered the snow falling through the air, then fired it into the face of the creature hovering over Virgin.
The werewolf, stunned, stumbled back into one of the trees, disrupting a branch above it.
“Get away from here,” Odin said, jabbing his father’s silver-bladed sword in its direction. “I said get away!”
The creature screamed.
He screamed back.
When the creature lunged forward, he ducked and slashed his sword above him.
At first he couldn’t imagine what he had done, as he smelled the scent of burning flesh akin to a fireball he could have thrust onto the creature. However, as he turned, and as the creature who had attempted to attack him collapsed into the snow bloodied and bleeding, Odin looked down at his sword and saw steam rising from its surface.
No.
It couldn’t be. Those were just legends.
When the creature lifted itself from the ground, Odin saw, quite visibly, the telltale signs of singed flesh and hair falling from the creature’s torso.
“It is true,” Virgin whispered. “They’re vulnerable to silver.”
The werewolf turned and tore into the night.
Behind them, the other werewolf whom Virgin had slashed with his dagger disappeared into the darkness.
Virgin’s horse lunged back on its hind legs and kicked the air before them.
Odin lunged, tackling his companion to the ground.
Just above them, the horse’s hooves lashed the air and kicked blood up onto the snow.
“Thanks,” the older Halfling grunted, managing to smile.
“My horse is gone,” Odin said. “The man who gave them to us—“
“There isn’t anything we can do,” Virgin sighed. “Come on. We need to get out of here. Now.”
 
Little trouble managed to encounter them come their escapade through the night’s blizzard. Eyes alight with unease, hand pressed forward and trailing several magicked orbs of light across their path, Odin searched in vain for the horse he’d specifically bought for this trip, but to no avail. He also found, quite contentedly and securely, no trace of blood, though he could easily tell that the stupid creature had backtracked more than a few times in its rash attempt to escape the campsite.
“We’ll probably never find him,” Virgin said, securing an arm around Odin’s abdomen to hold him in place. “Stop trying.”
“I’m keeping the lights up,” Odin replied. “Just to ward them away.”
“You think your magic will keep them from coming back?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. The lights were out when I slashed the one with my sword.”
“Clever thinking on your part.”
“I didn’t know the rumors were true.”
“There aren’t many silver-coated swords to go around these days, are there?”
Apparently not, Odin thought, but thought it best to say nothing.
While they continued onward into the night, Odin found himself longing for Ornala and the safety of his shared quarter with the king. At least there, within the royal chambers, there was no fear of werewolves, of bandits, of weather so horrible and desperate it imposed upon any who traveled in it a sense of death. He briefly considered the idea that within a few days, he could be within that place, on the bed that had so rightfully become his and with dogs he considered as much his own as they were with kings, but in those sentiments, he began to wonder—and, ultimately, fear—just what the king would feel about Virgin.
Will you despise me, he thought. Or will you even care?
He knew nothing of Ournul’s affiliations with men queer, knew not what he thought or considered them to be or even if he knew men of that persuasion. If he tried to consider it, Odin imagined his king kind, for it was said throughout all the land that Ournul would take the time and care to be the best person possible, but that did not mean he was without his vices. There was a reason the need for knights had arisen within the past hundred years, and for that it seemed he could hold a plaintive judgment to those things he considered unnecessary, but did that mean he would turn his own champion away?
If anything, he’ll just want us to remain apart.
As he and Virgin had discussed before, there was a high likelihood that the king would want their relationship to stay silent—discreet, nondescript, and kept out of the overall picture. Their time together would have to be spent behind closed doors or, at the very least, within the company of others, as to not draw attention to the fact that they were merely more than just friends.
With a short sigh, Odin trailed the orbs of light forward and strung them together like beads, willing them to travel the side of the road like some exotic caterpillar making its way across a leaf in spring.
“How long do you think it’ll be until we hit Dwaydor?” Virgin asked.
“Tomorrow,” Odin said. “Maybe in the afternoon.”
 
They had no problems with werewolves, bandits, or even the weather come the following morning and throughout the day. Into the afternoon, which waned across time as the sun fell over the horizon, the telltale signs of Dwaydor began to loom in the distance, beckoning upon them a stature of conquest that meant they were more than halfway toward their goal. Sheer, absolute, and resembling something of a sphere even from so far away, it extended into the sky and seemed to dazzle them with images of lust and sleep in a place where the conditions would be much greater than they had existed in for the last few weeks.
“Well,” Odin said, extending a finger. “That’s it.”
“The stadium city,” Virgin nodded, tightening his hold on the reins just below Odin’s abdomen.  “It’s quite a marvel, isn’t it?”
While Odin had never considered it something of the sort, he could easily pour over its intensity and what history had melded it into what it was today. Even Virgin, who’d never been so far north, could appreciate everything it entailed, and did so by raising a hand and trailing his finger along the highest parts of the city—where, possibly, men stood watching the horizon, maybe even conversing about the two men who shared one horse making their way toward them.
We’ll sure be a sight.
At the thought, his eyes began to water.
After such a long time—after so many days, weeks, months and almost a year—he would finally be returning to the place where they’d scattered his father’s ashes.
If only I had the strength to do so.
Odin bowed his head.
Behind him, Virgin tightened his hold around his abdomen.
Whether or not his companion could sense his unrest he couldn’t be sure, but in that moment, he didn’t care. The fact that Virgin did so was enough to ease his mind and settle his heart.
 
“Hail, travelers!” one of the guards called, raising his hand and gesturing his companions to raise their bows. “Who might you be?”
“I am Odin Karussa, the king’s champion!” Odin called back, drawing his sword to flash the black blade before his audience’s eyes. “I have returned from my mission and seek entry into Dwaydor.”
“Your entry will be granted, but be warned—you will be watched.”
“Of course,” Virgin chuckled, sliding his hand away from Odin’s stomach and onto the reins when Odin slid his sword back into his sheath. “There is no freedom within the land of men.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Odin asked.
When Virgin didn’t respond, Odin decided it was for the better to keep his mouth shut and instead allowed his companion to lead their horse into the city as the gate was raised and the town was revealed to them in full. Though hardly any people were out and about at this hour of the morning, much less with the current weather conditions, there were some making their way through the streets, brushing snow from the path to keep those frail and uneasy from slipping and hurting themselves.
“It’s so,” Odin began, then stopped before he could finish.
He would have said ‘different,’ had he the slightest misconception. However, it appeared as though it had not changed since the last time he’d been here—more peaceful, yes, and more wholesome, but not in any way different.
“Not what you expected?” Virgin asked.
“Not particularly,” Odin replied.
“I guess you should take the reins now.”
“All right,” Odin said, reaching down to take the leather straps from Virgin’s hands.
“Odin?” a voice asked.
Odin looked up.
Directly in front of them, no more than a few feet away, stood a young man Odin had never imagined seeing again for a very, very long time.
“Parfour?” Odin asked.
The young man smiled and raised a hand.
Without so much as a second word in passing, Odin threw himself from the horse and into the boy’s arms.
*
“Life… with… a baby,” Carmen said, trying desperately to keep from repeating the dog’s actions and curling under the newly-acquired sofa.
Her joy over the matter had quickly faded when the child had proven to be a noisy one. How such a small creature could make such a high-pitched sound she wasn’t sure. It seemed at times the windows would shatter, and while she longed to escape it, the weather would allow no such thing, especially since the snow had continued to worsen.
Beneath her feet, Honor whimpered and hid his eyes behind his paws.
“Yeah,” she chuckled. “I know what you mean.”
“Babies are noisy,” Ketrak said as he walked into the room. “They’re all like that.”
“I don’t know how long I can take this,” Nova said, tugging his hair as he walked out of the back room. “It never stops.”
“You did this to yourself,” Carmen informed him. “Can’t complain.”
“Nope,” Ketrak smiled. “Can’t.”
“Neither of you are on my side?”
The dog whimpered.
“Even the dog isn’t,” the red-haired man groaned.
“He’ll settle down eventually,” Ketrak said. “That’s the thing with children. They’ll go on and on for the longest time. Then they’re asleep before you know it.”
“Hopefully.”
Though Carmen raised her hands to hide her chuckle, Nova caught sight and narrowed his eyes at her. She merely winked in response. “I think I’m going to go into town and get some bread,” she said, hopping off the couch and heading for the door. “And before you ask, no—I’m not leaving because of the baby. We just haven’t had bread for a while and I have a good feeling about the hunters today.”
“I hope so,” Nova said. “I’m getting tired of eating broth and vegetables.”
With a smile, Carmen donned her cloak and gestured for Honor, who followed without hesitation.
 
She patrolled the snow-covered booths along the side of the street. Her basket in hand, her hood over her head, she scoured the shelves upon which a number of delicacies both edible and not sat and tried to secure within her possession the bread she so desperately wanted.
The bakery had to have made bread today, she thought.
How couldn’t they? This was the capital. The grain and wheat storages were immense, dwarfed only by the outpost towers they lay beneath, and surely were filled with the fruits of last spring’s labor. Where else would it have gone?
If not in the stomachs of the hungry, she mused.
Sighing, Carmen paused to consider her options and looked down at the dog. Honor—who’d been mostly nonchalant about the entire escapade—cocked his head and offered a slight harrumph.
“Can’t find the bread,” she said. “Someone must have ate it all.”
The dog’s whimpers matched her feelings perfectly.
“They might have some at a kitchens,” a voice said.
Carmen lifted her head. A teenage boy—whom, until that moment, she hadn’t noticed—stepped up from behind one of the booths and offered a slight frown. “The kitchens?” she asked. “You mean in the castle?”
“Yessum.”
“Why would it be there? I thought there was a bakery outside the royal walls?”
“There is, ma’am, but the local farmers have no storage. They’ve used it all to feed their friends and family.”
“So the storage is low?”
The boy nodded. “There is bread,” he said. “I know there is, because I saw an official walk by with a loaf. I guess it’s all a matter of whether or not you can get in and get some.”
Nodding, Carmen scratched Honor’s head and turned to look up the street—where, she knew, the gates to the castle would still likely be open, given the situation the city was in. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your help.”
The boy merely nodded before shrinking back to his work.
With that, Carmen turned and started up the road.
 
Though she was given rather incredulous looks by the guards posted along the gate—both, she imagined, for her size and the dog beside her—she was allowed entrance into the royal grounds and began her trek toward the castle. She’d expected people to be lined up to be getting food. Instead, she walked the path alone, the hero who in her darkest hour quested for those more important.
It’s nothing to be worried about, she thought. You just had a different idea. That’s all.
Who was she to say that she had been wrong in envisioning such a thing? For years beneath the Hornblaris Mountains she had been told that humans were fodder—worms only useful for taming and cultivating the environment. They, the Dwarves said, would cut down the forests, would slay the monsters, would establish ground on which could be settled, then fertilize it for their own before their eventual fall, leaving it ripe for the taking for the true first kind of Minonivna. Dwarvenkind’s outlook on humanity was quite grim, so for her to have such progressive thinking should’ve been impossible. Now, though, it seemed foolish—if not because of an overzealous expectation of her own, but for the idea that the Dwarves could have been right.
Sighing, Carmen straightened her posture and looked up as she approached the castle’s front gates.
“Stop,” one of the guards said, though Carmen did so on instinct the moment he shifted his head. “What business do you have within the castle?”
“I was told there was bread,” Carmen said. “Is there?”
The guards looked between one another before returning their attention to her. “There is,” he said, “but it’s being handed out in proportion to family size.”
“There’s three.”
“You?”
“Me?” she asked. “I—“
“Is it for your family?”
“Nuh… no,” Carmen said. “It’s for the people who are staying with me. A young couple who just had a baby and her father.”
“There are some whose families are in greater need,” one of the guards replied.
“Greater need? You mean one of the royal families?” The words left her mouth faster than she could think them. Harsh, barbed, filled with venom, they struck even her as they planted their fangs into the cold reality of the world. “One of the families who can afford to have more than one child?”
“Ma’am, please don’t—“
“I’m not arguing with you,” Carmen said. “I’m merely saying. It’s a woman and her child. Her husband is a veteran. He went to war. In Dwaydor. To stand between you and them. I was there with him.”
“That doesn’t make a difference.”
“What were you doing? Standing here, in front of a gate behind two stone walls? Is this really what this country thinks of their warriors? In the Dwarven world, we give our veterans benefits based on war accomplishments, not on whose dick we came from.”
The men stiffened. “Ma’am,” one said. “You need to leave. Now.”
“Or what? You’ll throw me in jail? At least there I’d get fed.”
“We won’t give you another warning.”
While her heart and mouth told her to press forward, her head told her that getting thrown in jail for insubordination would do her no good.
Turning, she started down the road.
She heard no whispers from behind.
 
“I couldn’t get any bread.”
After relaying the story to Nova—whom, upon her arrival, had stepped forward—Carmen sighed and shifted before the stove. Her humility in the matter was only further stricken by the expression on Nova’s face—which, while not disappointed, appeared concerned.
“It’s ok,” the red-haired man said. “You tried. That’s all that matters.”
“I was told the food was given out based on how big the family was,” she replied. “Based on how many times a member of the royal family thought he needed another heir.”
“That’s the way the country works. That’s the way it’s always been.”
“Well, it’s fucking dumb if you ask me.”
Nova shrugged. Carmen shook her head, cast her cloak from her shoulders, then hung it up before the fire to dry. She took note of the silence and craned her head to look out the other side of the kitchen. “Where’s Katarina?” she asked.
“Sleeping with the baby,” Nova replied. “Her father’s down for the afternoon in his own room.”
“Ok.”
“Why don’t you go up to your room, Carmen?”
“That room is not my room,” she replied. “That’s another room upstairs.”
“Yes, it is, but we want you to stay in it.”
“I feel more comfortable down here.”
“Why?”
“Well, for one, I can sleep in front of the fire,” she said. “And two, I’m down here if anyone needs anything.”
“You’re just up the stairs if we need you,” Nova laughed. “You need some time to yourself. You’ve been going nonstop since we left Arbriter.”
“It’s keeping me busy.”
“Yeah, but for how long?”
Carmen frowned. Though she wanted to reply, the usual retort was not at the tip of her tongue. 
He could be right, she thought. I could be overworking myself.
A glance into the living room painted a picture of the last few weeks—of a deerskin arranged before the fire for her to sleep atop or beneath.
“Ok,” she said, nodding, the tone in her voice drastically lower than it had been before. “I’ll go.”
“I’ll make dinner,” Nova nodded, following her as she rounded the corner to ascend the stairs. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Carmen. You don’t know how much it means to me.”
Carmen nodded.
The only sound she heard on the way up was the stairs creaking below her feet.
*
The tempest was great. Like a gargantuan devil that spun through the hills and took anything in its path upon a land that he had once called home, it warped around the house to the point where he seemed to be able to feel its power. Raw, overwhelming, like the force of a voice projected from the foot of a mountain to reach its highest peak—it struck him not with its direct impact, but its intended consequence, which rattled his body to the point where he could hardly keep from shivering.
It’s fine, he thought. We’re safe.
He’d closed the door to try and keep the warmth in—mostly for the baby, but also for his wife—but so far it’d done little to help. Already his son was wrapped within his father’s coat, the one his grandfather had bestowed upon him so many long years ago. Framed within the hood’s halo, beneath the red fur, he appeared something like an angel, sleeping there all content, yet regardless he could not shake the feeling that he could be doing something more.
What, though?
Gathering firewood from the nearby forest, learning to shoot to hunt with the men, learning the tricks of trade of leather and skin-working in order to make better necessities for themselves—it seemed no matter what he thought there was no purpose. The firewood was done, arranged neatly within the box by the place, and with no game there was no reason to shoot, let alone try and learn to properly tan a hide. Even the offers of work as a hired sword for the caravans running within the Golden Crown were incomprehensible. He couldn’t abandon his family—not now, not in this climate, and especially not with a newborn baby.
It seems like there’s nothing I can do.
Sighing, he reached up to stroke the beard covering his face and cast a glance at his shoulder at his wife, whose body had in his absence drawn to the makeshift cradle Carmen had built from a few planks of wood. 
Katarina’s hand—so feebly drawn in sleep—seemed to extent toward the one possibility that made this suffering worthwhile.
Him.
At this, the baby began to stir. His short whimpers, soft yet easily discernible, cut through the night like a jagged key loosened from its piano and entered his ears with an urgency he felt only a caretaker could dictate. His heart fluttered, his lip quivered, and his eyes instantly gravitated toward the child whom no more than a few weeks ago had just been born.
Slowly, as to not disturb Katarina from sleep she did not often have, Nova crossed the room and crouched down beside the cradle. “Hey,” he whispered. “Buddy. It’s ok. I’m here.”
Konnan Eternity opened his eyes to regard his father with the same golden orbs his father had been born with. Face scrunched in discomfort, fists writhing at his side, he opened his mouth as though to let out a wail, then stopped as Nova took him into his arms.
“There,” he whispered, cradling the infant close to his chest. “It’s all right.”
A God could not have tested the fragility of it all. A baby, in a man’s arms; a father, holding his infant son; a situation, so grim it appeared nothing could be done—as outside the storm blew on, raining havoc upon the land that was once called golden, and as within her bed a mother slept, there appeared to dangle within the air an hourglass whose spool of sand was endless. Come, it would have said. Test thy might against the eternal winds. And tested he would be, Nova knew, because as the room filled with sand—swallowing first the boards, then the blankets, then his family and then he himself—he would be made to wonder whether he could do anything to help them, for what man is able to swim a thousand seas, cross ten-thousand leagues, wade through the waters infested by such hellacious fish or even dig himself from beneath the sands of time without first succumbing to defeat? There were no matter of great feats within the world, to be sure—he himself had witnessed many—but in knowing that his position in the world had come full circle now that this child had been born, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could do it.
A few weeks, he thought, and I’m already beginning to falter.
The baby’s exclamations in his arms proved happiness—or, at the least, contentment. In that regard, Nova felt he could say he had done a good job, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t help but feel he was failing.
Bohren, he thought. Home.
The sweeping hills, the majestic plains beneath, the farmlands lush and rich with food and the people kind and pure: from the tops of the highest northern hills one could look out and see the ocean—could smell the salt and bathe in its splendor—and on winter days the world would resemble a great and magical paradise, for atop this place they were kings in their own domain and could never be conquered. 
“Yet we were,” Nova whispered.
Never would his son see those great rolling lands where he had grown up, play within the streets bathed in dappled sunlight on a fine summer’s day, grace the fields where through their crevices flowers grew, the virgin places of the world that knew not yet of its dangers. That place—it’d been magical. Now his son would never see it.
Someday, he thought.
“Maybe,” he whispered.
The baby set his head against Nova’s chest.
Nova sighed.
Home was far away, across many leagues and in a completely different land. But one thing was for sure—they were safe. That was all he could ask for.
*
“Where’ve you been?” Parfour asked, pouring Odin and Virgin a glass of tea. “It’s been… what? Almost a year now?”
“When did the war end?” Odin asked, accepting the glass and tipping it to his lips.
“About six months ago… which would’ve been three after you left. Why?”
“What’re you still doing here in Dwaydor then?”
“The people here need help in these harsh times,” Parfour sighed, reaching up to brush his lengthening hair away from his face. Odin couldn’t help but stare at his milky left eye and managed a smile when the young man caught his attention. “I’m one of the few who can offer it.”
“It sounds like you do good work,” Virgin said, setting his glass down and reaching out to take the young man’s hand.
“Who is this?” Parfour frowned.
“A friend,” Odin replied, reaching out to clasp Virgin’s opposite shoulder. “Virgin, this is Parfour. Parfour, Virgin.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
“I admire the kind of work you do, young man. I may not have the faith I believe I should, but I know that a lot of people depend on it, especially in times of war.”
“Of war,” Parfour said, settling himself down into the seat across from them. 
While the young man internally debated the logistics of what Virgin had implied, Odin tilted his head to examine the house that Parfour had claimed as his own. Large, expansive, with more than two floors and adorned in fine creams and whites—glass plates hung on wire rims along the walls and the young man’s ornate but obviously-battle-worn staff was set in place above the fireplace that bloomed with light. To say this house was one bestowed upon a war hero would have diminished its properties, for in light of the situation, Parfour’s enlistment and faith had earned him a rightful home within one of the finest cities in the country.
“They gave you this house,” Odin said, returning his attention to the young acolyte when he finished examining his surroundings. 
“They did,” Parfour nodded.
“Why? Or how, I should say.”
“Many of the people who fled the city when it was about to be assaulted took with them their personal belongings—linens, treasures, weapons, that sort of thing. They haven’t come back, and have made no plans to, so the soldiers displaced in the war were offered the homes under the king’s jurisdictions. As to how I got this house, my service happened to be declared exemplary by the king himself and I was given one of the best in the Higher District.”
“It really is a nice house,” Virgin said. “You must be pleased.”
“I am.”
“Are they taxing you on it?”
“I assume they will eventually,” Parfour shrugged, “but right now I’m working off the good will of the people, serving under Father Ahmalya, that sort of thing.”
“You’re training to become a priest?” Odin asked.
“In time, yes. That is what I’d like to do with my life.”
“I have no doubts you’ll get there,” Virgin said, reaching across the table to clap Parfour’s shoulder.
When a smile was bestowed upon Parfour’s face, Odin couldn’t help but smile himself despite the fact that his emotions seemed all the more conflicted in the presence of such horrific circumstance.  While his heart felt broken, and while his mind seemed more at ease than he could have ever imagined, there lay a conflicting notion within his mind that he could not be happy even though he was at rest with someone whom he considered a very good friend.
“Can I ask you a few questions now?” Parfour asked, breaking Odin out of his trance. “I mean, if you’re all right with that?”
“Go ahead,” Odin said.
“Why were you gone for so long?”
“Two-and-a-half-months of it was spent traveling,” Odin said, setting both hands on the table. “The rest of the time was spent trying to find peace with myself and my situation.”
“Did you find it?”
“In a way, yes.”
“I’m glad,” Parfour said, extending a hand and setting it over Odin’s upturned palm. “Let me tell you what. Why don’t the two of you stay here for a few days, maybe until the weather gets a little better? God knows it’s only been blizzarding for the past month or so.”
“Yeah,” Virgin chuckled. “We know.”
“How come the two of you only came in on one horse?” Parfour frowned.
“That’s another story,” Odin sighed. “You’re fine with the two of us staying here for a little while?”
“I have extra rooms. Besides—it’s a bit lonely, having this big house all to myself.”
“I can imagine,” Odin said. Standing, he made his way around the table, then stepped into the threshold that led to the stairwell, stopping in midstride to look back at Virgin and the young man he considered to be one of his very best friends.
“Give me a moment to tidy up one of the rooms,” the young man said, pushing himself out of his chair. “Make yourselves at home. I can make dinner once I’m finished.”
“Thank you,” Virgin said.
Odin only nodded and stepped aside so the young man could make his way up the stairs.
In the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but feel a burning inclination to head out to the city limits—to the place where, almost a year ago, they had burned his father’s body.
Maybe at the site of the Elf’s death he would find the peace he was so desperately looking for.
 
“It’s awfully nice of him to open up his home like this,” Virgin said, pulling his shirt over his head and straightening his hair back down his shoulders.
“It is,” Odin agreed, idly toying with one of the loose threads of string on the quilt his young friend had spread along the bed.
“Is something wrong?”
“I just didn’t expect to see him here. That’s all.”
“Isn’t it nice knowing we have a friend to stay with?”
“It is,” Odin agreed. “But, well…” He took a moment to regain his composure before sighing and turning his eyes up at Virgin, who’d since turned to face him with his arms crossed over his bare chest. “He led my father’s funeral.”
“Oh.” Virgin frowned. “I see.”
“The last time I saw Parfour was the night before I left for the Abroen.”
“That has to be hard,” the older Halfling said, seating himself on the bed and setting an arm across Odin’s shoulders. “I’m sorry you’re in so much pain.”
“It’s all right. I can live with it.”
“I know it’s hard, Odin. I’ve been in your position before.”
“I know.”
“And even though I never once thought of doing what you intend to, I know you’ll eventually figure things out for yourself, whether you use the book or not.”
Whether you use it or not, Odin thought, bowing his head when he felt the telltale signs of tears blooming at the corners of his eyes.
When he felt himself capable of restraining such weak emotions, he turned his head up, looked directly into Virgin’s eyes, then smiled despite the horror pressed within his heart.
“Will you go with me,” Odin said, “when I want to see where it was they delivered my father into the afterlife?”
“You know I will,” Virgin said. “Don’t ever think that I wouldn’t help you.”
Reaching down, the Halfling set his hand atop Odin’s and laced their fingers together.
Odin closed his eyes.
When Virgin tightened his hold on his hand, it seemed all his worries were erased and things would soon be just fine.
 
A thunderstorm wreaked havoc across the sky and blighted the city with hail and snow.
Nestled beneath the covers and drawn back against Virgin’s chest, Odin watched the outside world succumb to anarchy and tried to keep his eyes on things other than the window set into the wall before him. The tiles ornate, the pane of glass shaped like a mushroom, the wooden sill the base beneath its stalk—it appeared something of an anomaly in a house made entirely of human things, and appeared for all purposes to be out of place, but in that moment, it appeared to encapsulate all of nature’s wrath and framed it in a way Odin would have thought otherwise frightening.
Whenever a bolt of lightning arced across the sky, a single, solitary impression of a mushroom would appear in front of Odin’s vision, ingraining itself in his mind like a hot poker to the flesh of some poor ass.
Great, he thought, closing his eyes. Just great.
It could be worse. Considering they could have been out in that weather instead of in a safely-fortified house and a comfortable bed, his  current situation could be considered heavenly—a godsend pressed upon the world to ease the fractured hearts of those weary.
As Virgin shifted behind him—first stretching an arm into the air, then setting it across Odin’s waist—Odin briefly considered that even before they had gone to bed Parfour had been awake, reading by candlelight from a book that appeared to be some sacred holy text. Such a notion was enough to make him consider leaving the room to see whether or not his young friend was still up, but if he moved, there was a distinct possibility that Virgin would awaken and ask him where he was going.
“Better not,” he whispered.
Behind him, Virgin grunted.
Odin was able to contain a snort in response.
At least he’s having a good night’s sleep.
After a brief sigh and a sudden inclination that he would not be able to go to sleep anytime soon, especially with his companion now beginning to snore and the outside storm growing progressively louder, Odin shimmied out of Virgin’s grasp, threw his legs over the side of the bed, then crossed the brief distance between him and the doorway before letting himself out.
Once out of the room, he took a deep breath, looked up and down the wall, then descended the stairs, taking extra care to hold onto the railing.
As he’d expected, Parfour had remained up into the late hours of night—reading, by candlelight, at the table in the sitting room, a monocle framed over his one good eye and attached by a chain to his ear.
“Good evening,” the young man said, looking up as Odin stepped off the last stair.
“I thought I was being quiet,” Odin smiled.
“You were. I just have good hearing.”
“Is it all right if I bother you for a little while?”
“It’s fine.” Parfour closed the book with a single flush of his hand. “Can’t sleep?”
“I haven’t been able to sleep during thunderstorms lately. Don’t ask me why.”
“They seem to be worse in the winter,” the young man shrugged, nodding as Odin seated himself in the chair across from him. “Something on your mind?”
“I want to go back to the place where we burned my father’s body.”
“You mean on the outskirts of town,” Parfour said, waiting for a nod before he continued. “Would you like me to take you, or…”
“I’ve asked Virgin to go along with me.”
“Not to push you into answering, but… is he—“
“The person I’ve been sleeping with?” Odin asked. “Yes. He is.”
“All right then.”
“What about you? Have you found a girl?”
“Unfortunately, no. My service to the church requires me to be celibate.”
“You’ll be a priest soon, you know.”
“I know, but I’m not worried about finding someone to sleep with—at least, not anytime soon.”
“It’ll come in time,” Odin said. “You just have to wait for the right person.”
“Where did you meet him, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Outside the Abroen. I asked if he would take me to the capital and he said yes.”
“Just like that?”
“He’s a bit of a nomad. He only left because… well… you know.”
At that, Parfour offered a nod, immediately dispelling need for further clarification.
After stretching his arms over his head, Odin leaned back in his seat, looked about the room, then allowed his eyes to fall back on his friend, who offered a slight nod of approval before rising and making his way to a tea table, where he filled two glasses full of the amber liquid before returning.
“You plan on going back to the kingdom,” Parfour said, reseating himself soon after passing Odin’s cup to him. “At least, I assume that’s what you’re doing, all things considering.”
“I have to. I’ve been gone for nearly a year.”
“Most everyone who was here left soon after you disappeared.”
“Icklard and Domnin? Ardut? What about Carmen and Nova? Where’d they go?”
 “Icklard and Domnin followed the battalion to the mouth of Denyon and returned with the main human force shortly afterward. Ardut left once the ill and injured here were tended to and Nova and Carmen left three or four days after you left.”
“So they’re already back in the capital. All of them.”
“I assume so, yes.”
“Have you heard any news from Ornala?”
“Other than that they’ve been expanding the town south of the wall to house the refugees from here and Ke’Tarka? No. Not really.”
“So you don’t know anything about Nova and Carmen then.”
“Sadly, no.”
With a sigh, Odin sipped his tea, then bowed his head before lacing his fingers beneath the table, all the while trying to cope with the reality that it would be at least a week once they embarked from here until he would know anything about his companions, if then.
I won’t know if Katarina’s ready to have her child, he thought. Or if Carmen really does have that giant dog.
Hopefully some semblance of normalcy had returned to his friends’ lives. Nova and Katarina deserved to start their family and raise their baby boy, if only because they’d gone through so much together over the past few years, and while Carmen would never necessarily have a normal life until she was reunited with her husband, at least she had the company of others.
“Odin,” Parfour said, tilting his head down to look him in the eyes. “Are you all right?”
“Just thinking.”
“About what?”
“About how much I’ve missed.”
“You went through a rough time. You deserved to find happiness.”
“You really think I’ve found it?”
“Do you?”
Yes, he thought. Maybe.
He couldn’t argue that Virgin had done much for his happiness. Without him, he would have never been able to find his way through the Abroen, would have died when the Nagani had attacked him, would never have had the courage to strike Jarden over the head or steal the book and make his flight from the castle. He would have never even made it outside the doorway had it not been for the Halfling’s help, nor would he have escaped the city in the nick of time to escape the Elves quickly pursuing them. Had Virgin not stepped into his life—had he not placed a knife to his throat and threatened to rob him—he would have never went as far as he had and would not have returned in such wholesome conditions.
Were he to say that he had not found happiness in the one man he considered to be the most important person in his life, he would not only be deceiving himself, but the entirety of what had occurred between them.
“I don’t know if I’ve found it,” Odin sighed, tilting his head back up. “I know that I’m happier than I was before.”
“It takes time, recovering from a friend’s death. You’ll probably never be over it, but at least each day brings you one step further out of the pit of despair you’ve been in.”
Odin closed his eyes.
Though he believed heavily in the idea that time would free anyone from the persecution life bestowed upon them, he could not live with the idea that his father would never again grace his life.
After he stood, bid Parfour goodnight, then returned to bed, he only realized once more what he would have to do.
In but a few weeks’ time, he would come to know the Book of the Dead and all its secrets.
 
They stood on the outskirts of Dwaydor in full winter attire staring at a place where, almost a year ago, an Elf had burned. Wrapped in a coat so thick Odin felt as he would be swallowed by its thick layers and its fur-lined interior, he shifted in place as if fumbling through the maw of some great predatory rodent and tried to keep his emotions intact, but to no avail. Tears stung the corners of his eyes, snot filled the insides of his nose, and the horrible cold seemed all the more willing to destroy him in a place where emotions could not be summoned to attend the weak-hearted.
This is it, he thought, bowing his head to shield his eyes not only from his friend and companion, but to recant on the past.
He had, once upon a time, thought and said those words on the way home from Ohmalyon—when, nearly two years ago, he and the man he had not known was his father looked upon the Ornalan Coastline and saw in the distance the shining figure of a castle. It had been in that moment that he believed his future would be intact, that he would soon become a knight and would one day lead another squire of his own, to defend their kingdom from any outside force. That moment, as distant as it seemed, was all the more clear in his mind, if only because his previous thought had once more led him to things that had happened long ago.
“Are you all right?” Virgin asked.
“I don’t know,” Odin said.
He did not lie, as in retrospect he could not discern his emotions for what they really were. There seemed an ounce of materialism within his mind, that of which came from the moments they had shared and the time in which they had spent together, and there was obviously an immense amount of gratitude for the fact that the Elf had taught him so much. For that, he couldn’t understand just what he was feeling, as it seemed in moments of great distress that sadness ruled everything and kept any good soul from relating what they currently felt.
I’m sad, Odin thought, and want to cry.
But he couldn’t, of course, for Miko had said that human emotions were for the weak—that crying for someone, dead or not, was to reveal a weakness that could be easily exploited. Any intelligent person would be able to see that someone crying was, in fact, vulnerable, and could as such use it to their advantage, but wouldn’t any intelligent creature know that such actions were the result of a deeply-rooted method in which all sentient life had been crafted?
Not knowing what to say or do, Odin tilted his head up and looked at Parfour, who had since crouched down near the side of the road.
“It’s never recovered,” Parfour said, tilting his eyes up at Odin when the patch of scorched earth was revealed from beneath the snow. “Not once.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Odin asked.
“I’m not sure. Maybe it means nothing. Maybe the grass just wasn’t ready to grow back and was just waiting. Or maybe it means something more. Maybe…”
Maybe… what? Odin wondered.
That the earth lay testament to his father’s passing—that the grass, upon which the birch and bark had been set, had mourned for the Elf’s passing; that the land, so old and full of wonder, had marked this place as something great: as a cannon to all living creatures to know that something great and wonderful and old and mysterious had given its life o save its progeny? It could be said that the earth, when greatly wounded, could cry out in pain—that Gaia, so great and mighty, could mark the passage of time in ways that normal men could see—but if that were the case, then why would it be marked here, in such forms of scorched grass, if not in the form of something wonderful, like a tree or even the gentle formation of rocks in the shape of something wonderful?
“I want to say a prayer,” Parfour said, standing, taking a few steps back and lacing both hands together before allowing them to fall, conjoined, over his waist. “Is that all right with you?”
“It’s fine with me,” Odin said.
In truth, a prayer might have been just what he needed.
Parfour bowed his head and closed his eyes. Odin did the same, though didn’t bother to wait and see whether or not Virgin would reciprocate.
“Dear God,” the young acolyte said, his voice pure, strong and focused despite its obvious tremble. “I call upon you today to know that we mourn the loss of the creature you created and respect the decision you held in calling upon his service in the great land of Heaven. As one of your disciples, and as one of your children, I know how difficult the decision must have been to take our great friend away from us, but I know that you did not do so out of ignorance or arrogance. Please, hear my plea—keep our friend safe and within your heart, beneath your arm and behind your rib, and please, allow us the strength and courage we need in order to continue on with our lives. It is without you that all men are lost, and in such times of pain and sorrow, we cannot afford to wander blindly without your candle. Amen.”
“Amen,” Odin and Virgin said.
A slight wind came up and disturbed the snow on the patch of scorched earth.
Odin closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he said.
Virgin tightened his arm around his shoulders.
It would seem in such dark moments that happiness could not be found.
 
“Are you sure you have to leave now?” Parfour asked, shivering in three layers of clothing as Odin secured his horse’s saddle across its stomach and checked to make sure all of their belongings were safe and sound. “You know you’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”
“I know,” Odin said, turning to brace his hands on his young friend’s shoulders. “I need to get back to the capital, return to my king and let him know that I’m still alive, regardless of whatever rumors are currently spreading throughout the kingdom.”
“All right,” the young man sighed, tilting his head down to stare at the boots on his feet.
Odin closed the distance between them, wrapped an arm around Parfour’s shoulder, then planted a firm kiss against the young man’s brow. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home. It means the world to me.”
“Come back soon, won’t you?”
“I will,” Odin smiled. “I promise.”
Virgin lifted his head from his place in the stable and offered a slight smile and nod.
“Well my friend,” Odin sighed. “I guess this is goodbye for now.”
“Not goodbye,” Parfour said. “‘See you later.’”
“See you later.” Odin paused, then smiled and said, “I like that.”
“You ready to go?” Virgin asked.
“Yeah. I am.”
 
They embarked from Dwaydor with the sole intent of crossing the expanse between the snow-covered Ornalan Plains within the span of seven days. Though the journey would be tough, especially with so much snow and seated atop the only horse they could afford to take, Odin couldn’t help but feel they would accomplish what they set out to do with little trouble.
“We have to remember,” Virgin said, “that we still might have to worry about werewolves.”
True. On the lips of men within Dwaydor they had heard the majority of the attacks had taken place outside of the city no more than a day or so away, but that didn’t necessarily mean they would have to be concerned, did it?
We have our tent, we have our swords. We know they’re vulnerable to silver.
“We should have to nothing to worry about,” Odin mumbled.
“Oh, I’m not worried,” Virgin replied, as if thinking Odin had just spoken to him. “I’m just being cautious.”
“I know.”
“No point in letting our guard down when we’re passing through one of the harshest parts of the trip.”
“We’ve never had to worry about this part of the journey before,” Odin sighed. “I really do wonder if the activity that’s been going on really has upset the local wildlife.”
“Wouldn’t you be upset too if there were men fighting and killing each other before your eyes?”
“I don’t know. I’m not an animal.”
At this, Virgin chuckled and reared his head back to laugh. Odin, meanwhile, kept his head down and reached up to adjust his hood over his eyes, thankful that the weather had not worsened over the short while they’d been out on the road.
Just because it snowed and hailed last night doesn’t mean that it’s going to do the same today.
Either way, one couldn’t be too sure, especially when nature herself seemed so wild and unpredictable.
Rather than keep his thoughts centered on things negative and unworthy, Odin tried to imagine just how he would be greeted once he passed through the supposedly-blossoming town of Ornala.
It could be great, he thought. Or it could be horrible.
Either way, he would face the stones they bared, whether they came flying or not.
 
“I can’t stop thinking about him,” Odin said.
“Whom?” Virgin asked.
“Parfour.”
They sat before the fire with their cloaks about their shoulders and their legs inside their bedrolls. Eyes set to the crackling flames, hands and fingers locked beneath his knees, Odin tried to pull his consciousness away from matters of the past, but found himself unable to despite that they were so far away from Dwaydor and things only seemed to be improving as they continued.
You knew this would happen.
With that logic, he couldn’t blame himself for dwelling on the past—for thinking that, regardless of what had happened to the boy in his previous life, his new one held its fair share of trials and promises, especially considering the field of work he was venturing into.
“What are you thinking about?” Virgin asked, drawing Odin from his trance of thought.
“How far he’s come in the short while I’ve known him.”
“How old is he?”
“Sixteen, seventeen at the oldest.”
“Quite young to be venturing into the priesthood.”
“He’s always been driven by his faith,” Odin sighed, taking a stray piece of kindling from his side and poking at the dusty kernels of burnt wood before him. “It’s the only thing that’s kept him alive, to be honest.”
“You’ve mentioned a little bit about him,” the older Halfling said. “About how he was horribly beaten and abused on the Judarin island of Ohmalyon.”
“They all were. That’s the whole reason I went back.”
“Ah. I wasn’t aware that you had gone back.”
I’ve never told you? he thought, a frown crossing his face and dampening his expression. I could’ve sworn I had.
Then again, there was some eighteen, nineteen years of history he could recant day in and day out until his companion knew everything about him. While that seemed ignorant in itself—for no man, even if he was immortal, would want to know every detail about his companion’s life—it was, in all respects, the sole reason why some things would go unnoticed, slipping by like skinks on the hot desert sand searching for a watering hole from which they could drink.
When he turned his attention back to not only to the fire, but to his companion, Odin found that Virgin’s eyes had both softened and taken on an unnaturally-dark hue, signaling a concern that need not be expressed in words in order to be deciphered.
Is he all right?
Rather than speak, Odin forced a smile and said, “It’s all right. The past is the past. Nothing anyone can do about it now.”
“Whatever people may think of you,” Virgin said, reaching forward to stir the pot of soup hovering over the fire, “especially now, after you’ve been gone for so long, you’re a good man. Your actions prove you noble beyond what many do throughout their entire lives.”
“I know. Thank you.”
“It’s pleasing to know that you’re confident in yourself. You’ve come a long way since the first time we met.”
Have I? Odin thought. Or are you just saying that because you know I’m uneasy?
To that, he had no reply, nor any words on other matters before them.
While waiting for a response, one which he knew would probably never come, Virgin continued to stir the soup, keeping his attention set on his work before him likely to keep from disrupting any chain of thought Odin might currently be having.
Odin licked his lips, then blinked when what felt like a bead of moisture landed on his cheek. “Snow,” he said, tilting his head up to look at the darkened sky.
“This is almost done,” Virgin said. “You can rest after you’re done eating.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to take first watch?”
“I’m sure, Odin.” The Halfling took a bowl and spilled some soup into it. “Eat. You have too much on your mind to go to bed on an empty stomach.”
“Thank you,” he said.
While he believed no such correlation existed, he could take what was offered without argument.
 
Over the course of three days, then late into their fourth, the telltale signs of the Felnon Marsh and Woodlands came into view. Stoic, harsh, free of many of their needles and resembling snowcapped peaks at the highest points of the mountains, they pushed into the sky like great dancers training their arms above their heads in preparation for the greatest performance of their lives. The sight was enough to make a throb of discomfort pulse within Odin’s gut, as at that moment it seemed he was so close yet so far away from home.
“These wouldn’t happen to be the woods you grew up in,” Virgin said, “would they?”
Unable to speak, Odin forced a nod and swallowed a lump in his throat that began to grow progressively worse as he continued to stare at the snowed-over woodlands. He could imagine it now. Spring, after a long, hard winter—the frozen bogs would melt over and from the mud toads would begin to sing their songs of happy days, of bugs to eat and friends to meet. Marsh Walkers would rise from their encapsulated tombs of mud and stalk the land, searching for deer and other fresh prey, while those pregnant and full of life would give birth to the young of the new year and prance about gay and full of glee. Flowers would bloom, vines would climb, and trees so full of life would begin to groan, for finally after such a long time would they feel the warmth of the sun unclouded and fertile within their needles. 
When he found himself able to form words upon his lips but not yet speak them, Odin shook his head, freed his hood from his skull, then reached back to adjust his hair over his shoulders before he said, “They are.”
“They’re quite the sight,” the older Halfling said, turning his head to the side to examine the woodlands. “Would you like to go visit?”
“It would be out of the way. There’s no point.”
“Don’t you have family there?”
“My adoptive father, yes.”
“Wouldn’t you like to see him?”
Would I?

A frown crossed his mouth at the thought and forced him to reevaluate the situation. He’d never once considered detouring to Felnon to see his father, much less in the winter and when the wildlife was all the more reckless. More often than not, men were attacked by wolves, children and women sometimes beheaded and eviscerated by the creatures when deer, elk and mouse were not aplenty. Even children knew better than to go straying too far from their homes when the frost still lay naked on the ground and waiting for the sun to dry it warm, so to think that they would even bother to go there unsettled Odin to his core.
“We don’t really have a strict time limit on when we need to arrive at the capital,” Virgin said, pressing a hand against Odin’s abdomen. “Why not visit with your father? Maybe we can find you another horse while we’re there.”
“Are you really that bothered riding with me?” Odin asked.
“No,” Virgin chuckled. “But this poor old soul here probably would like a little less weight on his shoulders, wouldn’t you?”
The horse whipped its head back and snorted as Virgin reached forward and tasseled the creature’s mane.
“I don’t know,” Odin said, allowing his eyes to stray first from the road to the north, then to the eventual swell where it branched into a Y-shape beneath the snow.
“What’s not to know? You have family, and I’d love to meet your father.”
“You would?”
“Why wouldn’t I? I am, after all, the man you’ve become acquainted with in the past few months. Wouldn’t your father want to meet your lover?”
“I guess,” he mumbled, all the more unsure what to think of the word ‘lover’ in his current frame of mind.
“Take the reins. Lead us wherever you want to go.”
Virgin dropped the cords of leather.
Odin looked down.
Even in the pale light piercing through the thick white clouds, the reins seemed all the more daunting.
Should I? he thought, looking once more to the trees.
He pulled the horse to a complete stop.
Odin closed his eyes.
He waited for nature to whisper her sweet nothings into his ear.
The wind disrupted his hair.
A chill bit the tip of one malformed ear.
He imagined, in that moment, that the shewolf still lived in these woods, guarding over them like some ancient sentinel. She would be great, grand, wise, old—her pups would have grown and her matters in nature would have been all but over. But there, however, she would be—persisting, endlessly, until the time in which she was no longer needed.
Do not be afraid of the thing you have done or the things you will eventually do.
“You will have to learn that you must make your own path in this world,” he whispered.
“Sorry?” Virgin asked.
Odin turned the horse toward the forest.
Virgin offered no word in response.
Rather than wait for his companion to say anything, Odin reached down, secured his companion’s hands around his waist, then forced the horse into a full-out run.
A laugh sprung up from Virgin’s chest.
In that moment, Odin couldn’t help but laugh as well.
 
Trees whipped by like beggars desperately reaching for them as Odin pushed the horse and along the manmade path that wound through the forest and eventually led to Felnon. His mouth a smile upon his face, his eyes calm yet alert, he scanned the bordering tree lines and beyond to see if he could make out anything he could remember from his childhood. First came the Old Thing, the tree that bore a scar from being struck by lightning, then the wayward rock formations that cropped out of nowhere and bore upon their surface several smaller holes, from which rodents looked and then scampered into hiding. Ahead, a deer crossed the road, then fled into the forest; and above, a series of blackbirds cawed before disbanding, laughing with joy as the humans and the horse they rode upon continued toward the one place Odin could rightfully call home.
Home, he thought, each breath of air a moment of clarity that freed his mind and forever made him sane.
In that moment, all seemed well—a breath of air poured from the lips of Gaia herself. There was no pain, no moment of agony, no nightmarish thoughts in which the world could be destroyed and his insanity overcome him, and there was no Book of the Dead and just what he would use its power for, no thing upon which to dread for fear of his future being destroyed. No. Nothing at all existed except the sane, the welcome, the forgiving, the blissful and the pure, and for that Odin couldn’t help but tilt his head to the sky and let loose a laugh that, to many, would have seemed chaotic, but to him felt like the greatest thing his body had ever produced.
“I’m home!” he cried, thrusting both hands into the air and extending his arms as if he were a bird coasting the current upon which the horse seemed to ride. “I’m home!”
“Hold on!” Virgin cried, a laugh echoing from his chest as he wrapped an arm around Odin’s waist and took hold of the reins.
“I’m home! I’m home!”
Birds resting in the trees took flight and a herd of deer grazing near the side of the road disbanded into opposite directions. A fawn, caught in the midst of it all, stood as if it were caught by some bizarre light in the middle of the road until Odin raised his hand and shot a plume of fire into the air before making it crack about the horizon.
“Odin!” Virgin laughed. “You’re going to scare everything in the woods if you keep this up!”
“I don’t care!” he cried. “I’m home, Virgin! I’m fucking home!”
In response, the older Halfling laughed and locked his arm tighter around Odin’s abdomen.
Odin looked up.
No more than a few hundred feet away, the flesh-colored road that led to Felnon and the surrounding providence came into view.
Odin closed his eyes.
Behind him, Virgin whispered a slight breath of awe.
When Odin turned his attention back to the one place he called home, his heart began to beat like a thunderclap raging across the sky.
What would his father think of his disappearance, of Virgin, of the man he considered to be the person he loved and of the fact that, in the minds of some, he had betrayed his entire kingdom?
He won’t think anything, he thought, because he’s my father.
If that thought would not soothe his worries, then nothing would.
 
The path to the village was sparse but lined with houses. Alongside the road, women conversing with one another about daily life rose to take notice from their places on stumps and watched as the two men riding atop the single horse sauntered into the village with little more than nods or smiles, while to the sides in great heaps and bundles of snow children played with one another and their dogs. Each cried or yipped with glee, raising hands in greeting or barking at the monstrous horse that made its way up the road, and every time Odin took notice of a man cutting wood for his family’s fireplace or making their way along the path he nodded, content with the fact that the village seemed peaceful, immune to whatever forces the outside world had bestowed upon them.
The peace, the atmosphere, the clarity in which the whole village could be seen—it was in that moment, when looking upon those people’s faces, that Odin truly realized how long it had been since he had been home.
At the bottom of the highest hill in Felnon, atop which currently lay a mountain of snow, appeared the house he had grown up in.
Home, Odin thought.
The word a whispered breath upon his lips, molded but not truly echoed, it rang through his head a multitude of times, bouncing off each side of his skull, until it finally fell into place.
A long figure shambling up the side of the road caught Odin’s eye.
Is that, he thought, frowning.
“My God,” he breathed.
“What is it?” Odin asked.
“The midwife.”
“Who?”
Odin threw himself from his place atop the horse and rushed to greet the woman—whom, in reaction to the figure running toward her, shrieked and threw her arms up, only to lower them a short moment later.
“Mother Karma,” Odin said, falling to his knees and lifting both palms to encapsulate her right hand. “Do you remember who I am?”
“Your eyes,” the woman breathed.
It took him but a moment to see that, like all things, she had aged. Beautiful, tranquil, with eyes the color of fresh iron that seemed to encapsulate the world rnd reflect it back at anyone who looked upon them—Odin couldn’t help but be lost in her face, in her rapidly-decreasing cheekbones, the soft and assured whiteness of her teeth, her thin but fine pink lips and her high, flourishing brows. Her chipmunk-brown hair fell around her face and framed it perfectly in the moments following her initial declaration, capturing her in a light Odin couldn’t help but smile at despite the snow that fell around them. There seemed to be nothing that could ruin this moment, especially not when looking upon her beautiful yet sadly stress-worn face.
Come on, he thought, trembling, holding his hands as steadily as he could. You remember me.
When a smile sprung across her face and a laugh echoed out through her lips, Odin flung himself to his feet, took her into his arms, then lifted her into the air, a fact that surprised the midwife whom had helped cared for him so much that she cried out in surprise.
“Odin Karussa!” she said, smacking his back as he continued to tighten his hold on her. “Put me down this instant!”
“I’m sorry,” he said, imparting a kiss upon her cheek as he set her down and brushed a few tears of snow off her shoulder. “It’s just… I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“Where have you been, boy?”
“That’s a long story.” He turned and beckoned to Virgin, who dismounted and began to lead the horse toward them. “Would you… would you care to come visit my father with me?”
“Of course,” Karma said. “I’d love to.”
“I don’t bear good news, I’m afraid.”
“Is something… wrong?”
“Something’s terrible happened,” he sighed. “Something very terrible.”
 
“Where in God’s name have you been?” Ectris Karussa asked, taking Odin into his arms the moment he opened the door. “Dammit, boy—you about scared the shit out of me if there weren’t none.”
“I’m sorry,” Odin said, bowing his head into his father’s neck before leaning back to kiss his cheek. “Father… I… we need to talk about something.”
“Of course.” Ectris looked past Odin’s shoulder at both Karma and Virgin, who stood near shoulder-to-shoulder in the slight downfall of snow. “Who might this be? And Karma? What’re you doing here?”
“Your son invited me to visit you,” the midwife said, stepping into the house before Ectris could begin to invite her in.
Without so much as a word in passing, Ectris gestured Odin and Virgin inside, then closed the door, taking a moment to secure the lock and chain before turning to examine them. “Do you want me to—“
“I’ll make tea,” Karma said, scurrying off into the kitchen.
“Son,” Ectris said, smiling when his eyes once more fell upon Odin. “God, boy… what’s happened to you? You look so thin.”
“Miko’s dead, Father.”
Ectris’ face paled. “What?”
“He was killed in the summer, when the force from Denyon came and claimed Dwaydor. He was… shot…” Odin somehow managed to maintain his tears by snorting snot that threatened to come running out his nostrils. “By a Dwarf that was with Herald.”
“My God,” Ectris said. “Odin, I’m—“
“That’s not all. He… he told me you… you weren’t my father.”
There, Odin thought, grimacing, swallowing the lump in his throat as Virgin stepped forward from behind to set a hand on his shoulder. I said it.
The moment of truth, the eclipse of time, when the sun and the moon aligned to create what could be seen as something of a ring of light around a hole of darkness—that, in the sky, could potentially spell death for everyone who looked upon it. They said to gaze upon such an event could instill the Gods’ power within a mortal man—that if magic ran free within one’s veins, they could tear the world asunder. It would have appeared that such an event had happened, given his adoptive father’s facial expression and the way one vein throbbed and another in his neck quivered, but for that Odin couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that the news, as devastating as it was, had to have been harsh, especially given that, up until that time several months ago, he had believed Ectris to be his only father.
“What else did he say?” Ectris finally said, as if he were out of breath and desperately trying to maintain hold on reality.
“He said that he brought me to you,” Odin said, “on one long, stormy night.”
At this, Ectris shivered and reached up to brush his arms, as if he’d developed a chill or spiders had run along his forearms. He then shook the tips of his fingers, like he was flinging water from them, until the tremble subsided. When it did, his eyes faltered and stared directly at Odin—into, what he could only perceive, was his very soul. “You may not be my real son,” Ectris said, stepping forward to bridge the distance between them, “but you’re as much my child as you would be had you been born of my flesh and blood.”
“He’s right,” Karma said, stepping forward with a chorus of cups in one hand and a steaming pot of tea in the other. “Come, friends. Sit. Let us discuss what has happened.”
As Odin sat down—taking a seat directly next to Virgin not only to keep his wits, but to assure himself that he would have a direct look at his adoptive father—he stared into Ectris’ eyes and tried to discern the emotions that were there. He could not, in the least, see anything other than unease, which came from his still-quivering lip and a bead of unnatural sweat that shivered down one side of his face, but he imagined there must be so much more there, possibly even fear and desperation. 
What must it feel like to lose a child, if only in the emotional sense? Does it feel like being stabbed in the chest with a broad-hilted sword, then having it twisted and pulled out of one’s torso, or does it come with the sensations of tens of hundreds of insects crawling across the skin, then stabbing into one’s flesh? However it felt, Odin thought, it couldn’t have been good, not in the least.
When Karma settled down in the chair next to Ectris, Odin reached for Virgin’s hand beneath the table.
When their palms touched, Virgin laced their fingers together.
It’s all right, his pained eyes said. You can do this.
He had no doubt of that, but just how was he to continue knowing that he was tearing apart one of the most important men in his life?
“Father,” he said, turning his eyes from Virgin to look Ectris directly in the eyes. “Listen—“
“I shouldn’t have lied to you,” Ectris said, reaching up to claw at his rapidly-greying but also thinning hair. “I should’ve told you when you were old enough, before we left for the castle.”
“And what then?” Odin asked. “You know it would’ve destroyed me—us.”
“At least I would have been honest. Now I don’t even know if I have the right to call you my son.”
“I am your son, Father. You were the one that raised me, fed me, kept me clothed and happy. There isn’t anything that can take that away.”
“Maybe so,” Ectris sighed. “But all those years… all that time… I should’ve known when he entered your life, Odin. I should’ve known that man… Elf… whatever he was… was the creature that brought you to me.”
“You couldn’t have known,” Virgin said, raising his voice for the first time since the whole ordeal had begun.
“Who is this?” Ectris asked.
“Father, this is Virgin. He’s my… uh…”
“Acquaintance, of sorts,” Virgin replied, tightening his hold on Odin’s hand.
Great. Now I don’t even know how to tell my father I’m queer.
What, in the end, would he think?
Rather than dwell on it any further, Odin closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then said, point blank, “He’s my lover.”
Ectris merely blinked.
That’s it? Odin thought, frowning, almost unable to believe what had just taken place.
He’d expected something more—at the very least, some kind of questioning.
“Well,” Karma said, setting a hand atop Ectris’ shoulder. “This is… different.”
“Are you… well,” Ectris said, then laughed as a blush spread across his face. “Of course you would be. Why wouldn’t you? I mean, God… you’ve known each other for how long now?”
“Almost a year,” Odin mumbled, almost embarrassed for his father for the thoughts that had to have been running through his mind.
“Never mind that,” the man said, reaching across the table to grasp Virgin’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, my friend, because anyone who loves my son must be a good person… well… man… in my eye.”
“I care for your son very much,” Virgin replied.
He still can’t say it.
Odin bit his lower lip to keep from saying anything.
“Where did you meet?” Karma asked.
“At the edge of the Abroen,” Odin said, turning his eyes back up to Virgin. “We didn’t exactly meet on the best of terms though.”
“I tried to rob him,” Virgin smiled.
“Rob him?” Karma asked. “Why?”
“Because that’s what I do. I’m a thief. Though I am happy to say, Mr. Karussa, that your son has… enlightened me in that regard.”
“What kept you from robbing Odin then?”
“He… charmed me,” Virgin smiled.
Odin had to resist elbowing his companion’s side in response.
“I see,” Ectris said, though from the way his eyes narrowed, Odin couldn’t help but wonder if his father knew the true story. Shortly thereafter, he opened his eyes to their normal state and turned his attention back on Odin. “I assume you won’t be staying much longer then. You must be on your way to the capital.”
“I should be back as soon as possible,” Odin agreed, “but I can stay. It’s no problem.”
“It’s not as though they know we’re coming back anyway,” Virgin offered.
Nodding, Ectris reached forward, took one of the mugs from the platter, then sipped the tea Karma had prepared for the four of them whilst they talked. “I’m sorry about Miko,” he finally said. “I can see why you were devastated.”
“He saved me,” Odin sighed. “He was one of the best friends I ever had.”
Once more, Virgin tightened his hold on Odin’s fingers.
Don’t cry, he thought.
Instead, he reached up, fingered the ducts of his eyes, then smiled despite the emotions plaguing him.
“I should go,” Karma said, standing.
“Please stay,” Odin said, reaching across the table to take her hand before she could walk away. “I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“I have errands to attend to, my friend. Besides—this time is for the three of you, not for myself.”
“Can I see you before I leave?”
“You know where I live. You can say goodbye when you’re ready.”
Shortly thereafter, Karma turned, made her way to the door, then unlocked the bolt and chain before stepping out into the cold weather.
“She’s been… distant… the past few months,” Ectris said, stirring the contents of his mug with the spoon that Karma had assembled within the mugs.
“How do you mean?” Odin frowned.
“I believe she is on the verge of death, if you want the truth.”
“No. She can’t be.”
“She bears sign of illness, Odin. Her hands are gnarled, her eyes are dark. Hell—she can barely maintain herself nowadays without the use of her cane. I’m surprised she wasn’t using it today.”
“She can’t be that old,” Odin said.
“She’s perhaps only ten years older than me.”
“Which would only make her fifty-something.”
“Yes, but sometimes the world takes its toll on those who do kind things for people.”
What a wicked way to see the world.
Rather than continue his train of thought, Odin freed his fingers from Virgin’s grasp, stood, then rounded the table before allowing his hand to grasp his father’s shoulder.
“Thank you for letting us stay here for the night,” he said, leaning down to wrap an arm around his father’s torso.
“You don’t need to thank me, Odin. You’re welcome here anytime you want.”
“Is there any way I can convince you to come to the capital with us?”
“You know I’m not leaving.”
You always were stubborn on this issue, Odin thought.
Sighing, he leaned forward, kissed his father’s cheek, then grabbed the sack from the floor before turning and heading down the hall, leaving both Virgin and his father to talk of finer matters and lighter things.
 
“Is everything all right?” Virgin asked, knocking on the open door before entering.
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said, arranging a clean pair of clothes on the bed. “Why?”
“I didn’t expect you to run in here so quickly.”
“I want to get the…” Odin paused, then lowered his voice. “The book in here.”
Virgin mouthed an ‘oh’ before using his heel to close the door. His eyes strayed from the bed, to Odin, then to where the bag sat before returning to Odin once more. “Sorry.”
“It’s all right. I just don’t want my father finding what it is.”
“I doubt your father’s going to go through your things, Odin.”
“Still…”
With an understanding nod, Virgin tested the mattress, then settled down at the end of it, reaching up to run his hands along his face before returning his attention to the wall—where, just above the doorway, a wooden sword lay displayed in all its glory.
“I forgot about that,” Odin said, following Virgin’s eyes across the room. “That was the first sword my father ever taught me to use.”
“Was he a soldier as well?” Virgin asked.
“No, but he’s one hell of a fighter.”
“I can imagine.” The Halfling toyed with the dagger at his ribs before pulling it out of its sheath and setting it on the desk. “I assume this is where—“
“I read,” Odin said. “And learned to write.”
“Most woodcutting men would have no reason to teach their children either.”
“My father thought it best to know both.”
“It’s quite a useful skill, one that many don’t know how to use, sadly.” Virgin toyed with the corner of the desk before returning his eyes to Odin. They narrowed, first, then opened entirely, before his lips pursed.
“What?” Odin asked.
“Why don’t you want to stay longer?”
“Because I need to get back to the castle.”
“Why so suddenly after you’ve been gone so long?”
“I’m afraid of the persecution, Virgin.”
“Who’s going to say that you’ve returned? A messenger?”
“A falconer more like it.” Odin threw back one corner of the neatly-made bedspread and settled down on it before reaching to untie his boots.
“What are the chances of there being a falconer in any of the towns we’ve passed?”
“Uh, hello—there’s Ke’Tarka, for one. They send and receive messages to the capital all the time. Then there’s Dwaydor, which, despite its appearance, is more than capable of having the same type of communication.”
“If anything,” Virgin replied, “your king will be happy to know you’re safe—and, as it would appear, making your way back to the capital. I doubt they’d train birds to follow you.”
“Don’t be so sure.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ve never heard of mages using birds as their eyes?” When Virgin made no move to respond, Odin laughed and kicked his boots across the room. “I mean, if there are any mages in Ke’Tarka, which I’m guessing there are, then they’d be more than capable of doing just what I’ve described.”
“You can’t blame me for not knowing these things.”
“I don’t.” Odin stood. “We should probably go out and into the kitchen. My father’s likely making food.”
“Will one of us need to hunt during our time spent here?”
“The village shares its rations. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was venison already on the table.”
 
Ectris prepared for them a fine feast of venison and carefully-canned fruits and vegetables. Atop the table, that of which Odin had spent many a meal at during his youth, stood the platter of meat thick and layered with juices, while at its sides lay onions freshly cut and carrots diced to manageable pieces. Upon first glance, Virgin stepped forward and examined the setup closer, as if unable to believe what he was currently seeing, while from the kitchen Ectris raised his head from preparing what appeared to be some form of cake that would soon be slid into the oven.
“Sit down, sit down,” Ectris said. “Go ahead and eat. I’ll be there in a moment.”
Though given permission to do so at any given time, both Odin and Virgin took kind measure in waiting for their host to finish his preparations and seat himself before spooning food onto their plates. Odin speared the tip of an onion on the top of a fork and then impaled a piece of meat directly under it, relishing the flavor of fresh, if somewhat-dated foot, then turned his attention to his father and offered a smile the older man returned instantaneously.
“I missed this,” Odin said.
“There’s not much I can do about the quality of the fruits and vegetables,” Ectris replied, “but I did my best.”
“It’s good,” Virgin nodded. “The best food either of us have had on our way back.”
“Virgin’s right, Father. Give yourself credit.”
“I appreciate that, boys. Now eat—there’s more than enough to go around.”
That was shown to be true within the hour they spent eating. Much of the venison was devoured, while what little of the vegetables remained despite Virgin’s heightened inclination toward them. Ectris himself relished the food he served and leaned back in his seat to brace a hand over his stomach, then stood and began to gather the dishes that had accumulated over the meal. 
While Odin rose to help his father, and while Virgin made preparations to transfer what little meat there was into a pot he pulled from one of the drawers in the kitchen, Ectris looked upon both of them with eyes that seemed to radiate happiness despite the news that had been delivered earlier.
Well, Father, Odin thought, careful to stand side-by-side his adoptive parent while helping with the dishes. It looks like you have a son-in-law.
When he cast his eyes across the room, Virgin nodded to acknowledge the look.
“I’d like to take the rest of the food over to Karma when we’re through,” Ectris said, raising his eyes from their work. 
“I’ll do it,” Odin said.
“You don’t have to, son.”
“I know. I’d like to spend some time with her before we go though—say goodbye before we have to get back to the capital.”
“Do you plan on leaving soon?”
“Tomorrow might be in our best interests.”
From the table, Virgin raised his eyes and gave Odin a look.
Sorry, he mouthed.
Virgin simply waved his hand and continued arranging the remaining vegetables around the venison.
In response, Odin took the rag offered by his father and scrubbed the last plate, then placed it on a towel to dry before lifting the bucket of dirty water out of the sink.
“Let me dump this out,” Odin said. “Then I’ll take the food over to mother Karma.”
“Do you remember where she lives?”
“Like the back of my hand.”
 
Mother Karma lived on the opposite side of the hill on a road that had been created to lead where a group of establishments had been planned after the deforestation to the north of Felnon’s ‘hump.’ However, in years past, and when winter conditions had worsened, it had become increasingly apparent that building homes on that side of the hill would pose more of a threat than any pleasantries it could offer, as it had been proven to create miniature avalanches and bury anything beneath it. Despite these realities, and regardless of the claims made by the contractors, Mother Karma had never once made any move to relocate from the single home near the hill. 
Why do you have to live so far out? he thought, trembling, forcing himself not to look at the hill to his left as he continued along the road. Why couldn’t you have lived closer, maybe next to my father?
So far as he remembered, no one lived in the house to the direct south of his father’s homestead—unless people had moved in over the years he’d been gone, or the home itself had been retooled for other uses. Why couldn’t Karma have moved into one of them and saved herself the risk of getting trapped in her home during the winter?
Whatever the reason, Odin couldn’t allow it to bother him, as tonight would be the last he spent in Felnon for a while.
Shaking his head, he freed scattered flakes of snow that had developed on the lengthened parts of his bangs and pushed his hair out of his eyes when he saw the house rising in the distance. Small, well-kempt and apparently freshly-redone, it appeared like nothing he had seen in his childhood—when, as a boy, he’d once gone running up the road in search of the very woman he’d considered to be his mother after a long, lonely day in order to recant to her a series of thoughts that had occurred after he read from a book of chivalry.
“There you are,” he whispered.
Careful to adjust the brimming pot of food within his hands, Odin took a deep breath and, as carefully as he could, began to cross the expanse of land before him, not willing to succumb to the ice beneath his feet. Moments like these were to be cherished, not spoiled by overzealous heroism or ignorance.
Closing his eyes, Odin took a deep breath.
Were he not careful, memories would begin to flood back.
When he opened his eyes and saw before him an obviously-visible swell in the path, he took extra care to maneuver around what was no doubt Mother Karma’s garden and made his way to the door—where, slowly, he raised his hand to knock, then returned it to the pot, which still remained hot to the touch despite the cold weather.
To his side, a curtain shifted.
Odin turned his attention to the window.
A short moment later, the click of a deadbolt being freed from its lock echoed out from its prison and the door opened to reveal Mother Karma. “Odin,” she said.
“I’ve brought you dinner,” he replied, drumming his fingers along the pot.
“Why thank you. Come in, come in—I wasn’t expecting company.”
“I’m sorry to bother you, but my father wanted to bring you something.”
“He’s the only one that cares nowadays,” Karma mumbled, securing the door behind them before gesturing him into the kitchen.
In looking around the house he had seldom spent time in as a child, he could make out distinct details that caught his attention almost instantaneously—mainly the stuffed boar’s head over the fireplace and the collection of animal skulls on the mantle, those of which had always fascinated him as a child and prompted much discussion about each individual piece. His attention now captured, his eyes fixated on the mantle, he barely had time to distinguish that Karma had stopped to consider his action before he turned and made his way into the kitchen.
“I’m sorry,” he said, setting the pot on the table. “It’s just… it’s been so long.”
“What? Four, nearly five years?”
“It’s just…” Odin paused, casting his attention around the area. “You’ve had it redone, haven’t you?”
“It’s the oldest house in the village. It had to be done at some point.”
“I’m glad they didn’t destroy it,” Odin said, running his hand along the banister that separated the dining room from the living quarters. “It would’ve been a shame.”
“That it would, my son.”
Karma seated herself at the table, freed the pot of its lid, then craned her head to look into its depths, where shortly thereafter she reached in and plucked a piece of meat out. “Your father always was a good cook.”
“He is,” Odin agreed.
“Sit, boy. I know you’ve already eaten, but it makes me nervous when company stands about like they’ve nothing to do.”
“I didn’t want to bother you.”
“You’re not bothering me. You’re the only company I could possibly want other than your father, and that’s saying something, considering I hardly ever leave my house.”
While she ate, carefully deliberating over each piece of venison as if she were some small bird, Odin allowed his eyes to wander her home, but not without giving the woman his complete attention. He couldn’t help but wonder if she preferred alienation when she ate or if she cared whether or not she was watched. That idea thrust a conundrum upon him, one he couldn’t help but feel uneasy at despite the lack of tension in the air.
“I wanted to talk to you about something,” the woman sighed, removing her hands from the inside of the pot and padding them off with a kerchief. “I didn’t want to mention it in front of your father. You know how he gets, especially when we talk about death.”
“I know.”
“I can tell you’re upset by what’s happened to you. You’ve always been a simple soul, Odin, one that’s always been willing to help others even if they’re never willing to give you something in return. That’s why I’ve been afraid for you all these years, especially when you left for the capital to train to become a knight. I feared that, one day, something terrible would happen, something so terrible that you would lose your sanity and flee from everything you know to try and recover it.”
Odin grimaced.
“That time has come,” Karma continued, placing both hands on the table and spreading her fingers as if she were a frog preparing to take one final leap, “and it’s come with a horrible revelation—that the man who raised you throughout your whole life, the man you thought was your father, was nothing more than a stranger who was offered a baby.”
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” Odin said, trying his best to keep from squirming in his seat.
You know her! his conscience taunted. What reason do you have to be afraid?
Never had he felt so intimidated other than in front of Herald as a child, or before Ramya when his nerves had been so ablaze that he’d sought drugs to cure his unease. Even Ournul, his king, had never made him feel so small, so pathetic, so vulnerable. To think Karma could see so much and decipher it so easily…
While waiting for further response, Karma had begun to drum her fingers along the table, as if playing a string, harp or chord.
“What I’m saying,” Karma said, “is that I fear for your sanity, my friend, and your heart.”
Do you know? he thought. Do you really, truly know?
Odin bit his lower lip to keep from speaking. Karma, in response, offered a slight, bitter laugh, one that raised the hairs on Odin’s neck. “Maybe I’m just being too harsh,” she said, leaning back in her seat and craning her head forward. “I’ve always been told I’m a real witch of a woman.”
“You’re no such thing,” Odin said. “At least you’re being honest.”
“Some would prefer a load of bullshit than hear the truth. You probably already know that though, given you’re involved with the court and all.”
“Yes.”
Karma smiled, then stood, circling the table until she stood directly behind him.
When her hands fell upon his shoulders, Odin immediately tensed up.
“I grieve your loss,” the woman said, kneading his shoulders and digging her fingers into the hollows of his collarbone. “I know what it’s like to lose someone, because the Gods and you know in my old age that I’ve lost more than a handful of people and friends, including my poor bastard of a husband. But let me tell you something, Odin, something that I think you should hear now even if you’ve already heard it a dozen or more times before—grief blinds us. It makes us stupid, insecure, makes us wish for things to be real that can and never should be even if we wish for them harder than we’ve ever wished before. Death… death is a weapon life uses against us to make us fear for the end. There is no promise of immortality, of a pen that will forever write, an inkwell that will always be full—to think so would be madness, because for us to live forever would be to cast aside our humanity and raise ourselves as Gods. Any good man knows that everything has to come to an end, even if we don’t want it to.”
“What’re you saying?” Odin asked.
“That even if there is a way,” the woman whispered, leaning so close that Odin could feel her breath on his ear, “it should never be sought.”
The hairs on his neck rose.
She knows something, his conscience whispered, drumming his shoulders as if it were no longer Karma’s hands on them but instead the gilded thing’s claws. She is wiser than you care to admit.
Odin stood.
In response, the midwife took a few steps back. “Odin,” Karma said.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Don’t let your grief blind you. Find happiness in what you have. There is so much you can lose if you don’t.”
Not knowing or willing to say anything, he turned and made his way toward the door, but stopped before his hand could fall on the knob.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
Mother Karma said nothing.
Odin left without saying goodbye.
 
He strayed from the conversation taking place between Ectris and Virgin and complained of a stomachache as an excuse to go to bed. After kissing his father on the cheek and saying he would be up early the next morning to help with the household chores, he walked down the hall, entered his childhood bedroom, then collapsed into bed after pulling his boots off and tossing them across the room.
In laying there, looking at the rafters above, he couldn’t help but wonder if Mother Karma knew more than she’d let on.
Of course she does, Odin thought. She wouldn’t have said anything otherwise.
Did she, like his friend Nova, have the Sight, or at least some form of clairvoyance that allowed her to see things the naked eye could not, or was she just perceptual and could make out the inner most guarded thoughts? It wasn’t unlikely, considering that many people possessed an innate ability to perceive those they considered themselves closest to, so to think Karma could see through him wasn’t out of the realms of reality. What, however, might that mean, if she so openly knew what he was going to do? Would she tell Ectris?
“No,” he whispered. “She can’t.”
Were she to know the truth and recant that to his adoptive father, then what would Ectris say, if not disown him?
He won’t know, Odin thought, rolling onto his side to stare at the wall. He can’t know.
Even if Karma were to tell him something, what possibility was there that he would believe it? It was not a fact set in stone, or something that could be proven with a few simple words.
Unless…
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.
Unless he saw the book.
Wouldn’t Ectris have said something?
Unable to know and no longer willing to thrust upon himself such fears, he rolled onto his back, closed his eyes, then cast both arms over his head, where he cradled his skull and tried, fruitlessly, to fall asleep.
The door opened.
Odin didn’t bother to open his eyes.
A short moment later, he felt a presence settle down on the side of the bed next to him.
When he opened his eyes, he expected his adoptive father, so to find Virgin hovering above him both mystified and startled him.
“Everything all right?” the Halfling asked.
Odin nodded, then rolled over so he wouldn’t have to face his companion.
“Stomach still bothering you?”
“Yeah,” he said. “It is.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Virgin paused, then set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “How was your visit with the midwife?”
“Fine.”
“Just fine?”
“Just… fine. Not a whole lot happened.”
You’re lying through your teeth.
Did it matter? His lie hurt no one other than himself, so what harm was there in using it?
When Virgin’s hand trailed down his shoulder and along his side, his fingers fluttering along his ribcage like butterflies suspended in animation, Odin opened his eyes and cast a glance over his shoulder, allowing himself but a slight nod to signify that the touch, though unwarranted, was acceptable.
You don’t know how much you mean to me, he thought, returning his attention to the wall and the window on the far side of the room. 
To think that he’d gone so long without someone in his life was almost unimaginable, especially when Virgin spread out alongside him and pressed up against his back.
“Mind if I lay here for a moment?” the older Halfling asked.
“No,” Odin said. “Go ahead.”
Almost instantly, Virgin’s hand fell across Odin’s side and settled on his abdomen.
It was at that moment that Odin was sure he could sleep.
 
He rose early the following morning to the sound of birds chirping and the cold northern wind skirting around the house. The old dead tree near the window ever so close and tapping the panes of glass with one twisted gnarled hand, the world outside silent without activity, Odin opened his eyes to find the room completely lit in white and thought for a moment that he had, in his sleep, cast magic. However, when he looked around and found that he hadn’t, he took it as a sign of the world illuminating the snow and threw his legs over the side of the bed, taking extra care not to shift the mattress to keep from waking Virgin.
We were out like the dead, he thought, unable to contain the nervous chuckle that ensued.
After straightening his hair away from his face, he pushed himself off the bed, then turned to make it, but stopped when he caught Virgin’s eyes open and watching him intently.
“Virgin?” he asked, unsure whether or not his companion was actually awake.
“Hmm?” the older Halfling asked.
“I thought…” 
“You thought… what?” Virgin pushed himself upright and ran a hand over his face. “Oh. That I was sleeping with my eyes open.”
“Yeah.”
“Did your father used to do that?”
“Sometimes,” Odin sighed, turning his attention to the window. “Did we sleep in?”
“I don’t think so. It’s just bright.”
It usually isn’t, he thought.
Preferring to keep his mouth shut, Odin went about cleaning the room as best as he could—first by taking his and Virgin’s boots and placing them near the door, then by making his half of the bed. When Virgin made no move to rise, Odin shrugged, straightened the blanket out over his companion’s shoulders, then turned and made his way toward the door, stopping in midstride when the older Halfling cleared his throat as if to say something.
“Something wrong?” Odin asked.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Virgin replied. “I think I’m going to stay in bed a little while longer.”
“That’s fine.”
After making sure Virgin had nothing more to say, Odin let himself out of the room, closed the door behind him, then cleared the distance the hall offered and made his way toward the kitchen table—where, poised and reading a book, his father sat, a pair of eyeglasses on the end of his nose and a cup of steaming tea set before him.
“Good morning,” Ectris said.
“Morning.”
“Are you feeling any better?”
“A lot better,” he said, only to grimace shortly thereafter. When his father offered him an unsure look, Odin shook his head and settled down in the chair opposite him. “Sorry I’m up so late.”
“I only just got up myself, son.”
“Oh.” Odin paused. “Sorry.”
“No need to apologize. You want a cup of tea?”
“I guess.”
Ectris stood and made his way into the kitchen, where he lifted the steaming pot of tea and filled a cup with it before he returned to the table. Still diluted by sleep, Odin took it in both hands and sipped it carefully before looking about the room to try and decide what it was he would help his father do first.
“Is there anything in particular you want help with?” he asked, taking another sip of his tea.
“Not particularly. Why?”
“I was planning on helping you with the chores—at least, if you still wanted it, anyway.”
“To be honest, Odin, there isn’t much to do.” Ectris pondered over his book for one final moment before he set it down atop the table. “Oh. I almost forgot.”
“What?”
“Would you like to see Gainea?”
“I can’t believe I didn’t remember,” Odin sighed, pressing a hand to his brow.
“You’re welcome to take her with you if you like. She may be old, but she’s still as stubborn as she used to be. You were the only one who could ever handle her without getting smacked or kicked around.”
“She hasn’t hurt you, has she?”
“Oh no. She just doesn’t let me anywhere near her, which is why I have to resort to bribery to tend to her.”
“I’d love to see her when you have a moment,” Odin smiled, turning his attention to the distant kitchen window—where, just beyond the yard, the stable could be seen, completely covered in snow but otherwise visible. “I’m not sure if I should take her though, if you want to know the truth.”
“She’s just as good a horse as she was when you were a boy.”
“I know, but—“
“She misses you, Odin.”
She missed you.
The thought alone was enough to make him shiver.
“How could I have abandoned her for all these years,” Odin sighed. 
“You’ve had a lot on your plate, especially with… well…”
“I know, sir.”
“Don’t call me sir. I’m your father, not your king.”
“Yes suh… I mean father.”
A smile perked Ectris’ lips into fine, twin-tailed hearts as he rose and made his way to the door, where he donned his coat and gestured Odin to rise. “Wear my other pair of boots,” he said. “They may be a little big for you, but at least you won’t have to bother your friend.”
 
They approached the stables slowly and with deliberate pursuit through the snow that had accumulated over the past few days. The ground stable but pockmarked with holes, much like Odin remembered from his childhood and the days in which he routinely exercised Gainea, he shifted from side to side in an attempt to find solid ground and finally located it directly behind his father, whom, shortly thereafter, stepped forward and pressed a hand to the twin doors that made up the stable’s front entrance.
“Well,” Ectris said, casting a glance over his shoulder to regard Odin with soft yet calm eyes. “Here we are. I just want to warn you before I open the door—she’s been acting real skittish lately and might not recognize you. Hell—she might even try to kick you if her behavior holds true.”
“That’s all right,” Odin said. “Don’t worry. I can handle it.”
“I’m not,” his father said. “I just worry for your safety.”
Of course, Odin thought.
He didn’t need to be told twice.
Reaching forward, Ectris took hold of the wooden block that secured the twin doors and lifted it out of place, careful to drudge a path in the snow so he could open the door.
As they entered, Odin immediately sought out the stall where Gainea was usually held.
He found her no more than a few short moments when he entered after his father.
Age, as it did with all things, had affected her tremendously. In her youth some four, nearly five years ago, she’d been a crowning champion upon which any knights would have been proud to ride. Tall, at almost seven-and-a-half-feet, with a coat of dark fur that marked her as a shadow even in the lightest of places and a dark mane that fell over her neck and rested atop her shoulder—she was, in all respects, a purebred creature, one of whom his father had secured in the months before his own birth from a neighbor whose mare had been pregnant with twins. The first of the pair had died due to complications—a placenta, Ectris had said, that had suffocated it during labor. Gainea herself had been born shortly thereafter and had, despite the fate of her companion, pushed forward, which was a feat Odin had always treasured even as a little boy looking upon her from his place beneath her impressive height. Now, though, he could easily see how the world had changed her—how, over the years, the fur under her eyes had lightened to a dark grey and how, at the root of her skull, the hair had begun to lighten. Even her ribcage, which had once been covered with fat, now lay visible upon her chest, displaying a trait Odin found frightening yet somehow practical due to her age.
“She’s,” Odin said, then stopped before he could continue.
Gainea stepped from the shadows at the sound of his voice.
“Do you remember me?” he asked, extending a hand toward her snout. “Gainea?”
The horse snorted and cast her head to the side, flipping her mane over her neck.
“Careful,” Ectris warned.
“It’s fine,” Odin said, pushing his hand forward. “Don’t worry, Father—she remembers me.”
“You don’t—“
Before Ectris could finish, Gainea pushed her snout into Odin’s hand and grunted.
Smiling, almost unable to believe that they had been reunited after so many long, hard years, Odin leaned forward, wrapped his arms around the horse’s neck, then bowed his head into the side of her face, breathing in her sweet, musky scent and running his fingers through her silky mane.
“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, drawing away to look into her dark eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
At the thought that he’d left her in Elna for so long, tears sprung from his eyes and created rivers on his face. As if sensing his distress, the horse extended her head and pushed her snout into his shoulder, not only enticing a laugh from Odin, but a slight sob.
“It’s all right,” Ectris said, pressing his hands atop Odin’s shoulders. “She’s doing just fine.”
“I can’t take her with me. Not like this.”
“If you don’t believe she’s able to ride, then so be it. I’ll keep her here with me.”
“I don’t want to leave her behind.”
“Sometimes we have to let things go, Odin. You as well as I should know that.”
Do I? he thought. Or am I just chasing false hopes?
Gainea snorted, almost as if sensing his thoughts.
Laughing, Odin reached up, wiped the tears from his eyes, then turned to face his adoptive father. It took but a moment of looking into his eyes to see the care and compassion they held before he fell into his arms.
“Thank you for taking such good care of her,” Odin said. “Really, Father—you don’t know how much it means to me.”
“I think I do,” Ectris said, clapping Odin’s shoulder blades. “Would you like to ride with me?”
Odin looked up and found his father’s horse standing in the stall opposite e Gainea, chewing on what appeared to be hay.
“I would,” Odin said. “I’d like that.”
 
“There’s no way I convince you to move to Ornala with me?” Odin asked, allowing his father to lead the way through the forest and along the trail that led to the rocky areas of the forest, those of which Odin couldn’t help but remember were predominantly preoccupied by bears and other wild creatures.
“I’ve already told you, Odin—I’m not leaving.”
“What if they come back?”
“You mean the men from Denyon?”
“Yes.”
“There’s more than enough able-bodied hands to defend our village.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes I do.”
Rather than say anything, Odin quickened Gainea’s pace and drew closer to his father—whom, upon noticing their distance, slowed his horse. It took only a few moments for them to regain their pace.
You’re as stubborn as ever, Odin thought, sighing, reaching as the overhead sun peeked out from behind a series of grey-white clouds. 
While he knew in his heart that he could do nothing to force an opinion within his father’s mind, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not he would come with enough ample convincing. It seemed any man could be forced to do anything once badgered and forced enough, and for that it seemed his adoptive father might very well come. That, however, seemed completely out of the realm of possibility, as he’d always known his father to be an arrogant if somewhat-ignorant man.
Instead of voicing his thoughts for fear of causing a fight, he reached out to brace his hand along his father’s shoulder and frowned when the older man tensed upon the touch.
“Father?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m not used to being touched, Odin.”
“Haven’t you found a woman?”
“There are no single women in Felnon. What’re you getting at?”
“That’s not true.”
“All the women I could court are either much too young or widowed. Besides—I don’t need anyone.”
“Everyone needs someone, Father.”
Ectris didn’t respond.
All right. That wasn’t the best idea.
Growing up, he’d never really questioned the idea of whether or not his father was lonely. He had always assumed that because of his presence, his father had not a shroud of loneliness in his heart, as their time spent together seemed unlike anything else in the world. It could not, he once thought, compare to having a mother, or perhaps even just a simple tryst in which there was no affairs of the heart, as the bond between a father and his son was so strong that nothing in the world could possibly break it, save death. To think that now, after such a long time, that he’d had such thoughts made him realize just how childish he’d been while growing up.
“We were one in the same,” Odin decided to say, only looking up when his father turned his head to look at him.
“Sorry?”
“You never had anyone. I never had any friends. We’re not that different from each other when you really think about it.”
“I’m glad you found Virgin, Odin. It makes me happy to see that you have someone who cares about you.”
“You mean you don’t care?”
“I could care less whether you’re queer or not.”
“I’m not necessarily sure if I’m just queer, if you want the truth.”
“You’ve considered women?”
“Sometimes, yes, but only when I’ve thought about having a family.”
“Ah,” Ectris smiled. “The joys of being a knight and only ever having men around you.”
After a smile spread across his face, Odin reached up, set a hand to his chest, then pushed Gainea forward.
They continued along the rocky path in silence.
 
Virgin was seated at the table and sipping cold tea when the two of them returned from their hour-long excursion. His hair pulled into ponytail, his Elven ears all but revealed, he raised his eyes to examine them with his sharp green eyes, then turned his attention back to his tea, offering a mute smile as the door closed behind them.
“I didn’t know you were an Elf,” Ectris finally said.
“I’m not,” Virgin replied. “I’m a Halfling. Just like Odin is.”
Frowning, Odin bent down, kicked the snow off his boots, then undid his shoelaces before advancing toward the table, careful to set his arms around his companion’s shoulder as Virgin raised his cup to sip from it.
“Either way,” Ectris said, removing his boots. “I still don’t understand the whole Halfling thing.”
“It’s genetic. Passed on from my mother.”
“I don’t understand something though. You have long ears and facial hair. Odin barely has any and shorter ears.”
“As I understand, Odin’s facial hair—what little he has, anyway—was a gift given to him by his biological father. I inherited my body hair from my father and my ears from my mother.”
“It’s a bit confusing.”
“Do you think it could have anything to do with whose parent was the Elf?” Odin asked.
“Your problem could lie in the fact that you’re technically not really a Halfling, since your father was part Drow and all.”
“So that would make him,” Ectris began, then paused before he could continue. “Well, I’m not sure what that would make him.”
“Very special for sure.” Virgin gave Odin a slight nod, then sipped his tea some more. “Do you have anything you can serve for breakfast?”
“I can make something if you’d like me to. I’d just planned on making some soup.”
“That works,” Odin said. “You don’t have to do anything too fancy, Father. We plan on leaving tomorrow morning—don’t we, Virgin?”
“I suppose,” the Halfling said.
Odin released his hold on his companion’s shoulders and took a seat next to him.
Ectris, likely unsure what to do, stepped into the kitchen and began to gather the necessary vegetables to make a stew.
“Could one of you bring a pail of snow in?” Ectris asked.
Virgin rose without a word.
 
Odin progressed through the day becoming more and more anxious. His chest a pit of fire in which propellant was constantly spewed—his ribs the kindling, his blood the alcohol, his heart the spark—it seemed that any time he tried to consider what was going to happen his heart would begin to pound. Why he couldn’t be sure, as there weren’t any pressing matters at hand, but he couldn’t help but wonder if it was because they would be leaving tomorrow morning.
Calm down.
In his room, done-up to the best of his ability and assuming the position that it had not been slept in for years, he paced back and forth and occasionally allowed his eyes to fall to the pack on the floor.
“It’s all right,” Odin mumbled, tangling his fingers through his hair.
No matter how hard he tried, he could not dispel he notion from his head.
Come tomorrow morning, they would embark for Ornala and that would be that.
If only he could get his father to come with him.
Not wanting to think about his stubborn parent or the fact that he refused to leave his little home, Odin collapsed on the bed and closed his eyes, hoping to fall asleep, but knowing that was unlikely.
You should be out there with your father.
Then again, who was he to dismiss his father and Virgin’s conversion just like that, without so much as a passing thought? He could have a moment to himself. There was no harm in that.
As he closed his eyes, he attempted to force his thoughts to grind to a halt and instead received nothing but rows of Elvish text scrolling across his vision.
Lenna Arda, the first line read. The Book of the Dead.
Odin’s eyes snapped open.
The rafters seemed larger, ready to bear down at any moment. Crack, snap, bow, contort—flex it would form the woods it was so nailed to and groan as it tried to break away, to collapse upon the one who wished to do the wrong of all wrongs. He half-expected one of them to break off and spear him to the bed as if he were some great, vampiric creature who need be bound to the grave in order to not rise from it. Such was his fear that, in his dazed state, his fingers curled around the quilts and his breath ceased to come.
A knock came at the door.
Odin gasped. “Come in,” he said.
The door opened to reveal Ectris, eyes unsure and mouth painted in a frown. “Are you all right?” he asked.
“I’m just worried about leaving you here, that’s all.”
“You shouldn’t be worrying about me, Odin. Hell—I’ve been here for the past five years on my own.”
“I should’ve tried to come back more often.”
“Your life is much more important than mine. You are the king’s champion, after all.”
“But it would be so much simpler if we lived closer together.”
“I know,” Ectris said. He rounded the mattress and seated himself beside Odin. “There comes a time when every parent has to let his or her child go. Besides—it’s much better for you if there’s more distance between the two of us anyway. It gives me less bearing on your life and whatever it is you do with it.”
“I value your opinion.”
“Yes, but sometime my opinion’s just a load of horseshit.”
Odin snorted. Ectris smiled and clapped his thigh. “God, Odin. I can’t believe how much you’ve grown up in five short years.”
“I’ve tried.”
“You have. I’m proud to call you my son.”
“And I’m proud to call you my father,” Odin said.
After pushing himself forward, he wrapped his arms around his father’s shoulders, then bowed his head into the man’s neck.
Your last day, his conscience whispered, running a single finger from the base of his skull to the end of his tailbone.
He would make the most of it.
 
Come time the sun rose the following morning, Odin’s nerves were all but wrecked.
Standing outside the house with his hands jabbed in his pockets and his eyes set toward the stable, Odin watched as Virgin, assisted by Ectris, led the single horse they would be riding into Ornala out into the open air. The horse, obviously distraught from not having enough physical activity the past few days, tossed its head and let out a slight bay of frustration as Virgin tugged its reins down.
“Odin,” Ectris said, gesturing him forward. “Calm this thing down.”
“What makes you think I can do it?”
“You’re the one that’s good with animals.”
With that thought firmly implanted within everyone’s conscience, Odin stepped forward, raised his hand above the horse’s head, then pressed it onto its snout, where he then applied a slow, steady pressure until it stopped its frustrations and locked its eyes directly on him.
“It’s all right,” Odin said, bowing his head until their brows touched. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
Grunting, the stallion pushed his head against Odin’s chest.
“See?” Ectris asked.
“I wish I had a way with animals,” Virgin said, stumbling back when the horse turned to glower at him. “Easy, friend.”
“I guess this is where I say goodbye for now,” Odin sighed, stepping into his father’s arms. “Thank you for putting us up for the past few days.”
“You don’t need to thank me,” Ectris said, accepting the kiss to the cheek Odin had to offer before opening his arms to give Virgin a hug. “It was nice meeting you. Take good care of my boy, you hear?”
“I will, sir. Don’t worry.”
“Will you say goodbye to Karma for us?” Odin asked.
“You don’t plan on going yourself?” Ectris frowned.
“It’s much too early to bother her.”
“I’ll be sure to give her your regards.”
After Virgin mounted the horse, Odin reached up, accepted his companion’s hand, then vaulted onto the stallion’s back before settling back against Virgin’s chest. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” he decided to ask one last time.
“I’ll write to you if I do,” Ectris said, raising a hand as Virgin gestured the horse toward the road. “Write to me anyway. Let me know what’s going on!”
“I will,” Odin said, raising his hand in return. “Goodbye!”
“Goodbye,” Virgin said.
Ectris offered one slight wave, then turned and took a few steps toward the stable.
“Will you be all right?” Virgin asked, pressing a hand against Odin’s upper arm.
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said, reaching up to rub his eyes. “I’m just a big baby lately.”
“Don’t say that. You’re much stronger than you think.”
“I hope so,” Odin sighed.
He took one final look back at his father before both the stable and his childhood home faded from view.
Directly before them, the ghostly village lingered on, completely white and covered in snow.
Guess this is it then, he thought.
“On the road again.”
 
They cleared the Felnon forest in but a morning’s travel and broke out of the opposite side of the woods by the time the sun passed halfway through the sky. A bit disheartened and already missing home, Odin kept to himself and stared at the path—which would, in but a few days’ time, lead them to the capital.
“Everything all right?” Virgin asked what seemed like countless silent hours later. “You’re being awfully quiet.”
“I’m just disappointed that he didn’t want to come with us.”
“He seems a bit stubborn in that regard.”
“He’s lived in Felnon almost his whole life. He won’t leave until the day he dies.”
“Some people are like that,” the older Halfling mused.
Nodding, Odin shook his head, then allowed his eyes to fall to the horse and reins beneath them, his attention immediately settling on the snow at their horse’s and the way it twinkled like a thousand diamonds on a dark night. The affect, almost-blinding, forced him to reorient his head to look at the horizon, which did little to douse the snow’s intense scrutiny.
This is mad, he thought.
Why now, of all times, was he sensitized to light?
Behind him, Virgin shifted and took a deep breath, then expelled it so close to his ear that Odin could hear it whispering by his head. Shortly thereafter, the Halfling turned his head and sneezed, a sound which sent the blackbirds in the nearby trees into the sky with curses following their ascent. “Sorry,” Virgin said, sniffling what sounded like a nose full of snot back into his head.
“You know that can make you sick, right?”
“I don’t have a handkerchief to wipe it on.”
Odin reached down, fumbled through one of the saddle’s many pockets, then returned with a simple white rag, which he passed to Virgin with little word in response.
A short moment later, Virgin reached forward to place the rag back into the pocket and said, “Thanks.”
Odin only nodded.
All one of them needed was to get sick.
Everything will be fine.
He had no concern about his or his companion’s health, as he’d immediately remedied the potentially-dangerous situation by having Virgin blow his nose, and while that didn’t necessarily protect him from any sort of illness they could succumb to from the cold, at least it gave them one form of precaution.
Odin bowed his head.
Virgin snaked his hand around Odin’s waist and pressed it to his abdomen.
“I’m sorry you’re upset,” the Halfling whispered, bowing his head into the hollow of Odin’s shoulder. “You’ll see him again. We can always go this spring.”
“I know. It’s just… troubling… leaving him there all alone by himself.”
“Do you have concerns about the midwife?”
Her again, Odin thought, cursing himself for having such repugnant thoughts about the woman whom in part had raised him.
In all his life Karma had never done a single wrong to him—had never, in the slightest, raised her hand to discipline him, had never yelled or stormed or raged over an action he had committed or even attempted to school him in the ways of life before they were necessary. As a mother-figure, she could have had the best there was, as there had never been a time where he’d been uncomfortable around her up until just a few days ago. Why now, of all times, should his opinion change?
Because she knows.
Did she, though? Just because she spoke of death and what it meant to move on did not mean she had the slightest idea that he planned to try and resurrect his father. She’d never spoken of the Sight, and even if she had it, she didn’t have proof that he was going to attempt what he wanted to do.
“She doesn’t know anything,” he mumbled.
“Sorry?” Virgin asked.
Odin shook his head.
After setting his sights back on the terrain, he settled his mind and tried not to think about anything but the venture before them, even though it held consequences he rather not face if he were allowed to decide his fate.
 
“You’re nervous,” Virgin said. “I can tell.”
Be that as it may, Odin could do little in deciding what his facial expressions happened to show. He turned his eyes up from the burning fire and tried his hardest to placate any form of emotion from his companion’s face—first by pursing his lips, then by clamping his jaw together, followed by a short but direct approach of narrowing his eyes. That seemed not to settle the older Halfling’s mind, as shortly thereafter he allowed his eyes to fall to the pot and began to stir the soup within it.
He knows you’re worried about what’s going happen once you get back to the capital. Why don’t you just come out and say it?
Of anyone in this world, he could depend on Virgin for anything—even, he regretted, confiding in him about the anxiety he held about passing through the town’s gates and entering the royal grounds.
“Odin?” Virgin asked.
“I’m just worried about what might happen when we get to the capital,” Odin sighed, rocking back and forth on the globes of his ass and trying his hardest not to break down into some absurd catatonic emotion. 
“What are you worried might happen?”
“Getting arrested, for one.”
“For what?”
“Treason. Deserting my kingdom. Leaving active service in the midst of war.”
“You had a mental breakdown. No one can blame you for what you did.”
Really? Odin thought. 
The last time he checked, deserting any sort of active duty was grounds for arrest, if not complete banishment from the kingdom itself.
“Your king is not called kind for no reason.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of, Virgin.”
“You’re worried that war might have changed him.”
“Why shouldn’t I be? I might get confined to the outskirts of the castle. I might not even be able to share my room with the king after the little stunt I pulled.”
“Worrying about it isn’t going to make it any better.”
“What am I supposed to do?”
Rather than respond directly, Virgin lifted a bowl from a set of dinnerware, poured some soup over it, then rounded the campfire and seated himself beside Odin, where he then placed the bowl with a spoon in Odin’s hands and set an arm around his shoulder.
“Thank you,” Odin whispered.
“What I think you should do,” the older Halfling said, “is stop worrying about what may or may not happen. Worrying is only going to make you react adversely to whatever slap on the wrist your king might give you. Panicking is not the way to go about handling your concern.”
“I know.”
“What you might consider is thinking about how you’re going to present the case to your king. There may be a meeting with the court regarding your actions, your disservice to the kingdom and your refusal to abide with active military conditions. If there is, you need to be in the best frame of mind possible. That doesn’t mean freaking out over whatever they might say to you.”
“All right.”
“When you go back to the castle and report to your king, just be simple and upfront—say the man you only recently found to be your father died in a tragic accident and it drove you mad, which is in part true because you fled from the country based on circumstance and went to the Abroen to find answers. You don’t have to explain little things, like what exactly you did there for the near-year you were there and whom you happened to meet. You don’t have to say anything about the Neven D’Carda, entering into a fellowship with the royal magistry or even being attacked by the Nagani and forced to undergo treatment. You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to, and while I’m not necessarily telling you to lie, I want you to know that it’s ok to dodge around certain questions or twist the truth if you think it might save you a harsher punishment.”
“I don’t want to lie,” Odin sighed, spooning soup into his mouth, “but if they’re thinking about sending me to jail as a slap on the wrist, I’ll say anything to keep from being locked up.”
The smile Virgin offered did wonders on Odin’s frame of mind.
Thank you, he wanted to say, then leaned forward and planted his lips firmly against Virgin’s, for all that you’ve just said.
Instead of resorting to lesser, more primal urges, Odin set the bowl in his lap, leaned into the Halfling’s side, then closed his eyes, all the while listening to the crackling kindling.
If he allowed himself the peace to decipher what could happen within the next few days, there was a one-hundred-percent chance that he just might be able to fall within the king’s favor.
 
It appeared on the horizon within two days following their exit from the Felnon Forest. Tall, majestic, a faint shadow across the horizon that seemed to beckon anyone forward with its presence alone—the highest tower that Odin himself had once been encapsulated within would, in the coming days, begin to glisten like a pearl beneath a looking glass set under the sun, and when it did it would truly mark the fact that they had arrived within the Golden Country.
“I’ve never seen a structure so big,” Virgin said, his voice struck with awe.
“That’s where I used to be held,” Odin said, raising his hand to point at the top tower that lingered on the horizon like an ominous beacon, “when I was imprisoned for believed danger to the kingdom.”
“And look at you now. I bet that’s a great feeling, knowing you gave a big ‘fuck you’ to the kingdom for what they did to you.”
“I don’t really consider it any sort of comeuppance.”
“You have to be joking.”
“I’m not. Miko… I mean, my father… tried to teach me to learn from my mistakes and not allow those from someone else to affect my life more than they should.”
“I would have liked to have met your father.”
“So would I,” Odin sighed.
He tilted his head up to regard the scenery and realized they would soon be arriving at the castle. How much it changed he couldn’t be sure, but from what little Parfour had explained, a village was being built outside the city walls. It would have to be great, he imagined, to hold so many people, and given the lack of space within the walls themselves, it was any wonder such measures hadn’t been taken beforehand. The kingdom had, stood for some thousand, if not seven-hundred years. To think they hadn’t expanded in that time was something he couldn’t comprehend.
Maybe it just takes time to get around to certain things, he thought. Maybe… just maybe…
“Things will be just fine when we get to the capital.”
Virgin set a hand on his shoulder.
“Everything all right?” Odin asked.
“Everything’s fine,” Virgin said.
Odin couldn’t agree more.
 
He dreamed of a figure lingering at the edge of the wood and watching him from the hollow depths of its gaunt, near-featureless eye sockets.
In the face of such a horrible monstrosity, who stood several heads taller than Odin, what he felt could have been described as a mixture of awe and terror. He was not, in normal terms, afraid of what he was seeing, as the creature seemed no more than a confused misanthrope who had stumbled across and now felt the need to scrutinize him from a distance. The awe itself came from some unknown source Odin couldn’t decipher, despite the fact that the creature seemed to be a flesh summon that had taken on a ghastly shade of grey.
Where could he be to be in this strange, wonderful place? For all he knew, he could’ve been standing on one of the Judarin Isles, looking upon a creature in the very wood Idlis had once said death would come into his life, but he couldn’t be sure. It was no traditional plane of the forgotten. The trees were not dead, there was no barren ground, no skeletons upon which the world was built. This place seemed normal—magic-lined, even, as static clung to the air like some blood-sucking slug that made the hairs on his arms stand on end.
What are you? Odin asked, his lips mouthing the word, but his throat not producing the voice.
The creature cocked its head to the side like a curious dog and then reached forward with one long, emaciated arm. The effort alone looked like it would crack its bones and splinter its fingers, which appeared ready to burst if even flexed, and as it pressed its thick-nailed hand forward, Odin couldn’t help but wonder how long this thing had been dead—if not for years, then possibly centuries.
Could, he wondered, the body retain muscle after such a long time, if nature were to let it be?
Unable to comprehend the situation, Odin steadied himself and reached for his swords—both of which, he noticed a short moment later, had gone missing.
Where the hell am I?
The trees above lingered close, their branches downturned, their needles like daggers, and miniature rodent-like faces looked up from the dark and hollow places beneath the trees, their eyes glowing gold in the strange twilight produced by a mist that rolled low to the ground. They seemed to be watching, waiting, staring, saying things he could not understand, as in their voice they said chirp chirp chirp, but were he to understand, and were he to know the talk that rodents talked, they would probably say, Come to us, Odin. Come to us. for it was the things that rodents said in the dead of night and the awful fright, who spoke of whim and wonder as beneath the full-blown moon they ate the innocent lamb.
Had he the inclination, and had he the desire to crouch and shroud himself within the curls of the old maiden’s world, Odin could’ve touched the mist and took it into his hands, as it seemed so thick and volatile it could stop him in his path.
No, he thought, shaking his head, reaching up to grab his hair and taking several steps back as the creature tall and emaciated slowly began to advance upon him. No… no… leave me alone!
It can’t be, he whispered. It can’t—
A pair of arms latched onto his shoulders.
Odin propelled himself forward.
Directly in front of him—on his knees, hands latched around his upper arms—was Virgin, eyes alarmed and hair in disarray from lying prone. “What’s wrong?” he asked, blinking.
“Bad dream,” Odin said, grimacing as a bead of sweat ran down his nose before dripping onto his lips. “It’s all right. I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Leaning back, Virgin balanced himself on the soles of his feet and looked at the tent’s mesh behind Odin’s head, his face immediately contorting into a frown soon after.
“Are you all right?” Odin asked.
“I heard you mumbling and thought I’d see what was happening.”
“What did I say?”
“You kept saying, ‘No, no. Leave me alone.’ I thought something had snuck past me and was messing with you in your sleep.”
“Don’t worry. Nothing’s in here.”
I hope.
What could the thing he saw in his dream have been—a summon, one of the wandering undead, an apparition made of flesh and bone come alive meant only to destroy his sanity, or could it be something else, something that had been purposely manufactured to watch him beyond the realm of the dead?
“Whatever it is,” he mumbled. “It wasn’t good.”
“It sure as hell wasn’t,” Virgin agreed. He settled the brunt of his weight on the flats of his feet and sighed. “Are you going to be all right?”
“I’ll be fine, Virgin. Don’t worry about me.”
“I’ll give you a few more hours of rest, then I’ll wake you up to switch watches.”
“All right.”
“Try to get some sleep,” the older Halfling said. “And try not to have any more nightmares while you’re at it.”
“I’ll try,” Odin said.
Virgin nodded, took one last look at Odin, then exited the tent.
Odin leaned back and closed his eyes.
The night couldn’t get any worse, could it?
 
It could have been described as something marvelous and wonderful and ethereal all at the same time. Upon the horizon, and through his scope of vision, it appeared out of the mist of the midafternoon winter day like some great find after hundreds upon thousands of years of searching. Tall, breathtaking, made of wood in the area’s color of strong tan-brown and capped with roofs that appeared to be shingles obviously crafted with care—every house that lingered on the side of the road had been constructed with such care that it seemed a God Herself had touched down upon holy ground.
As he looked upon the constructs before him, it seemed to Odin that his kingdom had become all the more beautiful in a time of war and when it seemed everything would simply collapse.
“It’s so,” Odin began, then stopped.
His breath lost, his mind an entertained fantasy in which he was the noble hero returning from exile, he tightened his hand on the reins and grimaced when Virgin set a hand over his abdomen, but nothing was lost in the moment where it seemed everything would begin to cave down—a cape, pulled onto a stage, to hide something that had only been constructed with one purpose.
In the road before them, a group of children played, casting snowballs at one another and crying out in joy when one hit the other. Small dogs ran behind them and darted at the concentrated orbs of snow in an attempt to stop them in midair. Each jumped like a champion, spinning through the air, and landed on their sides or feet in great clumps of explosions, marking upon the land a territory ruled by happiness, and once more they would continue when the next ball was thrown. Odin half-expected one of the children to fall to their knees after being struck with the snowballs, but never did that occur, for it was the innocent that played without contempt, the righteous that always shined, and the young that always stood their ground even if it was not their own.
On the sides of the streets, women, likely mothers, watched with their arms crossed over their chests, each engaging in light dialogue and desperately trying to avoid the activity.
“Stop that!” one of them cried, raising her arms in laughter before she, too, reached down and threw a snowball at one of the children, immediately initiating a war between the parents and children in one deft move.
Despite the distance, Odin could still hear the children’s giggles and the dogs frantic barking. Even the women could be heard upon the wind, swift notes of pleasure on a cold winter day.
“It looks like there’s nothing wrong here,” Virgin said, turning his attention to the east, where the houses began on the side of the road, then to the west, where they started a further ways up. 
“Like there never was a war,” Odin said.
In response to this statement, Virgin let out a breath and looked up the road, toward where the grand gate lay closed and with guards poised atop its high walls.
“It should be a straight way in,” the older Halfling said.
Odin nodded and stole a quick breath of air.
From an alleyway, pursued by children, appeared a dog so large it would have come up to Odin’s waist had he been standing firmly on the ground. Upon its shoulders, pressed into place and secured by only hands themselves, was Carmen Delarosa, riding the creature Odin had so dreamed about in recent past.
“It’s her,” Odin said, gasping, his heart hammering in his chest. “It’s her, Virgin! It’s her!”
“Who?” Virgin asked.
Before he could respond, Odin threw himself from the horse and began his desperate run up the road.
Behind Carmen and her giant dog, children emerged from the alleyway, fresh snowballs in their hands.
“Lady Carmen!” one of them cried. “Come back!”
The Dwarve’s clear, pristine laugh echoed out from atop the dog. “Catch me if you can!” she cried. “Catch me, catch me, catch me if you can!”
Snowballs flew through the air.
Some impacted with the dog’s hindquarters.
The dog barked in glee.
A short moment later, it stopped in place as it took notice of the lone figure running up the road.
“Carmen!” Odin cried. “Carmen! Carmen!”
“By the Gods!” the Dwarf cried. “Is that who I think it is?”
Odin hurled himself onto the ground just as the Dwarf fell from her mount.
When she fell into his arms and wrapped her fists around his neck, Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
After all this time, he was finally home.
“Where have you been?” Carmen asked.
“I have so much to tell you,” Odin said. “So much.”



 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
“God damn,” Nova said, taking Odin into his arms immediately upon answering the door. “Where the hell have you been, Odin?”
“Gone,” he whispered, tightening his grip around his older friend’s body as the door opened further to reveal Katarina. “Katarina,” he said.
“We’ve been so worried about you,” she said, pressing a kiss to Odin’s cheek as she stepped forward.
“Who’s here?” Nova’s father-in-law asked from the other group.
“Odin’s returned, Father!”
“By the Gods,” the aging man said, stepping from what might have been the kitchen and into the living room. “We’ve been worried about you, boy.”
“I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” Odin said, looking to each of his friends. “It was… a bad decision on my part.”
“Hell yes it was.”
“But… I met someone while I was gone.” Odin reached down and took Virgin’s hand in his, lacing their fingers together and offering the brightest smile he could manage. “Guys… this is Virgin. He’s my…”
“Lover,” Virgin said, clearing the lapse of silence Odin had committed with but one word.
Though no one said anything in direct response, Carmen stepped forward and into the house, followed shortly by her massive red dog, who promptly shook the snow from its fur before settling down near a loveseat.
“It’s good to meet you,” Nova finally said, reaching forward to shake Virgin’s right hand. “Any friend of Odin’s is a friend of mine.”
“Virgin,” Odin said. “This is Nova. He’s the one who came from Bohren to find me in the tower.”
“Odin’s told me so much about you,” the older Halfling said, shaking both Nova and Ketrak’s hands before reaching out to take Katarina’s. “All of you.”
“I can only imagine what he told you about me,” Carmen chimed in.
“Other than your penance for hitting things in the balls?”
At this, everyone laughed. Carmen hopped up and down in place and balled her hands into fists. “Hey! I hit what I can reach!”
“No problem with that,” Virgin smiled.
Behind them, a group of children whom had been playing snowball wars with Carmen and her dog gathered about the stoop and looked in on them. “Lady Carmen?” one of them asked.
“I’m sorry, guys. I can’t play anymore today.”
Every child within the near vicinity instantly cried out in disappointment.
“I’ll play tomorrow,” Carmen said, craning her hand around the door as she pushed it forward, then almost into place. “I promise.”
When the door closed securely behind them, Ketrak gestured them into the living room, taking extra care to step over Carmen’s dog before settling himself down on the loveseat.
“So,” Nova said, seating himself next to his wife in a large armchair and looking directly across a sitting table. “Tell us what happened.”
In details brief, Odin told of his flight from Dwaydor shortly following his father’s death and then on to his journey to Sylina—where, from there, he crossed the expanse of the Whooping Hills and came to find himself in the Great Divide outside of the Abroen Forest. He did not bother to elaborate on how he and Virgin had met, merely saying that they’d happened across one another while Odin was camping, and did not think to tell them that he had been attacked by a morally-driven creature and was hospitalized for several days. He did, however, with humility he found almost impossible to believe, say that whilst in the great, Elven capital of Lesliana, he had attended several formal meetings with a sexless Elven creature known as a Neven D’Carda and had learned formal magical training from the Elven court.
When he completed his story—after explaining their trip back and everything they’d encountered—not a mouth in the room remained pursed.
“Wow,” Carmen was first to say. At her place on the floor, her dog raised its head and offered both Odin and Virgin a curious look.
“That’s a real story,” Katarina smiled, setting her conjoined hands in her lap. “You’re quite the adventurers.”
“It would have been easier had our lives not been endangered through the Divide,” Virgin sighed. “But at least we made it out alive.”
“That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”
Virgin nodded, set his hand over Odin’s, then tilted his head back up at Katarina, offering a smile perfect with porcelain white teeth.
“Can I ask you something, if you don’t mind?” Katarina asked.
“Go ahead,” Virgin replied.
A shrill cry from the other room cut Katarina off before she could continue. “Nova,” she said. “Can you get him?”
“Him?” Odin frowned. “Do you mean—“
“She sure does,” Nova laughed, clapping Odin’s shoulder as he rose. “Baby boy. Just like I thought he would be.”
“Congratulations,” Virgin smiled, nodding first to Nova before setting his eyes on Katarina. “What was it you wanted to ask?”
“Oh, yes. You… don’t happen to be an Elf, do you?”
“I’m a Halfling. So yes—I am an Elf, if only partially.”
“You’re beautiful.”
“I appreciate that very much, ma’am.”
“So you’re one of those wood-people,” Carmen said, then giggled as if she’d just asked a silly question. “Sorry. That’s what we Dwarves call the Elves who haven’t expanded south of the forest’s border.”
“It’s quite all right. But yes—I am one of those ‘wood people,’ if you would like to refer to myself as that.”
Ketrak craned his head back to examine Odin. “Say, lad… when were you planning on going and seeing your king?”
“As soon as possible,” Odin said. “Why? Is there something wrong?”
“It’s just that the guards have been very, very finicky about opening the gates as of late.”
“The people here are doing their best to not depend on the supplies from the castle,” Nova elaborated as he walked from the room, carrying the baby in one arm. “We’re trying to be as self-sufficient as we can, which means hunting.”
“You hunt?” Virgin asked.
“Rabbits, mostly. Some deer. Elk when there are some, though game’s been hard to come by. Why? Do you not?”
“I eat meat just as you do, my friend. I was merely interested in your proficiency with a bow.”
“Oh, I can’t shoot for shit.”
At this, Virgin chuckled, then gave a light smile. “It’s a skill learned in time.”
“I’m about as smart with a bow-and-arrow as I am with my writing.”
“You write just fine,” Katarina said, slapping Nova’s wrist as he settled himself beside her. “Besides—like Virgin said, you’ll get better.”
“Do you think there will be problems with me entering the castle grounds?” Odin asked, desperate to draw the conversation into more pressing matters.
“You shouldn’t have a problem if you just state your business and tell them who you are,” Ketrak said.
“I don’t see why they wouldn’t let the champion in,” Katarina added, “even if you’ve been gone for nearly a year.”
At this, Odin’s nerves began to blaze and his blood felt so hot it might scald his insides. Such were his fears that when his heart began to hammer within his chest he leaned back in his seat, hoping to combat the panic that threatened to overwhelm him.
It’s all right, he thought, sighing, closing his eyes and tilting his head back to where the top of his skull now lay pressed against the loveseat’s plush fabric. Just remember what Virgin told you. Calm, relaxed, even.
If he did such things, then there would be no problem in him visiting his king and requesting an audience. It would, likely, not take more than a simple declaration of his name for him to be led to King Ournul’s office, though whether or not he would be disarmed upon entering the castle grounds was up for anyone’s interpretation.
“If I go now,” Odin said, cracking his eyes open to mere slits, “could I leave my belongings here?”
“You’re more than welcome to stay with us,” Katarina offered. “I mean, if the king has problems with your absence and you’re not able to stay within the castle.”
“Odin’ll be fine,” Carmen said. “What all could the king say about him being gone?”
So many things, Odin thought.
He’d rather not think about it.
 
“Hail citizen!” one of the guards cried, lifting his hand to his mouth to amplify the sound of his voice. “What business do you have approaching the gate?”
“My name is Odin Karussa!” Odin called back. “I am the king’s champion and member of the royal court. I request permission to enter the castle grounds.”
“Are you armed?”
“I am not.”
Almost instantaneously, the gears hidden behind the castle’s walls began to rotate and the mechanisms that pushed the gate open began to contract behind Ornala’s second perimeter. 
As the door continued to open, offering the first glimpse of a royal ground he had not seen for nearly a year, Odin found himself desperately wishing that Virgin was at his side.
Remember, his companion had said shortly before he left, after taking his face in his hands and locking their eyes together. Be yourself, be honest, but don’t be crass.
He would be none of those things, especially when facing the man he had sworn his life to no more than two years ago.
When the gate fully opened and a set of four guards came forward wielding swords at their sides and bows on their backs, Odin gave each of them a respectful nod and started forward, almost unbeknownst to his surroundings, before he was stopped in place and asked to spread his arms and legs.
“Just as a precaution,” one guard said.
They went so far as to cup his balls and prod his ass before they pulled their hands away.
All this security, Odin thought, grimacing but nodding as they gestured him toward the massive front doors.
Surely the kingdom could not have fallen to such extremes as to check every person who entered, could they?
Rather than think risk troubling himself further, Odin straightened his posture, took a deep breath, then continued on with the guards until they came to the front doors—where, after the guards engaged in a brief dialogue with the men guarding the front doors, the entrance to the castle was opened and he was allowed inside.
“You’ve been gone for a long time,” one of the guards said, though made no move to reach out and shake Odin’s hand even as they progressed through the castle and toward where Ournul’s office stood. “Where’ve you been?”
“Gone,” Odin said.
“Where?”
“Does it matter?”
The guard offered no reply.
It could matter, his conscience whispered, if your king is infuriated.
Would the man who rightfully owned his life be difficult when it came to this regard?
Odin shook his head.
He would find out soon enough.
 
He stood before the king’s office feeling much like a man who had committed a heinous crime. Scared, unsure, completely ignorant to what could be waiting on the other side of the door and what might happen come the time it opened and revealed the king—even the grandest poet would not have been able to describe such a mixture of emotions, such melancholy of the human mind, yet while standing there, Odin couldn’t help but wonder just how he would explain himself. He could simply say he was afraid, like he were a child waiting to be scolded, or he could go to grander lengths and say that he really felt like he was awaiting an execution. Either way, he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted, especially not in the presence of such honorable men.
“Do I,” he began, then stopped when one of the guards who’d been stationed at the office reached forward and tapped the door three times.
Odin waited.
His breath caught in his throat.
For one brief moment, he felt he wouldn’t be able to breathe.
That’d be the day, he thought, chuckling, a stolen breath returned. The king’s champion, dead before the very man whose service he was drafted into! 
How quickly would that rumor spread?
At either of his sides, the guards shifted, laced their hands behind their backs, then waited.
Odin closed his eyes.
A deadbolt being unlocked rang into Odin’s ears. The sound, though not harsh, could have deafened him in the silence that placated the castle.
The door opened.
A figure garbed in a white cloak came into view.
Immediately, Odin felt a sense of pride and fear well up within him.
“Sir,” he said, voice gnarled within his throat.
The king of the Golden Country merely looked upon him with a look of shock and awe. “Odin?” Ournul asked.
Odin fell before his liege and bowed his head, no longer sure what to expect or consider in a moment where he felt alone with the world before him.
A hand graced his shoulder.
Odin looked up.
Ournul looked down at him with strength in his eyes Odin had not expected. “Come in,” the king said. “We have much to discuss.”
He, along with the three guards accompanying him, entered the office and positioned themselves along the back of the room after the door was closed by the guards posing sentry. Odin himself was motioned to sit in the chair opposite the desk, while Ournul set his hand on the shoulder of an articulate-looking page boy who sat copying notes before seating himself behind his desk.
“So,” Ournul said, then laced his hands together.
When the king made no further move, Odin fidgeted, suddenly feeling much more vulnerable than he had initially anticipated.
So… what? he thought, staring into the king’s chocolate-brown eyes.
Did Ournul simply mean for him to respond by saying what he had done over the past few months, or was he waiting for a response to tailor the situation to his own accord, much like a man sewing thread through a torn shirt?
Ournul placed both hands flat on the table.
The page seated no more than a few feet beside him turned his head up.
Odin acknowledged him briefly, then set his eyes back on Ournul.
“I’m sorry,” Odin said, unable to take the silence any longer. 
“For what, my son?”
“For abandoning you and my country.”
“Nova told me that Miko passed some months ago.”
“Yes sir. He did.”
“He also told me that the Elf was your father.”
Odin made no move to reply.
Ournul sighed, leaned back in his seat, then braced his hands behind his head, watching Odin with calm yet sad eyes.
Come on, Odin thought. If you’re going to punish me, at least make it straightforward. Don’t sugarcoat it.
“Your absence was necessary considering your circumstance,” the king finally said. “However… I should say that running away from your kingdom is never a solution to your problem, no matter what it is that’s going on in your life.”
“I understand, sir.”
“Were you not someone I considered truly important to our kingdom and its service, I would have thrown you in jail for desertion. The past has shown that men who willingly abandon their lords, even in great fits of frustration and sadness, have succumbed to the law. I don’t want that to happen to you.”
“How am I being punished?” Odin asked.
“You technically aren’t. Considering all you’ve gone through, I would find it completely unacceptable for anyone to push any restriction on you. I can, however, see that you don’t have your swords with you, as you’ve probably been told not to have them within the grounds. That is a new law that has been established to keep the men and women within the castle guarded against possible assassins.”
“Have you had trouble since I’ve been gone?”
“Thankfully, I haven’t, though what with this war going on, a man can’t be too careful.” Ournul leaned forward in his seat. “Tell me, Odin… you went to the Abroen to find answers you were looking for.”
“Yes sir. I did.”
“Did you ever find them?”
Did I? Odin thought, then frowned when the king scrutinized him with eyes that seemed to pierce into his soul.
He could lie and say that he hadn’t—that even though he’d tried to figure out what it was that happened after death, the Elves were of no further help than any human philosophy. However, with the book in hand and the situation all the more laborious, he couldn’t honestly say that he hadn’t found an answer. For that, he sighed, shook his head, then leaned forward in his seat before saying, “No, sir. I haven’t.”
“Did you learn many things while you were with the Elves?”
“Yes sir.”
“Did you yourself maneuver through the forest, or did you have a guide?”
“That’s something I wanted to ask you, sir.” Odin took a deep breath. Ournul raised an eyebrow in response.
“Yes?” the king asked.
“The man… well, Halfling… I met on the outskirts of the Abroen…  the two of us have grown close over the past few months and… well… I wanted to know—if I’m still allowed, of course—if he could take up quarters with me in the castle.”
“So the two of you are… acquainted, then?”
“In a manner of speaking, sir. Yes.”
The lines in Ournul’s brow did not bode well for Odin’s request.
Here we go, Odin thought. Just like my father, but with a more important figure.
“I personally have no problem with the fact that you are, as you have implied, queer, though I will say as your king that it would not be in good favor for either of us if you are seen in cohorts with a man.”
“Sir—“
“I’m not going to argue this point with you, Odin. I am fine with the two of you living together so long as you are not seen in public engaging in scandalous activities. Those should, as they rightfully are, be private, especially considering what the people might think if they see my champion as anything other than normal.”
Normal? Odin thought. What did you—
“I would suggest,” Ournul said, cutting Odin off mid-thought, “for your sake and mine, that you consider striking up an affair with one of the young noblewomen who will be accompanying the caravan for the annual ball, in which the members of the royal family discuss matters of the kingdom and help delegate which laws need to be passed and what concerns need to be taken into consideration. This isn’t to say that you should involve yourself in an affair of the heart with them, though if the two of you do come to a liking for one another, that’s all the better in my opinion.”
“Sir, I don’t think that’s nece—“
“Had I the inclination, Odin, I would be right to agree with you, but considering how fragile our kingdom is after this war we’ve endured, there’s no need to stir up the people any more than they already are.”
“I—“
“None of this goes outside the room—that includes you, page, and you, men.” Ournul gave each of the guards and the transcriber a long, hard look before turning his attention back on Odin. “Since I assume you’ll be staying with Nova, I’ll send word to designate one of the empty houses for you and your… ‘acquaintance.’ You are dismissed.”
“But I—“
Ournul shook his head, then gestured Odin out of his chair.
The guards stepped forward.
Without so much as another look at his king, Odin turned and started to leave the room, but stopped before he could set his hand on the doorknob.
A thought occurred to him.
“Sir,” Odin said.
“Yes?” Ournul asked.
“Are you sure you’re safe without me in your quarters?”
“I’m just fine, Odin. I’m just fine.”
 
“I can’t believe it!” Odin cried, thrusting his hands into the air as he continued his mad pursuit of the guest room Nova and Katarina had given them. “I can’t fucking believe it!”
“I told you this might happen,” Virgin said, looking up from his seat at the end of the bed.
“I didn’t expect the king to be so ignorant. Goddammit Virgin!” Odin slammed his fist into a nearby wall and grimaced soon after. “Shit.”
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he mumbled, drawing his cracked knuckles and hand toward his chest, where he then sighed and bowed his head
“You can’t blame your king for the way he feels the country should operate,” the older Halfling said, standing and making his way across the brief distance between the two of them. He then wrapped his arms around Odin’s waist and leaned against his back. “Is that any better?”
“Anything you do makes me feel better.”
“I’m happy to hear that.”
“You don’t know how happy it makes me to know that I met you on the outskirts of the Abroen.”
“I can imagine.”
“No you can’t.”
“No?”
“I don’t think so.” Odin reached down and set his hand over Virgin’s interlaced fists. “I mean, think about it—you came out of nowhere, tried to rob me, then opened your heart to let a complete stranger in. That’s not something most ordinary people would do.”
“I guess you could say I’m not the most ordinary person.”
“Neither am I.”
“I guess that makes us two peas in a pod,” Virgin said.
Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
After breaking away from Virgin’s arms, he turned to face his companion, reached up to touch his face, then slid a finger along Virgin’s cheek, a smile curving his face as each individual hair across his cheeks contracted under his touch and bent to contort around his fingertip’s surface.
If only you knew, he thought.
Such emotions could never be expressed in words. They could, of course, be translated—could be called happiness, sadness, jealousy, lust—but could never be adequately described. There was too much ignorance in the world for one to ever truly put words to the things people felt on a day-to-day basis. A laugh could be a child, a frown the sea, a smile the world encapsulated in the sun’s shining light—the utter sorrow of one’s death could signal the end of the world, who’d cometh on dark wings and shroud over the distant horizon. Upon His pale horse he would ride with his staff at the ready, and he would proclaim unto them who witnessed, I am the end, for it was in great sorrow that it seemed there was no hope, and for that it could not be questioned when it was a person suffered. Whatever way one managed to describe it—whatever words one happened to use—they could never be correct, as it seemed in the natural scope of things that such emotions were too elaborate to ever be condensed into words.
As a smile crept across Virgin’s face, Odin’s heart seemed to warm almost instantaneously.
“Thank you for being here for me,” Odin whispered.
“You don’t need to thank me,” Virgin whispered back.
Reaching forward, the older Halfling set both hands on the sides of Odin’s face and bowed their heads together.
Eternity seemed to pass.
The sun, Odin imagined, fell across the sky, toward the distant ocean that lay not too far away from the Felnon Providence, while the moon rose in the opposite direction to bring darkness to the world.
A knock came at the door.
“Boys,” Katarina’s familiar, soft-toned voice said. “Is everything all right in there?”
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said. “Don’t worry.”
“We’re making dinner. Come down when you’re ready.”
We will, Odin thought, but said nothing in response.
In looking into Virgin’s eyes, he couldn’t help but smile.
If this was the life he was supposed to live—shrouded, encapsulated, hidden from the world but allowed to be with the person he loved—then he felt he could do just about anything to keep this plaintive existence going.
“Come on,” Virgin said, reaching down to take Odin’s hand. “Let’s go help them make dinner.”
Without so much as a nod, Odin turned and allowed Virgin to lead him toward the door, hand-in-hand.
 
Much of the conversation was sparse and muted at best. An occasional comment, a seldom remark, a whisper between Nova and Katarina and occasionally a slight, if somewhat-forced joke from Carmen—despite everything that could have been talked about no more than several hours after Odin and Virgin had arrived, everyone was quiet, to the point where it felt the air had developed a tangible essence of which could have been cut and opened were one not careful. Odin somewhat expected a single sound to rip through the air and reveal to them the insides of what the world was made of: harsh, fleshy and filled with gelatinous, purple blood. Mostly, though, the only sounds made were from the baby—who, at his grandfather’s urging, continued to eat his mashed food.
You’re going to have to say something eventually, he thought, taking but a moment to cast a look over at Virgin from the corner of one eye. You can’t expect to stay quiet forever.
Then again, who was he to think that he had to speak, much less contribute to the dining-table dialogue of which was common with most groups of people? He wasn’t required to relay anything about his past, about his adventures, his trials and errors and, ultimately, his triumphs, and while it seemed that most if not all the attention was set toward him, that didn’t mean he had to say anything.
When Katarina’s vision strayed from her husband and fell directly on him, Odin couldn’t help but sigh.
Beneath the table, Virgin reached over and set his hand over Odin’s knuckles. It’s all right, that touch seemed to say. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.
“So,” Carmen said, pushing herself to her feet in order to have a better look around the table. “Odin…”
“Yes?” he asked, surprised at the fact his voice was so clear.
“I’ve noticed you been a little quiet.”
Yes,
he thought.
“So I’m wondering,” Carmen continued, plucking a piece of meat from her plate and sliding it into her mouth. “I mean, if it’s all right to ask and all.”
“Go ahead.”
“How did your meeting with the king go?”
Fine, he wanted to say, grimacing at how the tone of his word rang through his head and made dandelions weep in a field full of marvelous flowers. It was just like the good old days, Carmen, when I could talk to the man I considered a third father without ever thinking that I was considered less.
So badly he wanted to say that his king truly was as he was called—kind, considerate, with a heart and mind of gold that sang of bluebirds on a warm summer’s day and drew even the feistiest of cardinals from their roosts. He wanted to say that even from the very beginning, his king had gone out of his way to do everything to make his life better—that in the morning, after a long night’s sleep, he would sing old tales of war and triumph in a bathtub fresh with water and offer a conscience upon which to relate all his fears, would propose to read him poetry and discuss with him the practical means of its symbolism, would take his swords in his hands and polish the metal with special oils until they shined like grand jewels upon the crown this king never wore. He could not lie when he said that the king had taken him in—had fed, clothed, trained and eventually shaped him into the man he was today—so to think that now, after all this time, a change had come in their relationship was almost impossible to fathom, as it had always seemed that Ournul would accept him no matter whom he loved or what he did.
He’s changed, Odin thought, his eyes falling to the food and hands curling into fists beneath the table. He’s changed, Odin, and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.
Could he, if he truly wanted, rebel against his king’s wishes, and walk the streets hand-in-hand and kiss Virgin in public? It would be one false way to make a point, propose a declaration and say, ‘This is who I truly am,’ but would that be considered a crime against his kingdom, a wound upon which the country would suffer? If so, it was completely understandable that Ournul would not want such a thing to happen, but in that moment, when his jaw was so firmly clamped that he thought his teeth would break, he couldn’t help but wonder whether his king’s words were meant for the good of the kingdom and not just simple prejudice against something he didn’t understand.
When he turned his head up and offered a frown to Carmen, he watched the Dwarf’s face contort into a mixture of pain and unsurety and couldn’t help but sigh.
“Oh,” she said.
“He didn’t approve of me and Virgin’s relationship,” Odin said, desperate to fight the tears brimming at the corners of his eyes away by lacing his and Virgin’s fingers together.
Nova’s fork dropped to his plate.
Odin turned his eyes up.
Flames of hate burned within the amber pools of Nova’s eyes. “You’re joking,” the man said. “You have to be fucking kidding me.”
“Nova,” Katarina whispered.
“No, honey. This is absolutely ridiculous!”
“I can understand his meaning, Nova, but—“
“But what?”
“Please let me finish,” she sighed, reaching up to brush her hair from her face and taking a long, deep breath. She laced her fingers together and waited for Nova to respond before turning her eyes on Odin. “The king is only concerned for your wellbeing, Odin. You know that.”
“I know.”
“It’s wrong, what he’s doing to you. I know it is because I’ve read the stories, the tales where young men fell in love with each other and died because of it. It’s wrong, because in our day and age, we should be smart enough to know that two men or two women loving each other doesn’t hurt anything. But you know what? Some people are so ignorant that they’ll look through something without even bothering to look at it and make decisions on it based on that.”
“The prejudice of humanity,” Virgin said.
“Exactly,” Katarina replied. “I know it hurts you, Odin, and I’m sure it hurts you just as well, Virgin, but don’t think I’m taking the enemy’s side because I think it’s right. It’s just… I don’t want to see either of you hurt more than you already are now.”
“She has a point,” Ketrak said, clearing his throat after sipping his water. “It’s mad to think that people would react so aggressively to seeing two men holding hands, but I’ve seen it happen and it hasn’t been a pretty thing.”
“It’s bullshit,” Nova growled.
“It’s not right,” Carmen nodded, “but your wife has a point, honey. It’s better for Odin and Virgin to keep their relationship private, no matter how much it hurts us.”
“Maybe you’ll blaze a new path for future champions,” Ketrak added. “In time.”
In time? Odin thought.
How long would it take to convince an entire generation that being queer and loving a man was no different than being common and loving a woman?
No longer sure what to think of the conversation at hand, he retrieved his spoon from the corner of the plate, speared a piece of meat on the end of it, then shoved it into his mouth.
When the tone at the dining table once more fell to silence, Odin closed his eyes.
He would have started crying had Virgin not leaned over and planted a soft kiss on his cheek.
 
Odin lay awake what seemed like hours after the household had gone to bed staring at the ceiling and trying to gauge his situation. Virgin at his side, sleeping softly and with his breath on the back of his neck, it seemed irrelevant to have such worrisome thoughts, especially in the arms of the man he cared about, but for some reason he couldn’t shake what Ournul had said earlier that day.
I would suggest, for your sake and mine, that you consider striking up an affair with one of the young noblewomen who will be accompanying the caravan for the annual ball.
How easy was it to simply disregard one’s life and change it into something someone considered ‘normal?’ Did it take one misplaced word, one falsely-judged action, one moment in time in which a situation could be shifted, altered, controlled before anyone had the chance to see it? It seemed in that very moment, while lying there in his lover’s arms, that one could alter just one thing without being obvious. A man could lie with another man but be in the company of a woman to make others assume that he was, indeed, common, and a man could tote around a child and make others believe that he was, in fact, the father. It need not matter whether or not he truly loved the woman or if the child was truly his—the appearance alone displayed a normalcy that most would rather have ingrained into their consciousness.
“People see what they want to see,” Odin whispered, curling his fingers around the quilt and forcing his eyes shut.
Or they preferred to see what they wanted to see.
If he and Virgin were to ever walk down the road hand-in-hand, it was quite possible that they would be lynched. Stoning was by far out of the question, as such barbaric methods had been abandoned long ago, but would men, women and children willingly disobey the laws to destroy something they would rather not see?
Of course they would, he thought. If it’s not normal, it’s not right.
Virgin shifted behind him.
Odin scooted forward, away from his companion’s body.
The feeling of warmth left almost immediately.
Was it always this cold, he pondered, when I wasn’t sleeping with another person?
He decided not to think about it.
Instead, he cast the blanket over his shoulders, threw his legs over the side of the bed, then strode across the room, directly to where the pack lay hanging on a rack embedded into the wall above a writing desk.
Inside, the book lay, content, peaceful, and all the less aware of the world around it.
“Do I?” he whispered.
Rather than try and consider the probabilities of being caught by anyone other than his companion so late at night, Odin pulled the book from the pack, placed it on the writing desk, then reached for the single candle in the corner of the room, where he placed his thumb and forefinger around it and lit it with a single, magicked flame.
After checking one more time to make sure that Virgin had not woken, Odin settled into the chair in front of the desk, traced the book’s worn edges, then opened it to the first page.
Lenna Arda, he read. The Book of the Dead.
In staring at the title page, ingrained with what appeared to be blood, Odin couldn’t help but wonder whether or not he was ready to turn his attention toward the study of such ancient magic and the hazardous outcomes it would likely afflict on him. While he wasn’t necessarily worried about being cursed or tainted, given his Drow blood and the fact that he was, in essence, immune to such things, he did worry about the side effects.
I could go mad, he thought.
Somehow, he managed to resist the urge to laugh.
If he weren’t mad now, then surely this book wouldn’t drive him any more insane.
Taking a moment to ponder over the title page, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then scraped his teeth across his bottom lip before turning the page—to, what appeared to be, an index.
Raising the Dead, the text halfway down the page said. 
Odin took his finger and ran it along the individual Elven writings until he found what appeared to be Blood and Flesh Summonings.
“Here goes nothing,” he whispered.
He fingered through the pages, taking note of the fact that they were not numbered but marked with lines, until he found the very passage which dictated the magic before him.
To raise the dead through blood and flesh, the text began, one must consider what it is he is willing to raise.
“A man,” he whispered.
Once more he trailed his fingers down the page until he found what appeared to be the definitions for human—or, at the very least, sentient—resurrection.
The dead may be revived either through their original corpse or a false pretense created by the sacrifice of blood, hair or flesh. To revive the dead, one must consider the location in which they are going to perform the ceremony and how much time they have to dedicate themselves to the art of magic. 
Where, Odin wondered, would he be able to have enough privacy to perform such an illegal act?
Is there a reference? he wondered, thumbing back through the pages to the very beginning of the book.
At the index, scrawled in fine writing, ran a list of several definitions he found himself unable to pronounce—mainly Elvish words that bore no human translation and instead rang of song and art. He did, however, eventually come to a section of designated areas in which the strongest concentrations of the Will ran through the world, including those that fell beyond the Elven borders and eventually translated the human lands.
Here it is, he thought.
“This is where it all begins.”
He began to thumb through the pages.
The bed creaked.
Odin paused.
Every hair on his neck stood on end.
When no further movement ensued, he found himself able to continue.
Eventually, he came to the page where it was firmly marked by the twelfth slash that ran along the side of the gnarled, deckle-edged pages.
In scratchy, seemingly-rushed handwriting, a line read, ‘They are so shallow, marked and pure, but cannot be found without the cure.’
“The cure?” Odin whispered.
He turned the pages, pondering over the rough, age-worn maps, until he came to the page that defined the Three Kingdoms and the lands to the north of the Whooping Hills and the Great Divide. No towns had been marked in these locations—likely, Odin couldn’t help but imagine, because humanity had not yet evolved.
All right, he thought, unable to restrain the sigh that curled the corner of one page. This is going to be difficult.
With little-to-no way to tell where anything was beyond basic landforms, it would most likely take eons, if not more to discern where one of the concentrated sources of the Will lay.
“You have all the time in the world,” he whispered.
After turning the page in a great bout of frustration, he found himself looking at a page of Elvish letters that seemed to hold riddles, which ran in variation from a single line to several paragraphs of text.
Can you read this? he thought.
Some of the letters seemed much more complex than he could have ever imagined. While he’d always been a quick learner, the foreign regards and reasons of Elves were much more complex than anything he’d tried to educate himself in—including, it seemed, writing, and even though he’d learned a harsh amount of Elvish in but a brief amount of time, several portions were impossible to gauge.
Unsure how he would continue, he placed his finger along the side of the deckle-edged page, took a moment to console his frantic mind, then began to run his digit down the side of the book, careful to read whatever he could in order to find a passage he could study in its entirety.
It came, after much search, at the very bottom of the page.
 
It bears the Tooth of Strength and Plenty,
Broke apart in Disregard,
Divided in Three and whence it Came,
The Ferryman upon Its Boat.
 
“The Ferryman upon Its Boat,” he whispered.
A shiver began to run up and down his spine as if it were a great tremble making its way along the land—shifting, first, the forests, then the trees before launching them into the sky. He expected his skin to peel from his body, as if burned and allowed to fall onto the floor, where it would then coil and hiss like snakes dissipating in ash, such was his horror at the feeling that came over him. It would be great, he knew, because such a sight would be foreign, and though something told him it wouldn’t happen, he couldn’t help but entertain the fantasy.
What could the passage mean, he wondered, when he took the book with extra care and slid it into its pack? Could the riddle have been made to confuse, entice or maybe even excite, or was it simply just a strange mixture of words meant to instill a sense of location? He pondered over this idea while he crossed the distance between the desk and the bed and during the time he slid back under the covers, careful not to wake Virgin as he drew back against his chest.
Think about it, he thought.
The tooth could have been many things—obviously, natural and quite possibly related to something completely out of this world. That he could be sure of, but he could understand nothing of said tooth being broken in disregard, nor was there any recollection of it being divided in three. The Ferryman, though—that had to mean something of the physical realm, especially because it haunted him more than anything from the passage.
“It’s across a body of water,” he decided, curling the quilt around his body.
That he could be sure of, as no Ferryman crossed without his boat. However—the passage had referred to the Ferryman as an ‘it,’ not a he or she, which had to mean it was either not a creature of flesh or even sexual origin.
Knowing more than well that he had no reason to worry in this given time, he looked out at the falling snow, closed his eyes, then pursed his lips.
Maybe the answer would come after a good night’s rest.
He could only hope.
 
A knock at the door roused him from sleep.
“Odin,” Nova’s voice said, the knock continuing shortly after he spoke. “Wake up.”
“I’m awake,” Odin said, casting a glance down at Virgin, to whom he only shook his head before throwing his legs over the bed and crossing the room. “What is it?”
“A page came out this morning. He said you’re supposed to go to the castle and meet the royal tailor.”
The tailor? he thought, then remembered the ball that was supposed to be held within the coming days. Oh.
“All right,” he said, glancing back at Virgin. “Is he ready for me now?”
“He should be in a few minutes. Change your clothes, then come out and grab a biscuit before you go.”
When the obvious fall of Nova’s footsteps sounded outside the room, Odin turned, made his way to his and Virgin’s dresser, then began to pull articles of clothing from it before he reached down to unbutton his jerkin.
“Do you want me to go with you?” Virgin asked from his place in bed.
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said, unsnapping his belt before shucking his pants down his legs. “Sorry.”
“I’ve seen it before.”
Odin gave Virgin a dirty look before casting his pants in his direction.
After dressing in the best pieces of clothing he’d gained from the Elven tailor in Lesliana, Odin turned, looked over the length of his body in the mirror, then surveyed the side of the room, where he caught sight of his and Virgin’s weapons lying in a heap on the floor.
“Are you taking your swords?” Virgin asked.
“I was told by the guards that I can’t be armed,” Odin replied.
“You are the king’s champion, you know.”
“I know.”
“Then it should be your right to remain armed whenever you like.”
“I know. I just don’t want to cause a scene, especially since I’ve been gone for so long. Besides—I have my magic. That’s better than any damn sword.”
“True,” the older Halfling said.
Odin sauntered over to the side of the bed, leaned over his companion, then messed with his hair before pressing a hard kiss to his brow. “I’ll be back later,” he said.
“I’m not worried,” Virgin smiled. 
“Maybe today I’ll have word on whether or not we’ll have our own house.”
“Would you really prefer that?”
“I would prefer giving Katarina and Nova space for the baby.”
With a simple shrug, Virgin set his hand behind his head, then gestured Odin off with a jut of his chin. “I’ll see you when you get back.”
“All right,” Odin said.
He didn’t bother to look back when he stepped out the door.
 
“This is quite the outfit you’ve managed to get a hold of,” the tailor said, running his hands across the fine material adorning Odin’s arms. “Did you come across this while you were with the Elves?”
“It was made by a tailor in Lesliana,” Odin nodded, to which the tailor smiled and continued to take Odin’s measurements.
“I would tell you to wear this to the ball—because by the Gods, it is quite beautiful—but I believe the king would like his champion to be in more royal colors—gold, browns, maybe even silver or whites.”
That was perfectly fine with him. The ensemble itself only brought back memories of attacking Jarden, then fleeing from the forest. He would be glad to be rid of it once he had the opportunity to.
While the tailor continued to take Odin’s measurements, making extra care to scrawl his numbers on a piece of parchment, Odin found himself casting his eyes around the thin space the man spent his time in making royal ensembles—including, but not limited to, a fine, pearl-pink dress that hung on a wooden mannequin on the far wall, and a stout uniform that resembled much what the castle guards wore on a day-to-day basis nearby.
“This ball,” Odin said, raising his voice for the first time in what seemed like eternity.
“Yes sir?”
“Who all is coming?”
“The royal families from Deeana and Little Worth, Springfield and Arroway.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“My God… I believe the annual balls began when Almany was appointed as the seventh king of Ornala. The representative from Dwaydor and Elna might even be making the trip, though I wouldn’t be surprised if no one from Dwaydor came, considering the young Monvich’s betrayal and all.”
“Whatever happened to Herrick Monvich?” Odin frowned. “I thought he was the mayor of Dwaydor.”
“He was impeached immediately after the war began.”
“Where is he now?”
“Probably in a cell. I’m not sure, to be quite honest. Most of my time is spent here, in this shop, without much socializing.”
Only able to nod, Odin knocked his boots together to allow the man to take his leg measurements and sighed when he felt the measuring tape press into the side of his hip.
“Sir Karussa,” the tailor said.
“Yes?” Odin asked.
“If I may… I would like to consider making a belt for you to hang your weapons on. I noticed you didn’t have them on you today, and wouldn’t doubt it was considering the strict security within the castle grounds, but I’m sure our king will want you by his side armed when the ball begins.”
“A belt would be nice,” Odin said. “Mine’s getting worn out.”
“I’ll dye it in the finest shades of gold. It’ll be marvelous—I guarantee you that.”
“Do you need anything else from me?” Odin asked.
“No sir. That’s quite all right.”
“When can I expect the clothing to be finished?”
“Within the next few days. I work quite fast when I’m dedicated to a project, especially when it comes to crafting an ensemble for the king’s champion.”
“I’m honored,” Odin said, bowing his head.
He took but a moment to shake the man’s hand before he turned and left the office.
 
“Do you have plans to return home anytime soon?” Odin asked.
From her place in Nova’s armchair, which made her resemble something like a child pressed into a much-too-big place, Carmen raised her eyes from the massive book she had balanced over her entire lap and offered Odin an unsure look. One cheek bulged out, one corner of her lip curled down, she ground her jaw together, then offered a slight shrug. “I dunno,” she said.
“I imagine you miss your husband.”
“Terribly, yes. I’m sure Elrig is doing just fine on his own though.”
“You’re a very brave woman, leaving home like that to help me.”
“Eh… you know. You do what you have to do. I appreciate the compliment though. It’s nice to hear that I’m appreciated, especially by men I consider my friends. I suppose I’ll leave for Arbrinder when spring comes… that is, unless there’s something going on.”
“What do you mean?” Odin frowned. “Do you not believe the war is over?”
“I’m not getting my hopes up,” the Dwarf said, closing her book in one concrete slam before jumping off the armchair. “Besides—we never did catch the man who did it.”
Damn him, Odin thought, balling his hand into a fist.
Carmen frowned.
Odin only realized his action when his knuckles audibly popped. “Sorry,” he said.
“You shouldn’t be sorry. If I were you, I’d be mad—furious, if you want to know the truth.”
“How does it feel to know that someone or something killed your entire family?”
“Like a dagger being thrust into your chest,” Carmen said. “Like your heart’s on fire and you can do nothing to ease the ache.”
“Did you feel… well… liberated, I guess I should say, when you killed the Drake?”
“I felt no liberation at all, my friend.”
“You didn’t?”
“I only realized destroying the thing that killed your family doesn’t do anything for your conscience.”
So it might not even do any good, he thought, sighing, bowing his head to the floor.
When he felt a hand at his knee, he turned his head up and looked directly into Carmen’s eyes, only offering a slight smile when the Dwarf reached up and touched his hand.
“Thank you for all you’ve done for us,” he said.
“It’s no trouble.”
“You want to help me with something?” he asked.
“Sure,” Carmen said. “Watcha need?”
“I need to know how to impress a woman.”
The Dwarf offered a slight frown.
“What?” Odin laughed.
“I’m guessing this is part of your ‘show’ then, isn’t it?”
“Sadly,” he sighed, “yes.”
Carmen reached up and took his hand. “Follow me,” she said.
 
Poised on the floor with his legs crossed and his arms hanging limply at his sides, Odin allowed the Dwarf to run a comb through his unruly hair and tried to remain as still as possible while she struggled to reach the highest parts of his head. Occasionally jumping to run the comb along his head, then reaching forward to grip the lengthened portions along the back of his skull, she ran the comb across his scalp over and over again until it appeared as though his hair had hardly any curls at all. The sight itself, which seemed almost impossible given the state of his travels, was enough to make him openly gasp.
“Wow,” he said.
“You really should have something to adorn your hair while you’re here,” Carmen said, beginning a vicarious attempt to braid his hair into one single strand. “If you want my honest opinion—and it might not be the right one, given that I’m much older no than I used to be—a woman likes a man’s hair to be well-tended. Do you suffer from dandruff?”
“Not that I’ve seen.”
“I’d imagine not, considering you’re part Elf and all. They always do have pretty hair.”
“Virgin’s is beautiful,” Odin replied.
“Can I ask you something, if it’s not too big an issue?”
“Go ahead.”
“Are you just queer, or…”
“I’ve never really been attracted to any particular woman,” Odin said, “but I have thought about marrying one day and having a family.”
“You’d make a great father,” the Dwarf said.
“You think so?”
“I do.”
“You don’t know how much that means to me,” he said, smiling as he watched the Dwarf’s progress through the mirror leaning against the wall in front of him. 
“Oh, I’m sure I do. It’s a nice compliment.”
“Have you ever thought of children?”
“Sometimes, yes, but not too often. I’m getting to the age where it might be a good idea to have one now before my insides get too unruly.”
“Is there a limit to where Dwarves can’t have children?”
“Not that I know of, no, but Elrig… he…” Carmen sighed. “He’s incapable.”
“Oh,” Odin sighed.
With a slight frown he hoped hadn’t been recognized, he leaned forward and allowed Carmen to finish braiding his hair. Shortly thereafter, she crossed the room to a dresser, where she haphazardly scaled its lengths by securing her feet along the individual drawer’s knobs before grabbing something from the top.
When she stepped forward, she held within her hands a rose the color of bright ruby crystal.
“That’s beautiful,” Odin said, almost unable to believe the jewel before him, which gleamed orange at the center as if there were a fire within its depths burning brightly throughout the night.
“Elrig gave it to me when we first met,” Carmen said, taking care to secure its teeth into his hair, then clasping it around his braid. “It looks good on you.”
“I don’t want to take it from you.”
“Oh, don’t worry—you’re not. I’m just loaning it to you. How’s that?”
“That works,” Odin said, standing, then turning to examine the hairpiece. “I can’t believe what you did to my hair.”
“I figured you’d like it the way it is. You might want to consider letting Katarina cut the ends off. They’re a bit dead, if you want to know the truth.”
“And probably a bit singed from all the close encounters I’ve had,” Odin laughed.
Turning, he kneeled down, lifted his hand, then smiled when Carmen reached up and slapped their palms together.
“The ball’s coming up pretty soon,” the Dwarf said. “Are you ready?”
“Not particularly,” he replied. “But there’s not too much I can do about it.”
Carmen merely shrugged.
 
His suit was tailored to royal expectations.
Standing before the mannequin upon which held the ensemble he would wear come the night of the ball, Odin found himself almost unable to comprehend what he was looking at in the strange, ethereal half-light that streamed in through the far windows. It was, by all definitions, beautiful, and could not be described in but a few simple words. In looking at it, however, Odin felt his heart swell with pride and his conscience brim with fire that could not have been found anywhere but in the kingdom.
“It’s,” Odin started, but stopped when the tailor stepped forward.
“I did my best,” the man shyly said, stepping forward and running a hand along one of the long sleeves. “What do you think of it?”
To think that he could ever explain his feelings made his head spin, for it seemed that he could not immediately piece together the way the creation was made by simply looking at it. His eyes fell first to the sleeves, unnaturally-long with white lace cuffs, then to the golden chest-piece, where beneath the frilled breast rested a white shirt adorned with black buttons. Upon every piece of golden fabric ran flourishes of brown threading that held mastership often only seem in paintings, and while the pants, though brown, were simple, with the promised belt holding it in place, the boots were black and shined as if polished by spit, creating upon any who looked upon it an impression of novelty.
“I don’t know what to say,” Odin said, awestruck by the masterpiece before him.
“That doesn’t settle my conscience any,” the tailor murmured.
“No. It’s not that. It’s just…” He paused, stepping forward to run his hand along the jacket, which seemed to have been made from lace.
“It’s just… what, sir?”
“Beautiful.”
At this, the tailor’s face beamed, shining like sunbeams reflected from diamonds. “You really think so, Sir Karussa?”
“I couldn’t have asked for a better suit,” Odin said, turning to face the man before reaching out and shaking his hand. “Thank you, sir, for giving me a masterpiece to wear at the ball.”
“A masterpiece,” the man said, looking up at his creation before them. “My work has never been called such things.”
“The details in it are absolutely amazing. Even this bit of threading, here, on the sleeve is just… it’s art, sir—pure, utter art.”
“That means the world to me, young man.” The tailor reached forward and began to disengage the mannequin’s limbs. “Would you like to take this now?”
“I would, yes.”
While waiting for the man to arrange the clothing, Odin couldn’t help but smile.
It thrilled him to no end to know that he would be attending the ball as a royal man.
 
“You look so handsome,” Virgin said, stepping up from behind and placing his hands on Odin’s upper arms.
“Thank you,” Odin sighed. 
“What’s wrong?”
“I wish you were coming with me.”
“You know that’s not possible,” the older Halfling said, patting Odin’s arms before taking a few steps back. “I’ll watch from afar.”
“You won’t be anywhere near the ball.”
“That’s what I mean. Afar.”
The smile Virgin gave did little to settle Odin’s nerves.
Why can’t things be simple, he thought, and straightforward?
Would the members of the royal family really have a problem with him sleeping with another man?
Unable to know and not wanting to dwell upon it, Odin set a hand on his hip and began to toy with the smooth surface of his belt, that of which seemed to have been made from the highest-quality leather the area could have offered.
“Are you going armed?” Virgin asked, breaking Odin’s concentration from his reflection in the mirror.
“I’m the king’s champion. It wouldn’t look right if I weren’t.”
“I’m sure there will be enough security to ensure that nothing will go wrong.”
“You can never be too sure, especially when we’re still in the midst of war.”
Virgin had nothing to say.
Odin bit his lower lip.
A knock came at the door.
“Odin?” Katarina asked.
“I’m here,” he said, stepping forward when the door opened to reveal the woman’s smiling face. “You said you would cut my hair before I went?”
“If you’d like, yes.”
“I still need to put it in the braid. And use the rose Carmen gave me.”
“I’ll do that for you. Take your shirt off and come on out into the kitchen—it shouldn’t take terribly long.”
 
The eve of the ball came early and with a surprising amount of people. Come that evening, the individual members of the royal family began to make their way up the road and toward the front gate. Upon horse-drawn carts, carriages, of things mortal and earthly and bearing upon their shoulders an essence of royalty, they did much to attract the attention of the newly-flourishing town. Odin himself, standing on Nova and Katarina’s front porch, found it hard to believe that so many people would be attending, and for that began to shiver even though the chill was not severe.
“Here,” Virgin said, draping a cloak around his shoulders. “It’s too cold to go without a cloak.”
“It’s not that far of a walk.”
“I know. I just don’t want you freezing on the way back, especially if you return late.”
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said, reaching down to briefly touch Virgin’s hand before pulling it away. “Don’t worry about me.”
“You look great!” Carmen chimed in, peeking out from around Virign’s long legs to look Odin up and down. “Turn, please.”
Laughing, Odin did as asked.
“Perfect,” Katarina said.
“Thank you for cutting my hair,” Odin said, taking Katarina’s hand in his and kissing her knuckles. “And thank you, Carmen, for letting me use your hairpiece.”
“Just bring it back whenever you happen to return.”
“I will. Don’t worry.”
Turning, he looked up at the still-developing crowd, both royal and peasant, before taking his first step down the stoop and turning to look back at the group he considered his family.
So, he thought, giving each of them a nod when he stepped into the snow beneath the stoop. This is what it feels like to be wanted. To be loved.
When his eyes fell on the Halfling, Virgin gave him a slight, almost-unnoticed wink. Odin returned it promptly.
“I’ll be back before the night is up,” Odin said, checking to make sure his swords were secure before taking his first few steps toward the road. “If I’m not, don’t worry—just assume I stayed at the castle.”
“We will,” Virgin said. “Have fun.”
I’ll try.
With one last smile, Odin melded into the crowd, content that he would be attending his first royally-significant event in months.
 
To describe the ballroom as exquisite would have been to diminish its presence and insinuate that this royal occasional was little more than a formal gathering, for upon first impression Odin could do little more than stare. The walls freshly-painted, in hues of red and gold; the chandeliers bright, strung with beads and hanging like flowers; the tables many, the few sparse lined with people; the attendees tall, strong and agile, in shades of red, gold, brown and yellow—to look at the sight and decipher it was like laying one’s eyes on the pinnacle of existence and trying to calculate its regards. One could have compared it to seeing their first child born, bloody and slimy with placenta fresh from the mother’s womb, or like watching the sun explode and disintegrate everything around it. In looking upon the sight, and in taking in the amount of people, Odin became so overwhelmed that he nearly backed out of the ballroom without even taking one more step forward.
Too many people, he thought, panicking, his breath rasping in and out as if he were an old man lying on his deathbed. Too… many… people…
However nervous he happened to be, he could not allow himself to break away from his duty as the king’s champion, and while not alone—as he had, of course, arrived with guards flanking his sides and his swords at his belt—he seemed to be the first man standing before a hill and trying to gauge just what it was this mountain truly happened to be.
After shaking the idea from his mind, he wandered in the room crowded with men and women in the hopes of finding the man he so rightfully called his king.
“Do you see him?” Odin asked, biting his lower lip as what felt like another bout of anxiety began.
“The king?” one of the guards asked, waiting for a nod before he continued. “Not yet, sir. We’re looking for him.”
“Hurry, if you can.”
“Are you nervous?”
“No.”
Yes.
He bit his lip a second time.
In one pass of breath, he thought he would crack the skin and mark him as the ball of nerves he was.
Scanning the crowd for both his king and any relief from the growing crowd, Odin’s eyes fell to what appeared to be a table of refreshments and took his first step forward, into the room that could very well swallow him whole.
Behind him, the guards followed, hands slack at their sides but eyes ever alert.
When he reached the table and found himself in the company of not one, but nearly twelve men, Odin pardoned himself beside a man with snow-white hair and a frost of beard before pouring him a glass of the fruit punch.
“You’re armed,” the older man said, surveying Odin’s body so intently that Odin found himself a bit nervous. “Who might you be, sir?”
“Odin Karussa, sir.”
“Karussa, Karussa… that name sounds familiar.”
“He’s my champion,” a familiar voice said.
Odin sighed as Ournul’s hands fell upon his shoulders.
“You gentlemen may leave if you like,” the king said, turning his eyes to the guards standing no more than a few feet away. “Thank you for escorting my champion form Ornalia.”
“Ornalia?” Odin frowned.
“The name of the village beyond the walls.”
Ah, he thought.
A bit embarrassed at his ignorance regarding current affairs, he adjusted his position beneath his king’s towering height and sipped the juice, grimacing as what felt like the slight tang of alcohol rolled down his throat.
“I’ve heard many things about you, young sir,” the frost-bearded man said, reaching forward to shake Odin’s free hand.
“Good, I would hope.”
“Your king speaks highly of you.”
So you didn’t tell them I was gone.
At least he wouldn’t have to worry about falling into an uneven situation.
“Odin,” Ournul said, “I’d like you to meet Sir Kerin, the lord of Deeana.”
“Hello sir,” Odin said. “It’s an honor to meet you.”
“Sir Kerin and his daughter have only recently arrived, have you not?”
“Just this afternoon,” Lord Kerin said. “Have you happened to see my daughter, my lord?”
“Your daughter is quite the social butterfly,” Ournul smiled. “Perhaps you’ll send her in Odin’s direction next time you catch eye of her.”
“Oh, most definitely so.” Kerin narrowed his eyes on Odin as he lifted his drink. “So, young man… see anyone you like around here?”
“Pardon?” Odin frowned.
“You’ll have to excuse my champion,” Ournul said, once more pressing his hands upon Odin’s shoulders and tightening his grip around them. “He hasn’t had much time to… well, let’s say court a woman of his own.”
“That’s not surprising, considering all the work you’ve done. By the Gods—leading the arrest of the monks, freeing the boys from Ohmalyon and participating in the war. I’m surprised you’ve the energy to attend a royal gathering like this.”
Does he know? Odin thought, scrutinizing the man’s face for any discrepancies. 
It would seem, based on Lord Kerin’s reactions, that he knew nothing of his near-year-long escape from beyond the Three Kingdoms, let alone his escapades across the Whooping Hills and into the Abroen Forest. That alone was enough to secure his notions that most, if not everyone, knew nothing of his disappearance, save his king, his friends and the few guards who’d been in attendance during the meeting. With that in mind, he lifted his glass and took a mighty drink, nodding to the lord before him as the juice burned down his throat.
They spent the next great while discussing the work Odin had done for the kingdom since his instatement into the royal family—mainly of arresting the Tentalin Monks, as well as his escapades in the war and the reclamation of Dwaydor. Ournul himself stood idly by and listened, occasionally sipping his drink and offering slight commentary, and even managed to bolster Odin’s confidence by saying that his stubborn champion had refused to stand by his side while his friends went off to fight in the war.
“It’s not something I would be necessarily proud of,” Kerin said, “but I can tell that you have a heart of gold, boy, just like our king here does.”
“Odin’s lost a lot in the years he’s been enlisted in my service,” Ournul said, clapping Odin’s back. “He lost people in the war.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, son. My condolences.”
“I appreciate it,” Odin replied, once more taking a sip of his drink.
Already feeling the effects of the alcohol taking hold, he decided to relinquish his hold on the mug brimming with spiked juice and set it on the table—where, unattended, it would sit and no longer bear any consequence upon his person. He briefly considered taking from the platter one of the sandwich squares, but he was soon distracted by a figure approaching behind Kerin with her arms crossed over her chest.
“Father,” the young woman said.
“Onlee!” Kerin cried, thrusting a hand around the young woman’s shoulders and drawing her into his side. “Have you said hello to our king yet?”
“Hello sir,” Onlee said, bowing her head, then turning her eyes up to look directly at Odin.
She’s beautiful, he thought, almost unable to take his eyes off her face and the dark curls that ran alongside her head. She’s… everything anyone could ever want.
Whether it was the effects of the alcohol taking him he did not know, but as his eyes began to run the length of her face and, eventually, down to the swell of her breasts, he felt within him a great longing he had never before experienced for a woman, sober or not. Her eyes, chocolate-brown, seemed to pierce his soul, tangle his heart and freeze his emotions, while her low cheekbones captured her face in a sort of light he was not used to seeing in most women. Framed by her hair, captured by her bone structure, the entirety of her appearance—from her petite nose, to her thin lips and, ultimately, her well-defined jawline—seemed crafted only to attract his attention.
When the young noblewoman offered a smile Odin couldn’t help but return, he reached out to take his still-half-full glass once more and downed the last bit of alcohol within it.
“Onlee,” Lord Kerin said, “this is Odin Karussa, the king’s champion.”
“It’s an honor to meet you,” Oleen replied, extending her hand for Odin to both grace and kiss. “It’s been ages since we’ve last seen a champion, not since lord Isnot.”
“Your father?” Odin asked, waiting for Ournul’s nod before he returned his attention to Oleen—where, once more, his eyes took range of her body. “Sir… why didn’t your father’s  champion stay behind to serve you?”
“Because Daelman was killed while in service to the kingdom,” the king sighed, reaching up to finger the bridge of his nose. “I hate to be rude, but let’s not talk about this right now. This is a time for celebration. There’s no need to dampen our spirits.”
“Of course not,” Odin replied.
“We should leave the two of you be,” Lord Kerin said, stepping away from his daughter’s side and approaching Ournul with a few short steps. “Your king and I have matters to discuss, young man.”
“But sir—“
“Don’t worry about me, Odin. I have more than enough eyes to keep watch over me.” Ournul offered a slight wink before he turned and disappeared into the crowd with Lord Kerin.
Onlee, who appeared nothing more than bored, crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back against the table, balancing the weight of her body on the balls of her heels and staring vacantly into the crowd.
In watching her actions—in everything from the way she moved, breathed, blinked and, ultimately, pursed her lips—Odin found a thrill of unease stir within him.
So, he thought, smiling, licking his lips while examining the young woman. This is what Ournul wanted me to do.
Unable to resist the urge any longer, Odin stepped forward offered her a slight nod of approval. “Ma’am,” he said.
“Don’t call me that,” Onlee replied. “It makes me sound old.”
“What would you like to be called then?”
“My name. Onlee.”
“Onlee,” Odin said, the word a rough drawl in lieu of the amount of alcohol he had consumed. “My apologies. I can tell you’re not having the best time here.”
“Are you?” the young woman asked.
The smile Odin offered made her raise one eyebrow. “Of course,” he said. “I mean, I’m supposed to have a good time. Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because events like these are more boring than watching men farm in the fields all day,” she shrugged. “I can’t help but hate these sort of things. I always feel so… small, insignificant, like I’m not needed at all. It’s my father who’s the important one here. I’m just his daughter, after all.”
“To tell you the truth, I feel like I’m playing a much smaller part than I really am.”
“A smaller part? Are you kidding?” Onlee laughed. “You’re the king’s champion. You’re practically the second most royal person here.”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“Whatever. Hey… question.”
“Hmm?”
“Is there any way you can get me out of here?”
“Sorry?”
Oleen grabbed the sleeve of his jacket, curling her fingers into it to the point where Odin thought she would tear the sleeves off. “Come on,” she said, attempting to tug him toward the door. “Let’s walk the grounds, hide in the kitchens—anything to get the hell out of here.”
“I’m not sure your father would—“
“My father doesn’t care if you take me away from here. Besides—he’d probably prefer it.”
“But the king—“
“As he said, there’s more than enough eyes to watch out for him.”
Well then, Odin thought as he reached up to free the young woman’s hand from his sleeve. If that’s what you want, I’m more than willing to oblige.
Truth be told, he would rather be doing other things than standing in a room acting like some diplomat.
After checking to make sure that no one was watching, Odin took her hand, then began to lead her into the hall.
 
“I can’t believe how beautiful it is,” Oleen said, casting her eyes along the walls and the torches that lined them, reflecting orange light and shadows off the opposite side of the corridor. “It’s like… I’ve never been here before.”
“You’ve attended these sort of gatherings before?” Odin asked, scanning her figure from behind as she stepped in front of him.
“Some, yes, but not all.”
“I see.”
“Let me ask you a question,” Oleen said, turning. Odin stopped in place as the young woman ground to a halt and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “How long have you been the king’s champion?”
“Let’s see,” Odin said, desperate to keep his eyes on her face and not on any other part of her body. “Not... even a year now, I don’t believe.”
“Really?” the young woman asked. “That’s rather hard to believe, if I do say so myself.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You seem much better versed than the last champion.”
“Who was?”
“You’ve forgotten already?” she laughed. “Daeldan.”
“Oh.” Odin frowned, biting his lower lip. “Sorry. I’m drunk.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Come on,” Oleen said, stepping forward and reaching up to press a hand against his chest. “Your eyes have been on me all night. It’s not like I’ve noticed.”
“So you have,” he chuckled.
“Why don’t we… go back to my father’s room?” she said, fingering the top button on Odin’s shirt, then snapping it free of its clasp. “It’ll only be the two of us there.”
“I thought you’d never ask,” Odin said.
Given her height and the fact that they stood almost exactly face-to-face, it took little more than a step for him to press his lips to hers and, ultimately, into the wall. His length hardened beneath his pants, his groin thrust against her crotch, he leaned forward as she craned her neck to allow him access when he reached down, grabbed her thighs, then lifted her into his arms.
The hall empty, the guards all but gone, he could have taken her then and there if he truly wanted.
“Odin,” the young woman gasped, groaning as he bowed his head to her collar. “We should go.”
“Why?” he grinned, fingering the straps of her corset. “There’s no one here.”
“We don’t know that. Someone could sneak up on us.”
More than desperate to free himself from his pants, he relinquished his hold on her body, set her to the ground, then took her hand and allowed her to pull him along.
In the haze of his alcohol stupor, he could only think of one thing.
A smile pulled at his lips.
 
When morning came and he woke in a bed that had once been his, he opened his eyes to find the light streaming in almost impossible to look at. His head a fireball of pain, his throat parched and his lips cracked, he rolled onto his back and moaned with the effort before lifting his arm to set it back over his head.
What happened? he thought.
At either of his sides, Tashta and Kreeka lifted their heads and shoved their snouts into the exposed flesh along his ribcage, which had somehow been revealed during the night, when he’d collapsed into bed in the very room he had once shared with the king.
At the thought, he pushed himself into a sitting position.
Immediately, the memories came floating back.
Him and Onlee, in the hall, in bed, conjoined, two bodies melding into one—it took no more than several breaths to discern what had happened last night in the span of several hours: when, out of the blue, a young woman had appeared when he was drunk and seduced him into the hallway. Shortly thereafter, he began to remember their lewd conduct in the hall—when, on a whim, he first kissed, then lifted her into his arms before grinding his pelvis into hers.
I can’t believe it, he thought, trembling, unsure what to think and even more aware of the fact that he’d just committed adultery. I can’t fucking believe—
Before the thought could be completed, the curtain separating what once used to be his and Ournul’s portion of the room shifted to reveal the king—fresh, it seemed, from a bath.
“Ah,” the leader of the country said. “You’re awake.”
“Sir!” Odin cried, tearing the blankets above his naked waist. “I’m indecent!”
“It makes no difference to me.”
“How long was I gone?” he asked. “Tell me.”
“Well, I can’t necessarily be sure, as you must’ve come in sometime after I went to bed.”
“The guards—“
“Were instructed to let you in, as you’re my champion and I figured you’d be too inebriated to walk.”
“You set me up,” Odin laughed, “didn’t you?”
“I wouldn’t call it so much a set up as it was a push in the right direction.”
“In the right direction?” Odin barked, standing, swaying when he righted himself on two feet and nearly falling over until he pressed his hand on the wall. “I can’t believe it.”
“You did the right thing, Odin. You as well as anyone should know that.”
“I’ve been sleeping with someone for the past eight months. How can you say that was the right thing to do?”
“You know how I feel about your current situation.”
“I love him.”
“Which is completely backwards and not at all right.”
Odin’s heart stopped.
His breathing came to a halt.
What?
Had he heard correctly?
His body an instrument of unsurety and fear, Odin trembled and turned to face the wall so he would not have to face his king, but found himself seething with rage he had never felt in his entire life.
“How could you?” he asked.
“It’s simple, really—if there’s no shroud of doubt that you at least slept with a woman, there’s no need for anyone to think that you’ve been in cohorts with a man.”
“Why does that fucking matter?”
“Don’t get cocky with me, Odin. I’m your king—you’ll do as I say.”
“You can’t control my life!”
“What was that?”
Odin turned, hands balled into fists. “I said,” he growled, his knuckles so tense they began to pop one-by-one, thumb-to-pinky and then back again, “you can’t control me.”
“You’re under my service. So far as anyone else is concerned, you have to do whatever I order you to.”
“I didn’t sign up for this.”
“Tough shit, son.”
“You can’t force me to break off my relationship with Virgin.”
“Seeing as you’ve already set the foundation for that, I don’t think I have to do anything.”
“You tricked me!”
“I didn’t do anything, Odin. You are the one who slept with Onlee, not me.”
“But you… Kerin… you both…”
“You did that all on your own. All we did is put the pawns in place.”
Odin cast his eyes across the room and found his swords resting near the wall opposite the bed. 
In but one swift motion, he pulled his pants and jerkin on this body, made his way across the room, then reached down and buckled his swords in place.
I can’t believe it, he thought, growling, his heart hammering in his chest. I just can’t.. .you… him… her…
“I’m leaving,” Odin said, starting for the door without even bothering to look back. “I hope you’re fucking happy, you sorry bastard.”
“What did you call me?”
“You heard me, sir. And fuck you!”
He opened the door, departed, then slammed it as hard as he could before he turned and began to make his way down the hall.
 
“You’re back,” Virgin said.
In standing on the porch, and looking into the eyes of the person he loved, the shame of which had been created from a simple strand of alcohol and an intimate connection between him and a woman began to grow like a flower and eventually sprouted vines throughout Odin’s entire body. First around his heart, which ached so badly, then through his lungs, through which desperately he tried to breathe, followed by his neck, contorted, and his head, singing of pain and sorrow—this vine, and more, spread throughout his body and flowered dots of pain along his skin and insides until it every follicle on his body radiated with pain. Even looking Virgin was enough to sear a path of hate through his mind, a tremble of doubt in his heart, and as such, he found himself bowing his head to the snowy steps when he was unable to look into his companion’s eyes.
“What’s wrong?” Virgin asked.
“I slept with a noblewoman last night,” Odin said, matter-of-factly in the hopes that once the truth was out, it would no longer fester. “I’m sorry, Virgin. I was drunk and set up. I have no excuse for what I did.”
“I figured something like this would happen,” the older Halfling sighed. “Come in. I’m the only one up.”
Taking a moment to compose himself for fear of breaking down before he even managed to enter the house, Odin mounted the last step, kicked the snow from his boots, then stepped into the house. Soon after, Virgin closed the door, set a hand on his jacket-covered shoulder, then ran his palm along his spine into the small of his back, where he held it there for several long moments, as if testing the strength of not only Odin’s body, but his conscience.
Is this it? Odin thought. Is this what you expected?
“I’m sorry,” he said, almost unable to look into Virign’s eyes.
“If what you said is true, Odin, you’re not entirely to blame.”
“I was still drunk and stupid.”
“Tell me what happened.”
In lengthy detail, he began his story by explaining that upon entering the ballroom, he was immediately presented with the opportunity of conversation with the lord of Deeana and began to drink in the moments prior to Ournul arriving. Shortly thereafter, he explained that they discussed his endeavors, his triumphs, his trials, and then met Onlee in the eve following his meeting with Kerin. He then explained—slowly, as to not disarm Virgin—that Ournul and Kerin had left, as if to set him up with Onlee, and added that he believed the young noblewoman had had a sinister role in this.
“You think the king expressed his concern to this lord and asked his daughter to sleep with you,” Virgin said, taking the pot of tea from the fire and pouring both of them a cup.
“I do,” Odin sighed. “But that doesn’t give me any excuse, or any proof.”
“Were you drugged?”
“I don’t know. But even if I was, I should’ve known. I shouldn’t have done anything. I—“
“Look, Odin.” Virgin sipped his tea, then set the cup down. “You as well as I should know that we have been distant with each other since the first time we’ve met. I’ve never expressed my feelings, have never confided my doubts, have never said that we are exclusive and therefore should remain together. Anyone looking at this situation would wonder why we’ve been together for so long, because by the Gods, it’s not like we’ve ever actually tied ourselves to one another. And yes, we may have been living together for a long while, but have we ever discussed exclusivity?”
“No.”
“And have I ever said you couldn’t sleep with anyone else?”
“No. You haven’t.”
“Then don’t believe for a second that you’ve done something wrong.”
“I love you,” Odin said, turning his eyes up to look at Virgin’s face.
Virgin frowned.
Is that the response I get? he thought. Is it because I slept with someone else when I really loved you?
“It means a lot to know that you feel that way,” Virgin said. 
“I feel like the worst person on the face of the earth right now.”
“Why?”
“Because I willingly slept with someone when I know in my heart that I love you.”
“It was a conspiracy to make you appear normal, Odin—you know that.”
“I know.”
“Then don’t feel as though you’ve wronged me. Knowing your feelings is enough.”
Is it? Odin frowned. Or are you just saying that to try to lessen the situation?
The tone in Virgin’s eyes, while not sad, harsh or unforgiving, seemed to be soft, as if he were a child who couldn’t understand the reason why he was being denied something he wanted when, in truth, he should very well have that thing. His eyes sparkled, reflected the light, took on an edge completely honorable and content, and while his lips seemed cast in a darkening shade of reality, he appeared fine with the current frame of the conversation, no matter how skewed it was.
“I’m sorry,” Odin said.
Rather than say anything in response, Virgin stepped around the counter, up to Odin’s side, then leaned forward and pressed a kiss against his lips. “Don’t be sorry,” the Halfling whispered. “I know how it feels to be young and conflicted.”
Sighing, Odin leaned forward, wrapped his arms around the older Halfling’s waist, then bowed his head against his abdomen and closed his eyes.
Could there be any worse pain in the world than knowing he’d cheated on the one he loved?
He didn’t think so.
 
Odin lay in bed pondering the riddle and what it could mean. Hands behind his head, eyes set toward the ceiling, he drew his attention first from the twin rafters above him, which ran parallel to the north and south, before allowing his eyes to fall toward the doorway—where, displayed above the threshold, a sword lay, likely one taken by Ketrak in their flight from Bohren after the resulting calamity had struck the town.
So much I could’ve done, he thought. So much I could still do.
Rather than think about it, he rolled onto his side and stared out the window. 
Distantly, he could make out the sounds of children playing in the yards behind the houses. Dogs barked, little girls screamed, and boys cried out in victory as they very likely pegged them with flying debris of snow.
“To be young,” he whispered.
To be innocent, devoid of the world; to be naïve, without the knowledge of the future; to be cold and stubborn and not at all vulnerable to love and just how horribly it could fracture one’s heart. To a child, nothing but his or her immediate future lay before them. What they ate, how late they stayed up after bed, when their mother or father brought from the town or Ornala’s center a gift of a stuffed animal or even a slight pastry—nothing, it seemed, could destroy the innocence. Therefore, children were immune, and for that Odin couldn’t help but envy them if only because he felt so horrible about his crime of passion that he felt he would be swallowed into the bed and transported to a completely different realm.
Don’t think about it, his conscience whispered. Know.
Know what, exactly—the way the riddle sung, the way the words collided, the way something so elegant should have seemed simple and revealed to anyone looking upon it the source location of where the Will ran strongest in the human realm? He could make out nothing in its words, its pictures, its grandiose scopes, for it seemed, without a shred of doubt, that nothing could be broken in disregard and divided by three from whence it came.
Maybe, just maybe, if he thought about it long and hard—with a mind devoid of emotion and a conscience full with clarity—the riddle would unravel itself, like a ball of yarn professed to a kitten who wanted nothing more to unroll it to its heart content.
Odin closed his eyes.
He took several long, deep breaths.
The door opened.
His nerves shot on end.
When he opened his eyes and pushed himself into a sitting position, he saw Virgin standing in the doorway, bearing what appeared to be a pan of pastries freshly-made and still brimming with sauce.
“I figured you were hungry,” the older Halfling said. “So I made something. For all of us.”
“You didn’t have to do that,” Odin said, locking his hands around his knees after pulling them to his chest. “Can I ask you something, Virgin?”
“Might as well.”
“Have you ever been any good at riddles?”
“Not particularly. Why?”
“It bears the Tooth of Strength and Plenty,” Odin said, “Broke apart in Disregard.”
“Divided in Three and Whence it came,” Virgin replied. “The Ferryman upon Its boat.”
“You know it?” he asked, absolutely dumbstruck that his companion could recite the passage verbatim.
“It’s on old wive’s tale.”
“About what?”
“The Ferryman, of course.”
“I… don’t understand.”
“Don’t understand what?”
“Maybe it’s just because I don’t know the old legends, but who’s—“
“The Ferryman?” Virgin smiled. He waited for Odin to make any further response before settling down at the end of the bed, patting the space beside him so Odin could draw seat himself at his side. “It’s a rather obscure legend, if you’d like to know the truth.”
“What is it about?”
“The Ferryman is a creature that is said to inhabit bodies of water that are thin enough to be crossed by canoe, but large enough to be considered terrible to swim. Supposedly, as the legend is told, it’s a creature who separates the realms of Life and Death and allows whomever is seeking it to cross through its waters—that is, if they so manage to pay the toll.”
“The toll?”
“The Ferryman only accepts silver, if you believe what the Elven myths say.”
“Is it real?”
“I don’t know. Either way, I don’t have any desire to meet it.”
The Ferryman, Odin thought, spreading his body lengthwise along the bed and taking in the scent of what could only possibly be cinnamon buns. Where you could be, oh silver-loving thing of death?
“Have you consulted a map?” Virgin happened to ask.
“I looked at the one they had in the book, but I haven’t looked at an updated one.”
“You know it’s beyond a body of water.”
“Yes.”
“And you know it can’t be beyond anything more than a river. That much is for sure.”
“All right.”
“Your best guess would be to try and figure out where any isolated landmass would be.”
“Do you really think that would work?”
“I do.”
Odin rolled onto his stomach and stared at the wall opposite him.
“Our friends are waiting,” Virgin said, pressing a hand to Odin’s shoulder blade and massaging the muscles beneath his touch. “You’re so tense.”
“Are you mad at me?”
“We’ve had this conversation before, Odin.”
“I know, but still… I’ve cheated you.”
“You haven’t. Besides—were I upset, I would have been the first to tell you, especially considering our situation.”
“I know.”
Odin rolled back onto his back, pushed himself forward, then laced his arm around Virgin’s waist.
After leaning into his companion’s side, Odin’s attention strayed once more to the window.
In the distance, he could faintly see a giant dog skirting around the edge of the yards—mounted by, who appeared to be, Carmen, who held within her hands what had to have unarguably been snowballs.
“If only I felt up to playing with them,” Odin sighed.
“Don’t worry,” Virgin replied. “Come on—let’s go eat dessert with our friends.”
Odin chose to oblige.
 
Dinner was prepared by Katarina and Virgin and served later that night, after the sun had fallen and Carmen had returned nearly soaking-wet with her massive, snow-covered dog in tow. They ate, as it always seemed, silently, and by the time dinner ended, Odin did little more than trot up the stairs and to his and Virgin’s room, where his eyes immediately fell upon the sack resting in the corner of the room that contained the book that so solely ruled his life.
You know it can’t be beyond anything more than a river. That much is for sure.
Were that knowledge true, then surely consulting a map would allow him to find the location of the Source.
Rather than pour himself over the book’s passages and drive himself insane, Odin paced about the room going through his and Virgin’s personal artifacts, intent on finding the one thing that had led them beyond the scope of the Great Divide and along the Western Shore.
It has to be somewhere, he thought, biting his lips as what seemed like pages upon pages of political paperwork pooled across his hands. You know you brought it with you.
That map had been taken from Ornala itself in his, Carmen’s and Nova’s quest to Dwaydor during the first assault of the city. He had not—in any way, shape or form—managed to lose it, so for him to have misplaced it within a house and, sadly, a mass of drawers seemed completely unbeknown to his conscience.
Knowing that Virgin would soon return, Odin pulled the drawer out of the cabinet and began his desperate attempt to find the map—first sorting, then discarding, then all-out tossing pages of parchment into the air.
Where the hell did this come from?
Either way, he had no time to consider what he was throwing.
Finally, after ages of trying, it came under his fingers and whispered of places long lost and hidden from humanity.
“There,” he whispered.
The map—hand-drawn, scrawled in black ink, complete with an index of tables at the side of the parchment where the map ended at the Hornblaris Mountains.
After securing the map and combing through the papers on the floor, he returned the drawer to his cabinet, took a deep breath, then seated himself at the writing desk, all the while dreading what he might find.
Relax, he thought. Take slow, deep breaths.
He did this fearing that were he to pour his heart, soul and intellect into this map that he may possibly fail—that regardless of his intelligence, despite the overt Ferryman indication and the fact that there were few rivers within the Three Kingdoms, he might be unable to find such a secret location.
When Odin opened his eyes, he saw before him the world to the north and what it could possibly offer.
Life, the gilded thing whispered, for one who was lost.
“To war,” Odin nodded, weighing the corners down with four paperweights he pulled from the corner of the desk.
His eyes instinctively fell to the land of the east—where, above Bohren, and directly across the Ornalan Bay, a series of small, wiry rivers made their way like stubble on a poor man’s face toward the hills they could so desperately not reach. He knew instinctively that these small bodies of water could not be what he was looking for, as each led to no separate section of land. For that, he rolled his finger to the west, where his digit met the river that cut through the Liar’s Forest and then branched out into a Y—where Ke’Tarka lay in easy sight before the expanse of grasslands that eventually led to Sylina.
It can’t be there, he thought, tapping the indicator where the River City lay. There’s no landmass that could hold anything.
Besides that, humankind had touched everything that lay to the north, south, east and west of the Forked Rivers, so that left him nothing in comparison to other places.
What about…
His eyes, growing more and more weary, landed on the river opposite Felnon, then to the eventual marshland that covered the western shoreline.
“Wait a minute,” Odin whispered.
Immediately, his eyes fell to a land formation that, over time, had split away from the Three Kingdoms.
It bears the Tooth of Strength and Plenty.
“Broke apart in disregard.”
Divided in Three and Whence it came.
“The Ferryman… upon Its boat.”
Odin’s heart stopped beating.
Time ceased to exist.
It… can’t… be, he thought, struggling to maintain hold on his reality as the center of his vision eclipsed into one dark tunnel.
Mad, possibly, and driven insane by the reality that this could be the place he was looking for, Odin turned the map over and began to run through the series of hand-scrawled text behind it—first the cities, then the rivers, then the islands that lay beyond the Western and Salem Seas and finally to the body of waters beyond. He thought for one terrible moment that he would not find the name of the place that he so desperately searched for, but when his eyes fell on a single string of text that lay near the bottom corner of the page, color filled his mind and his heart began to hammer once more.
Written, neatly, in perhaps the most frantic handwriting Odin had ever seen, were the words Sharktooth Island.
“It bears the Tooth of Strength and Plenty,” Odin whispered. “Broke apart in Disregarded.”
And divided in three this very place was, as over the ages the land that had once been connected to the Three Kingdoms had split into an island that resembled something of a tooth and bore, on all three sides, different bodies of water—first the Haunted Marshlands and the river that separated it, then the Elnan River, followed by the Western Sea that completed the formation that set it apart from the mainland.
“This is it,” Odin whispered, almost unable to believe that he had discovered the very thing the book had told him. “This is… this is…”
The door opened.
Odin nearly jumped out of his seat.
Nova stood in the threshold, arms braced along the doorjamb and eyes intent on the process playing out before him. “You all right?” the older man asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin replied, careful to roll the map back into place as carefully as possible. “Why?”
“You’ve been… quiet… today.”
Quiet? Odin thought, securing the twine around the parchment before making his way back to the dresser. 
“Sorry?” Odin asked.
“I expected to hear more from you tonight… considering, well, you only got back and all.”
“I’m sorry, Nova. I’ve just been… tired, I guess.”
“You sure you’re all right?” the red-headed man asked. He began to step into the room, but seemed to consider his actions, as he stopped before he could enter.
“I’m fine.”
“I’m worried about you, kid. Your boyfriend is too.”
Virgin? he frowned. What could he—
Before the train of thought could continue, Virgin stepped up behind Nova and out of the shadows, revealing himself in the pale white light cast from the candle in the corner of the room. “You were speaking about me?” the Halfling asked.
“Oh. Sorry,” Nova said, stepping aside so Virgin could enter the room. “I was just telling Odin how we’re worried about him.”
“We are,” Virgin agreed.
“Maybe you should come out and talk with us, Odin—you know, get your head out of the bad place you’re in.”
“I’m fine,” Odin smiled. “If it’s all right, I’d like to go to bed early tonight.”
“All right,” Nova said, voice wary and all the more concerned. “Whatever you want, bud. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight,” Odin said, nodding as Nova closed the door. He waited, listening to the sound of his friend’s footsteps until he could hear them no more, before turning to face his companion. “I did it.”
“Did what?”
“Solved the riddle. It’s Sharktooth Island.”
“An island?” Virgin frowned. “I don’t understand—“
“It’s a section of land that isn’t very well known because it rests beyond a marshland that’s known for being home to… well… Wraiths,” Odin said, crossing his arms over his chest and seating himself at the end of the bed.
“I assume you plan on leaving now that you’ve figured out where you’re supposed to go.”
“You’re not coming with me?”
“Look.” Virgin fell to his knees before the bed and braced his hands on Odin’s knees. “Throughout the entire time we’ve known each other, I’ve stuck by your side through the good and the bad, the horrible and the unthinkable, the just and the unjust, but this… this, Odin… it’s your burden to bear, not mine. I’ve come with you this far. I’m not going any further.”
“You mean to just abandon me after we’ve been through so much?”
“I don’t know what effects the book with have on you. God—I don’t know what they’d have on me, a dumb half-Elf who was denied the gift of magic from birth. There’s no telling what might happen once you open that book and give your blood and hair. You could die. You could raise every single dead thing in the marsh. You could… and by God, I hope this doesn’t happen to you… succumb to insanity, just like the Elves who used the book and its magic before you did.”
“I’m different than them,” Odin said.
“How?”
“I’m a third Drow.”
Virgin had nothing to say.
“Look,” Odin continued, pressing his hands upon Virgin’s shoulders and leaning forward, deadly close to where their brows touched and their noses were just a breath’s-width from touching. “I’m not asking you to read from the book. I’m not even asking you to be anywhere near me when I do what I intend to do. What I’m asking is—“
What are you asking?
“—for you to just come with me and take me halfway. You don’t have to cross the river. You don’t even have to stay if you don’t want to. All I want is the knowledge that I’m not alone in this.”
“I hate to say it, Odin, but you are alone in this.”
Virgin stood. Turning, he began to make his way to the door. Shortly thereafter, he stopped.
What are you waiting for? Odin thought, balling his hands into fists. Just leave now if you’re going to.
He needed no further concern over whether or not he would be travelling this road alone—if he, of all people, really were to do what he’d set out to and raise from the dead the father which he never truly had. Virgin had come this far—had said, for all intents, that he had done so out of the need for companionship—but he would go no further, for he believed that were he to stray toward death, he might succumb to a fate far worse than the eternal knowledge that he had committed a horrible crime.
Odin closed his eyes. What felt like tears began to burn their surfaces.
The door opened, then closed.
Odin fell onto the bed.
Curling into a ball, trying his best to maintain hold on his emotions when it seemed the world was caving in on him, Odin finally gave in and began to cry.
So this is how it was.
The final leg of his journey would be spent alone.
 
“Odin,” Virgin said, pressing his hand against Odin’s shoulder and gently rocking his body. “Wake up.”
“What is it?” Odin asked, rolling over to face his companion.
“There’s a page here for you. Says the king wants an audience as soon as possible.”
“For what?”
“I’m not sure. That’s all I was told.”
Still in a daze of confusion, Odin bowed his head back onto the pillow,.
Great, he thought. Just great.
Would, after a day of no contact, the king discipline him for walking out on him?
“You’re never going to find out until you get up,” he mumbled.
“Sorry?” Virgin asked.
With a simple shake of his head, Odin threw his legs over the side of the mattress, stretched his arm over his head, then began to disrobe. Shortly thereafter, he strode across the room, then pulled the clothes he attended the ball in from their place in the drawer before pulling them on.
“Why are you going in ball wear?” Virgin frowned.
“Because I don’t have any other clean clothes,” he replied. “Besides—I figure this will at least make me look presentable, and give Ournul notice that I am, in fact, someone important, and whose opinion should be noted.”
“Don’t get into a fight with him, Odin.”
“I’ll try not to.”
“You can get thrown in jail, you know?”
“I’m well-aware of that, Virgin.”
“Just be careful, please.”
“I will.”
Before he could make his way toward the door, Odin had a sudden inclination to lean forward, press a kiss to Virgin’s lips, then embrace him with one arm, pressing the entirety of his weight into his companion’s body.
“Thank you for looking out for me,” he whispered, bowing his head into the older Halfling’s chest.
“Everything will be fine, Odin. Just don’t worry yourself over it. The king will understand your feelings on this.”
He could only hope.
 
“Your behavior the other night was absolutely ridiculous,” Ournul said, rounding the desk to approach Odin with a hand in the air and a finger extended. “Never in my near-twenty years of service have I ever had someone speak to me in that tone, much less the man who’s supposed to be my champion.”
“You can’t tell me what to do, sir,” Odin said, bracing himself for whatever was to come by locking his hands at the small of his back and steadying his posture.
“Oh really?” the king asked. “And what makes you think that?”
“I’m my own man as well as you are.”
“First you leave the country—in the midst of war, no doubt—doing God knows what where and with whom, only to return with another man,
after the delegations have long since been over and the kingdom has been restored to its former glory. Could you have slapped me in the face any more than you already have, boy?”
“I can’t help who I fell in love with,” Odin said, steeling himself as Ournul leaned so close he thought their faces would collide.
“You might not be able to, but I sure as hell can.”
“I can leave.”
“Leave?” Ournul barked, spreading his arms as he once more began his desperate pace around his desk. “Leave? Are you absolutely mad, boy? You’ve been gone for almost a year now—what more could you possibly have to stew over?”
“I lost my father, my weapon’s master, one of my best friends. You can’t say I have nothing to mourn.”
“People die, Odin, especially in times of war. You can’t expect everyone to live.”
“I sure as hell don’t expect the people I love to die around me!” he cried, forcing himself to keep his hands behind him. “You can’t tell me what I’ve been feeling isn’t real!”
“Of course it’s real, Odin. Everyone feels grief at least once in their life. The difference between a real man and a fake one is that the real man moves on after he mourns the person he lost, not allow himself to fall into a pit and never crawl out of it.”
“You didn’t lose your father to the war.”
“I lost my father just as well as you did!” the king roared, slamming his fist onto the desk. Papers flew, a well of ink toppled to the floor, spilling its blood across the stone, and a writing quill soared through the air until it collided with the opposite wall, striking upon the wallpaper a grisly image of anger as it first slid, then dropped entirely. “Don’t you dare insinuate that I’ve never suffered as you have.”
“You can’t make me do anything I don’t want to,” Odin said, beginning to take a few steps back, but stopping when he realized that there were three armed and capable guards behind him.
“You’re mine to control, boy. Don’t you ever think you have your own free will.”
“You’ve changed, sir.”
“It seems the both of us have—especially you.”
Odin narrowed his eyes.
The king clamped his jaw shut and began to grind his teeth.
What, Odin wondered, could he say to such an accusation?
I’m fucking mad, he thought, almost laughing, but managing to restrain the urge if only because some part said that were he to laugh, he would most likely be thrown in jail. I’m fucking mad and you can’t even see it with your own two eyes.
“I want you to leave,” Ournul said, plopping down into his chair and hiding his eyes with his hands. “I don’t want to see you on the castle grounds until I summon you again. You’re dismissed—officially, until I see fit otherwise.”
“You want me to leave?” Odin asked. “Fine. I will.”
“If you even dare set foot off the city grounds, I will find you.”
“Send men after me, sir. They’ll never catch up.”
“Do you want to go to jail, Odin?”
“I’d rather rot in jail than be controlled by you.”
The king cast one final, ultimate look upon him.
In that stare, upon which the whole world seemed to be bared, Odin felt a knife slicing into his chest and ending all that existed of his material life.
When two guards took Odin by the arms and began to lead him out the door, he allowed them to usher him without a fight.
Already a plan began to brew in his mind.
When night fell—when, for all purposes, everyone and everything within not only the castle grounds, but the city and village would sleep—he would take from the stable the very horse he and Virgin had rode in on and make his way to the insidious island known only by Sharktooth. There, he would take the book into his arms, summon the Ferryman with but his will alone, and cross over to the one place that would allow him freedom from all of life’s burdens.
 
“How did that go?” Virgin asked, gesturing Odin inside as he opened the door.
“Horrible,” Odin said.
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“It’s not your fault. I knew this was going to go badly anyway.”
“What did he tell you?”
“That I was his to control and that I had no bearing on whatever he had to say.”
“He is fractured from the war that has besieged his kingdom. His small-mindedness doesn’t help him any either.”
Stomping his boots on the floor-mat before the door, Odin reached down, undid the laces, then freed his feet before casting his golden jacket onto the loveseat, where it settled like a butterfly before depressing entirely.
“Did you get into an argument with him?” Virgin asked in the moments of silence that followed.
“Of course I did,” Odin laughed, not even bothering to turn and face his companion. “What did you think it would be? Tea and biscuits, joy and laughter?”
“I expected it to be much more civil than you’re making it out to be.”
“He said he would arrest me if I even set foot off these grounds.”
“But you still plan on leaving?”
Fearing safety and caution above all else, Odin stepped forward, set a single finger to Virgin’s fine lips, then surveyed the room, not in the least willing to reveal his plans less Katarina or Nova be nearby.
“I plan on leaving,” Odin said, “tonight, at the latest.”
“What will I tell your friends?” Virgin frowned.
“You won’t tell them anything. You’ll act like you have no idea where I’m going.”
“That doesn’t give me peace of mind.”
“Surely a thief knows how to lie?”
“Well, yes, but—“
“But what?”
Virgin said nothing. Instead, he sighed, bowed his head, then reached up to press his hands against both sides of Odin’s head, placing his thumbs on his cheekbones and his fingers through his hair.
“Something tells me you’re going to do this even if I don’t ask you to,” the Halfling said, bowing their heads together until Odin could feel Virgin’s breath across his face.
“I have to,” Odin replied. “I need to.”
“I’ll support your decision either way.”
Odin sighed and closed his eyes.
Before his vision he imagined a marshland so thick and inaccessible it was said that any man who entered would be lost. 
While he didn’t necessarily believe such things, he could at least be content with the knowledge that things would work out, if only he allowed them to.
“Odin,” Virgin said.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Good luck.”
Odin bowed his head, closed his eyes, and tried not to cry.
Even the man he loved could not say he felt the same.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
Night came swiftly and with false promises. After eating, and after arranging himself into bed with the intent of not sleeping, but clearing his mind before he disembarked, Odin closed his eyes and began to think of all the things that could go wrong—then, slowly, began to wait for the hours to tick by.
It would seem that in moments of great persecution that time slows—that, when forced to wait for something in order to commit another action, the world is frozen, as if it were sand merely shifting through an hourglass but not ever really progressing at all.
One moment eclipsed into another.
Two hearts beat as one.
Breath passed in and out of his and Virgin’s chest.
Time moved slowly.
Outside, clouds shifted, then shrouded the moon behind their façades.
Expecting the worse and, ultimately, nothing more to happen within the next few moments, Odin began to count each and every breath that passed in and out of his chest.
One, he began. Two. Three.
He counted to what seemed like the hundreds—the thousands, possibly even the tens of thousands. While doing this, he began to consider the likelihood that Virgin, as gifted as he was in the art of acting, might not have ever been asleep at all.
It doesn’t matter, he thought. He knows what I have to do.
Situated in the  corner, pre-packed and ready to go, was the bag which held the book, a few changes of clothes, and the map which would lead him to the Haunted Marshlands and beyond.
While he had yet to pack a saddle, he had no doubt that within the next few hours, he would have to make haste in order to evade any prying eyes that may still be up.
Unless I want to knock them out with stones.
Upon second thought, he realized that the idea would lend more harm than good, as attacking the king’s men would only further serve against his crimes against his kingdom.
Behind him, Virgin shifted, then set an arm across his waist.
“Are you awake?” he asked.
“There’s no way I could sleep with you leaving,” the older Halfling said.
Rolling over, Odin reached forward, set his hand on his companion’s face, then smiled as the stubble trailed beneath his fingertips, much like dry weeds along the plains when one walked through waist-high grass.
“I’ll be back eventually,” he said, pressing forward so he could wrap both his arms around his companion. “I won’t be gone too long—no more than two weeks tops.”
“It takes three days to get from here to there.”
“And it takes three more to get from there to Dwaydor,” Odin replied. “But I’m cutting along the marshlands, staying off the road and making my way directly to where the island lays.”
“Do you know the song?”
“What song?”
“To summon the Ferryman?”
Odin frowned. “No,” he said. “There’s a song?”
“You have to sing it to summon the Ferryman.”
“Is it magic?”
“I don’t believe so, no.”
“What is it?”
“Let me think for a moment.”
In waiting, and knowing that things would soon change, Odin found himself all the more nervous at the idea that should he be given a song, and should he have to recant it, he might possibly tamper the wording and thereby exonerate himself from getting to the island.
You can do it, he thought. Remember.
“Ferryman, Ferryman,” Virgin began, his voice clear as crystal and soft beneath the ever-distant whistle of the wind. “Hear my plea: I come to thee in the dead of night, Whispering things of horror and fright. Allow me to your island’s cross, I offer a penny, the chilled and frost.”
“The chilled and frost?” Odin frowned.
“It will only allow you to pass if you have a piece of silver.”
“I remember.”
“You do have a piece, don’t you?”
“I do,” Odin said.
As if in response, Virgin rolled over, crawled out of bed, then made his way to the dresser, where he pulled from a drawer his sack of coins and shifted through it until he returned with but one silver piece, which Odin took and slid into his pocket without more than a word in response.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“Don’t thank me,” Virgin replied. 
“I should go.”
“Are you ready to?”
“I doubt I’ll ever be ready for this.”
“I know you’ll do just fine, Odin. Just remember… if things don’t go as planned—“
“I know,” Odin said. “Don’t take it personal.”
“Exactly.”
After rising from bed, he retrieved his back, locked his cloak about his shoulders, then offered Virgin one last kiss.
“Goodbye,” he said.
Virgin nodded.
When Odin walked out the open door, he felt in his heart a great sense of longing for the one person he loved more than anything else in the world.
They’d been together for almost a year.
How much longer would this feeling persist?
 
Under cover of darkness he made his way to the stables and began to assemble the saddle atop his horse. His movements quick, his breaths short and drawn, he secured the clasps beneath the stallion’s stomach and arranged what few supplies he had within his pack—first the tent, which he would likely be using within the coming days, then the few amenities he had managed to lift from the Eternity family’s kitchen, mainly pieces of jerky and what few vegetables he felt they could part with. He would have to hunt within the coming days for his food, but that did little to deter him as he realized that soon, his father, gone to the grave, would be back in his life.
“Shh,” he whispered, gently coaxing the horse from the stable before securing it as quietly as he could. “Everything’s going to be all right.”
He should have considered the innate possibility that the horse, as skittish as it was, might not do well traveling in what could most be the precursory of a blizzard. For that he considered himself ignorant, foolhardy and all the less prepared, but at least in the fog the whitened night offered the guards would be less likely to see him or his pure-black stallion.
Once far enough away to where he considered himself a safe distance from the stable, he kicked his foot into the stirrup, launched himself onto the horse’s back, then pulled his hood over his head, shivering in the biting cold that pressed down upon him from all directions.
There we go, he thought, gently kicking the horse’s ribs. Now we’re home-free.
He could only hope. They were still within eye and, possibly, earshot of the gate. It would be a long time until they disappeared upon the horizon.
Along the way, and toward where the road would eventually lead to the Felnon providence, Odin briefly considered the idea of turning back—not only to sate his king and maintain his dignity, but to return to bed and Virgin’s arms.
“He knows you have to go,” he mumbled. “He knows what you’re going to do.”
At the very least, he had his companion’s support. That was enough for him.
After pushing his head up as far as he could and straightening his posture to the point where it felt agonizing, Odin tightened his hold on the reins and coaxed the horse forward, into a more desperate trot.
Behind him, the world was silent, completely unaware of the man and his horse who fled the scene of what would soon be a horrible crime.
No one will die, he thought. No one will be injured.
While there would be people maimed in the fallout—mainly Nova and his family, Carmen and, most undoubtedly, Virgin—there physical harm would befall them, which made him all the more secure in the fact that he would soon have what he so desperately wanted.
After reaching down to make sure the book was still there, he lifted his hand and guided it through his hair—toward where, at the front of his scalp, his father’s purple lock had been bonded to him.
This is for you, he thought. For me. For us.
The wind blew on.
This would only be the start of a very, very long night.
 
He persevered through the snow and cold for as long as he could. Hood drawn so far down his face so much that he could barely see, gloves soaked to the core and legs aching from his continuous pursuit, he channeled magical energy throughout his body and into his clothing in an attempt to allow himself even the slightest respite, but no matter how hard he tried or how desperate he was, he seemed unable to maintain some level of sanity.
I’m going to freeze to death, he thought.
Had this been what Nova had felt like in his desperate attempt to reach Ornala some five years ago—cold, isolated, feeling as though at any moment he would break down and simply collapse into some prehistoric fit? His lungs blazed, despite the fact that it was so cold, and his throat grated, chapped and warm, as if he hadn’t drank any water for the past few days. Why he felt this way he couldn’t possibly be sure, but were he to guess, they were early but slowly-creeping symptoms of the Chill.
“I’m not getting the Chill,” he whispered, grimacing, his chapped lips breaking. “Shit.”
Blood spilled down his chin.
Beneath him, his horse trembled, fidgeting every so often as if Odin’s hold on the reins was enough to drive it mad.
“It’s all right, boy,” he said, reaching up to channel healing light into the flesh. “Don’t worry. We’ll stop soon.”
When ‘soon’ was he couldn’t be sure. He’d wanted to continue through the storm, if not outlast it entirely, but it seemed that would not happen. He considered stopping for that reason alone, but no matter how many times he tried to go back to that idea, his mind kept rejecting it, as if it were a bad seed planted in a field sewn with delectable treats.
Sighing, he bowed his head, took a deep breath, then licked his lips.
Though his body desperately wanted him to stop and rest for the night, he kept telling himself that he would keep going, if only because he needed to make as much distance from Ornala as possible.
Reaching into the deepest, darkest parts of him, he pulled from the Ether the Will of magic and channeled it through both him and his mount.
The horse whinnied and cast his head back.
Odin smiled.
Maybe he could keep this up long enough to where he would not have to worry about running them ragged.
 
He stopped in the twilight hours of the morning and prepared beneath a thicket of trees a campsite shrouded by bushes that would shield them from wandering eyes.
Beneath the tent, and within the bedroll he had so faithfully carried with him for the past five years, Odin dozed in fitful bursts and dreamed of a father whom had died on the field of battle, a wound to his lung killing him from the inside out.
No, he thought, trembling, curling into tight a ball as possible. No… no…
The blood poured down, the words were whispered, the air was hot and the atmosphere cold—there was upon the distance the sounds of battle and within the air the birds that came to sew the world, to laugh and dance at the men who had fallen to the world. There were monsters on the horizon, of brutes and menaces that could not be slain with swords or arrows, and there were within the hearts of men the terror of the world, for there was no thing as great as war that could deny them. And in his arms, so wracked with blood, was the Elf which had made him whole—the one whom on one long, lonely night, had imparted his infant self to a man named Ectris—and in his arms this Elf was dying, his chest a flower and his lips the fuse. Remember me, his pale lips whispered. Remember me.
When his dreams finally tore him from sleep, Odin found that the outside world had returned to some level of normalcy, in which the snow no longer fell and the sun had since revealed itself.
Time to go, his conscience whispered.
With no choice other than to pack camp, Odin crawled out of his bedroll, gathered it into his arms, then made his way out into the open, where he thrust his sleeping arrangements into the saddlebag before he dismantled the tent.
Beyond the thicket of trees, he could make out what was obviously the freshest patches of snow, glimmering in the light of the new dawn.
How much longer would it take for the men who would come from Ornala to catch him?
If he even sent for me today.
There was a high probability that Ournul would not learn of his disappearance for a few days—that was, unless Nova, Katarina or Ketrak reported it to the guards, who in turm transferred that information on to the king. Something, however, told him that neither of the three would do such a thing—that Virgin, so docile, would simply say that he had gone to visit his father and would return within the comings days.
Choosing not to think about the alternative likelihoods, Odin finished dismantling his camp, then mounted his horse to continue yet another day’s travel.
He couldn’t dwell on the possibilities.
Within the next few days, he would have to mentally prepare himself not only for the dangerous trespasses of the Haunted Marshlands, but his eventual meeting with the Ferryman.
 
He began to realize that someone was following him late that night, when, from beneath the cover of trees and bushes, he heard men speaking. What they were saying he couldn’t be sure, no matter how loud or close they were. It sounded, to Odin, that they were reminiscing on old times—one about his wife, another a child, the third his dog. No matter how disjointed the conversation seemed and regardless that it had nothing to do with him, their voices made the hairs on Odin’s neck stand on end.
Calm down, he thought. Just because there’s men on the road doesn’t mean they’re from Ornala.
For all he knew, the men could be merchants making their way from one of the Golden Cities or Villages making their way to Felnon or Dwaydor, but why there would only be a few of them he couldn’t be sure. Maybe there were more and the others simply happened to be asleep—or unable to talk, he pondered. However, as much as he wanted to entertain his fantasy that they were, in fact, not a danger to him, he couldn’t get his hopes up, and for that he rolled deeper into his bedroll and attempted to remain as quiet as possible, hoping to a God or the Gods that they would not see his horse.
All he needed was to be found.
Your swords are there, his conscience whispered, pressing against his back as if it were his lover returned from the depths of his sanity. You know how to use them.
Would he use them were these men to find him? He couldn’t be sure—knew in his heart that he would not lay harm upon an innocent person—but were the choice presented, and had he men ready to besiege him, he knew without a doubt that he would cut down any who tried to stop him, even if that meant facing a death sentence in the justice system.
While attempting to sleep, he tried to make out the sounds of each individual man’s voice and pinpoint what they were talking about.
“Shirley,” one of them said.
“What about her?” another replied.
“By God. That woman will never listen to a goddamn word I say.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She won’t come back to Dwaydor with me.”
Refugees, Odin breathed.
“Hell,” the man’s companion said, his voice harsh and drawn-out, as if he were drunk or tired. “I don’t blame her. The only reason I’m going back with you is to get some of my belongings. You won’t catch me in that godforsaken town until the war is really over.”
“What do you mean? It is over.”
“So far as you know.”
Was it, Odin wondered? He couldn’t be sure, didn’t know for a fact whether or not there would be further assaults and if Bohren had even been recaptured, so to think blindly would only further deduce the quality of his thinking. Regardless of the northwest’s state, that didn’t mean the east had been reclaimed.
I hope so, he thought, rolling onto his back.
It was then and there, listening to the men’s voices and staring at the fabric that made up his personal safety, that Odin decided he would have to move as fast as he could.
At any given moment, the men from Ornala could be on him, thrusting him in bonds and relieving him of his weapons.
Though he highly doubted they had yet to come, he couldn’t help but fear for his safety.
Closing his eyes, he took one last breath and tried to drown out the voices.
It didn’t work.
He could still hear them.
 
Odin rose before dawn and packed as quietly as he could. His horse sated with a partially-frozen carrot, his conscience devoid of any fear in the twilight hours of the morning, he secured his belongings and mounted after pulling the iron nail from the ground, all the while praying that the men he assumed were merchants would not stir from their campsite.
Situated directly across the road in a small, semi-circle display, the group of five travelers whom he’d heard last night slept contently, as if there was no fear at all of walking on this road.
Rather than stare, Odin directed his stallion down the road and ground his jaw together for fear that the soft crunch of snow beneath his horse’s hooves would wake the men.
They’re merchants, he thought, relieving himself of a breath before taking yet another. They’re not going to do anything to you.
So far as he knew, there had been no word that the champion had fled his country yet again. It was even possible that Ournul hadn’t summoned himn.
He’s going to visit his father, the older Halfling would have said, raising his hands in the air to calm the small family of three and Carmen as he came down the stairs and looked each of them in the eyes. You have nothing to worry about. He’s homesick—that’s all.
Homesickness would have been the perfect way to describe his feeling, and while he longed to return to Felnon to try and lure Ectris back to Ornala, he had a feeling that his father would refuse even if he offered him all the gold in the world.
“Stubborn old man,” he whispered.
His horse grunted and tossed its head, as if attempting to free itself of some mortal confine.
“Are you all right?” he asked, running his fingers over the tack to make sure no clasps or hooks were misaligned. “What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this?”
The horse whipped its head to the east—where, in the thicket of trees Odin had camped before, a disturbance rattled the bushes.
It’s just the wind, he thought, shivering, reaching down to thumb the clasp that held his sword in place. You know it is.
If that were the case, why was his horse acting so skittish?
Rather than dread on the possibilities, Odin tapped the stallion’s ribs and ushered it forward, down the road that would eventually lead to the Y that led either to Felnon or Dwaydor.
Behind them, something shifted.
Odin drew his sword.
The black-bladed weapon shined in the white light piercing down from the sky.
“Come out,” he said, eyes straying first to the thicket, then the merchants who still slept. “Show yourself you fucking bastard!”
The bushes shifted once more.
Nearby, one of the merchants raised his head.
In that moment, Odin imagined it must’ve been quite the sight—he, atop a horse, sword drawn, talking to a bush, shifting back and forth as if rolling with the incoming tide. For all that merchant knew, he could’ve been a madman ready to strike him down. But if that were the case, then surely the man would’ve woken his friends, wouldn’t he?
Unless he knows I’m a mage.
However unlikely that was, Odin couldn’t help but entertain that idea as the bushes continued shifting and the men rose from their campsite. Some shouted to him, asking what he was doing, while others merely stayed quiet and waited for whatever was to happen.
Odin bit his lower lip.
Had he sunk his teeth in any further, blood might have spilled down his face.
“Everything’s going to be just fine,” he said, reaching down to grip, then turn the reins aside, so he could continue down the road and toward his destination. “Don’t you worry.”
A crash behind him forced Odin to turn as fast as he possibly could.
From the bushes emerged a bear—dumb, stupid, and with blood staining its snout.
“Just a bear,” Odin laughed, lowering his blade but grimacing as his horse whinnied, flipping its head in an attempt to free itself. “Stop it, boy.”
In the camp, the men drew weapons—some bladed, some blunt.
The bear stumbled forward.
Odin’s eyes fell to its stomach.
Gutted, the creature’s entrails spilled onto the ground and stained the snow red.
Shaking not from fear, but awe, he turned his head up just in time for the real threat to emerge.
It could have been considered something of an anomaly at this time of the year, what with the weather conditions and the fact that most, if not all of its brethren were hibernating in beneath the frozen mud. Its purpose wasn’t marked, its location not set, its goal not as of yet revealed. However that happened to be, the Marsh Walker stepped out of the thicket to reveal itself in all its glory. Not green, but blue, a color not unknown to creatures of its kind who were exposed to chilling temperatures, it dripped with blood from its recent kill and craned its head to examine Odin with a pair of eyes that seemed completely benign to its type—pure-white and seemingly frosted-over with snow.
“Stay back!” Odin cried, thrusting his sword toward the merchants, who cowered as the eight, possibly nine-foot creature stalked toward Odin’s horse.
The creature opened its beak and uttered a shriek that sounded something akin to a falcon diving toward its prey.
Odin shot a plume of flame toward the creature.
It raised one long hand, parted the magic, then stepped forward.
What the—
Before he could finish, one of the three-fingered, razor-tipped hands fell toward him.
Odin dodged.
The nails bit into the horse’s flesh.
The stallion screamed.
Odin twirled his sword up and around him before slicing into the creature’s flesh.
Blue blood sprayed the air.
Odin watched, awestruck, as it sailed through the air and stained the ground below him.
Injured, afraid, and possibly angry beyond compare, the creature reached up to nurse its wound with its right, three-fingered hand, then launched itself forward.
The horse reared up on its back legs.
A hoof struck the emaciated Marsh Walker’s face.
Blood and spit flew through the air.
When the creature’s claws lashed out in an attempt to not only grab the reins, but the rider himself, the horse whipped its head back around and struck the Marsh Walker with its neck, vaulting its body through the air in several summersaults before it crashed to the ground—stunned, chirping, and feebly pushing its limbs out under to push itself to its feet.
This is madness, Odin thought, throwing a glance over his shoulder to survey the men, who crept forward with weapons bared and faces alight in fright. They can’t do anything to help me.
If this creature really did bear some magical Gift, then surely it would use it.
“Stay back!” Odin screamed. “Back I say! Back!”
A flicker of movement to the south drew Odin’s attention.
Moments later, a sliver of ice flew through the air and skirted directly past its head.
The Marsh Walker, now standing on its own two amphibious feet, held within its hand a formation of snow that spun over its palm and eventually created a swirling mist about the air.
No.
Odin threw his hand forward to create a shield just in time for the ice to collide with it.
“What are you?” Odin asked, pointing his sword to maintain a hold on the shield. “Creatures like you can’t use magic.”
Unless—
Common man knew little of Marsh Walkers. They were difficult to examine in the wild—so dangerous, in fact, that any scientist who attempted to study them was killed—so to say these creatures did not bear the Gift of the Will was so ignorant that Odin found himself staring at the creature as it cocked its head to the side and began to chirrup—first softly, like a rodent, then increasingly louder, to the point where Odin felt his ears ringing and his body trembling.
The creature lowered its hand.
Odin’s eyes instinctively fell.
The Marsh Walker lunged into the shield Odin had erected.
When the creature stumbled back, Odin thrust his sword forward, formed the shield of concentrated air around it, then fired it directly into the misplaced Marsh Walker’s chest.
Instantaneously, it was cut in half.
Its upper body spilled onto the ground, arms twitching.
Blood, guts and entrails soon followed.
“Sir!” one of the men cried, rushing forward. “Sir! Sir!”
“I’m all right,” Odin said, lifting his head to regard the five men who ran to greet him. “Don’t worry about me. Everything’s fine.”
“Your mount.”
“I’m a mage.”
“What?”
Odin lit his palm and ran it across his horse’s wound. Beneath his touch, the skin began to mend, as if he were a master tailor attempting to sew the greatest garments together as fast as possible.
To the side, the merchants stared in awe.
“Who are you?” the man asked, turning his head to look Odin in the eyes.
“No one important,” Odin replied, turning his horse and directing it down the road.
“But wait! At least tell us your name!”
Odin chose not to reply.
Instead, he kicked his horse’s sides and thrust it into a full-out run.
 
They ran for what seemed like hours before the horse began to lose its fervor. Eventually, its all-out run died down to a slow but stable trot and its breath began to run ragged. Grunting, as if pained by the wound on its neck and shoulder Odin had healed as carefully as it could, it whipped its head and cast its mane over its shoulder, instilling within Odin a sense of unease he couldn’t help but shiver at.
It’s all right, he thought, tangling his fingers through the creature’s mane and running his hand along its neck. You know it’s going to be.
Instantly, his thoughts fell to the creature he had deterred earlier that morning, the exact moment which seemed to play in his head over and over again.
A short moment later, a thought began to occur to him.
No. It couldn’t be.
Could it, though? He wondered in absolute terror as he slowed his horse to a brisk walk and trained his eyes to the west—where, on the horizon, the tip of the Felnon Providence could be seen extending to the north. It seemed impossible to be thinking such thoughts, let alone considering them, for it was said that such behavior in semi-sentient creatures was not common unless something had disturbed them from their natural paterns.
Slowly, it began to dawn on him.
Odin closed his eyes.
Could the war, the resulting disbanding of Dwaydor and the constant back-and-forth movement of refugees have disturbed the Marsh Walkers from their winter hibernation?
“That’s not possible,” he laughed, tightening his hold on the reins until his knuckles popped so loud he thought a hammer had struck a piece of wood. “It can’t be. It just can’t.”
Then how, he wondered, had this Marsh Walker stumbled so far from its native territory, let alone in the cold and snow? Had some force uprooted it from its encapsulated egg, thrusting it into a world of pain and misery and forcing it to live through the hellacious winter? And what, he wondered, could have made it come so far north, if not prey or some migratory instinct?
My God, Odin thought, drawing his cloak around him.
If what he believed had happened, then there would surely be more Marsh Walkers to contend with on the way to Sharktooth Island.
Don’t think about it.
But how, he thought, could he not, when in no more than a few days he would have to travel the Marshlands to reach his destination? It was foolish to think that he could disregard the thought of danger, especially in his circumstance, and it was even more foolish to believe that only one lone Marsh Walker had been disturbed.
Then how, he thought, then stopped before he could finish.
Had he the will of strength to continue, he would have asked himself how a creature such as a Marsh Walker had been Gifted with the power of the Will, let alone the ability to use it in such an engaging manner. It took a mighty person to be able to use magic—a strong, devout mind and an even more practiced study—so to know a creature with little more than the intelligence of a wolf could perform such arts astounded him to no end.
Unless…
Unless, he thought, Marsh Walkers were more intelligent than the common man thought them to be.
“Whatever the reason,” he whispered, closing his eyes, “you can’t worry about that now. Keep your eyes on the prize.”
His horse trembled.
Though he pitied the creature and its struggle, he couldn’t help but wonder how he would make it through the Marshlands.
 
The next three days led him past Felnon and toward the crux in the land where the Haunted Marshlands tapered out and eventually led toward the Ela ‘Alna River, which lay much further southwest and toward the break in the land that separated the Elnan Peninsula from the rest of the continent. His sights on cutting through the area that eventually flourished along the river, his heart content with the knowledge that he was far from home and even closer to a prison sentence, Odin pushed his horse off the path and toward the place he could see only as his life’s true conquest and his heart’s ultimate desire.
You’ll have to pass through the Marshlands, Virgin had once said, his voice so real in Odin’s head that he felt his partner’s hands on his arms and their chests pressed together. You know what lays there.
With the threat of the rumored, mystical Wraiths, the possible presence of newly-awaken and magically-Gifted Marsh Walkers and the all-too-real likelihood of bandits, there was a very high chance he would run into trouble along the way, if not have to draw his sword to defend himself.
Sighing, not wanting to think about the troubles that lay ahead but more than aware of the fact that he had to consider them, Odin slowed his horse and looked to the west—where, upon the horizon, the Marshlands could be seen, frozen-over but wallowing at him.
“Well, friend,” he said, tangling his fingers through his horse’s mane. “It won’t be much longer now before we’re there.”
Where he would leave his horse he couldn’t be sure. Leaving the animal unattended would likely result in a long and frustrating walk back, as there was always the reality that predators could kill it before he had the chance to get back. He’d learned his lesson in the Abroen, when he’d left his previous mount near the pond expecting it to remain until he returned, and knew for a fact that leaving his stallion anywhere near the river would spell worse trouble than he could imagine.
Do Wraiths attack horses? he thought.
Though he had no concept of what a Wraith would do or how they lived, he knew a Marsh Walker, especially a group, would attack the creature if they managed to encounter one another.
With the knowledge that he would soon have to make a decision regarding not only himself, but his equine companion, Odin bowed his head and tried to clear his mind.
What, he wondered, would happen within the coming days?
Though he couldn’t know, he imagined it would be nothing good.
 
The forward flush into the Haunted Marshlands appeared in sight within the next few days.
A week into his journey and more than ready to do what he’d planned on for nearly a year, Odin led his horse along the skirt in the road where a city had once been planned and pressed them forward, toward the very place he planned to enter, and tried to keep his mind from faltering any further. His conscience a wreck, his heart beating so rapidly he thought it would stop, he took deep breaths in an attempt to calm himself but found any form of therapy did not work. In light of that, he bowed his head, bit his lip, then turned his attention back to the Marshlands, which lay so close he imagined it wouldn’t be no more than a few hours before they reached the entryway.
“You’ll be fine,” he whispered, shifting in his seat to gain a better perspective of his situation. “Come on. Don’t give up here.”
He’d gone through too much agony and frustration simply to give up near his ultimate goal. With no more than a few more hours and possibly another day’s worth of travel, it would be idiotic to cave in and go home—or, at the very least, back to Felnon to be with the man who’d so rightfully been his father his entire life.
Beneath him, his horse trembled, as if sensing not only his distress, but that of the Marshlands, and stopped, as if solidifying itself to the ground to keep from moving any further.
“Go,” he said.
The horse refused, even with an added kick to the ribs.
I knew I should’ve brought a blindfold.
He wouldn’t put up with this.
Rather than dissuade himself from his mission any further, Odin reached into the saddlebag and retrieved two of the darkest kerchiefs he could find. He spent the next several moments arranging the pair into as tightly-woven knots as possible before leaning forward and securing them around his mount’s snout. The equine, who did not approve of this in the least, whipped its head back and nearly struck Odin in the face, but he somehow managed to keep the construct intact and therefor blind the creature from seeing anything in front of them.
After spinning the creature in a complete circle three to four times, he tapped its ribs with the heels of his boots. Much to his delight, the stallion pushed forward, toward the Marshlands, without any response.
Now, he thought, sliding his tongue across his teeth. If only I could keep you this cooperative through the Marshlands.
He knew already that it would be difficult to navigate the cumbersome creature through the terrain. As such, he began to mentally prepare himself by clearing his mind and closing his eyes, peering into the ever-vast darkness of his conscience while trying to discern what he would do to keep him and his mount safe. His first preconceptions led him to believe that it would be better to feed the horse the last of his rations, tie it to a tree, then wander into the Marshlands alone, but with the ever-present reality of both bandits and Marsh Walkers, his attention was immediately diverted to the most-likely and straightforward solution—taking the horse into the Marshlands itself. While it would be difficult passing through due not only to water, but ice, holes covered by snow and the creeping willows that, though dead, may have some hold in halting their advance, something told him that would be the most effective route to keep them safe.
Sighing, Odin opened his eyes, set his attention to the Marshlands in the near distance, then tangled his fingers through his horse’s mane.
Everything would be just fine.
If he believed not only in himself, but his stallion, he knew there would be nothing at all to stop him.
Just take it one hour at a time, he thought. That’s all you can do.
He decided to stick with that logic and set his eyes on the overall objective—the Book, his father’s resurrection, and his eventual return to the capital.
 
Darkness thrust itself upon the world at a time when it seemed everything was working out perfectly. Clouds shrouding the setting sun, the beginnings of the night’s snow falling and the world silent, calm and at peace, Odin cast three magical orbs out ahead of him to light the path and found himself shivering—not from the cold, but the creeping apparitions of the dormant willow trees before them.
I didn’t expect it to look like this.
He’d expected the Marshlands to look less omnipresent—surreal, terrifying, all-knowing and catatonic in appearance. The trees, tall and strong, extended their branches and dangled their leaves in front of them, while beneath their embrace lingered absolute darkness that Odin found terrifying despite the fact that his magicked orbs showed there was nothing lingering beyond them. That, however, did little to ease his worries, as in that moment he had to decide whether or not he was venturing in alone or without his mount.
“All right,” he said, sighing, then reclaiming the breath of air as he dismounted and led his horse to the first tree. “Here’s what we’re going to do…”
As if waiting for a response, he allowed his sentence to trail off before turning his attention to the horse, who pressed on simply because of the blindfold that lay over his eyes.
To leave it, his conscience whispered, or to not.
Judging by how long the willow trees’ leaves dangled down and created an impenetrable shield of ice, there was no way he could dismantle every tree to lead his horse forward, as it would exert too much mental and physical energy for him to even consider it. He needed all the strength he could have, especially when he would soon be casting magic that was said to crack mortal men and bend them to its will.
With a brief bow of the head, Odin disengaged the reins from the tack, reached for the nail that would hold his mount in place, then secured the two together before stabbing the nail into the ground. He took extra care to press it into the earth as hard as he could.
After pulling from his saddlebag the last of his provisions and feeding them to the horse, he turned his attention toward the shadowed depths of the Haunted Marshlands and willed his magicked orbs of light into the darkness and whatever lay beyond.
Immediately, several pairs of yellow eyes looked back at him.
The hairs on Odin’s neck stood on end.
Is this what I’ll have to deal with? he thought, shivering as the creatures scattered into the darkness.
Though he wasn’t sure what he’d initially anticipated, he hadn’t expected there to be animals out, much less so many in the frozen weather.
“I’ll be back in a little while,” Odin said, running his hand along the horse’s neck and extending his fingers over his shoulder, where the obvious lack of fur displayed where the Marsh Walker had attacked. “Don’t worry, boy—everything’s going to be fine.”
The horse grunted and tossed its head, completely unaware of its surroundings.
Odin sighed.
The orbs of light beneath the sagging willow trees trembled, as if replicating his very unease.
You can do this, he thought, nodding, reaching down to take hold of the hilts of his swords. This is where it all ends.
“And begins,” he whispered.
He stepped forward, into the Marshlands.
A faint wind droned on.
 
Beneath the canopy of willow trees whose leaves extended from the highest parts of the sky to just above his head, Odin wandered a world completely unimaginable and mystical in all respects. The rivers frozen, cast in shades of white and mirrored in hues of blue; the bog covered in snow, resembling something of lumbering giants hunched down to sleep for the night; the trees fallen angels, whose bodies craned forward as if bowing for the final applaud—in walking through this place, toward the very part of the Marshlands that ended and eventually led to the forked Ela ‘Alna River, Odin found himself completely enraptured in both his surroundings and feelings, which seemed to placate him like some disease that wanted nothing more than to stop him from completing his objective.
You can do this, he thought, shivering, both from the cold and the reality of the situation. Just remember—you’re strong.
To have come all this way with the fear of persecution and loss of sanity was a feat most ordinary people would not have been able to accomplish, for men were weak and ignorant in heart, mind, and soul. He, however, was not weak—in heart, mind or soul—and for that he carried upon his shoulders the burdens of the world and the fate of an entire race, one of which had succumbed to madness shortly after performing magic that he himself would soon be meeting head-on.
In choosing not to think on his current situation, Odin found himself developing a sense of unease that seemed completely unnecessary in this current frame of time.
“Is this what happens,” he mumbled, “when you enter a haunted world?”
Though he knew not the answer, something told him that this, indeed, was the feeling thrust upon men when they entered places that should not ever be touched.
For the next long while he continued on in perpetual silence, following the lead of the three magicked orbs which shimmered back and forth and cast shadows of horror across the scenery, and for the time being he considered himself all the more secure in his actions and purpose, as it seemed that nothing was going to go wrong. Even the shadows, which at times seemed to dance as if alive, did little to shake his person, which surprised him considering his enlightened frame of mind. He should’ve been afraid—knew this because as a child he had heard stories of Marsh Walkers and Wraiths that were said to steal children’s souls—but with the knowledge that he would walk out of here alive and, possibly, with his father, he found that absolutely nothing could deter him.
“Don’t get cocky,” he whispered.
Ahead, something shifted.
Odin paused.
The orbs of light halted their advance.
Reaching down, Odin thumbed the clasp on his black-bladed sword, then reconsidered over his father’s silver-coated blade.
Beneath a bowing angel of a tree, blanketed to the sides by nothing more than an absolute clearing, hovered what appeared to be a concentrated shroud of darkness—cloaked, suspended several feet off the ground, and producing its own ethereal aura that resembled smoke and ash ebbing from a dying fire. It first shifted, as if reacting to his presence, then fell back, nearly pressing itself flat to the ground before rising to meet Odin’s full five-foot-six-inch height.
“Hello?” he asked.
The creature—which, at this point, Odin could only deem as a Wraith and the darkest of the Fae—shifted, extended the tattered skirt of what he could only call a cloak, then came forward, its pulsating center expanding and contracting with grey light that appeared to reflect the essence pouring from the white orbs hovering before him. When it progressed to the first of the orbs, Odin watched it pause, then lean forward before covering it with its amorphous body.
Slowly, it absorbed the light into its body, imparting upon itself an aspect of the Will Odin imagined it was not used to having.
Odin drew his silver-bladed sword.
The Wraith raised what Odin could only assume was its head and expanded itself until its entire being lay stretched before him.
“Stay back,” Odin said, raising his father’s sword and pointing it directly at the source of the creature’s body. “Don’t make me hurt you.”
A deep, almost-silent chuckle resounded from the creature’s body.
How do you kill something like this? he thought, holding his sword steady as he lit his left palm afire.
Could, he wondered, he use his black-bladed sword to fend the creature off? He knew not of its properties—didn’t know, for a fact, of its composition, of the materials used to make it—and with the knowledge that such creatures were mortally-wounded by iron, it could create an ample opportunity to use the weapon and dissuade the creature from attacking him.
Another chuckle sounded from the Wraith.
Does it even want to hurt me?
Either way, it was blocking his advance, which meant he could have nothing to do with it.
Reaching down, he unclasped his black sword and pulled it from its sheath.
Almost immediately, it began to hum.
Sibling blades, he thought.
The Wraith shivered and hovered a few steps back, away from the remaining orbs of magicked light.
Odin frowned.
He tapped the swords together.
Once more, the blades hummed, this time in unison, like baby bells struck to create a sound sweet and serene.
As before, the Wraith shifted and fell back beneath the weeping willow.
“Get away from here,” Odin said, “and I won’t hurt you.”
A third chuckle sounded.
Several more figures emerged from the darkness to join their companion.
Shit.
Odin slammed the blades together.
The resounding hum nearly deafened him.
Together, the creatures retreated into the darkness, but hovered in the foreseeable distance.
Slowly, as if treading on frozen waters, Odin began his advance, first tapping his swords, then nodding as the faint but audible sounds drove the shadowy creatures into the darkness. Several disappeared entirely, while some continued to dance around the radius of light that surrounded him as he cast three more orbs behind him. Those who happened to remain seemed stubborn and would likely not leave anytime soon.
Briefly, in the moments he watched the first and largest Wraith advance toward the circle of light, Odin wondered just how they killed their victims, if they even did at all.
Do they suck the life out of you? he wondered. Or do they drive you mad with fright?
He couldn’t remember the legends, but at that given point, he didn’t think that was an issue, as knowing would likely drive him to fright.
With no choice but to continue, Odin pressed on, maintaining his orbs and tapping his swords.
 
They seemed to follow him throughout the night and into the early hours of the morning. When, above, the world began to brighten in hues of dark blue and grey, the creatures appeared to disperse and slink away into the fading corners of darkness that still shadowed the world. Where they went beyond that Odin couldn’t necessarily be sure, as he knew nothing of a Wraith’s behavior, and while he didn’t care either way, it didn’t ease his thoughts to know they might be able to disappear then reappear at any given time.
If they’re leaving now, he thought, then they might not return until nightfall.
Would it take him yet another full day’s travel to reach the river, and if so, would the Wraiths return? Unable to know, he continued to tap his swords together and persevered despite the fact that his mind wanted to slip into the world of dream, all the while watching the outer rim of the circle of light to make sure none of the Wraiths were drawing forth.
When the sun rose and brightened the horizon in white, all source of the Wraiths disappeared.
There we go.
Sheathing his swords, he set his eyes into the brightened world and tried to decide what he would do with his daylight hours.
You can sleep, his conscience whispered, or you could continue.
Would sleeping in these Marshlands be the best idea? He wasn’t necessarily afraid of bears or any other wild animals, as he could easily fend them off without so much as a flip of his wrist, but if there happened to be more Marsh Walkers in the area, especially those that could use magic, that presented a difficulty that would be hard to maneuver around.
“Find a nook,” he whispered, “and rest.”
Though he was highly unlikely to find such a space, he could at least hope.
In the hours that followed, and in the time Odin thought he would simply collapse, it seemed that the marshlands would never falter. Endlessly, they continued—the bogs frozen, the willows arduous, the snow thick and boot-high. He considered vaulting into one of the many trees and sleeping in one of the highest branches, but when he considered those actions, he found that stopping would leave him defenseless.
“Just keep going,” he mumbled. “You’ve done this before.”
In the Abroen, whilst forced to run from the Elves that pursued them, and before he entered the Haunted Marshlands, when travelling down the road from the Golden Kingdom—he was no stranger to going for long periods without sleep, but were it to truly take a whole day and  night to traverse the Marshlands, would he be able to make it back without sleep?
Don’t think about that.
He would come to that conclusion when he reached it—not now, not when he was still in ample shape to continue.
As he persevered, tired and more than a bit hungry, the sun fell across the sky at a speed so alarming Odin found himself almost unable to believe it. His feet heavy, his boots soggy and filled with sweat and snow, his eyes drooping ever so far, he eventually caved in halfway through the day and cracked the ice at the corner of the bog, then took several long, deep drinks. While it did little to ease the pangs of hunger, it did sate them, to a degree, and allowed him to continue without fear of going mad.
At what seemed to be the tipping point of the bog, near where the frozen-over water made up more of the terrain than any actual land, Odin found himself debating whether or not to continue.
Maybe you should stop, he thought, grinding his jaw. You’re going to wear yourself out if you keep going at this pace.
But why, he pondered, stop now, when he was so close that he could almost feel it sifting between his fingers?
“You can wait,” he sighed, collapsing beside a tree and pulling his bedroll from his pack. “Get a few hours of sleep. It won’t kill you.”
Maybe if he caught up on his sleep now, instead of later, he wouldn’t have to worry about pursuing the Marshlands in near-exhaustion come time he and his father returned from across the river.
Rather than dwell on the consequences, Odin slid into his bedroll and closed his eyes.
He fell asleep almost immediately.
 
He woke in pitch-black darkness.
Panicked, Odin threw three balls of light across the clearing and thrust himself out of his bedroll with his swords in hand. The world silent, the snow shifting down through the trees, his current predicament appeared anything but dangerous. In fact, it seemed calm—peaceful, to a point where this frozen world seemed tranquil and bursting with life. That feeling, however, lasted no more than a moment, as almost immediately he saw shapes shifting on the horizon.
You know what to do, he thought, first clipping his swords to his belt, then drawing each of the blades from their sheaths.
He began the melodic ceremony by tapping the tips of his swords together slowly, one at a time, every other breath, then increased the pace during the time he spent curling his bedroll and forcing it into his pack. The Wraiths, who seemed all the more intent on encroaching upon the orbs of light, hovered outside the radius of light, shifting back and forth as if on a boat managed by a clumsy fisherman. Their behavior in and of itself was enough to unsettle Odin, especially since he had only the faintest idea of where to go but not how to get there.
“Keep going west,” he whispered. “That’s all you can do.”
After throwing his pack onto his shoulder, he navigated himself in the right direction and continued into the night.
The Wraiths followed him for hours. Slowly, heavily, like dogs intent on the prey whose life was theirs to own and placate to their own dilapidated will—they drew so close at times that Odin found himself wanting to strike out for fear that they would devour him. His worries eventually escalated into all-out panic when, on all sides, the creatures were so thick that he could see nothing but shadowy, amorphous figures.
This is ridiculous.
Rather than get angry and thrust himself into rage, he began to tap the swords together at an increasingly-alarming pace—first slowly, then in more rapid blows. He eventually began to worry for their conditions come the time he was done with this mission, but rather than dwell on the fact, he shook his head and pushed a path through the darkness, toward the one place he was determined to set foot on.
Over the course of several hours, the Wraiths began to fade—not, it seemed, due to any form of light, but because the Marshlands began to make way for the coast.
There.
Heart caught, mind alight, he tapped the swords together three final times before sheathing them.
No Wraiths came forward come the time he broke from beneath the willows and stepped foot onto the coast.
Even in the darkness, it could be seen in the distance—jagged, tooth-shaped, much like the riddle had described and broken apart on three even sides. Its triangular shadow beckoned the question as to how it had disbanded from the land if not by a higher power, as the break seemed perfect and even serrated to the south of which it lay. Odin’s eyes were so intent on the island before him that he barely realized the time that was passing in light of his newfound freedom.
You need to get going, a voice said. It’ll soon be time.
Odin closed his eyes.
As if sensing his distress, the wind began to kick up.
Somewhere, a loon howled, as if mourning the loss of innocence that was just about to be taken.
The world seemed to draw into terrible focus.
Odin turned his attention to the river at his side, then at the island in the distance.
You have to sing to summon the Ferryman.
“I know,” he whispered, bowing his head. “Thank you, Virgin.”
He took the next several moments to prepare himself for what was to come. Hands laced, chin bowed, hair depicting him in what seemed like a horrible, malevolent light—anyone looking upon the situation would have seen that there was much distress in this young man’s heart, whom had just stepped from possibly the most dangerous place in the Ornalan country and was now waiting for the strength to do the thing he’d so vicariously planned for a year. That alone was enough to make Odin tremble—not because of the cold, which was ever-so-present, but because of the fact that, soon, he would be committing an act that might erase all good in his life forever.
When Odin turned his head up, he saw the faint image of a bird spreading its wings, then taking flight.
“Ferryman, Ferryman,” he whispered. “Hear my plea—“
Can you do this? a voice whispered. Can you, Odin?
I can do this.
Are you sure?
“I’m sure,” he whispered, tilting his head back up.
All it would take were a few simple words to summon the very creature that, in legend, was said to take men to the place where the worlds were bridged—where, in holy books, it was said would rise from the waters, its hands holding one oar and its eyes set toward the very place Odin stood, head held high and figure cloaked. This fear, and more, was enough to make every hair on his neck stand on end, and in that moment he seemed petrified, unable to move or even speak. He couldn’t, for a moment, breathe, and when his lungs began to beg for air, Odin gasped and took the deepest breath he could imagine, as if he were starving after being drowned.
“Calm down,” he whispered. “You know you can do this.”
He’d come here for a reason.
Were he to turn back now, he would disgrace not only himself, but his father’s honor.
Slowly, Odin bowed his head. “Ferryman, Ferryman—Hear my plea: I come to thee in the dead of night, whispering things of horror and fright. Allow me to your island’s cross, I offer a penny, the chilled and frost.”
Odin pulled from his pocket the silver coin Virgin had given him.
Balanced upon two fingers, he flipped it with his thumb and cast it into the water.
Instantaneously, ripples began to spread in the sea.
Something told him it would have been beautiful were it not cast in a light so somber and demure that it could have been seen as horrible. In the moments that followed the exact time the silver coin struck the sea, the water beneath the surface began to tremble, as if shivering, cold and virile. A chill wind so cold Odin imagined it would freeze him cast itself across the coast and spun in the space before him, creating a mini-whirlwind that cast flakes of snow across the air and onto the surface of the water. It eventually depressed into the sea, twisting like some fallen dancer, and began to open a portal where into its depths the water crashed. Odin, unaware of what was supposed to happen, merely stood there, trembling, and reached down to grip his swords, both of which seemed too cold to touch.
For one brief moment, he considered the option of turning, running, and never returning. Then, slowly, he remembered just who he had come all this way for—had journeyed, over the year, to the Abroen and back, then to the capital and to the very Marshlands he now stood in.
Miko.
“Father.”
It rose from the depths of the icy-cold water as if it were a figure making its way from the darkest places of the ocean. Its body thin, languid, speaking of death and things that could not be real, its head first broke the surface and revealed to Odin a cloaked figure whose face could not be seen, save for the mute white bone of a jaw polished by beast and fish. The torso rose next, so thin in places it appeared impossible, followed by its arms, which hung below the knees and held within its grasp the oar that would guide them across the river. Finally, its canoe came into view—long, thin, bearing upon its face the image of a lonely human skull with glowing rubies for eyes. Odin found it hard to look the creature directly in the face, for beneath its shadowed hood he felt something horrible lay there—deep, dark and all the more foreboding. 
In the moments following its sudden and dramatic appearance, Odin looked up just in time to see its jaw shift and hear a deep rumble echo from its chest.
“Human,” it said, its voice like keratin breaking under the foot of some great god.
“My name Odin Karussa of the Felnon Providence,” he said, tempted to kneel, but unsure if he should. “I seek passage to the island known as Sharktooth, oh mighty one.”
“Yes.”
Yes?
“Come,” the creature said, lifting one hand to reveal a perfectly-symmetrical series of fingers that could only discern it as something that had once been human. “We must go.”
The creature, which Odin did not feel fit to describe as anything more than the Ferryman, shifted its oar and aligned the canoe along the shore, allowing Odin perfect passage onto its surface.
When he stepped into the boat, he felt something crack, then shift beneath his feet.
When he looked down, he saw what appeared to be hundreds upon hundreds of aquatic spiders trembling beneath his feet.
Unable to say anything not only out of fear, but respect for the creature he had personally summoned, Odin turned his head up to the island, then looked at the creature before him, trying his hardest not to tremble in spite of the fact he felt he was embarking upon his final quest.
You may never be able to return to the kingdom, his conscience whispered.
At that moment, he didn’t care.
All he wanted was his father.
 
It took what felt like hours to cross the river that separated the Haunted Marshlands from Sharktooth Island. More than wary about their progress despite the river’s short bredth, Odin kept silent and only shifted when he felt it necessary. Much to his satisfaction, the creature said nothing. It did, as he so felt was right, its perspective job.
We’re almost there, he thought, training his eyes on the near distance.
It would take no more than a few moments to cross over and be on the very island Odin knew held the strongest source of the Will that existed in the human lands.
“It comes,” the creature of bone and death said.
“I see,” Odin said, trailing his eyes over the mist that had developed out of nowhere.
The Ferryman made no further reply.
It took, as it seemed, no more than a few moments for the sandbars that surrounded the island to come into view. Upon encountering them, the Ferryman tipped its oar into the water, guided the canoe around their surfaces, then directed them toward the island without bothering to slow their pace.
When the canoe pushed up onto the island, Odin disembarked, pushed his feet into the peach-colored sand, then turned his attention on the creature that stood no more than a few short feet away.
“Thank you,” he said, breathless and unsure what more to offer.
Rather than say anything, the Ferryman parted the sand beneath its oar, pushed the canoe away from shore, then disappeared into the mist.
With the knowledge that he was upon the very location where his father would soon return, Odin stepped forward, into the mist that hung waist-high, then raised his hand, where he summoned three orbs of pale light and pushed them toward the deeper parts of the island.
As he’d expected, a thicket of trees came into view.
What he hadn’t expected, however, was a road, one that ran into the forest and eventually disappeared into the darkness.
“All right,” he whispered, taking his first few steps onto the island, then up the road that would lead him to where, he assumed, the source of Will lay.
Having not expected anything, he couldn’t rightfully assume whether this path was natural, much less of the physical world. The brief thought that occurred to him shortly after he started forward was that, as unlikely as it was, this path had been forged for him.
If the Elves wanted to hide this, he thought, then why is there a road here?
Maybe, like he thought, the road had materialized for him, as he’d completed the necessary steps to summon the Ferryman and begin his journey. That notion was enough to assure him that things would be fine, but no matter how long or hard he tried to settle himself with that fact, there seemed no shortage of concerns pressing upon him.
“Everything will be just fine,” he whispered. “Nothing’s going to happen.”
Somewhere behind him, a loon began to cry.
Do the dead speak here? a voice whispered in his head.
Odin chose not to concern himself with such things. Instead, he focused his attention on the road and began to make his way toward whatever lay in the distance.
 
He came, after what seemed like an long time, to a break in the path that revealed something marvelous.
At first unsure what to think and even more concerned about the structure set before him, Odin paused and began to take in his surroundings—first the trees, which seemed no different than those within the Felnon wood, then to the ground, which looked to have died some ages ago and had since retreated into the earth. What frightened him the most, despite the mist that placated the area, was the single object that stood just beyond the end of the road.
Situated in the middle of the clearing, perfectly filed into a complete circle, was a well—a plain, simple well, constructed of stone and leading to what could only be the center of the world.
What is this? Odin thought, tempted to step forward, but unsure whether or not he should.
In the moments following his revelation, he began to wonder whether or not all places of the Will were like this. He imagined that couldn’t be possible, considering such creations were of the material world and could not be of nature, but as he began to think even more, his thoughts led him to the idea that this had been placed here—if not by the Elves, then by some greater, higher being.
Maybe, he mused. Maybe…
Maybe, completely devoid of purpose other than to direct attention unto themselves, the Gods had placed this here.
Unsure what to think and growing more nervous by the moment, Odin fell to his knees, pulled the pack from his shoulder, then began to fish its depths for the book, which he found at the bottom beneath his bedroll.
“All right,” he thought, turning his eyes first to the book, then the well before him. “This is it. Where it all begins.”
Taking a deep breath, Odin opened the tome, lit his palm in magical fire, then poured light over the page until he found what he was looking for.
Bringing back the physical dead.
He turned the pages, closed his eyes, then opened them and allowed them to fall on the very page he’d so desperately sought out.
Is it only in the minds of men that fear is summoned by word?
Odin opened his eyes to look at the book before him.
It took but a few moments to read from the sacred text.
When the memories of death were true, Odin stood, then approached the well.
His heart on his sleeve, his nerves in his hands, he approached with a heavy mind and an even lighter conscience.
He’d expected much more of this sacred thing that had been hidden from the world by the creatures fair and immortal—smoke, possibly, maybe even mist or a light at the end of the tunnel that marked the Will and just what it ordained. That was not what he saw, as when he peered into the well’s depths he could find nothing but darkness. The idea that he could have come all this way for nothing, much less a dead source, unsettled him so much that he began to shiver when he placed his hands on the stone, tracing the mighty and chaotic construction beneath his fingertips as he would a cat nice and full of love, but when he found himself able to realize that the Will had never, nor ever would fade from this earth, he took a moment to compose himself and calculate what he would have to do.
Here, in this moment, he would lift from his body the essence of his father’s life and revive the very Sprite that had departed his body upon his death.
“This is for you,” he whispered. “Father.”
Reaching down, he drew from its sheath his father’s silver-bladed sword, then brought it to his head, where he cut from the base of his skull the very hair that had been bonded to him by Ardut upon his father’s death.
Ceremonial, it would have seemed, were anyone to have looked upon the scene.
Odin closed his eyes.
He lifted the hand that held the lock of hair and pressed it to the curve of the sword.
Flesh met steel. Blood was born.
The pain, though initially catastrophic, did not last, as everything physical seemed devoid of reality.
Odin opened his eyes.
Bonded in his hand, blood and hair appeared brother and sister, husband and wife, father and son.
Slowly, with grace he could not imagine, he pushed his hand over the mouth of the well, then let go.
Blood and hair fell.
“Come back to me,” he whispered, closing his eyes.
In his head he formed the words he would speak, then imparted them from his lips.
As his blood continued to spill, a spark of light began to pulse from the bottom from the well, then eventually expanded until it lit the clearing.
“I know from you my message clear,” he said, opening his eyes to survey the world before him, “and I know from you my life was dear. Come back to me, oh fallen one, and grace the world you’ve once become.”
A pink flash lit the world.
Shadows were pushed back. Trees were rustled. The dead matter on the ground parted like dust and from the great chasm that was the Will came a sound that bore no distinction and held no memory.
Odin closed his eyes.
The light began to fade.
Soon, darkness filled the world.
There was no light.
There was no sound.
But he knew.
Now, he would wait.
 
To think that a life-changing event could occur in but one moment was like waiting for the moon to rise in place of the sun. A completely ignorant fallacy that could not have been completed even with the strongest of magic, it lay forth like a suspended orb of light slowly crossing the sky, creating the illusion that such a thing could happen. In Odin’s mind, and in the face of such realities he knew would come true, he found himself more at peace than he had sice that one fateful day.
To think that, for almost a year, he had attempted to bring his father back to life seemed impossible—benign, even, for surely this moment couldn’t exist and this entire journey was just a dream.
What if it was? he thought, dozing, his eyes to the sky and his injured hand wrapped in cloth. What if it is?
Rather than think about it, he allowed the mist to overwhelm his body and chose to think of simpler things—like children, running and playing in the snow, or dogs, frolicking through fields of flowers and snapping at bees. These were the things that really mattered—the memories that would last a lifetime.
In that moment, while lying there beneath the mist, Odin thought everything would change—that, in one breath of time, his reality would shift, thereby thrusting him into a new and inspired light.
He opened his eyes.
Darkness hovered beyond the glowing mist pooling from the well.
What is it? he thought, shivering, suddenly colder than he had been since touching down on Sharktooth Island.
Could it be, he wondered, that the magic was working—that the spell, which he had so carefully cast, was now taking affect what seemed like hours, possibly days later?
The pangs in his stomach growing increasingly by the moment, he pushed himself to his feet, grounded himself, then looked into the thicket of trees.
Something shifted.
“Father?” he asked.
It came from the wood as though dead and out of place. Tall, emaciated, with skin the color of bone upon an elk’s exposed horns and shadows peaking every hollow of its body—its long arms hung slack at its sides and its bony, dome-shape head, covered with thin strands of greying hair, appeared to gleam in the light reflected off the single orb of magic Odin had cast to illuminate the clearing. Nude, seemingly-completely unaware of its surroundings and looking frightened beyond compare, it stumbled into the clearing and rounded the well in a few awkward steps, then turned several times to examine the world. It raised its head and gawked at the trees, extended its hands and reached for the stars, and shifted as the mist curled around its thighs, as if unable to hold its posture because its body was too frail to support itself.
Throughout all of this—the pain, the agony, the frustration, the fear, and, most importantly, the unabashed amount of love—Odin found himself watching the creature with his mouth open and his jaw cracking from the pressure weighing upon it.
Is it, he thought, then stopped before he could finish.
The creature turned to face him.
Upon the sides of its head were the curved, bat-like ears that symbolized the creature for what it truly was.
Tears spilled down his face.
His body began to shake.
A scream rose in his throat.
Odin, unable to maintain his composure, fell to his knees.
No, he thought, grappling his hair, tugging with all his might. No. No. It can’t be. It just can’t.
He’d done everything the book had said, had read precisely in the exact Elven tongue and had cut the hair from his head and the blood from his palm just as it had instructed. It seemed too simple—too concise for anything to have gone wrong. It was like one-plus-one, two-plus-two, one foot forward and one foot back, the fall of the sun and the rise of the moon. He couldn’t have failed, he just couldn’t have. He’d come too far and done too many horrible things to get to this point just to give up now.
The creature groaned.
Odin turned his head up to look at it.
In his eyes he saw the person he’d intended to resurrect—beautiful, handsome, emaciated but living. It held its high cheekbones at the eclipse of its face and its long, fine nose just above its lips. Even its eyebrows, devoid of hair and lacking in purpose, appeared as they did when it was alive—curved directly to the bridge of the nose and arcing back down at the curl of its brow.
Perhaps the most startling portrayal, however, was its blank eyes—white, muted, and resembling something like fog cast over an all-knowing glass.
“Father?” he asked. 
The creature, much like the flesh summon Odin had encountered once before, tilted its head and opened its mouth, as if unable to understand what was going on. It remained like this for a very long period of time before, slowly, it opened its mouth and said in slow, simple vowels, “Odin.”
His heart broke.
His mind cracked.
His teeth sunk into his lips and spilled blood down his chin.
No.
“NO!” he screamed, throwing himself to his feet as the creature reached out to touch him. “No! NO! You can’t be him! You can’t be!”
“Oh-Din,” the creature breathed, once more reaching for him with its long, bony fingers. “Oh-Din, Oh-Din.”
“Stop saying my name!” he screamed. “Stop it! STOP IT!”
“Oh-Din.”
“You’re not him! YOU’RE NOT HIM!”
“Oh—“
No. No. This can’t be happening. It just can’t be.
As the creature stepped forward, Odin found himself unable to look at it any longer.
He turned and ran.
The forest whipped by as if it were a piece of leather braided to beat horses, to stun the wicked and to maim the shamed. The mist harsh, the ground faltering, the darkness absolute and without light—it felt he would simply fall and land in the snow that had accumulated on the ground, thus ending the permanent resistance he had instilled in order to keep the thoughts away. He’d come so far, done so much, committed so many horrible acts and done things no sane person would ever do only to bring back something foul, something broken, something impure that could not and would not ever be the person he loved. How, he wondered, could he have failed, when he had done just as the book had instructed?
Maybe I didn’t read it right, he thought, the thoughts in his head racing so fast he thought they would shoot from his head. I didn’t know the entirety of Elvish. Maybe I mistranslated something, did something wrong, said the wrong thing or tainted the hair by putting my blood on it.
“It can’t be,” he breathed, throwing himself toward the shore that lay no more than a few feet away. “It just… it can’t.”
Daylight had since broken the horizon and lit the sky in pale shades of grey and white, signaling the first coming of a storm. 
He felt, for a brief moment, as if he were going to collapse, then fall into the wake and drown. It would have been ample punishment—would have secured him as the evil scum he was—but in that moment, he wondered just how he would return to the mainland without the Ferryman.
I can’t, he thought, his breathing desperate and completely out of this world. I can’t… I can’t—
Something struck his thigh.
Odin gasped.
Pain blossomed.
He looked down.
Embedded in his leg was the stalk of an arrow.
Raising his eyes, Odin trained his attention on the world in front of him.
Standing on the opposite shoreline that was far too brief for him to have spent several hours crossing was a man holding the very bow that had shot him.
“Odin Karussa,” the king’s man said, lowering his bow as he strung yet another arrow. “You have just been shot with a neutralizing agent that will stun you for the next several hours. You are under arrest for conspiracy against the kingdom and for use of illegal magicks.”
How, he thought. It… can’t… be.
It just couldn’t.
His world began to fade.
Stars danced before his vision.
This was it. He was being arrested.
In the brief moments before he lost consciousness, Odin could only think of one thing.
What would happen to his father?
No, he wanted to say.
Odin closed his eyes.
After all this time—after so many journeys, so many mistakes his first lost love, his last great adventure and his final declaration of service—he had failed.
What world would there exist after this?
As the last bit of light faded from his vision—as, slowly, his world began to darken—he saw within his mind’s eye the creature he had summoned and began to cry.
How could he have done such a horrible thing?
Father, he thought.
In but one moment, everything went dark.
He thought he heard upon the water the sad bird’s cry.
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