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There is a word
There is a way
That simply everyone
Has to say
In times of doubt
In days of worry
In months of fortune
And years of doubt
For those we are not
And for those who are plenty
Life is precious
A great big seed
That always blossoms
And never dies
 
When we move on
We’re not really gone
You’re still here
Your spirit lives on.
 
 



Dedicated to the memory of Betty Polson,
 
Fly on, Grandma – Fly on
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Foreword
 
During the early months of , after I had my brain tumor scare and I once again started working on The Brotherhood Saga again, there was an extreme amount of pressure placed on me by my grandfather Larry’s slow decline in health. Diagnosed with throat cancer in late , he was told that he would have anywhere from a few days to two weeks to live. However— when my grandfather showed almost supernatural signs of healing, I, along with most of my family, believed that this was something he could strike through—a miracle, you could have said, of epic proportions. Throughout the six months he lived after his death diagnosis, I was writing Blood, and when he finally died in March I was devastated—not, merely, for his passing, but for the fact that he did not get to see what I considered one of my most monumental peaks in writing.. There were many points during the reinterpretation of Blood that I felt as though I was on a timeline—not, from what many would have thought, my tumor scare, but for the fact that my grandfather would not get to see something I considered dear and true to my heart.
When he died, I was left in a state of melancholy, and I continued to be in that state through the year and all the way up to May , when I moved to Austin and finished the first draft of Blood. It was, at that moment, that I considered the one grandparent I had left—my grandmother Betty, on my mother’s side, whom had constantly praised me for my writing and was even at the point where she would try to push me along in the writing process so she could keep reading. After moving to Austin, and after letting Blood sit for nearly a year, I decided it needed a rewrite. About this time in , though, my grandmother began to suffer medical problems that seemed to signal the end of her life. Unlike what we’d anticipated, she pushed on, just like my grandfather had. It was for this reason that I thought I was in the clear—that, when I was almost finished with the fourth Brotherhood novel, she would see the end of the series that my grandfather had only seen a part of.
When my grandmother died unexpectedly in February (almost two years to the date of my grandfather’s death,) I was left with this horrible emptiness in my heart. My grandmother, who’d only read the first draft of the rewritten version of Blood, never got to see the new versions, nor the books that followed. I was devastated. My grandmother had always been one of my biggest supporters of my writing and to lose her was like losing a piece of myself.
Even now, while I’m writing this introduction, almost two months to the date that my grandmother died, I am left with a longing that I feel I was never able to conquer—not, because, of my own devices, but because of the cruel nature of death.
Throughout the end of Rebel, and now, as I’m finished and ready to put Sword out, I was and am haunted, and I will probably always be if only because my last pair of grandparents didn’t get to see one of my proudest accomplishments in my writing career. Now, whenever I think about The
Brotherhood and the nature around why I decided to resurrect it, I always
picture a few choice people in my head—my immediate family and then my grandparents. It was the thought of losing my talent and then later, losing them that compelled me to write even during my darkest of moments.
Although my questions about death have never been answered, and though my skepticism behind what traditional methods say is harsh, I would like to believe that there is ‘something beyond this,’ if only because I don’t want either of my grandparents or any family member who’s passed to simply ‘disappear’ or ‘fade away.’
It is with that I end this foreword and continue on with Odin’s story.
Thank you for being here, and thank you for reading.
 
Kody Boye
4/8/2012
 
 
 
 





 
Chapter 1
The young man pushed himself to the front of the boat. Eyes ablaze, hair whipping across his cheeks, he raised his hand to shield his face from the gust of wind that splashed up from the bow as the ship began to crest the sandbar.
We’re here, he thought. We’re finally here.
Heart on fire and mind rolling in waves of delirious pleasure, Odin jumped from his place near the bow and ran toward the second deck. Above, standing directly below the crow’s nest, Captain Jerdai smiled and screamed for his men to adjust the sales. “Adjust the sails!” he cried. “Adjust the goddammn
sails!”
The western wind would not stop them. This he already knew, but he couldn’t help but feel a sense of trepidation as yet another gale whipped around the air and blasted the ship. It groaned once, indignant to the men who tried to adjust the Annabelle so, but eventually caved and the sails were adjusted just a fraction of a turn.
“Odin!” Nova called, waving him over from his place near the stairway.
“What’s going on?”
“We’re almost there!” Odin cried, a smile breaking his face in half. “We’re home, Nova. We’re home!”
The man’s face brightened three shades of red and he rushed to join him on the deck.
The Ornalan channel was no more than three-hundred yards away.
We’re almost home, he thought, smiling, reaching toward the bay before them. After all this time— “You ready, Odin?”
“Ready for what, Nova?”
“To be home.”
Ready couldn’t describe it.
They approached the Royal Ornalan Channel as if they were creatures discovering a world rich and bountiful. The ship slow, controlled by men and mages; the water harsh, yet calming upon their pursuit; the wind fierce, but slowly settling—as they drew closer, toward the place where ships came and left more than often to deliver supplies to the castle, theere stood an ancient gateway that was marked and scarred by both the weather and by previous attempts by pirates. Upon either side of the wrough-iron gate, arranged into |
both the deep water and the rocky shoreline beside it, stood two towers, both of which appeared like men long and distant and barking beneath the sun.
“Look at it,” Nova breathed, wrapping his hands around the railing.
Yeah, Odin thought, but could say little in response to his friend’s declaration.
Within the twin towers, both of which remained solid and independent of one another, stood two men, bearing what appeared to be crossbows or some other form of advanced long-distance weaponry. Each conversed to one another with a series of hand signals, those of which Odin could not discern or even understand remotely, before the one in the western tower cupped his hands over his mouth and began to yell.
“What’s he saying?” Odin asked.
“He’s saying,” Miko said, stepping forward from beyond the scope of their immediate direction, “that we need to remain back a hundred feet.”
Only one-hundred? Odin thought. Surely if men were intent on breaking into the channel they would simply fire rocks or something similar into the wrought-iron gate.
While waiting for captain Jerdai to approach and signal to the men that he was indeed of Ornalan lineage, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and took slow, deep breaths, trying desperately to maintain hold on the nerves that threatened to spill over and make him into a completely other person. Not usually prone to such attacks, but not immune to them either, he thought of his previous life within the castle grounds and then of the duties that would come within the next months, those of which would surely seal within his heart a declaration of honor that would mark him as beneficial among his kingdom.
I can do this, he thought. I know I can.
Beside him, Nova shifted, crossed his arms over his chest, and let out a low grunt. It was more than obvious that he wanted to be off the boat and on castle grounds.
When Jerdai stepped forward, the two mage brothers in tow, Odin sighed.
“It’ll only be a moment,” Jerdai said, clapping his shoulder.
Had the captain sensed his distress? Either way, it didn’t matter, for it would only be within a few moments that they would enter the channel and dock within the harbor.
“How’s it feel to be home?” Domnin asked, casting a glance over his shoulder as both he and his brother held their hands prone, alight in fire and holding the ship steady.
“Amazing,” Odin said.
Such a word couldn’t describe his feeling. Knotted, deeply, inside his chest, it constricted around his spinal column and wove tendrils throughout his ribcage. The pressure alone was enough to make him uneasy, as he seemed in preparation for a grand snake’s meal, but he could deal with it, especially with both of his friends nearby.
Jerdai raised his hands, cupped them to his mouth and yelled, “I am Captain
Jerdai Solemn of the Elnan Peninsula! I come bearing the king’s men upon my
ship!”
“Who might these men be?” the tower guard called back.
|
“Odin Karussa, his knight master Miko and their friend Novalos Eternity!”
“Wait while we relay your request.”
Though it was almost impossible to tell just what was happening within the watch tower, as it was much higher than Odin could have ever predicted, the action became noticeable a few moments later—when, from its heights, a falcon appeared, spreading its wings and soaring toward the castle on the treacherous winds emerging from the west.
“It won’t be much longer,” Miko said, clasping his shoulder.
Odin sighed.
He could only hope.
It took but an hour’s time for the gate to open and for passage to be allowed.
Rising, slowly, like a snail making its way across a long hot road, the gate lifted to reveal the essence of the sea—seaweed, some plantlife, even a fish or two, those of which crashed into the water slowly after being lifted from their mortal prisons. At the revelation, Nova perked up, instantaneously shifting to and fro on both of his feet. Miko himself managed to take a step closer and examine the world. Odin, however, could do little but stare.
Only a few moments, he thought, swallowing a lump in his throat.
As the boat entered the channel, cresting the land as though meeting a lover for the first time in years, the front sail came down and the ones at the side were raised. Pointed east in order to catch the ever-changing wind, they puffed out like cheeks from a small mammal and expanded with the air that would bring them one step closer to the small, private dock reserved for Ornala’s most-prestigious fleet.
Within the room he’d called home for the last few months, Odin watched as the castle came into view.
After all this time, he thought, it still looks beautiful as ever.
Pearlescent, golden, like a sun rising over the mountains and the moon giving birth to her most splendid of rays—even after two years, it still looked the same, possibly even better than the first time he saw it when he was a boy. Seeing such a thing was enough to instill awe within his heart, a harp of strings within his chest that was endlessly drummed by the excitement coursing through his veins.
“Are you ready?” Miko asked.
Odin turned. Since his injury on the island, the Elf had taken to staying in bed whenever possible, preferring the comforts of wool and linen instead of the sun and wind. Though he seemed perfectly capable of walking, as evidenced by his presence near the front of the boat no more than a few long moments, he seemed placidly content to stay in bed, something that both troubled and comforted Odin at the same but conflicting time.
He’s resting, Odin thought, nodding at the creature he’d called sire for more than two years. That’s good.
But did that mean something else was wrong? A mere flesh wound couldn’t have stopped him, a towering hulk of muscle, could it?
It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that he’s awake and doing well.
|
“Sir,” he said, stepping forward, grimacing as the boat shifted. Someone cried out on the deck and Jerdai screamed something he couldn’t discern. “Do you need something?”
“No, Odin. Thank you though.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Nodding but unsure of himself, Odin seated himself on his knight master’s bed and stared at the wall before him. It took but a moment for the Elf’s long fingers to reach out and touch his arm.
“You’re almost home, Odin. How does it feel?”
“It feels great,” he smiled. “Better than I could have ever imagined.”
“Are you looking forward to it?”
“More than anything, sir.”
Miko smiled. His teeth appeared even brighter in the strange half-light the ship offered.
Standing, Odin made his way to the window once again and looked out at the castle.
Home, he thought.
The thought made him smile.
Above, Odin watched as Jerdai and several of his ship hands began to maneuver the boat into the harbor. Struggling with both the sails and a series of ropes, they wove the ship and its several parts as though it were an instrument and struggled to press it within a space that was not at all suited for a ship as large as the Annabelle.
“Sir,” Odin said, stepping toward Jerdai. “Is everything fine?”
“Everything’s fine,” the captain said. “Look.”
The man pointed. The two mage brothers stood nearby, hands alight with magic fire. Even from this distance Odin could feel the tension in the air.
Lightning crackling in the air would have been the best way to describe what he now felt, slicing the calm in the air and lighting it with tension as though a fire were burning through a forest, but he didn’t bother to dwell on the thought. He merely nodded and fell back so the ship hands could do their work.
I wonder why they didn’t ask me for help.
“I’m not part of the crew,” he mumbled.
“You say something?” Nova asked, stepping up to his side.
“No. Sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry about.”
Odin nodded. His eyes strayed to the dock and the slanting hill it sat before.
There, standing at the very top, was a man he’d been longing to see for the past two years.
Daughtry.
“Sir!” Odin cried, rushing to the side of the ship. “Sir! Daughtry! Can you hear me?”
The mage didn’t reply. Instead, he raised a hand and waved, starting down the hill and making his way toward the dock they were now just pulling into.
|
“We should go below and help Miko gather his things,” Nova said, pressing a hand against Odin’s shoulder. “We can see your friend later.”
“I know,” Odin replied.
He turned and made his way down the stairs.
“What’s happened?” Daughtry asked, frowning as Odin helped his knight master navigate the troublesome planks that made up the majority of the private dock.
“An accident,” Miko said, face veiled beneath the hood of his cloak. “I am fine. It’s only a flesh wound.”
“Only a flesh wound?” the mage asked.
Miko nodded. The frown that painted the mage’s face was enough to make Odin hurt on the inside.
He’s going to question us.
Of course he would. What kind person would not ask about a man who’d been injured in the field, much less a man who’d been given knight status to train one of his own squires?
Shaking his head, Odin adjusted his arm across the Elf’s back and straightened his posture, not in the least bit willing to reveal that his mood was sobered by the events talking place around them. “Sir,” he said, bowing his head before reaching forward to take the high mage’s hand. “It’s an honor to have you greet us.”
Nova gave a slight nod. Daughtry smiled and reached out to touch each of them, especially Miko, whose darkened shoulder he squeezed as though fragile and full of delicate bones. “It’s great to see you all, especially you, sir Miko. Would you like a healer to tend to you?”
“My wound has been tended to.”
“Yes, but you are still weak.”
Parfour stepped up beside them. Face still swollen and blackened beyond compare, his very presence was enough to make Daughtry frown.
“What’s happened here?” the mage asked.
“We’ll explain,” Miko said. “But not now. This isn’t a public matter.”
“Are you well?” Odin asked, pulling the sheets over Miko’s body.
“I am well,” the Elf said, reaching out to touch Odin’s arm. His nails traced the curves of Odin’s flesh before he pulled his hand away. “Go. Speak to the mage. Tell him what has happened and try to get an audience with the king.
Tell him… tell him why I was injured and why that boy looks as though he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life.”
“I will, sir. I’m more concerned about you though.”
“I am fine. Parfour is the one I am worried about.”
“Daughtry’s seen to it that he’s visited a healer, sir. He should be in the infirmary now.”
Miko nodded. Falling back, he braced his back against a series of pillows and let his head fall to an array of blankets done up to allow him the maximum amount of comfort. Here, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them to look at Odin’s wary face. “Odin,” he said.
“Yes sir?”
“Go.”

“He’ll be fine,” Nova said, pressing a hand against Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon.”
“What about,” Odin started.
“Bohren can wait, just as my wife can.”
Content with the situation at hand, Odin turned, grasped the doorknob and made his way out into the hallway.
Daughtry greeted him almost immediately. “Come in, come in,” he said, gesturing Odin into his office and maneuvering around the mountains of paperwork. “I hope this isn’t anything too pressing. Sorry to say this, Odin, but I’ve been swamped with work. The king has tasked me with taking estimates of just how many mages are in our country and just how many we can employ within his service.”
“It’s about the boy, sir. The boy with the bruised face.”
Daughtry’s expression dampened. “Something told me this reunion wasn’t going to be all pleasantries,” the man sighed, seating himself on the opposite side of the desk. He took a moment to organize his papers so they could see one another before leaning forward and bracing his elbows against the table.
“What happened? The brief version, if you would.”
“The Tentalin Monks have been abusing and raping the boys that are sent to the island.”
“What?”
Odin grimaced. While he’d expected such a response, he hadn’t expected the urgency in the mage’s voice. Raw, taught, like a muscle beating firmly in the open—Daughtry’s face reddened and his mouth curled into a frown. “Sir,” he said.
“Have I heard you correctly, Odin, or have I misheard something you’ve said?”
“No, sir. You heard me correctly, I’m sorry to say.”
It took several moments for any form of response to come after the words that passed from Odin’s lips. Obviously-troubled, his lips still downturned and his eyes somber and light, the mage simply sat there while examining Odin as though trying to determine just whether or not the words he’d heard were true. For this, Odin couldn’t help but squirm, and when Daughtry finally managed to stand and pace around the desk, he tried his hardest not to move or even breathe. He remained seated, knowing all the while there was nothing he could do, and tried as hard as he could not to tremble with his own unsung rage.
You don’t know, he thought, tempted to turn and face Daughtry, but once again unsure if he should. You don’t know how badly I wanted to reach over
and kill that man.
“They hurt Miko too,” he said, breaking the ice with his pickaxe of words.
“This just gets better and better.”
“Miko was stabbed while he was waiting for a boat to return to the island,”
Odin said, standing. He waited for Daughtry to turn his attention on him before he continued. “He knew of the laws, so we left the island on a single boat so Jerdai wouldn’t break the trespassing treaty.”
“Of course.”
“And we couldn’t all fit in the boat. Miko waited behind and he… he came back on his own, in the boat, but he was hurt, sir. He’d been stabbed on the island, by one of the monks.”
“Whatever became of the monk?”
“He fled into the woods.”
Daughtry sighed. The mage’s response alone was enough to make Odin cave to his own inhibitions.
“Sir,” Odin said. “What are—“
“There isn’t much I can do until the court hears this story, Odin. As a fledgling knight in our kingdom, your testimony will be what ultimately drives the decision to do something about this, but the boy will have to speak.”
“Sir—“
“There’s no way around this. Either that boy speaks before the court or his companions sit in agony.”
You don’t know how angry I am, sir. You should’ve seen it.
Miko, arm taut, with his sword extended toward Beal’s neck—he could have easily killed that monk then and there, but he’d refused based solely on the fact that better punishment was deserved. But where did that leave Parfour’s peers? Where did that leave the other boys that they’d left behind?
“Sir,” Odin said. This time he waited for Daughtry to say something before he continued. When he didn’t, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then paced a few steps forward. “Can I ask something of you?”
“Ask what you will, Odin.”
“Is there any way you can get me an audience with the king?”
“Such matters will warrant the highest urgency. You know this.”
“I know, sir…” Odin sighed and shook his head.
“Your voice,” the mage said. “It’s pained.”
“Of course it is.”
“What troubles you?”
“I want to be the one who goes back to that island.”
“What?”
“I want to be the one who arrests Beal and the other monks.”
Face lit in a dour expression, the mage reached up to run his hand along his clean-shaven jaw and regarded Odin with eyes that seemed darker than they normally were. The brilliant blue, so ice-like and crystalline, seemed to be nothing more than water, dark pits in which the ugliest of creatures slept. He took the moment of silence he was offered to look Odin over before he spoke.
“You’re saying you want to go back to that island with hate in your heart?”
“To serve justice to those who need to be punished.”
“You know what happens in these kinds of situations, Odin. People get hurt.”
“Sir…” Odin took a deep breath. He eased the fist he held before him down to his side and settled abck against the chair, knowing more than well that anger, in this sort of situation, would do him no good. “You have to gain me an audience with the king.”
“Why is it you who wants to do this, Odin?”
“Because I feel I owe a debt.”
“To whom?”
“Parfour… my knight master… myself.”
“Let me tell you what,” Daughtry said, walking around the desk. “Seat yourself, Odin.”
“Sir?”
“I want you to write a full report, in your own words, to present to the king.
Of course, you’ll have to do so orally, as such a pressing matter will need to be addressed face-to-face, but I want you to write down everything that happened. Don’t skirt on the smaller details. Say everything you, Nova or your knight master might have done before you took the boy from the island. We want to make sure this is done correctly.”
“Of course,” Odin said, accepting the parchment and quill the mage offered.
When he looked down at the blank piece of paper, he couldn’t help but sigh.
His heart on his sleeve, Odin dipped his quill in the inkwell and began to write.
“Everything all right?” Nova asked.
Odin nodded. Pushing the door closed behind him, he slid the lock into place and looked back at his knight master, who remained sleeping in his bed and with the curtains drawn across the windows. “Everything’s fine,” he said.
“Are you sure? You look—“
“Stressed?” Odin asked. When Nova didn’t respond, Odin laughed and reached up to run a hand through his hair. “Of course I’m stressed, Nova. I’ve been dealing with my magic teacher for the past three hours.”
“Doing what?”
“Telling and writing about what happened on the island.”
“This needs to go before the court before anything gets done, huh?” Nova asked. “They won’t do a goddamn thing until or after?”
“No,” Odin sighed. “They won’t. And that won’t happen until after I speak with the king.”
Seating himself upon the loveseat, Odin leaned forward and stared at the ground. He couldn’t help but look at his hand as he did so.
If I didn’t have enough problems, he thought.
Their blood had mixed, but what did that mean? He didn’t feel any different, at least not yet.
You can’t think about it—not now, not with so much else going on.
“Where’s Parfour?” Odin asked.
“I’m not sure,” Nova replied, seating himself beside Odin. “All I know is that he was supposed to be looked over by a healer.”
“Do you want to walk with me?”
“What?”
“Walk with me. To find Parfour.”
“We should probably leave him be,” Nova said. “At least, I think that’s what we should do.”
“Nova…” Odin shook his head. Standing, he started for the doorway, but stopped before he could get there. He sighed and looked over his shoulder.
“You really think we should leave him alone?” he asked.
“If he wants one of us,” Nova said, “he’ll send someone to look for us.”
Odin could only hope so.
He lay in the dark with his eyes toward the ceiling and his mind in the sky.
Chest hurting not only from nerves, but the oppressing weight bearing down upon him, Odin sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes, shaking his head as his hair fell in front of his eyes.
It’s all right, he thought, reaching up to set a hand above his heart. It’s just
nerves.
He was too young to die of a heart attack—that much he already knew.
However, that didn’t help dull the overwhelming pain any.
Deep breaths. In, out, in…
Easing himself back into bed, Odin closed his eyes and tried to lose himself in thoughts other than his own. First a spring bloomed in his head and an Ogre bathed in its young’s blood trampled through it, then an arctic wasteland exploded over his vision and a Kerma shot an arrow at his face.
Stop. Just stop.
Everything did.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin eased himself into a sitting position once more and sought out his friends. Nova snored in the far corner under the covers, while Miko lay soundly with his head propped up against a pillow, his chest slowly rising, then falling in rhythmic, easy patterns.
How can they sleep?
Did they have the same fears as him, the same concerns about Parfour, the future and the boys on that island, or did they simply just ignore them for fear that, should they think about such things, they would simply be swallowed whole by their emotions?
I just…
He didn’t finish the thought. Instead, he stood, dressed, grabbed his sword and made his way out the door.
He stood in the training yard attacking a wooden dummy. Sword proving the test of its steel and the dummy standing idly by, Odin slammed the blunt handle of his weapon into the thing’s face and laughed as a jagged crack split halfway up its head.
Yes! he thought. Yes!
How such innocent chivalry could excite him he didn’t know, but he continued hitting the dummy nonetheless. First stabbing, then slashing, he beat the thing to a pulp until the sand from the bags sagged at his feet and its head lay yards away from where it was initially placed. By the time his arm fell to his side, he was sweating dangerously, rivers running down his face and fjords making their way through his lips.
“That was quite the sight.”
Odin looked up. Weapons Master Jordan stood nearby, cloak veiling most of his face and sleeves covering his tanned, scarred skin. “Sir?” he frowned.
“What are you doing here?”
“I heard something and thought I should investigate,” the man said, taking a few steps forward. “It’s been a long time, Mr. Karussa. I thought I wouldn’t see you again.”
“Why?”
“Your situation did not promise the best.”
“I’m not a quitter, sir—I’ve been away the past two years.”
“Doing what, if I may ask?”
“A lot of things.”
The weapons master smiled. He took a wooden sword from its rack and stepped forward, eyes falling to the real, black-metal at Odin’s side when he stepped up alongside him. “He’s a beautiful piece of work.”
“He is,” Odin agreed, looking down at his sword.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you, Odin.”
“What, sir?”
“To get you out of the tower. To teach you what it was to fight.”
“I have my share of scars, sir.”
“As do I, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t have fared with better teaching.”
Odin said nothing. He merely watched as Jordan raised his arm, stretched his sword, then lashed out at the dummy before him. It went sailing around its wooden pole like a ragdoll before returning in place before him. “Sir,” Odin said. “Can I confide in you?”
“Of course.”
“I’m angry.”
“At what?”
“The Tentalin Monks.”
“Word has spread of their corruption,” the man nodded, pulling his hood away from his clean-shaven head. A jagged scar Odin had not seen in the past made its way across the left side of his temple all the way up to where hair would have normally sprouted from his head. “You’re in an awkward position, young Karussa, though I don’t blame your anger.”
“How do I fight it?”
“As you are now—from within.”
“Sir… I can’t be fighting a dummy each and every time I get angry.”
“Says who?”
“Says…” Odin paused. He smiled after a moment’s hesitation. “No one.”
“That’s exactly my point, Odin. If you feel angry, express it. Use your anger to your advantage. Use it to fuel your wants, your desires, but most of all, use it to show yourself that it’s human nature to feel what you are feeling.”
“I want them to suffer, sir. I want them to suffer just as they’ve made those boys suffer.”
“And they will, in time. But for now, be content with the knowledge that the court will soon know their place in this world.”
Odin nodded. He slid his sword into its sheath and was about to start for the archway before Jordan’s hand fell to his shoulder. “Odin,” he said.
“Yes sir?”
“Good luck this winter. It’s not far off.”
“Thank you,” Odin said.
Bowing his head, he fled into the castle.
 
- - -
 
“Have you contacted your father?” Miko asked.
Odin looked up. “No,” he said.
“You would do best to do so now before the snow begins to fall.”
“Will it soon?”
“I feel it will, yes.”
Standing, Odin made his way to the table situated in the corner of the room and pulled a piece of parchment from the rack. He gathered a few writing materials and settled down to begin, but stopped before he could do so. “Sir,”
he said, looking back up at his knight master. “Do you need something?”
“Like?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Something to eat, maybe another pillow?”
“No, Odin. That’s not necessary.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Odin set his hand to the quill and began to write, first of his adventures and of the years he’d been at sea—of the Sirens, the water dragon and of the horrible storm—then of Neline and Ohmalyon, of the Kerma he’d fought and the Ogres he’d met. He thought briefly to write of Miko’s injury and what would be happening within the coming months after he became a knight, but he didn’t want to worry his father.
Besides, he thought. He’ll be here soon.
His father didn’t need to know explicit details, at least for the time being.
Anything more and he might worry.
Which I don’t want him to do.
After signing his name at the bottom of the page with the notation I love you, Odin folded the parchment and reached for the wax. He was just about to heat and seal the letter before a knock came at the door.
Nova grunted, then stirred from his place in the room.
“Who could that be?” Miko asked.
Odin stood and looked out the peephole.
Outside, framed in the light piercing out through the wide array of windows in the front corridor, the mage brothers stood arguing amongst each other, one reaching forward to knock again, the other moving to stop him.
“They might be sleeping,” Domnin said.
“They can sleep later!” Iklard cried. “They can—“
Both brothers stopped speaking when the door opened. Grins broke out on both of their faces when they saw Odin. “Hello,” they both said.
“Hello,” Odin said, stepping aside to let the two of them inside. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine,” Domnin said, nodding to Nova in the corner, then letting his eyes fall to the Elf before them. “Are you well, sir?”
“I am well,” Miko nodded, scooting further up in his seat. He brushed the blanket higher up his waist to cover himself and stretched an arm back to prop his head up, muscles tensing and expanding as he did so. “How long are the both of you here for?”
“Another few days, at the least,” Icklard shrugged. “Where’s Parfour?”
“I assume in the healer’s quarters,” Odin sighed, brushing a hand over his brow. “I haven’t seen him for the past day.”
“Ah well. As long as he’s being tended to, right?”
Right.
Reseating himself, Odin looked at the two brothers and smiled as they settled down on the loveseat. Nova, who’d since woken, remained in bed, eyes closed and naked back glowing in the afternoon light.
“Sorry about that,” Odin smiled. “We’re still recuperating.”
“As are we,” Domnin said.
“What’re you talking about?” Nova grumbled, rolling onto his back. “You two are always on a boat.”
“That doesn’t mean we don’t get tired of it,” Icklard smiled.
“What all is Jerdai in the area for?” Miko asked, drawing all eyes on him.
“Mostly food storage. Why? Did you need him for something?”
“No. I was just interested. Give him our regards.”
“Especially mine,” Odin smiled. “I’m glad to hear that things are going better between the two of you.”
“Thank you,” Domnin said, bowing his head. “It’s… a relief, to say the least.”
Odin stood. Domnin and Icklard took leave of their seats and started for the door just as Odin was heading toward it. “Sir,” Odin said, turning his attention toward Miko. “I’m going to walk the grounds. I’ll request that breakfast be brought. Nova, answer the door when someone knocks on it.”
Nova mumbled something just before they left.
“You haven’t seen him since yesterday?” Domnin asked.
“No,” Odin sighed. “I haven’t.”
“Like I said earlier,” Icklard said, sliding his hands into his pockets, “just as long as he’s all right.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. Him not being well.”
“You could always go visit him, you know?”
“Nova said I should leave him be.”
“Why is that?” Domnin frowned.
“Because,” Odin said, then added, “‘He’ll send someone if he wants to be
visited.’”
Both of the brothers stopped. At the crest of the training grounds, they watched a group of pages spar against one another—some with swords, others with spears or other stave-like weapons. Odin, who’d continued walking even in their absence, stopped to look back at the two of them. “You think I should go see him?” he asked.
“If you’re asking me,” Icklard said, “you’re more likely to have a rock fall from the sky and land on your head than to expect someone to ask to be visited in the infirmary.”
“I’d like some company if I were ill,” Domnin said. “That’s all the opinion I can offer.”
“I’m going to go find him,” Odin said. “Will I see you again before you leave?”
“We wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” Icklard said.
“So yeah,” Domnin said. “You will.”
Odin turned and headed for the castle.
 
- - -
 
He made his way through the halls and through progressively-increasing waves of pages. Eyes set ahead and head held proud, several people stopped to offer him congratulations and to ask how his journey went, but Odin didn’t bother with the pleasantries. Instead, he simply told them that it went well and that he had to be on his way.
When he came to the infirmary, he sighed, took a deep breath, then entered the ward.
Lying in a bed just beneath a window in the far corner of the room, Parfour dozed in the sunlight, small frame fragile even despite the atrocity of his face.
He’s healing, Odin thought, but now quickly?
A healer raised his head from his place at a desk. Odin smiled and raised a hand to signal his entry.
“Hello, sir,” the man said. “Can I help you with something?”
“That boy in the corner,” Odin said. “Is he all right?”
“He’s doing better than he was a day or so ago. Why?”
“I’m the one who brought him back.”
“You must be the Odin he was speaking of,” the man said, offering a hand.
“My name’s Ramya. I’m one of the healers who works in this ward.”
“It’s an honor to meet you,” Odin said, accepting the man’s hand and squeezing it. “Especially since you’re taking care of my friend.”
“Physically, he’s doing a lot better,” Ramya said, turning his head to look at Parfour. “Emotionally, though… I can’t say for sure. He hasn’t wanted to talk about what happened, which is expected, all things considering.”
“Did you physically examine him?”
“What about it?”
“Is he all right?”
“If you’re asking if he was raped, yes, he was.” Ramya sighed. He ran a hand along the side of his head—across the ornate tattoo covering his eye and the right side of his face—and took a deep breath, expelling it from his lungs as he turned his head up to look at Odin. “I hate to say it, sir, but it looks as though he may be blind in his right eye.”
“I expected as much,” Odin frowned. “As far as you can tell, will he be all right? I mean, regarding the rape and everything?”
“He should be fine. Physically he’s healed. The human body has a miraculous way of doing such things.“
“Can I see him?”
“I’d rather not wake him. He’s had trouble sleeping.”
“Will you send for me when he wakes?”
“I will, sir. Thank you for your concern. It’s much appreciated, if only on my behalf.”
“It’s an honor,” Odin said.
When he turned to leave the infirmary, he couldn’t help but ball his fist at his side.
I swear, he thought, on my grave that he will pay, Parfour. He will pay.
Beal’s head would fall before the public eye before this was over. He’d make sure of it.
- - -
 
“How is he?” Miko asked.
“Who?” Odin frowned.
“Parfour.”
“Oh.” Odin shook his head. “I don’t know. He wasn’t awake.”
“What about your walk with the brothers? I hope that at least went well.”
“That went fine,” Odin said, sitting at the foot of his knight master’s bed. A thought occurred to him a moment later, one so deviant and suspicious that it made him frown. “Sir… how did you know I went to see Parfour?”
“I figured you would, eventually.”
“I spoke to the healer who’s been tending to him. Ramya was his name. He said his physical wounds are fine, but also said he was likely blind in his right eye.”
“For one eye blind, one is better,” Miko said, reaching out to set his hand on Odin’s shoulders. “Are you all right, my friend?”
“I’ll be all right, sir. I’m just angry. Incredibly, incredibly angry.”
“Anger is a fickle emotion. It can do so much good, yet can do just as much, if not more, harm. Have you been channeling it into other things?”
“Walking,” Odin said. “Thinking. Fighting practice dummies.”
“Don’t ever use your anger to hurt another person, Odin. I’m sure you’re aware of this, but such misplaced emotion is never used for good, especially when it is not thought out beforehand.”
“I know, sir. Don’t worry.”
“Good.” Miko smiled. “I had Nova give the page who brought food your letter.”
“You did?”
“Yes. Your father should be receiving it within the next few days.”
Odin closed his eyes.
His father—how he couldn’t wait to see him.
In the days that followed, Odin paced himself as much as he could. Whether he was walking with the brothers or sparring with the young men and Master Jordan in the field, he kept his mind preoccupied and tried not to think about Parfour, the monks that had hurt him so or his upcoming meeting with the king, which as of then had yet to be determined. Though it hurt his heart to do so, and though it troubled his mind to the fullest extent to know that he was keeping his anger at bay, he couldn’t help but breathe at the welcome distraction such events offered.
Waist-deep in the Ornalan lake, Odin tilted his head back and took a deep breath. Water pouring from his hair and snaking along his back, he reached forward and shivered as the gentle current sifted through his fingers and along his naked body.
Peace, he thought.
Not even the birds were cawing. No children to bother him, no noise to disturb him, no thoughts to trouble him—in that moment, he was solely to himself, to nature and to everything it had to offer.
Taking a quick breath, Odin spread his arms and fell back.
Water engulfed him.
How long will it last? The peace, the quiet?
“The calm before the storm.”
Now floating amongst the fish, shrimp and whatever other creatures may be dwelling within the water, Odin closed his eyes and tried to imagine himself within a pool of warmth, a place where nothing and no one could disturb him. This place—beautiful, tranquil, ripe with the world and everything entirely—was filled with trees, within which birds were housed and ants made cities of bark. In this place, all good existed and nothing wrong happened, and in this place the choir sang songs of which could heal the wounds of the young. He imagined people would run there, should they have been allowed to run, and that they would laugh, chasing one another amidst the trees and the animals that lived there. They would dance, they would sing, they would cry, they would sigh—ultimately, and without regret, they would live wonderously and without any form of regret, for it was this place within the world that was solemn, that was calm, that was peace and longevity and everything the world had to offer.
This place would be his and his alone.
Nothing could stop him.
Something disturbed the water.
Odin opened his eyes.
A lone boy of about thirteen looked down at him. “Hello,” he said.
Pushing himself forward, Odin balanced his forward momentum on the balls of his feet and turned to face the child. “What’re you doing here?” Odin asked.
“We just finished training,” the boy said. “What about you?”
What am I doing here? Odin thought, watching the boy with calm eyes.
Resting? Relaxing?
“Enjoying the day,” he smiled, reaching out to swipe his hand through the boy’s hair. “Are you a page?”
“Yes.”
“I was once too.”
“What are you now?”
“A squire, almost a knight.”
The boy smiled. “I want to be like you someday,” he said, reaching up to brush his frilly bangs away from his eyes. “I bet you’ve been in a lot of battles, haven’t you?”
“Not many, but a few.”
“What’s it like?”
“What’s what like?”
“To fight someone for real, not for play?”
Nothing like you think.
“It’s like holding your breath,” Odin said, wading out of the water, “and not being able to come back up for air.”
Odin had just begun to pull his jerkin over his shoulders when a knock came at the door.
Who could that be? he thought.
It couldn’t be a page with dinner, because it had arrived already, and it couldn’t be Daughtry or one of the brothers, as the mage was swamped with statistical analysis and the brothers had already visited with them today.
Stepping forward, Odin opened the door.
Ectris Karussa stood in the doorway, a smile on his face. “Odin,” the man laughed, taking him into in his arms. “Oh my God. I can’t believe I’m looking at my son.”
“Father,” he said, wrapping his arms around the older man. “You came.”
“Of course I would,” Ectris laughed. “It won’t be much long here before you become a knight. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, closing the door behind him.
“Hello,” Miko said.
Ectris turned to face him. A frown crossed his mouth, etching his face in indecision. “Are you not well?”
“We had a bit of an accident on the island,” Odin said.
“What?”
“I didn’t want to worry you,” he continued, “so I didn’t write about it in the letter.”
“What Odin means to say,” Miko said, “is that I was stabbed and a boy we rescued was horribly beaten and raped.”
“By God,” Ectris said, seating himself at the table. “What the hell happened?”
“A whole lot of no good.”
“Are you all right?” Ectris asked, allowing his eyes fall on his son.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “I’m worried about Parfour and angry as hell, but other than that, I’m fine.”
“Good,” Ectris said. He then turned his eyes on Nova, who sat at the opposite side of the room. “Hello, Nova.”
“Hello,” Nova replied.
“How have you been?”
“Antsy to get back home, but other than that, I’ve been well.”
“When do you plan on leaving?”
“Within the next few days,” Nova sighed, looking up at Odin. “I’ll be back by the time the initiation ceremonies start though, don’t you worry.”
“I’m not,” Odin smiled.
When he returned his attention to his father, Odin could hardly believe his eyes. Though remarkably-handsome at his growing age of nearly forty, his beard had since begun to grey and his normally-dark eyes had lightened with age. What once used to be hard pits of black now appeared like dark beads of amber, coffee beans from a faraway land just freshly immersed within their water.
You’re still getting along just fine though, he thought, reaching for his father’s hand. My father—my great, great father.
“How was your trip up here?” Odin asked, tightening his grip on the man’s hand.
“It went well,” Ectris said. “I came up with a merchant caravan, just like I always do.”
“Is the weather down there getting bad?”
“Not yet, but it will be. I hope you’ll be well when you decide to head to Bohren, Nova.”
“I’ll probably go with the caravan myself,” Nova said, leaning forward in his seat on the couch. “Don’t want to be travelling alone in the weather, though it may be faster if I do.”
“I’d worry if you went by yourself,” Odin said.
“As would I,” Miko said. “Have you considered having your wife escorted by some of your father-in-law’s men, Nova?”
“I have, but I’m looking forward to going home after all this time.”
“I’d imagine you would.”
“You’ve done a great thing coming with me,” Odin said, standing, then reaching out to grasp his friend’s hand. “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”
“I won’t be gone for long,” Nova laughed, slapping Odin’s hand, then pulling him into a hug. “Trust me, bud—I wouldn’t leave you alone longer than I needed to. Who’d watch you with Miko laid up?”
“I’ll be well in no time,” Miko smiled.
“I guess I better find somewhere to stay for the night,” Ectris said, standing.
“Stay with us,” Odin said.
“Oh, I couldn’t—“
“I insist,” Miko said, reaching out to take the man’s hand.
When Miko’s thin fingers slid between Ectris’ thick, callused hands, Odin couldn’t help but smile.
Things were going just as planned. Nova would leave to get his wife, then would return when the winter came upon them and the squires came home from their pilgrimages. After that, the knighting initiations would begin.
With this thought in mind, Odin smiled.
Four years later, he thought.
Four years after he’d embarked on his quest, he would finally become a knight.
“Are you leaving?” Odin asked.
“We’ll be,” Icklard said, adjusting the pack across his shoulder and reaching out to shake Odin’s hand.
“Where will you be heading?”
“Back to Elna,” Domnin said, turning his head from his place near the distant windows and offering Odin a small nod when he frowned. “At least for a little while, anyhow.”
“We’re set to head along the coast until we get back to the harbors.”
“What will you do then?” Odin asked.
“What we always do when we’re off for shore leave,” Icklard said. “See our families.”
“Or in my case,” Domnin said, “hang around the harbor.”
Smiling, but unsure how to take Domnin’s admission, Odin shook Icklard’s hand, then stepped up to the window to join Domnin, becoming all the more aware of his current situation in the world when his shoulder brushed up against the older man’s arm and created friction between the two of them.
How must it feel, he thought, to be so, so different.
He didn’t want to imagine it, though when he did, the thoughts summoned up the urge of one man garbed in a white coat walking among several in black. Like a sheep who’d wandered into the wrong flock or a man who’d taken it upon himself to make trouble for the rest of the world, Domnin walked as though alone. While not particularly different in size, shape or appearance, his emotions and his attractions likely spoke of things that Odin couldn’t even begin to imagine, if only because he had never been in any sort of relationship with anyone.
Don’t think about that—not now.
As promised not only to himself, but his kingdom, he would allow his heart to be of its own accord until later, after he’d served his kingdom and felt as though his body would allow him to find another.
Sighing, still defeated at the notion that the brothers would be leaving, Odin took a few steps back, then turned to face the two of them. “I guess I should say goodbye,” he said, opening his arms to accept each of them into his embrace. “I need to go and check on my knight master.”
“Give him our regards,” Domnin said, embracing him with one arm, then stepping back so Icklard could do the same.
“You’ll do great,” the younger brother whispered, clapping Odin’s back.
“Don’t worry about a thing.”
Though he couldn’t help but feel sad as the brothers turned and made their way down the corridor, packs over their shoulders and their casual banter echoing back toward him, Odin knew he would see them again.
Maybe, just maybe, he would see them within the end of the year.
“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Odin asked.
The snow had begun to blow in over the past few days and with it came a chill that Odin hadn’t felt since Neline. Hands in his pockets, winter coat pulled over his head, he watched Nova adjust the last few bags on his saddle, his mood dampening by the minute. Though he knew his friend would soon return, he didn’t want him to leave, despite the fact that he would be seeing his wife for the first time in years and it would bring him immense happiness.
How long will he be? he thought. Two weeks? Three?
Fourteen to twenty-one days wouldn’t be that long. By that time, the squires would be returning from their pilgrimages, and thus Nova would return, arm-in-arm with the woman he loved.
“I’ll be fine,” Nova said, jarring him from his thoughts. “You don’t have to worry about me.”
“I’m trying not to,” Odin laughed. “This weather though.”
Nova led his mount out of the stable. That very action brought a pang in Odin’s heart at the thought of Gainea, his horse, slowly being returned from Elna.
“This weather is nothing,” Nova said, mounting his stallion. “I’ve rode in worse.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.” Nova reached down to grip his hand. “I’m gonna miss you, buddy.”
|
“I’ll miss you too,” Odin said, squeezing his friend’s hand. “Please be careful, all right?”
“I will. Give Parfour my best and tell Miko I said goodbye. Thank him for me.”
“I will,” Odin said.
With the front gate to Ornala’s outer district wide open, Nova tightened his hood around his head, gave Odin one final wave, then took off into the snowstorm.
The sight of his best friend leaving forced a pang of guilt in Odin’s heart.
He’s going back to something good, he thought, yet here I am feeling hurt
about him leaving.
Good friends always returned. He had to keep reminding himself that.
As Nova had instructed, he went to see Parfour. With Ramya at his side, Odin knelt beside the sleeping boy’s bed and reached out to touch his hand.
“Parfour,” he said. “Parfour. Wake up. It’s me, Odin.”
The boy’s lips shook. Eyes trembling from beneath their lids, he rolled his head around his shoulders and moved back onto his side, squeezing Odin’s hand and expelling a breath from his nose. For a moment, Odin thought that Parfour wouldn’t wake—that his dream, whatever it was, had eclipsed and would not set him free—but when Parfour opened his eyes, Odin smiled, regardless of the film that shadowed the boy’s right pupil.
So, he thought. He is blind.
“I figured I wouldn’t be able to see,” the boy said, rolling his head to look at both Odin and the healer. “Odin.”
“How are you?” Odin asked.
“Better,” Parfour said, squeezing Odin’s hand. “How do I look?”
“Much better than you did before,” Odin smiled, pushing Parfour’s hair away from his face. “Does anything hurt?”
“My eye,” he said. “My face. My body.”
“Everything?”
“Everything,” Parfour said. He couldn’t help but laugh as he leaned forward to push himself upright. “High Healer Ramya, sir. Can I have something to drink?”
“Of course,” the man said. “Give me a moment.”
When Ramya turned and made his way out of the infirmary, Parfour leaned forward and took a deep breath. Despite the film across his brown eye, paling his pupil to a pale yellow and making him seem more serious than ever, he still held a boyish youth that Odin couldn’t help but envy. At his age, he should have been fighting practice dummies in a courtyard, pretending to be a knight or a hero slaying a mythical dragon, yet here he was lying in an infirmary with both the world and himself against him.
What must it feel like to have everything stripped away from you, to become a person not modeled for reason, but necessity? Did you craft yourself in an image, a person stronger than you really were, or did you eventually just fall into something in order to survive?
He did it because he had to, Odin thought. Because he had no other choice.
“Odin?” Parfour asked, looking up when Ramya had returned with the water.
“Yes, Parfour?”
“I’m going to have to tell them, aren’t I?”
“Tell who what?”
“The court. What happened to me.”
“If you want to help the others,” Odin said, “and I know you do, you’ll have to tell them what happened.”
“I’m afraid, Odin.”
“I know you are, Parfour, but you have to be strong. You can’t let what they did to you control you forever.”
“I…” The boy shook his head. “Nevermind.”
“You gonna be ok?”
“I’ll be fine,” the boy sighed, lying back down once he took the drink he wanted. “I’ll just be blind in one eye.”
The snow continued to thicken within the coming days. Like men sprinkling sand over a grave, it came in drifts, not flakes, and covered the entirety of the courtyard and training grounds within a matter of days.
Seated in the windowsill and watching the snow fall, Odin raised his eyes when his father stirred in the corner.
He’s still asleep, he thought.
Ectris rolled his head around his shoulders until it fell to the opposite side.
Behind him, Miko continued to doze, though whether or not he was truly asleep Odin didn’t know.
He hasn’t been out of bed for days.
Despite the fact that the healer had said he hadn’t been poisoned in any way, his knight master’s injury didn’t sit well in his heart. He should be up by now, shouldn’t he? He was strong, a monolith of masculinity and beauty. A simple flesh wound shouldn’t keep him down.
Maybe he’s meditating.
Could you really meditate a wound away though? He’d heard rumors of mages putting themselves in self-induced sleeps in order to allow the body respite from pain, but that was only in instances of great pain, in agony that could not be endured within the waking mind.
It doesn’t matter.
Standing, Odin made his way to the bed and pulled the sheets further up Miko’s body, sighing when his hand fell and traced the smooth flesh on the Elf’s arm. Such a beautiful creature, such an amazing person—for him to be injured was like the world to be on fire and no hope to be found within the ashes.
With a shake of his head, Odin turned his attention back toward the window.
Here soon, he wouldn’t be able to see out it. Frost would line its glass panes.
The more it snows, he thought, the closer it is until they come.
When the snow fell, the knights would return with their squires.
It wouldn’t be much longer. He knew that.
 
- - -
 
He made his way through the stone passageway that separated the Outer and Royal districts and began to make his way through town. Garbed in black and with his hood over his head, he watched men and women loitering about the streets. Vendors long-since removed from their work due to the weather loitered beneath the porch of the inn, desperate to sell their wares to individuals pressed for money, while a group of nuns made their way along the sides of the roads from house-to-house, first knocking upon doors, then beginning to sing of holy things and of the Gods and Goddesses. Once, when one took Odin upon her consideration, she raised her head and offered a slight nod, as if knowledgeable of his pursuits, but Odin did little to return her gaze, as it seemed in that moment that his presence was much less wanted and all the more desired to be pushed aside.
It doesn’t matter, he thought. Don’t think about it.
He made his way up the road through the slowly-falling teardrops of ice and the snow that blanketed the roads. Thick on the sides, unshoveled and slick on the road itself, he found it difficult to navigate his way toward the very home he’d been taken into upon his entry into the capital, but knew more than well that it was necessary to his overall sanity.
Were he not to speak with Daughtry within the next few moments, he would surely fall to the temptation of madness.
Sighing, pausing to take a moment to console himself, he brushed the snow away from his eyelashes and pressed forward, up the slight rise in the road and toward the house that lay at the corner of the city, tucked neatly against the wall and tall enough at its highest peaks in order to merit a look over at the wild terrain of the Ornalan Plains.
It took but a few moments for him to grace the stone-lined pathway that led up to High Mage Daughtry’s house and for him to step up to the door.
When he knocked, he shoved his hands in his pockets and tried his best not to shiver.
Would Daughtry be home at this time and hour?
“He said he’s been working,” Odin mumbled.
If that were the case, than surely Daughtry would not be home, but the idea alone begged Odin to question whether or not the tension between Ornala and Germa had risen within the two years he’d been gone. He’d heard nothing of war, of disagreements and of forward pursuits, but did that really mean anything when one really, truly thought about it?
No.
The sound of a lock being twisted out of place entered his ears.
Odin looked up.
The door opened.
A little girl whom he’d not seen in nearly four years looked up at him.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hello Anna,” Odin said, offering a smile that seemed estranged especially considering his situation.
“Hello,” the little girl said, eyeing him with eyes so startingly-green it unnerved him even to look at her.
“Do you remember me?”
“Umm… I…” Anna paused. She tilted her eyes up when Odin pulled the hood from his head and revealed his eyes. A smile crossed her face soon after.
“Odin.”
“You remember me,” he smiled, reaching out to place a hand on her hair.
“Where have you been?”
“Training to be a knight.”
“Wow,” the little girl said, eyes straying down Odin’s body until they came to rest on his sword. “A sword.”
“It is,” he smiled. “Is your father here?”
“Father!” the little girl cried, turning to crane her head further into the house. “Odin’s here!”
“Odin?” Daughtry asked, appearing from the threshold that Odin remembered led into the kitchen. “Oh. Odin. Hello.”
“Hello sir,” Odin said. “May I come in?”
“You know you can.”
After stomping the excess snow off his boots, Odin stole into the house and turned to marvel at its ingenous brickwork interior before his eyes fell to Daughtry. His heart sunk almost immediately.
Oh well, his conscience whispered. You know what to do.
“I assume you know why I’m here,” Odin said.
“I figured you’d be restless without knowledge of what’s going on,” the high mage agreed. “Please, come into the kitchen. I’ve tea being made as we speak.”
Stepping into the kitchen, Odin glanced at Anna, who remained at his ankles like a friendly cat, then turned his attention to Daughtry, who strode across the vast room and to the oven before choosing to seat himself at the table.
“I know it’s been a long time since we’ve spoken last,” the mage said, raising his eyes as he poured both himself and Odin a glass of tea, “and I apologize for that. I’ve just been so busy with my work that I’ve had a hard time focusing on anything else.”
“What have you found out?” Odin asked.
“That there are very few mages left in our country.”
Odin frowned. While he’d expected such a thing, he hadn’t anticipated the answer he’d received. “How much is ‘very few,’ sir?”
“My estimates range anywhere from fifty to one-hundred.”
“That’s all?” he frowned.
“Considering we are a predominantly-human population, that’s quite the amount.”
“I know sir, but…”
“But… what?” Daughtry asked.
Anna hopped into the chair beside Odin. She stood instead of sat. “Daddy thinks the king will start the draft soon,” the little girl said.
“What?” Odin asked.
“It’s a policy being put in place by the king,” Daughtry sighed, taking his seat opposite Odin.
“I don’t understand.”
“It would be like a regular draft, but in this case it would be magic-based.”
“How does he plan on recruiting mages into his military though? It’s not as though you can simply pick and choose and expect whoever you find to have magical talent.”
“Which is why there would be a vast array of mages from the surrounding Golden Cities sweeping the outlying towns and villages in order to find those with the Gift.”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“The situation is becoming dire,” the mage sighed, sipping his tea.
“How bad is it, sir?”
“Scouts have reported activity within the country of Germa. Now, this could just be nomadic populations moving throughout the desert, but you can never be too sure, especially considering how badly the Germanian king has wanted to take some of our country for his own.”
Unsure what to say, Odin merely sat there, the tea in his cup slowly going cold and his heart fluttering rapidly within his chest.
“Regardless,” Daughtry said, “that isn’t what you came here for. What you’re here for, if I understand correctly, is about the status of your meeting with the king.”
“Yes sir.”
“Though I haven’t explicitly spoken to him since delivering the report to his assistant, I’ve heard—from the assistant, like I mentioned—that king Ournul has read the report you’ve made and is outraged.”
“Of course.”
“He’s interested in meeting with you at your earliest convenience.”
Odin blinked. Surely that couldn’t be it? “Sir?” he frowned. “Why did you—“
“Don’t think I was keeping anything from you, Odin, as I wasn’t. I’ve only just heard back from the king’s assistant yesterday and was planning on visiting you today.”
Sighing, Odin crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back in his seat and stretched his legs out under the table. While it relieved him to hear that the man whom was his closest contact to the king had been planning on meeting with him soon, it did little to console the fact that he’d had to wait for so long.
What could he have been doing, he thought, to have taken him so long?
He knew the king was busy—knew that, of all things, a simple report from a squire would have gone unnoticed fairly quickly—but when a matter such as the Ornalan people’s children were being raped and abused was so present, how could anyone, especially the king, avoid it?
Whatever the case may be, he couldn’t allow it to trouble him right now, as it would do no further than to trouble him even further. “Thank you for your time,” Odin said, standing. “When you can, tell the assistant that I would like to be delivered to Ournul’s presence as soon as possible.”
“Will do,” Daughtry nodded.
When Odin turned and made his way toward the door, he couldn’t help but wonder how the tides of his country would turn.
He stood before the throne room with the assistant at his side. Mind heavy, heart thundering, stomach in knots, his thoughts ready to consume him—his body was a construct of pain and his mind an instrument of torture as he |
tried his best to keep from trembling in the face of such horrible adversity, but found it almost impossible to do so. Even his hands—which, at that point, had been glued to his pockets in an attempt to keep them from shaking— began to tremble, as if playing a chord meant to instill within those around him the greatest sense of fear imaginable.
The assistant, a young woman by the name of Dora, placed her hands at her back. Her pursed lips and her somber expression seemed to indicate that she was aware of Odin’s turmultuous mood.
What does she think, he thought, of a man who’s ready to break down and
cry?
Whatever she thought he couldn’t necessarily care about. At that moment, all he needed was to speak to the king—to the highest, most important source of power within the entire country.
“Whenever you’re ready,” Dora said.
“I’ll be ready in a moment,” Odin said.
Would he really though? Truthfully, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could even stand before the king without being reduced to inane rambling, as it seemed the last time he’d met him their meeting had been nothing more than an initiative approach, but here and now he held much more signifigance than he did as a simple fourteen-year-old boy with a magical talent. In his heart, his mind, his lips and his throat he was to deliver a speech that would enslave a group of men—that would, for all intents and purposes, mark them as something horrid and as people who should be encaged. That alone was enough to make him quiver, but in standing before the twin doors, so stone-like and partially gilded in swirls and vines, it seemed all the more troubling.
You can’t keep standing here forever, he thought. Just go on and get it over
with.
The sooner he approached the king and made himself comfortable in his presence, the sooner something could be done.
With a deep breath, Odin released his hands of his pockets, gave a brief nod, then turned his attention to Dora. “I’m ready,” he said.
The young woman gestured the guards to open the door.
It took but a moment for them to take within their hands the twin handles carved in the form of a dead cat’s face and to pull the doors open. Within its confines, so dressed in golds and reds and browns, the chandeliers hung high and the crystals that dangled beneath their surfaces twinkled in the light reflecting from the twin series of windows that bordered both sides of the room. In his haste, and in his ignorance to look upon the situation, Odin barely saw the king, if at all, and when he looked upon the olive-skinned man who reminded him so much of his friends he almost didn’t consider the fact that he was standing in the presence of the most powerful man of the country.
“Odin Karussa,” the king of Ornala said.
Odin’s heart faltered within his chest.
For a moment, he didn’t breathe.
When breath finally came into his lungs, Odin sighed and gave a slight nod.
“Yes sir,” he said.
“Come. Guards—please close the doors.”
The two men that stood beside the king held steady as both Odin and Dora approached. Each of their hands strayed to their sides, as if admonishing Odin to be wary of his attempts. Even a slight lanky figure at the side of the room, who remained in the shadows but whom Odin could identify as a mage, watched silently, arms crossed over their chest and form all but hidden in the darkened corner.
“Sir,” Odin said, falling to one knee.
“It has come to my attention that there has been… unsavory activity within the Tentalin Isles—most specifically on the island of Ohmalyon.”
“Yes sir.”
“Please rise.”
As asked, Odin pushed himself to his full height, greatful for the kind but strong voice emanating from the man before him.
“Your report specifically mentioned that you took from the island a young man by force,” Ournul said, leaning back in his seat to examine Odin with dark eyes. “Is this true?”
“Yes sir.”
“And this young man is currently undergoing treatment within the infirmary?”
“Yes sir.”
“Tell me—why did you take him from the island?”
“Because I knew he was being abused, sir. He’s blind in one eye because of what those men did to him.”
“I hope you’re aware, Mr. Karussa, that your testimony will not be enough for me to merit an engagement on an island that isn’t part of the Ornalan territory. The boy himself will have to speak before the court.”
“I’m aware, sir.”
“Tell me—what conditions are the boys back on the island in?”
“I don’t know, sir. I suspect they’re being contained somewhere within the monastery.”
“Contained?”
“In a room.”
“I have not personally visited the Tentalin monastery. Would you happen to have any idea where such young men might be contained?”
“No sir. I don’t.”
“I see.” The king paused. His eyes shifted from Odin, to Dora, then back again. “There is many a manner to be attended to right now, and as I’m sure you’re aware, there will have to be a hearing to discuss the proper procedures which will have to be played out.”
“You can’t do anything until then?” Odin frowned.
“The cost of charting a boat to an island several hundred leagues away from us will cost taxpayer money, my son. You as well as I know this.”
“Yes sir.”
“And it would not be in good favor for me to just charter a boat without necessary initiation.”
“Of course.” Odin had to resist the urge to ball his hand into a fist at his side.
“Mr. Karussa,” the king said, leaning forward and bracing his elbows on his knees. “I’d like to take a moment to thank you for your time, and for returning |
one of the children of my kingdom home. It takes a brave man to do such a thing.”
“I only did what I thought was right sir.”
“As I’m aware.” Ournul gave a slight nod. “Unless there is anything else you believe is necessary to this meeting, you may leave.”
“My knight master was stabbed by one of the monks.”
“Stabbed?”
“While me and my friend returned to the boat off the coast. He couldn’t fit in the canoe with us, so we left him behind. He returned injured.”
“That is quite the accusation.”
“My knight master will speak of what happened to him, if necessary.”
“This will be noted,” the king said, “and considered greatly.”
“Thank you sir,” Odin said, bowing his head.
“Will that be all, my son?”
“That will.”
“Again, thank you for your time. You are excused.”
Dora turned and began to lead Odin out of the room.
Before he could leave the entryway, Odin stopped.
A ball of fire coiled within his chest.
“Is there something else?” the king asked.
“No, sir,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”
“How was the meeting?” Miko asked.
“Uneasy,” Odin sighed, settling down atop his bed. “I was nervous the entire time.”
“That’s understandable. You were before the king, after all.”
“Sir… I mentioned the attack.”
“As you should’ve,” Ectris said. Odin chose not to reply.
“That is fine,” Miko said. “You need not worry about that.”
“You’re willing to testify before the court on what happened to you after me and Nova left the island with the boy?” Odin asked.
“There is no reason not to. While I do not believe what happened to me is the main issue here, I do believe what they did to me shows their true intentions, especially when it comes to matters relating to the boys stationed upon that island.”
Nodding, Odin leaned forward and braced his hands at either side of his head. His father, quick to reciprocate, set a hand on his back and began to message his spine, though the gesture did little to contain the nerves that threatened to spill forth and turn him into the greatest monster he could ever possibly imagine.
“Are you all right?” Ectris asked.
“I don’t know,” Odin said, turning his head up to look at his knight master, who watched him with eyes calm yet with the slightest tinge of unease.
“All will be well,” Miko said. “You as well as I know that.”
Do I? Odin thought. Or am I just thinking I am so I won’t have to worry about
everything?
One could truly argue that in order to make oneself feel better, they need merely to instill within themselves thoughts of promise, of things good and |
welcome and not in the least bit troublesome. Eventually, though, such an effect would stack, as enough lies would eventually be heard to the point where even the liar himself would believe they were true. Much could be said about the people outside of that inner circle. A woman is worried that her baby will not make it through her pregnancy and her family tells her it will be all right, that things will be well and that she should have nothing to worry about, while a man concerned about his unruly and troublesome child would go to friends just to hear that they would improve. Quite literally, and almost metaphorically, the same could be said for a mage—that, when overtly praised, could use reckless amounts of power only to end up destroying himself.
In the end, it all came down to one simple notion—false promise would eventually be taken seriously if it was repeated enough.
Rather than say anything in response, Odin sighed, stood, and made his way to the door, but not before looking back at his father and knight master. “I’m going to the infirmary,” he said. “I need to take my mind off things.”
“Are you sure that will help your conscience?” Miko asked.
Odin chose not to reply. He opened the door and departed the room instead.
“They’re here,” Ramya said.
Looking up from his place at Parfour’s bedside, Odin watched as a group of young men and knights in shining armor entered in through the castle. Stellar even in this pale, white light, their armor shined and cast rainbows of color across his vision, summoning tales of valor and pride throughout his consciousness. One he saw bore a broadsword across his back, another two weapons that looked to be short staves slung together with chain. The sight alone was enough to inspire pride in his heart, as it was no more than a few weeks back that he himself had returned from Ohmalyon with the weight of the world on his shoulders.
They’re amazing, Odin thought, swallowing a lump in his throat.
“I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” he said, looking up at the tattooed healer.
“It’s quite a sight,” the man agreed, seating himself behind his desk. “I expect a wave of new patients though. This damn weather is bound to bring frostbite.”
Ramya stood as a knight entered the infirmary carrying a young man.
Bound in cloth, face pale and nearly blue, the knight looked upon the healer with sad eyes, then bowed his head to look at the young man. “I’ve failed,” the man said.
“You’ve done no such thing,” Ramya said, setting a hand on the knight’s arm.
“Come. I can help him.”
While Ramya gestured the knight to an unoccupied bed at the opposite side of the room, Odin looked up at Parfour and smiled when the boy’s face fell to a frown. Though likely doubtful of Odin’s true emotions, Parfour managed to return Odin’s gesture with a smile of his own.
“You think you’ll be ready to join Miko once this is all over?”
“Join him?” Parfour frowned.
“You haven’t been told anything?”
|
The boy paused. “No,” he said, eyes falling to his hand. “What’re you talking about, Odin?”
“Miko wants you to be his assistant once I become a knight.”
“What?” the boy asked.
“Yeah,” Odin smiled. He reached out, grabbed the boy’s arm and applied a gentle squeeze. “He wants to help you, Parfour. He thinks you deserve a second chance.”
“I think everyone does,” Parfour said. He paused for a moment, then added: “Well… most everyone.”
Frowning, Odin leaned forward, wrapped an arm around the boy, then broke apart when another knight entered the infirmary. A young man with a splinted arm pressed against his chest looked miserable as ever.
How are they going to participate in the initiation ceremonies if they’re so
badly hurt?
In the corner, Ramya worked his healing magic across the young comatose man as though summoning him back from the dead. Lime-green light bathing him in a splendid hue, he waved his hand first over the young man’s face, then down to his chest. When the boy began to cough, Ramya stood and pressed a hand to the knight’s armored shoulder.
He’s a miracle worker, Odin thought, awing over the sight of the young man opening his eyes before him.
It was no wonder Ramya had been given the tribal seal of healing, though where he’d come from, Odin couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t Kadarian—that much was already clear. He could, however, be a mix, which could explain the hue of his skin.
It doesn’t matter. He’s performing miracles here.
Any healer who could bring a boy back from near death deserved recognition. Ramya received just that when the knight bowed his head and reached out to clasp his shoulders.
“Odin,” Parfour said.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“Do you think I deserve to be asked to serve your knight master?”
“I think you deserve everything in the world,” Odin said. “Especially that.”
“Have things been going well with Parfour?” Miko asked, tying his skirt off below his waist.
“He seems to be doing better,” Odin said, pressing his knight master’s cape over his shoulders. “Are you well, sir?”
“I’m well,” Miko said, looking down at the bandaging on his side. “I may ask you to change this later, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not.”
Odin secured the cape at Miko’s neck and stepped back to examine his knight master. Though not as strong in posture as he usually was, he still looked very much intimidating and all the more beautiful.
You look so weak, he thought, but still so powerful.
Miko raised a hand to his side and channeled purple light into it.
“What are you doing?” Odin asked.
“Dulling the pain,” the Elf said.
“It still hurts?”
“It will until it’s fully healed. I’ll probably have trouble with this side for a while.”
“Have you been injured like this before?”
“Once, a long, long time ago. I’ve nearly forgotten what it was like to feel pain.”
“Sir?”
“It’s a beautiful thing, to know that I can still feel,” the Elf said, looking up at Odin. “I’ve mentioned it before, but if I haven’t, I apologize for keeping it in the dark. When you are as old as I am, you begin to relish simple things even if they do cause you distress.”
“I’m glad a part of you likes it,” Odin sighed. “I still feel guilty.”
“We’ve been through this before, Odin.”
“I know. Still…” Odin shook his head. He settled down on his bed and looked over at the unoccupied spot in the room, where Nova would have been were he still here. “I miss him.”
“As do I,” Miko said. “He’ll return though, with his wife in tow.”
“I hope they take a carriage or something to keep them covered. I’d hate to see his wife in the snow.”
“I’m sure they will. His father-in-law is the mayor of Bohren, after all.”
“I forgot about that.”
“You shouldn’t worry about Nova, Odin. I’m sure he’s arriving in Bohren at this very moment.”
“Do you know if he has?”
“I have a feeling,” Miko smiled.
Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
“It’s getting closer,” Ectris said. “It won’t be much longer before the ceremonies will begin.”
“I know,” Odin said. He tilted his head up to look at his father and smiled when he saw the smirk on his face. “What’s that look for?”
“You.”
“Why me?”
“Because I know you’ll do just fine come the day you walk out in your mask and loincloth.”
Smiling, Odin turned his attention toward the window, frowning when he saw that the panes had completely frozen over. “You should probably light a candle soon.”
“I will. Don’t worry.”
“Can I discuss something with you, Father?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think it’s right that I want to go back to that island?”
Ectris didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he struck a match and lit a lantern in the corner of the room, nodding when the light pierced through the darkness and offered them a more suitable environment.
He’s not answering you because he’s thinking of how to reply. You already
know that.
Still, that didn’t quell the tremble in his heart any.
“Father?” he asked.
“You asked me if it’s wrong if you go back to that island,” the man said, raising his head to look Odin in the eyes. “Do you want my honest answer?”
“Yes?”
“I think it would be wrong, yes. People have probably already told you this, Odin, but your will is fueled by your anger. You don’t know what anger can do to a person.”
“I know what it can do,” Odin said. “I’m living it right now.”
“Which is why I think it would be wrong for you to go,” Ectris said, “but that isn’t any business of mine. If you do intend to go back to that island and arrest those men, that’s your business, not mine. Just know that your anger is what’s driving you forward.”
“They deserve to be punished!” Odin cried, slamming his fist on the table.
Ectris blinked. Odin grimaced as his hand throbbed once, then twice. He pulled it from the table and let it fall to his lap with the most humility he could offer.
“See?” Ectris asked.
“They hurt those boys,” Odin said, bowing his head to his chest. “They deserve imprisonment, if not death and torture.”
“In our society, equal punishment is not given. People kill someone and they go to jail. People rob and they are never robbed back. People burn down houses and they are not burned in return. Do you see, Odin, that regardless of whatever you want to happen, that is not the way the law will have it?”
“Yes,” Odin said.
“Then know that even though you want something to happen to them— even if you want them to be hung by their innards and stuck like pigs—that will never happen.”
“I know, sir.”
“Let go of your anger, Odin. If you don’t, it’s likely to consume you. I should know. It’s consumed me more than a few times in my life.”
That night in the tent four years ago, when he’d used magic in front of his father and was slapped because of it—that had been true anger, compulsion fueled by fear and the need to deal out punishment because of it. If for some reason that consumed him, Odin knew he would do something horribly, horribly wrong.
Let go of your anger. If you don’t, it’s likely to consume you.
If he wasn’t already consumed by it, how much longer would it take for that to happen?
He tried not to think about it. If he did, it was apt to swallow him even quicker.
His dreams began the night a snowstorm tore across the Ornalan countryside.
Lying in a clearing surrounding by aging willow trees and glowing mushrooms, Odin opened his eyes to find a world so beautiful he could only begin to comprehend it. Wildlife skirting in the trees, insects bathing within the dew, wildflowers surrounding his form in an almost perfect, humanlike shape—had he a voice, he would have expressed his awe, but since he didn’t, he merely lay there and watched the deer in the distance, who seemed to examine him with eyes beady yet glowing at the exact same time.
Where am I? he thought.
Though something told him this could be a dream, he couldn’t discount the possibility that he had somehow slept-walked into this area, despite the cold and the warring winds. Before he’d fallen asleep, he’d seen what looked like ice forming inside a gale, twisting about like a waterspout seen far off in the distance, but that didn’t mean the weather couldn’t have cleared. Mother Nature was an amazing thing. She could change the weather if She wanted to.
Right?
Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin wiped cobwebs from his body and watched as silver spiders disbanded from his clothes. Sparkling, they fled into the treeline and up the willows’ dense foliage. At one point, Odin thought he saw a sparkling web trailing behind one of them, but the thought was quickly lost as he watched their reflections flickering along the willows, casting impossibly-unimaginable shards of light across the horizon.
Why were they wrapping me up?
Wasn’t it custom for some creatures to bury their dead, then eat them alive?
If so, why did the spiders feel the need to encapsulate him within their webs, and why was he here in this clearing, much less allowing the wilderness to blossom around him?
Wherever I am, he thought, standing, I’ve been here for a very long time.
Once firmly on his feet, Odin turned and examined the rest of the clearing.
Most of it was what he expected, given the nature of this place—more wildflowers, orchids blooming in a cluster amidst the trees, a few stepping stones along what appeared to be a small river. What he didn’t expect, however, was the source of said river: a waterfall, cascading down from a cliff that lay some ten or fifteen feet above him.
“Hello?” he asked.
What felt like hundreds of birds erupted from the trees around him.
Expecting the worst, Odin threw himself to the ground, hands over his head.
What have I done? Oh please don’t let something hurt me, please don’t— Something pawed at his face.
Raising his head, Odin looked up to find the strangest and most ethereal thing he had ever seen.
Hello, Odin Karussa, it said. You’ve finally awoken.
Before him stood a creature which, though small in stature, held much more significance than Odin could have ever possibly imagined. Pressed back on its hind legs, its attention alert but set, a squirrel much like what he would have expected in the Ornalan highlands looked back at him, its beady eyes winking in the light and its fur glistening in what to be freshly-fallen dew. Golden, with a brown stripe running along its sides and back, and with a wisp of blonde fur atop its head, it looked like an unruly child who’d pondered its way through the dirt. What set this creature apart, however, was a crown on its head, one of which appeared to have been spun out of golden wire and inlaid with red stones of some sort.
“Did you,” Odin began, then stopped. He swallowed a lump in his throat.
“Did you just talk to me?”
Yes. I did.
“Who are you?”
I am Neferini, the Demigod of Lesser Life.
“Demigod?” Odin asked, crawling back. “Where am I?”
You are on the furthest northeastern island in the Judarin Island chain.
“Judarin? That’s impossible.”
How so, young one?
“Because I’m in Ornala,” he said. “I have to be.”
Says your laws of magic and the rules that bind them.
Blinking, Odin watched the squirrel take a few careful steps back on its hind legs, then turn and look at something on the cliff.
There, sitting at the very top of the rock face, were two cats, one gold and the other pure white.
“Who are they?” he asked.
Tetala and Samona. The cat Demigods of Flowers and Insects.
“Tell me what you want with me,” Odin said. “Let me go.”
We mean you no harm, Neferini said, eyes straying to watch the cat demigoddesses disappear behind the cliff. We bring you a message, human, of
good.
“What message do you bring me?”
That evil is coming to your kingdom. That war will come.
“What?”
War, human. War. Know that word, because soon, it will be upon you.
Odin bolted from sleep. Upright, heart hammering in his chest, he reached up to wipe sweat from his brow and took in a deep breath of air when he realized his lungs were close to bursting. The notion of the dream still close in his mind, as though the cobwebs still lit strings on his arms, he leaned back and took slow, deep breaths, trying to both calm himself down and make sense of what just happened.
It couldn’t be, he thought. It just couldn’t.
The Jurdan Isles were forbidden, wrapped in mist and surrounded by dense, rocky shores. Even if he were to attempt to go there, he would never make it past the wicked storms and the gales that were said to throw ships to the bottom of the ocean, so how he could have ended up there, even in a dream, was beyond his recognition, especially considering he’d been in bed this whole time.
Unsure, Odin bowed his head and reached up to run his hands through his hair.
“Are you all right?” Miko asked.
Odin looked up. His knight master lay watching him from his place in bed.
“I’m fine,” he said. “I just had a dream.”
“About what?”
Do I tell him?
Already knowing that Miko would read his thoughts if he kept silent, Odin threw the covers off himself and crossed the short distance to his knight master’s bed. Once there, he seated himself at the end of it and took yet another deep breath. “I dreamed that I was in the Judarin Isles.”
“Pardon?”
“The Judarin Isles, the—“
“I know what you mean,” Miko said. “I just don’t understand.”
“Understand what?”
“Usually only those with strong connections to the gods dream of the Judarin Isles, and even then those are few and far between.” At this, Odin grimaced. Miko sighed and stretched himself forward. “I wasn’t commenting on your lack of faith.”
“I know.”
“I shouldn’t even say lack of it. I know nothing of your faith or what you believe in.”
“It’s fine, sir. Don’t worry about it.”
“What did you dream of?”
“Neferini,” Odin said. “She… he… it… told me that war was coming.”
“War?” Miko frowned. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure, sir.”
“Have you ever read of Neferini before?”
“Only as a child. Even then, I knew little about her. I only knew she was a squirrel. I didn’t even know she had a crown on her head.”
Miko’s lips pursed. Unsure of what he’d just said, Odin sighed and started back for his bed, but stopped when he felt a hand on his arm. “Odin,” Miko said.
“Yes sir?”
“What was the crown made out of?”
“It looked like golden wire.”
“I made the face I did because there’s argument about just what lies upon Neferini’s head.”
“Sir?”
“There are some that say she wears a crown of gold because she is a creator, a ruler over which life is created and molded within her desires. Others say her crown is nothing but an imitation, a false thing created from wood and twine.”
“There were gems on it.”
“What?”
“Red gems. They lined the crowd on her head.”
“Whatever it was,” Miko sighed, “this is out of my league.”
“Sir?”
“I suggest you see a priest, Odin, preferably as soon as possible. This dream… it just may be more than a dream.”
“What if it isn’t?” Odin asked.
As if he’d just struck him a deadly blow, the Elf did not respond. His lips tightened to a frown and fine, nearly-invisible wrinkles appeared on his brow, furrowing lines that resembled something an old man might have near the very end of his life. Odin wasn’t sure how to take it, so he simply stood there, looking the Elf in the eyes and waiting for him to respond.
Does he know? he thought. Can he read my thoughts?
“Regardless,” the Elf finally said, “you should at least talk to someone who knows of the divine. I can’t counsel you in that.”
“Sir?”
“I don’t know what you believe, Odin, and quite frankly, I don’t mind what you do. All I know is that some believe something higher above us, above this, exists. Those that believe say to know this because of their dreams.”
“I’ll see someone,” Odin said.
“Promise me,” Miko replied. “Swear on it.”
“I swear,” Odin said.
When he returned to bed after saying goodnight, a flicker of unease tugged at Odin’s heartstrings.
It’d been four years since he’d last seen a priest.
Would he suffer for that indifference?
He sat in the nave with his head bowed and his hands on his knees.
Thoughts tearing through his mind and guilt festering in his head, he raised his eyes when he heard a door open, then close somewhere within the church.
New Haven, he thought. The church my father used to attend.
“The universal God.”
From the ends of the church came the priest—tall, in red robes and bearing upon his face an expression of wonder.
“Father?” Odin asked, tempted to stand but unsue if he should.
“Yes, my son?”
“I… I need to talk to you about something.”
“Whenever you’re ready, son,” the priest said, seating himself in th seat beside Odin. “Take your time.”
“I had a dream…” He took a moment to compose himself. “I was in the Judarin Isles.”
“I can understand why that would be troubling,” the man said, shifting in his seat. “What happened in this dream?”
“I met the Neferini, the squirrel demigod of creation.”
“Did she say something to you?”
“She said that war was coming, Father—that I needed to know that word because it would soon be upon us.”
The priest said nothing. While Odin had expected similar coming from New Haven, of which believed that only one God existed and that no other Gods or Demigods governed amongst the One and Only, he hadn’t expected silence after his revelation.
Does he know something that I don’t?
Of course he didn’t—one man was just as mortal as the next. The priest possessed nothing. No knowledge, no insight, no divine connection that Odin could feel—he probably didn’t even know magic, a thing that brought most people closer to divinity than they could possibly imagine.
Why am I thinking about this?
Silence ruled his conscience. That was reason enough.
“Son,” the priest said, drawing Odin from his thoughts. “You are very troubled.”
“Yes, Father.”
“I do not know what to tell you.”
“Sir?”
“This dream… it is not what I specialize in. Were I of clear conscience, I would say that you were only dreaming, but because I’m not, I must say that I cannot help you.”
“But sir—“
“There are others who can help you, others who are more counseled in this than I am.”
“I thought you—“
“I do not know everything, son. I too am mortal.”
Just like I thought.
Standing, Odin pushed the door to the confessional open and made his way out of the church.
Once out in the corridor, he sighed, shook his head, and started back for his room, feeling stupider by the moment.
When Odin opened the door after a knock came at it, he didn’t expect Nova, nor did he expect to be lifted into the man’s arms and spun about the room.
“Odin!” Nova cried, crushing him against his chest. “I’m so glad to see you.”
“I am too,” Odin grunted. Nova released his grip on him and turned just in time for Katarina to gasp.
“It’s,” she started, pointing. “An Elf!”
“You would be correct,” Miko said, gesturing for the door to be closed behind them.
“You are a beautiful creature,” an older, blonde-haired man said, stepping into the room behind Nova’s wife.
“Thank you, sir.”
“Katarina, Ketrak, I want you to meet Miko. This here’s Odin, the boy I had the vision about.”
“It’s an honor to meet you,” the man named Ketrak said, clasping Odin’s shoulder and taking his hand. “It’s good to know that you exist.”
You thought I didn’t?
Not bothering to dwell on the thought, Odin shook the older man’s hand, then reached forward and took Katarina’s hand. He raised it to his lips, kissed it, then looked into her eyes, smiling as her face morphed into shock, likely upon seeing his red eyes. “You’re very beautiful,” he said. “I’m sorry I took your husband away from you.”
“Thank you,” she murmured, brushing her hand away from Odin’s grasp.
“It’s all right.”
“I can’t even begin to say how guilty I am from taking him away from such a beautiful woman.”
“We’ve already talked about this,” Nova said, setting an arm across his wife’s shoulders. “Haven’t we?”
“We have,” Katarina said, slipping her arm around Nova’s waist. Her eyes strayed to Miko’s bed. “Are you well?”
“Injured, but healing, and almost well.” Miko stood. Humble, he reached for his skirt and wrapped it around his waist, nodding at Nova when his eyes wandered in his direction. “How was your trip?”
“The weather was horrible,” Nova said, “but we managed.”
“I assume you took a carriage?”
“Our drivers are godsends,” Ketrak agreed, seating himself in one of the plush armchairs. “They alternated the whole way here from Dwaydor.”
“Your horses must be very proud,” Miko nodded, securing his cape about his shoulders. “Odin, will you fetch me that water on the table?”
“Yes sir,” Odin said, lifting the pitcher. He brought it to his knight master’s side and waited for the Elf to tilt it to his lips before taking it back to its rightful place.
“How many knights are here?” Nova asked.
“Not all of them,” Odin replied. “A good amount though.”
“Where’s your father?”
“In his room, most likely.”
“Ah.”
“I’m sure a page will find accommodations for you shortly,” Miko nodded.
He crossed the room and took Katarina’s hand in his. “My squire did not lie when he said you were very beautiful.”
“Thank you,” she said. “You… you’re not a pure Elf, are you?”
“Not in the eyes of many, no.”
Katarina didn’t reply. Instead, she set her hands at her sides and smiled.
This probably wasn’t the best way to introduce ourselves, Odin thought, crossing his arms over his chest.
Oh well. No further damage could be done. If anything, worry only crossed their minds and nerves their hearts, not harm.
“I suppose I should go,” Nova said, standing. He pulled Odin into a hug and shook Miko’s hand, then stepped forward and into a one-armed embrace. “I’ll see you around.”
“See you,” Odin said.
The moment they left, Odin turned to look at his knight master. He couldn’t help but sigh when he looked into his eyes.
“Is something wrong?” Miko asked.
“I went to see the priest,” he said.
“Did he have answers?”
“No.”
“No?” Miko frowned.
“He said it was beyond his counsel or something like that. He said there were others who could help me.”
“Those from the New Haven are blind at times. Gods aren’t born of blood.”
“Do you know something I don’t?” Odin asked.
“I only know what I know in my heart,” Miko said. “Things are more different than they appear.”
Things are more different than they appear.
Odin sighed.
Every time he tried to open the door, a window would open instead.
“It’s almost time,” Ectris said, clasping Odin’s arm as he rose from his exercises. “You think you’re ready?”
“I think so,” Odin said, flushing his arms out in front of him. He stretched his arms over his head and pushed his torso forward, groaning when his back popped and a spike of pleasure shot into the curve of his spine.
“You’re stiff?”
“I haven’t been doing as much since I got to the castle.”
“Sit,” Ectris said. “I’ll rub your shoulders.”
“You don’t—“
Before he could protest, his father pushed him into a chair and circled around it.
When his hands fell upon his sweaty shoulders, Odin sighed and leaned forward, allowing his father access to his upper back.
“You should’ve been exercising more,” Ectris said, kneading the curve of Odin’s collarbone.
“I know,” Odin sighed. “I’ve had a lot on my mind the past few days.”
“Is something wrong?”
“Parfour, the ceremony… my dream.”
“Are you having nightmares?”
“Not exactly.”
“Do tell.”
In careful, precise detail, Odin told his father about the dream and everything within it as he continued to rub his shoulders. Several times, he stopped when a globe of pain lit up from one of his muscles, but he eventually ended his tale by saying that a priest couldn’t help him. “He said that there were others more counseled than he was,” he said, concluding it all. “And that I should seek them out instead.”
“I’m sorry he couldn’t help you,” Ectris sighed.
“Father?”
“Yes?”
“Do you only believe in one God?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Just asking.”
I don’t even know what I believe, he thought, standing before his father could continue any further.
Did it necessarily matter though? His thoughts didn’t trouble him, he didn’t doubt his actions and his heart didn’t yearn for answers to questions he did not think of, so was a God or a group of Gods really necessary in his life? He didn’t think so, but his ignorance in the matter didn’t help any.
Don’t think about it. You don’t have anything to worry about.
Despite the dream, his life was as complete as it could be.
If he needed a God to live, what use was there in living?
 







 
Chapter 2
On the eve of the knighting ceremonies, Odin knelt before an altar and tried his hardest to pray when he considered himself ignorant in all forms and respects. Hungry and pained from the fasting he was required to commit, he tried his hardest to ignore the tremors within his stomach, but to no avail. It seemed that whenever he tried to shake them aside they simply came back, all the more powerful in the face of such horrible adversity.
Is it wrong, he thought, that I don’t know what to do?
Prayer had not come to him over the four years he’d been enlisted within the king’s service. There had been no hopes to Gods, no wishes to Goddesses, no pleas to the Demigods or even sacrifices in which he believed he could offer something up in exchange for something more. None of those had come in those four years, and during that time in which he’d traveled with Nova and Miko he could barely reconcile for the fact that he’d slowly but surely lost what his father had tried to teach him.
If only I had listened.
Quiet, mostly, for the fact that he kneeled amidst dozens upon dozens of other squires, Odin kept his eyes shut and his breathing to a minimum.
Somehow, though how he couldn’t possibly be sure, he’d managed to maintain some semblance of meditation, that of which had been specifically instructed by Miko in order to not fall asleep but to keep the mind at ease.
Think of the future, the Elf had said, and what all grand you can accomplish.
In sitting there before the altar, he imagined the future as something great—of men and women who could live in peace without the fear of war from another country. He wished for the happiness of everyone, for food for the hungry, for silence of the restless and for help for the ill. He wished that men, Elves, Dwarves and other creatures could come together and not be in the least amount afraid, and he wished above else that magic would return to the world—that the dying, detiorating process in which men and women were given the Gift would somehow be inspired from the Gods to be granted within the people. All seemed like wishful thinking, when he reflected on it in the moments after thinking on such issues, but if he really was to sit here all knight praying, wishing and hoping, then surely he could pray, wish and hope for whatever he wanted, couldn’t he?
Without knowing just what it was that would come in the future, it seemed almost impossible to find some semblance of normality within it all.
Rather than think about it, Odin bowed his head and locked his interlaced hands tighter together.
Answers would come. He knew they would.
The ceremonies began as the winter eclipsed into the new year. As the sun rounded the hemisphere, casting a shade of doubt over the furthest, western end of the Hornblaris Mountains, the squires began to done their masks and strip down to the barest of necessities.
They say it’s to show that there is no shame in being human, Odin thought, but what does that matter if you get hurt?
Real weapons were used in such events. Daggers, staves, swords—even double-handed hammers and broadswords were allowed in the annual knighting ceremonies. If the point was to prove who the better fighter was, why not offer them peace of mind with weapons that could not kill them?
Shaking his head, Odin adjusted himself in his seat and looked up at his knight master. Garbed in his dark cloak, he seemed to shadow his very presence, though standing instead of seated. He briefly thought of what people might think of him—he, a short stocky man and the shrouded figure a hulk of shadow—but he quickly shook the notion off as the figures in front of him began to duel, both using swords and whipping around the throne room as though wraiths and made of shadow.
“You ready for that?” Nova asked, slapping an arm across Odin’s opposite shoulder.
“I’m ready for it,” Odin nodded.
“It looks dangerous,” Katarina commented, reaching out to take her husband’s hand. “Why not use practice weapons?”
“It’s to see who is willing to draw blood,” Ectris sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “A knight has to be willing to kill his opponent on the battlefield, no matter who it is.”
“It’s barbaric.”
“Yes, but necessary.”
Face scrunching in disregard, Katarina removed her hand from her husband’s and reached out to take Odin’s. Her touch sent waves of peace over Odin’s troubled mind and his aching heart.
It’ll be ok, he thought, returning his hand to his lap once he thought her touch long and more than necessary. You know more than well that you’re
capable of fighting someone in hand-to-hand combat.
His near-death experience with the Kerma in Neline proved that. Despite the odds and the fact that others had been shooting at him with bows and arrows, he had emerged triumphant, though scarred and wounded in the process.
I can do this.
He’d spent too many years working toward this to fail.
Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath.
When he opened his eyes—when he saw one of the squires take a glancing hit to his upper arm—he knew he could best whoever he managed to duel.
 
- - -
 
The duels continued throughout the morning and late into the afternoon.
Some seventy squires from surname to birthplace fought over a period of several hours to determine just which of the two were the strongest. Outside, the distant sun marked their progress, as did the light when swords, staves and other weapons flashed throughout the air. This he watched with careless abandon, and by the time the sun was starting to go down, Odin’s nerves were about ready to burst.
When am I going? They already called from Felnon. They— “The duel has concluded!” the arbitrator said, raising his hand as the man stepped back with blood pooling down his chest. “The next duel will begin shortly. Odin Karussa, will you please rise to face your opponent, Herald Monvich.”
No.
He rose across the room like a giant rising from sleep. Chest broad, arms knotted with muscle, chin scrawled with a wicked beard—he appeared demonic, evil with his grin and pounds upon pounds of muscle upon his frame. Simply looking at him summoned childhood fears in Odin’s heart, of water exploding in his nose and blows pounding against his chest.
It’s ok, he thought, slipping his jerkin off his shoulders. You’ll be fine.
“Here you are,” a short man said. He held the ceremonial mask Odin would wear to protect his face.
“Thank you,” Odin said, taking the mask from the man’s hands. He secured it over his face before he reached down and unsnapped his belt at his waist.
“You’re going to do fine,” Ectris said, gripping his shoulders.
“He’s a big fucker,” Nova added. “Use that to your advantage.”
Trust me, he thought. I will.
The part of his conscience that cowered in the corner slowly dissipated to be replaced by the dominant, somewhat-cocky personality that came in times of desperation. He could best Herald—he was big, stupid, prone to stumbling about his massive frame and careless when it came to positioning his feet. A suit of armor was the only thing that kept him rooted to the ground.
Which means I’ll be just fine.
Taking a pair of daggers from a row of weapons, Odin twirled them around his hands, then turned to see what Herald had chosen.
Fuck.
A broadsword glimmered in the light.
If he gets a lucky shot, I’ll be gutted.
Something told him that Herald would do all it took to win, even if that meant killing him.
“Your weapons have been dulled in order to better protect yourselves,” the arbitrator said, gesturing both Herald and Odin forward. “The rules of this engagement are simple: You are to fight one another in combat as though you would on the field, but you are not meant to kill each other. Accidents happen, as have already been proven by the day’s festivities. Healers are standing by to assist the wounded. The first to draw blood wins the duel and thereby earns the right to be a knight. Please, take twelve steps back away from one another.”
Odin turned. As instructed, he took twelve steps away from Herald, then turned to face him. Even with his mask on, Herald seemed cocky as ever, lips pulled back into a smile and black eyes glimmering in the light piercing down from the chandelier.
This is it, Odin. You can do this.
“I know I can.”
“In three,” the arbitrator stated. “Two… one…”
Herald rushed.
Odin braced his feet and dodged a sweeping attack as the sword came toward him.
Shit!
Had the shot connected, it may have taken his ear off.
“Been a long time since we’ve seen each other,” Herald said, slashing at Odin’s arm. “Miss me?”
“Like always,” Odin replied, twirling one of the daggers. He lunged forward, attempting to stab at Herald’s arm, but missed by only a hair’s width. “You’re gonna have to be faster if you want to beat me.”
“I don’t have to be fast, girl. I have to swing far.”
Herald raised the sword over his head and slammed it down. Odin had but a moment’s notice to roll away before it came down near his head.
He’s faster than I thought he was.
He’d severely underestimated his opponent based on his side alone. If he continued to do so, he would surely lose the duel, if not his head.
I’ve waited too long for this. He isn’t going to beat me.
Herald swung. Once, twice, a third time then a fourth—he brought his sword down and slammed it into the stonework under their feet, then brought it back up in a sweeping uppercut. Each and every time, Odin dodged, then tried to parry from the side and even once from behind.
However, Herald’s speed, as unexpected as it was, continued to prevail, and each time he tried to hit Odin, but to no avail.
He’s sweeping, Odin thought, ducking, then dodging as Herald brought his sword back down. He’s doing the same thing over and over.
How it had taken him so long to figure it out he didn’t know, but he began to use it to his advantage. He’d wait for Herald to swing, dodge, then lunge forward, toward his stomach with a sweeping cut. The first few times, he’d almost hit him. However, when Herald lunged forward with his fist, Odin swung his head around his shoulders and kicked out with his foot.
Herald went stumbling backward.
His blades twirling in midair, he rushed forward and slashed at Herald.
The man’s blood went flying through the air.
“Stop!” the arbitrator cried. “Odin Karussa has won the ceremonial combat!”
“NO!” Herald roared.
He lashed out at Odin with his fist.
Struck in the face, Odin went sailing through the air.
The man raised his sword over his head.
I’m going to die was the only thing Odin thought.
Someone rushed forward.
The gleaming edge of a broadsword sliced into view just before Herald’s weapon could come down on Odin’s head.
Odin blinked.
Hovering directly above him was Nova, broadsword in hand to keep Herald’s grip from slipping.
“That’s enough!” Ournul cried. “That’s enough!”
“He isn’t royal!” someone from the audience cried. “He doesn’t deserve to be a knight!”
What?
Two guards rushed forward to pull Herald away from Nova’s weapon.
In the audience, a man stood with a vein throbbing in his forehead, his cheeks red and jaw grinding into his teeth. The man Odin could only know as Herald Monvich’s father stared at him with a burning hatred Odin had never seen before. “He’s a peasant,” the man said. “The king gave him special privilege.”
“That’s enough,” Ournul said. “Karussa has gone through the necessary steps just as everyone else has.”
“He’s a peasant though!” someone cried.
“HE DOESN’T DESERVE IT!” Herald screamed. “HE CHEATED!”
“I did no such thing,” Odin said.
“You were the one who tried to kill him,” Nova growled.
Odin reached back and pressed a hand against his friend’s chest.
Collectively, the court began to whisper among themselves.
Odin’s heart dropped in his chest.
No, he thought.
It couldn’t be.
After all this time… he couldn’t have lost.
“The court will reach a deliberation on this matter,” a man said. “Until then, Odin Karussa is dismissed.”
“This is bullshit!” Ectris cried, slamming his fist onto the table.
“Bullshit?” Nova growled. “Ournul’s a fucking coward. Not even standing up to his own court.”
“It’s ok,” Odin said, growing closer and closer to tears as both his father and his friend continued to protest. “It’s… Ournul can’t do anything.”
“Like hell he can’t, Odin!”
Odin shook his head. Tears splashed from his face and onto the table below them. “I’ve worked too hard,” he said. “All this work to have it taken away.”
“You’ve done well,” Miko said, pressing a hand to Odin’s shoulder. “You above all else should know that.”
A sob tore through his chest.
All protest in the room ceased.
“I’ve worked too hard!” he cried, and couldn’t help but slam his fist into the table just as his father had done no more than a moment beforehand. “I’ve
worked too hard to have this all come to nothing!”
“We can do something,” Ectris said, raising his eyes to Miko. “We have to.”
“I am not a knight and never was, Ectris.”
“Then why—“
“Because this boy needed rescue,” Miko said, tightening his still-garbed hand around Odin’s shoulder. “Ournul told me I could take Odin on his pilgrimage just as a knight would be.”
“Why is he squirreling out of it then?” Ectris growled. “Why is he—“
A knock came at the door.
“Come in,” Miko said.
The door opened to reveal Daughtry, face pale and lips trembling even as he made his entrance. “Odin,” he said, stepping forward. “I’m so sorry.”
“You sorry ass son of a bitch!” Ectris roared, throwing himself from his seat.
“You coward!”
“Father,” Odin said.
“How could you just sit back and let someone else control what you said?”
“I didn’t let anyone else control what I said,” Daughtry said, retaining his composure despite the screaming man before him. “For your information, Mr.
Karussa, I was one of the few who rejected to the accusation that Odin was no mere than a mere peasant.”
“What?”
“You can’t do anything?” Odin asked.
“You have to do something,” Nova said. “You just can’t—“
“My plans are immediate. I’m going to speak with the king as soon as I leave you be.”
“What does it,” Odin started, then stopped. “You mean you can’t—“
“I may not be able to sway the court’s view, but damn if I won’t sway that of the king.”
“How soon can you speak with him?” Miko asked.
“Almost immediately,” the mage said. He turned, looked out the open door, then took a few steps back. “Leave me to it, Odin. I’ll make sure something is done.”
When Daughtry turned and walked out the door, Odin couldn’t help but shiver.
Could one man do something when compared to several dozen individuals?
Though he didn’t know, he had to have faith. That was the only way he would ever make it out of this.
In the late hours of the evening, after almost everyone else had fallen asleep and Odin lay awake thinking about the day’s events, a knock came at the door and tore him from his restless thoughts.
Who could that be? he thought, shivering, the cold biting even though a fire burned just a few feet away.
Not willing to make his way from bed but unable to resist the idea that Daughtry might have returned with good news, Odin pushed himself from bed, pushed his feet into his boots, then stepped forward.
At the door, he stopped and took a deep breath.
“It’s ok,” he whispered.
Whatever happened within the next few moments he couldn’t change. He had to keep telling himself that.
Sighing, he took a moment to compose him, then reached forward and undid the bolt and chain.
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When he opened the door, he expected Daughtry. Whom he found, however, was Dora, face veiled with the hood of a cloak and hand reaching forward to knock again. “Odin Karussa,” she said.
“Duh-Dora,” he managed.
“Come with me.”
Come with me? he thought. Why should I— Before he could finish, Dora reached in, took hold of his wrist and pulled him out into the darkened corridor.
“Let me lock the door,” he said, turning to secure his and his knight master’s quarters before he faced Dora. “What’s happening?”
“The king has requested to see you.”
“But it’s so late.”
“He’s been in deliberation with a number of his committee for the past several hours.”
Deliberation?
Could the king really have considered overthrowing his own court, his own people, his own legal system just to let him become a knight?
Without the ability to know until he stood face-to-face with the very man, Odin gave a slight nod, allowed Dora to take his wrist in her hand, then followed her down the corridor and through the many vast halls that made up the castle grounds.
In the light of the torches burning along the corridors, it was almost impossible for him to gauge just where they were going, as from the firelight wicked shapes danced along the walls and ceiling, taunting him into submissioton and threatening to overwhelm him whole. This, however, seemed no obstacle to Dora, as she continued to lead him without any hesitation whatsoever.
“Question,” Odin asked. “Completely unrelated to whaqt’s going on.”
“What?” Dora asked.
“How did you become the king’s assistant?”
“My father died and I was given the job because I used to go around on errands with him.”
“I’m sorry to hear about your father,” Odin sighed.
“Don’t be. Things happen.”
They sure do.
As they continued on through the halls, progressively advancing to the higher floors through a series of stairwells, Odin found it almost impossible to keep from panicking. It seemed entirely impossible for such a thing to happen—that the king’s assistant, whom had remained up all night possibly listening to deliberations, could simply come to his quarters and summon him with but a knock at the door. As unlikely as that seemed, here he was, being led by the hand as if he were a child, toward the one and only place that could likely secure him a place in the kingdom even though his background as a peasant seemed to be conflicting with normal judgement.
I’m a mage, he thought. I was given special permission.
Then again, just because someone was given special permission didn’t necessarily mean they would uphold that promise.
After what seemed like an eternity of walking, maneuvering through halls and following the light from slowly-dying torches, Odin and Dora stood before the twin stone doors.
“This is it,” Dora said.
“Who’s in there?” Odin asked.
“Just the king and high mage Daughtry.”
So I don’t have to worry, he thought, sighing.
Dora approached one of the two guards that appeared to be sleeping and tapped the side of his face. “Hey,” she said. “Wake up.”
“Huh?” the guard asked.
“We need you to open the door.”
Though the man seemed ready to offer a word of response, the unwavering glare Dora offered seemed to make him change his mind.
When the door opened to reveal Daughtry and Ournul standing and talking to each other, Odin took a deep breath.
“Mr. Karussa,” the king said. “It’s a pleasure to see you.”
“The pleasure’s mine,” he said, stepping into the room.
The moment the doors closed firmly behind he and Dora, Odin fell to his knees and waited for whatever response was about to come.
Come on, he thought.
The moments passed slowly. As if they were grains of glass sifting within an hourglass and falling down into its lower half, each and every passing breath seemed harmonious to the silence that placated the room. No fires burned, save for a single lantern at the corner of the room, and no light was offered by Daughtry’s hand. There was no way for Odin to determine time, which made the situation all the more frustrating. His stomach churned, his throat became parched and in desperate need of water, and his eyes, which seemed ever so close to weeping, began to twitch, as if expecting some form of mortal punishment.
A shuffle of footsteps stirred Odin from thought.
He raised his eyes.
The king stood directly before him. “Please stand,” Ournul said.
After doing as asked, Odin was surprised to have the king grip both of his upper arms with his strong, determined hands. “Sir?” he asked.
“I’m sorry about what happened earlier today,” the king of Ornala said, his voice soft but deep and pleasant. “I cannot imagine how that must have felt after going through everything you’ve done the past few years.”
“It was hard, sir,” he admitted, “but I’m strong.”
“Most young men would have broken down in tears after being denied their life’s work. I know I would have. You, though—you’re exceptionally strong.
Daughtry’s told me much about you.”
“Like what, sir?”
“That your magical abilities have grown vastly, that you’ve engaged in hand-to-hand combat in the field, that you’ve come close to death, survived and slain those who have attempted to slay you. That’s quite an achievement for someone who’s only… what? Eighteen years?”
“Almost nineteen, sir.”
“That’s more than most of these young men here have accomplished throughout their military career.” Ournul slapped Odin’s arms and took a step back. Daughtry shifted in place to allow the king room to maneuver about the space. “Odin Karussa—I would like to propose something to you that I believe will be comparable, even greater than being a knight, as I believe that with your magical abilities and your strength you are too great an asset to the kingdom to simply be pushed aside just because of someone else’s indifference.”
“Sir?”
“I would like to propose to you this, my son—a place by me, in the kingdom, by my side, as my champion.”
Champion?
He could not speak, could not breathe, could hardly move and could barely even blink. From the mouth of a man of gold and silver, of blood and wool, of noble intent and political power came the words that should have been impossible in that very moment, in that very time in which he stood there and attempted to grapple just what it was the man had said. Champion— eight letters, one definition, one word, one title. For thirteen years there had never been a man who had stood at the king’s side with his sword held steady, with his head held high and his heart strong and proud, and in thirteen years it was said that the king, so strong and valiant as he was, did not desire a champion for he believed it to be a crutch—a disability, some would say, that he could not shake. It was for this reason that many considered the likelihood of another champion arising within the king’s lifetime to be futile, and in standing there and looking upon the man who ruled his country, Odin tried to gauge just what it was his lord had said. He had, of course, offered him a position, a place of power mortal men would have murdered to have, but had he really heard the words correctly, true and without fault?
“My lord,” Odin managed.
“In thirteen years I have never had a man stand by my side to protect me from the evils that the world is capable of,” King Ournul of Ornala said, his smile broad and his eyes shining even in the dark. “These are hard times, my son. War is possible, men are disappearing, scouts are tracking movements that seem threatening, the mages of Ornala are dying out—it would be arrogant for me to think that in these times I am immune to the things I have been in the past. With you at my side—a soldier, a warrior, a magician of the
magic arts— I would have nothing to fear.”
“I… Sir, I don’t—“
“There will be time for you to decide,” Daughtry said, looking upon he king for his approval before stepping forward and setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “You need not worry about deciding here and now.”
“I would like to declare you as my champion at the knighting ceremony in three days’ time. It will be then and only then that you can accept or reject the offer I have so willingly bestowed upon you.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Odin breathed.
“Then say naught, my son. Go—return to bed. You have three days to decide.”
 
- - -
 
“Is it really worth it?” Odin asked.
“What you should be asking,” Miko said, “is if you’re willing to accept it.”
“The king hasn’t had a champion in over thirteen years,” Ectris said, setting his hands on his thighs. “That’s quite the honor.”
“The champion’s damn near royalty himself,” Nova added. “Why wouldn’t you want it?”
“I… I don’t know.” Odin looked down at his hands. “It just doesn’t seem right.”
Right because you were offered it, or right because you were offered it just
after you were denied something?
He couldn’t deny that most of his anxiety lay in the fact that the proposition seemed more like a pity gift than anything, an offering given not out of respect, but of guilt. With that notion in mind, what good would being the king’s champion do to alter his perspective, much less skew his sense of loss?
I worked so hard, he thought, yet Ournul’s willing to give me something just
as good, if not better.
Revered, heralded in legend, often sculpted in gold, silver and even greater gems—champions of the past could be seen as heroes or failures, as icons or blights upon the very kingdom under which they served. Who wouldn’t want such a thing?
I’ll be trapped, he mused, and I’ll be forced to stay beside him at all times.
Along with being the king’s personal bodyguard, he also knew the champion did monetary chores for the king—arrange his bath, serve his food, care for the dogs, if there were any, and remain with him day in and day out. If champion were to rhyme with servant, it wouldn’t be that far off.
You’re just second-guessing yourself, that’s all.
“Father?” Odin asked.
“Yes, son?”
“What do you think I should do?”
“I think you should go for it,” Nova said, leaning back in his seat. “You’re being cheated out of something that you rightfully deserve. I say raise your middle finger and take the position.”
“Of course you would,” Odin laughed, his spirits once more raised by Nova’s honest bluntness. “You want me to take it just so I can offend the court.”
“What’s wrong in that?”
“A little comeuppance never hurt anyone,” Ectris agreed.
“Miko?”
The Elf raised his head. Still shrouded in his cloak, Odin couldn’t make sense of his eyes, but he could see his lips, which now lay pursed against his face as though wary and ready to speak. When his lips first parted, then fell only to be slicked with saliva from his tongue, Odin thought he shouldn’t have asked, then sighed when the Elf stood and walked the short distance between the two of them.
“This is your chance to be something great,” the Elf said, falling to his knee.
He took Odin’s hand in his own gloved one and traced the ridge of Odin’s fingers with his thumb. “I knew you were destined for things better than knighthood.”
“How can this be better?”
“Do you not know?”
“Know what?”
“That as champion, you will command knights? You will instruct them to defend the king, tell them what to do, arrange for them to go to war? Odin…
this thing, this gift the king has given you, should not be seen as pity.”
“I—“
He read my mind. He read my goddamn mind.
“I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I… it’s just so unexpected.”
“Grief shadows your judgment. That’s expected, and I approve of it in this circumstance. All I ask is that you see this as an opportunity rather than something lesser.”
“I know, sir.”
“Good.” Miko stood. He gestured Nova and Ectris to rise with him. “We should leave him to decide.”
“You don’t—“
“Your mind will settle more in privacy than in company.” Miko opened the door. “We will return with dinner. That leaves you until the sun sets.”
As the door closed behind them, leaving him to the darkness of his own thoughts and troubles, Odin leaned back and took a deep breath.
Until sunset, he thought, glancing toward the window.
The sun shone bright in the late afternoon light. Soon, it would fall before the horizon and cast the world in darkness.
If anything, at least he had time to think.
This is your chance, a voice whispered. Take it.
Odin opened his eyes.
He lay alone in the room.
What just happened? he thought, pushing himself to an upright position.
When he’d come to lay down he couldn’t remember, but judging by the sun and how close it looked to setting, he imagined he’d been asleep for quite some time, if not for the second half of the day.
You should’ve been thinking, not sleeping.
Though the notion rung true, the weight of the world seemed to have slipped from his shoulders after that undetermined amount of time he had spent asleep. No longer did he feel as though an iron cloak shadowed his shoulders, its hood of doubt pulled before his eyes and its brooch of pain stabbing at his chest. Now, it seemed, that light had pierced through, that the angel had fallen only to remove his wounds from his heart.
Nice analogy.
Chuckling, he ran a hand through his hair and removed his raven locks from their prison, sighing as they fell to his shoulders and down his chest. This was the longest his hair had been in years. He’d have to get it cut were he to become the king’s champion, if the moral code were correct. Knights weren’t allowed to have long hair because it was a weakness, a hilt upon which an enemy could grab and stab him in the back. Then again, though, he didn’t take Ournul as one to follow the moral code, so it was highly unlikely he would be asked anything inappropriate.
How he could think about his hair in a time like this was beyond him, but it gave him peace and hope that his judgment had now cleared enough to allow him a good conscience.
Do you want this, he thought, lying back down. Is this better or worthy of the
years you’ve worked?
For the blood spilled, the sweat streamed, the tears cried and the spit spewed—would this resolve his heart’s ambition, his life’s deserve, his mind’s true calling?
Think about it, he said, and tell yourself that this isn’t worthy of your calling.
Odin opened his eyes.
When his eyes strayed to the sword at his side—when his heart began to pound within his chest—he thought of Ournul and his position within it all.
He would be protecting the king.
At that moment, he knew he could really be the king’s champion.
“Have you decided?” Ectris asked, stepping into the room with a platter of food in hand. Miko and Nova followed suit, sans Katarina and Ketrak.
“Yeah,” Odin said, frowning at Nova. “Where’s your wife?”
“They went back to their room,” Nova said, settling down at the table. “I think all the commotion wore them out.”
“I’m sorry.”
“About what?”
“Most of that was my fault,” Odin shrugged, standing. “I’m doing it.”
“You are?” Miko asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said.
“That’s great,” Ectris said, setting both hands on Odin’s shoulders.
“What made you sure?” Nova asked.
“I think,” Odin said, stepping back away from his father to look at him and his friends, “that it was the king.”
“The king?” Miko asked.
“Yeah. The king really is a kind man after all.”
They fell before the king as though hurt and wounded beyond compare. One by one, heads bowed, shoulders stiff, lips pursed, eyes solemn, they waited for his sword to grace their shoulders like children awaiting the greatest gift that they could ever be given.
Sitting in the back of the room and waiting for his turn to step forward, Odin watched each knight bow before Ournul with both a sense of dread and awe. Nervous couldn’t describe the way he felt every time the king’s broadsword touched each man’s shoulders. With its hilt of gold, its crowning gem of amber and its sterling, silver steel, it looked to be a kingmaker, a weapon upon which kingdoms were forged and men were birthed into royalty.
I’ll be up there soon, he thought, clapping when yet another knight rose to receive his king’s handshake. What’ll they think of me?
Him, a peasant boy gifted with magic, bowing before the king to become a champion—it seemed ludicrous, ridiculous, even, that such a thing could be thought of, let alone happen. Peasant boys didn’t go to the castle to become knights, much less go on pilgrimages to do just that, and they didn’t win the king’s favor with a simple conversation. No—his life, his journey, was a pathway of differences, a step-stone road lined with cliffs and quicksand.
When he didn’t fall, he sank, and when he didn’t have to climb back up, he had yet another road to barrel over, a stream to cross over in his harshest of pains.
When this was all said and done—when he bowed before the king, his court and the royal audience—he would become something that no one had ever dreamed of.
A hero?
No—not a hero. Heroes weren’t made, created, sold or burned: they were destined, men and women made to do the impossible and to conquer anything that stood in their way.
If becoming the king’s champion would make him a hero, he wasn’t necessarily sure he was ready.
When the last knight stood before Ournul—when the last hand was shaken and the last shoulder kissed by a sword—the court clapped and seated themselves for the king’s speech.
“Thank you, thank you,” Ournul said. “It has been a great honor to meet all the courageous young men who have stepped before the court to serve our great country. There’s little I can say to thank you for the blood you’ve likely spilled, the tears you’ve shed and the sweat that’s lined your shirts for the past two years, but to you, I thank you. You are what will make this kingdom stronger. You are the future.”
The court clapped. Ournul smiled and allowed them their moment before raising his hands, then lowering them to silence the applause. “Now, though, we have another situation at hand, a matter of which hasn’t been addressed for thirteen years.”
At this, the court began to mumble. As though playing this to his advantage, Ournul allowed this to happen, much to Odin’s displeasure, as his heart began to pound in his chest and his body broke out in a rash of itches, ones he could not scratch without looking like a fool.
“Now,” Ournul said, raising his voice above the chorus. “Calm yourselves.
There is no ill will to be spoken of, no terrible news to be told. There is only one thing I have yet to do before the food is served and our newest warriors feast from the breast of our kingdom. Odin Karussa. Will you please stand and come before me?”
Odin stood.
When every single eye in the room fell on him, he felt as though that same cloak had returned, weighing him down and expecting him to carry it. You
can’t do this, it said, as he made his way around the table and began to advance toward the king. You’ll never be what he wants you to be.
Yes I will, Odin thought, because I’m stronger than you.
As he stood before the king, his heart hammering in his chest and the plague of doubt creeping over his conscience, Odin began to bow, but was stopped by a pair of hands.
When he looked up, he looked directly into the king’s eyes.
“No, Odin Karussa of Felnon. No champion deserves to bow at the feet of his king, for he is his equal.”
The king pulled his sword from his side. Drawing his blade, he placed it to Odin’s right, then left shoulder before letting it fall at his side. “Odin Karussa,”
he said.
“Yes?” Odin asked.
“Will you be my champion?”
Every mouth in the room silenced.
“Yes,” Odin said, bowing his head. “I will be your champion and protect my kingdom.”
As the king’s lips fell upon his brow, imparting a gift that could barely begin to be described, the court burst into applause.
This was it.
This was the start of the rest of his life.
“You did it!” Nova laughed, taking him into his arms.
“I did,” Odin said, clapping his friend’s back. “I really did.”
“Congratulations,” Miko said, reaching out to grasp his upper arm. “You’re now the champion of Ornala.”
“You did great,” a small voice said.
Odin looked up. He smiled when he saw Parfour standing behind Miko.
“Thank you,” Odin said, reaching out to take the boy’s hand. “Thank you so much.”
The boy’s sparkling eye on his, Odin turned his head up to find his father weeping. At first concerned, he reached out and began to ask what was wrong, only to be pulled into the man’s arms.
“My son,” Ectris sobbed. “The king’s champion.”
“Don’t cry,” Odin said, leaning his head against his father’s chest. “This is a good thing.”
“I know. That’s why I’m crying.”
“Have you settled in?”
Odin looked up. Ournul stood in the doorway, watching him with calm yet reassuring eyes. “Yes sir,” Odin said, standing. “I have.”
“It’s customary for the champion to sleep in the same room as his king,”
Ournul said, stepping forward to examine the makeshift curtain of cascading blankets that separated the room, “yet no one has ever slept at my side, ready to protect me should something happen.”
“Sir,” Odin said. “May I ask something?”
“You may.”
“Why me, why now?”
“Because it was time,” Ournul replied. “Because you showed me something that I had never seen before.”
“What was that?”
“Passion.”
Odin paused. Unsure what to say, he merely stood there as the king reached out to clasp his upper arms. “We’ll need to get you the proper attire,” he said, stroking the curve of Odin’s upper arms. “Is there anything else you may need?”
“No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”
A pair of glimmering eyes appeared near a small porthole near the side of the king’s bed. Shortly thereafter, two of the most beautiful dogs Odin had ever seen came forward, bowing their heads before him.
“My dogs,” Ournul said.
“They’re beautiful,” Odin said, reaching out to touch them. He ran his fingers through their long, dark manes and over their hanging ears. “Why haven’t I seen them before?”
“They’re royal,” the king replied, “and only found within the royal families.”
“What’re their names?”
“Tashta and Kreeka. They hail from the Germanian deserts.”
“The Cadarack?” Odin asked. Ournul nodded.
“As part of your duties, I will ask you to care for them for me, if you would be so inclined.”
“I will,” he said, smiling as both dogs butted their heads into his stomach. He laughed a moment after, but his good spirits quickly faded when thoughts of his promise came to mind. The sobering revelation forced away any happiness he’d had up until that moment. “Sir… about the boy…”
“It’s before the court now.”
“It is?”
“Yes. The report is being reviewed and will likely take precedence above all else now that you’re my champion.”
“I want to be the one to go to the island.”
“Really?”
Odin nodded. He planted his hands on both dogs’ backs as they sat at his sides. “I made a promise.”
“To the boy, I assume?”
“Yes sir. I promised I would go back and make sure justice was served.”
“If I allow you to go, Odin, you’ll have to restrain yourself.”
“They’re violent, sir. They tried to assassinate my knight master.”
“As I’m aware,” Ournul sighed, running a hand across his brow, “but I can’t have you going there and slaughtering them like lambs.”
“I don’t kill people, sir. I’ve only ever pulled my sword in defense.”
“I know.” Ournul set a hand on his shoulder. “Give me time to think of this.
Use it to gather your thoughts, arrange a plan. It will be difficult arranging so many arrests, but I’m sure you’ll find a way to handle it.”
“Yes sir,” Odin said.
When the king went to sit at a desk in his side of the room, Odin sighed and ran a hand along the lighter dog’s head.
“You probably want a brushing,” he said.
The dog barked in response.
“You’re leaving?” Odin asked.
“We are,” Nova said, taking Odin in his arms. “I’m proud of you, kiddo. You did a great job out there.”
“Thank you, Nova.”
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“Don’t thank me.” Nova clasped his arm. “Remember what I told you?”
“Yeah.”
“You ever need me for anything, send for me. I’ll be here in a heartbeat.”
“I know,” Odin said, looking up at Katarina and her father. “Thank you for giving me your husband for the past three years.”
“Don’t thank me,” Katarina said. “After seeing this, I know it was the right thing.”
“As do I,” Ketrak said, shaking Odin’s hand. “We’ll bring news of the king’s new champion to Bohren. There’ll be a celebration. I’ll make sure of it.”
“Thank you.”
As Nova, Katarina and Ketrak turned to leave, a tear slid down Odin’s face.
“I never imagined him leaving,” Odin said.
“He has a family to go back to,” Miko said, draping an arm across Odin’s shoulder.
“What will you do now that I’ve done what I set out to do?”
“I’ll remain close. There’s still the matter of Parfour’s training, as well as his eventual recovery. I’ll watch out for him.”
“Thank you,” Odin said. He looked up and back at the corridor to the king’s quarters before returning his attention to the Elf. “I should go.”
“You should,” Miko agreed. “But Odin, before you leave.”
“Yes?”
“I just want to tell you how proud I am. It’s been an honor watching you grow up.”
Odin smiled. “Thank you,” he said.
He turned toward the king’s quarters.
Though his heart burned and he felt close to crying, he knew the future was only getting closer and closer.
“Hold still!” Odin cried.
The dogs jumped out of the bath and on top of him, shaking, slobbering and covering him in soap.
“Fucking hell,” he laughed, pushing Tashta, the fairer and female of the duo, away. Kreeka stood nearby, watching Odin with excited eyes. “Back in the tub, both of you!”
The duo jumped in just as Ournul entered the bathing chamber. He frowned upon seeing Odin soaking wet, then laughed when he took notice of the dogs in the tub. “How I don’t miss doing this,” he grinned.
“Thanks,” Odin chuckled, pushing himself up. Kreeka dunked his head in the water and shook his ears off in Odin’s face. “They were being good until just a moment ago.”
“That’s a Royal Hound for you,” Orunul said. “Calm, easily-excited and very protective.”
“Is this another reason why you’ve never had a champion?” Odin asked.
“Because you had the dogs?”
“The past kings have had dogs as well, but to answer your question, yes, that’s part of the reason. The dogs hear whatever I don’t.”
“Have you had any trouble in the past?”
“I’ve had the homeless sneak in with the help at night when the guards were going back and forth to relieve themselves, but other than that, no. Nothing too severe.”
“Are you worried that something will happen?”
“No. Are you?”
No, Odin thought, then remembered the dream in which Neferini said war was coming. Yes. Maybe.
“I’m not,” he finally said, pouring a pail of water over the dogs. Each shook off in response. “I’ll clean up after I’m finished.”
“Don’t worry yourself. Just pad the floors down and they’ll dry themselves come nightfall.”
“Thanks for checking in, sir.”
“No problem,” Ournul said.
Just as the door to the bathing chamber closed, the dogs jumped back on him.
When he cried out, Odin swore he heard his king laughing.
That night, under the cover of darkness, Odin lay awake in his half of the king’s chamber, staring at the ceiling and the stonework it was made up of.
Am I really worried, he thought, or am I just overthinking things?
Being worried over the kingdom was a natural thing. Considering the potential war that could arise within the next few months, it was hard not to be concerned. Bad dreams didn’t help either, but they didn’t necessarily foreshadow the future, nor did supposedly being visited by a demigod.
It was a dream.
He had no proof that what he’d dreamed or seen was real. He was never bestowed the gift of Sight, nor ha he ever received a vision of any sort before.
He’d seen himself in dreams, yes, but none of them had ever come true.
The dream of us walking along the docks wasn’t real.
Were that dream to have come true, Miko’s identity would have been revealed to the kingdom and trouble would have likely risen because of it.
Since that hadn’t happened, he couldn’t claim to have the Sight, right?
Unless it happens later.
“You’re worrying yourself over nothing,” he whispered.
Closing his eyes, he rolled over onto his stomach and tried not to think of anything.
It was a lot harder than he thought it would be.
“The hearing is set to begin in three days,” Ournul said.
“What?” Odin asked.
“The hearing against the Tentalin Monks.”
Odin remained silent. The lack of expression on Ournul’s face did little to ease his worries. “What are you saying, sir?”
“Be ready, and if possible, find the boy and speak to him.”
“Sir, in all honesty, I don’t think—“
“He has to be ready, Odin. If this isn’t done now, it may take months, maybe even years to get back to this.”
“But sir—“
“But nothing.”
Grimacing, Odin nodded and stood. Tashta stood to follow him, be he raised a hand to hold her in place. “I understand,” he said, making his way toward the door. “I’ll go find him.” For a moment he paused, unsure of his place, then asked,“You’ll allow me to leave for a little?”
“For a while,” Ournul nodded. “Be back before dark though. This ordeal makes me nervous.”
No kidding, Odin thought.
He left the room.
“Come in,” Parfour said.
Upon entering the room, Odin smiled when he saw Miko seated in the windowsill in his usual attire. The Elf gave him a reproachful nod as the door closed behind him. “Hello,” he said.
“Hello,” Odin replied.
“What might bring you here, Odin?”
“I wish I were here on better terms,” he began, turning his attention to Parfour, “but I’m not.”
The boy frowned. A flicker of movement in the corner of the room pulled Odin’s eyes to the Elf, who’d since stood and began to cross the room. “Is this what I think it is?” Miko asked.
“It is,” Odin sighed.
Parfour’s complexion instantly paled. “It’s happening,” he said, “isn’t it?”
“In three days.”
“I knew it,” Parfour said, collapsing onto the bed. Tears glistened in his eyes and dripped down onto his arms. “I just knew it.”
“It’ll be well,” Miko said, bending down before the boy. With the sense of kindness Odin had come to know over the years, the Elf took the boy into his arms and held him against his chest, stroking his back and whispering words of comfort in his ear. After a moment, he pushed the young man away and looked him in the eyes. “You have to be strong for this.”
“I tried to get it postponed,” Odin said, kneeling down beside Miko, “but I couldn’t.”
“Why?” Parfour asked.
“The court is slow,” Miko said.
“And the sooner the better,” Odin added, “otherwise we might wait years.”
“I don’t want them to come for me,” Parfour said. “I don’t.”
“Who?” Miko asked.
“The men they said would hurt me.”
The room seemed to take on an ominous darkness. As though cast from the world, the sun disappeared and all light turned grey. Odin half-expected thunder to crack somewhere in the heavens and blood to rain from the sky, but when none of that came, he looked into Parfour’s eyes and saw true fear, fear that destroyed lives and tore minds apart.
“Who did they say would hurt you?” Miko asked. “Who would?”
“They would,” Parfour said. “They said… they said the men you couldn’t see would hurt me.”
“Who are they?” Odin asked. “Who are they, Parfour? Tell me!”
“I don’t know!” the boy cried.
“That’s enough,” Miko said, turning his eyes up at Odin. “He doesn’t need this.”
“I need to know who hurt him so I can protect him!” Odin cried, standing.
“I know you do, Odin, but this is a sensitive matter that needs to be handled—“
“I can’t help it,” Parfour said, cutting Miko off before he could finish. “I’m trying to be strong, sir, but… I guess I’m not as strong as I should be.”
“No one expects you to be strong, Parfour, just honest.”
“What will the court think if I cry?”
“They’ll think it happened,” Odin said, “and they’ll send me to that island to arrest those godforsaken bastards.”
“You’re nervous,” Dora said.
“Who wouldn’t be?” Odin asked.
Amidst the chatter that placated the room, in which several of the court as well as the king sat, Odin leaned against the door and tried his hardest to ignore just what it was they were saying about Ohmalyon and the Tentalin monks that lived there. Dora at his side, dressed smartly in men’s clothing without even the fairest hint of lace, they seemed appropriate for the situation as any champion and assistant would—astute, well-dressed and standoffish, exactly what the king had requested when he’d been instructed to escort him into one of the royal meeting rooms in order to guard the door.
This conversation will be serious, the man had said, and though I know you
have strong feelings about this, I would appreciate it if you held your tongue.
With the king’s assistant at his side feeding flames to the fire, it would be any wonder if he could do just that.
Sighing, Odin adjusted his sword at his side and tried to ignore Dora’s question the best he could, all the while hopeful that she would take his silence as word of response and not press the matter any further. It seemed to be working for a fair while when, after stretching her arms behind her back, she stepped forward, then stopped before turning to face him. Her hazel eyes harsh, her thin lips turned down in a frown, she examined his face with scrutiny he knew she had developed over years of enlistment and began to drum her fingers along her side.
Please, he thought, don’t say anything.
Beg or not, physically or mentally, it seemed as though she would not have it.
“Answer me,” the young woman said.
“I already did,” Odin replied.
“You missed my question.”
“What question?”
“Are you going to be all right?”
How such a question could have glanced off him he couldn’t be sure, but judging by his mood and just how it was affecting him, he couldn’t necessarily blame himself. Besides—who wanted to be asked questions when in a moment of weakness: when, in the presence of war, one asked if they were |
ready to go home even though hundreds upon thousands of arrows were flying toward their unguarded bodies?
I sure wouldn’t.
Sighing, Odin attempted to turn his head down, but stopped when Dora’s eyes hardened.
She sees right through you, his conscience whispered.
I know, he thought. How pathetic of me.
To think that a person in her position could reduce him to such childish antics did little to bolster his confidence.
“I don’t know,” he finally said, raising his eyes when someone at the long table before them stood and began to shout randomly at one of his fellow compatriots. “I mean—“
“I’m not saying you can’t feel anything, but if you’re like this before the hearing, you’re going to be a mess when it finally does come.”
“I know.”
“Try not to be too angry. It’s not going to do you any good.”
“As I’m aware,” he mumbled.
One of the many guards who stood around the table stepped forward and made way to remove one of the court from the table. In response, the man raised his drink and splashed the guard in the face with it, which only served to further rile the court that sat discussing the matter beforehand.
“See?” Dora whispered, making way for the pair of guards as they hauled the member of the court to the door and out through the threshold. “This is what happens when you let yourself get out of control.”
“I have self restraint.”
“You better, because if you act like that in the courthouse you’ll surely go to jail.”
Like I don’t know that.
Crossing his arms over his chest, Odin took a deep breath, expelled it, then pursed his lips, all the while searching his king’s eyes out in the throng of people.
When their gazes finally met, he couldn’t help but sigh.
This did not bode well for him.
Odin sat in a room in which there were a descending series of benches that went from the top of the room to almost the bottom of it. Seated next to the king with his sword at his side and Miko near his arm, he watched as a group of five men filed into the room and took their seats upon a half-moon table.
I hope you’re ready, Odin thought, glancing at Parfour.
“We are here to exhibit the testimony of Parfour Merlin Jonathanson,” the head of the court, a short balding man, said. “Master Beal of the Tentalin Monks and his disciples of the island of Ohmalyon are accused of rape and torture of some thirty-to-forty Ornalan boys.”
The small jury chosen to appear at Parfour’s testimony began to mumble amongst themselves. One man cried out that his son was at that island, but was quickly silenced when a pair of guards came forward and settled him down.
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“Parfour Jonathanson,” the man leading the hearing said. “Will you please step forward and give your testimony.”
With the weight of not only the world, but his life on his shoulders, Parfour stood from his place next to Miko and made his way down the stairs.
At that particular moment, Odin couldn’t help but feel hurt for the young man.
In front of all these people, he thought. In front of all these stupid, ignorant
people.
“What is your age?” the short, balding man asked.
“Sixteen,” Parfour said.
“How long were you present on the island of Ohmalyon before you were escorted off of it by the man whose care you are currently under?”
“One year and three months.”
“When did Beal began to exhibit signs of pedophilia?”
They’re asking a child? Odin thought. The urge to stand and say something was so strong that he nearly opened his mouth, but Ournul’s hand at his arm kept him from doing so.
“Three months after I arrived,” Parfour said, bowing his head.
“What did he do to you?”
“I…” Parfour began to cry. In front of the court, he lifted his head to show the five men the tears swimming down his face. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s quite all right. Tell us how it started.”
“He would only touch my back at first,” Parfour said, “then, after a while, he seemed to get friendlier and he… he would slide his hand down my back until he touched me.”
“Where?”
“My ass.”
“What did you do when he did this to you?”
“I stood there,” Parfour said. “I couldn’t do anything.”
“Did you object to this?”
“Not at first. Then he… started trying to touch me. I told him not to, but he said that he had to keep me in line.”
“Why did he say this was punishment?”
“Because I’d done something wrong.”
“Why were you the island?”
“I’m an orphan. My mother died three years ago.”
“So you were recruited onto the island by a boat.”
“Yes sir.”
The man frowned. He shifted through a pile of parchment before he came to what Odin could see was his report. “When you were taken from the island, you were beaten, bruised and naked. Odin Karussa, the king’s champion and the man who submitted this report, said you are now blind in one eye because of your abuse. Is this true?”
“Yes sir. It is.”
“What happened the night before you were rescued?”
When Parfour began his tale, Odin could hardly bear to hear it. Like knives driven into his ears and twisted amongst his conscience, the words burned through his head and sent flares of pain throughout the front of his mind.
When in graphic detail Parfour announced his torture, among which included penetration and rape, tears began to spill down Odin’s face and onto the front of his shirt. When the young man stopped and began to sob hysterically, Odin reached down and gripped the sword at his side, balling his fist around it so hard that he could feel the blood skirting away from his fingers. Even his king’s touch, which would have normally put him at ease, did nothing to comfort him.
Those bastards, he thought. Those filthy, bloody bastards.
“I think we’ve heard enough,” the short man said. “By order of the Royal Court of Ornala, and under jurisdiction granted to me by King Ournul himself, I hereby grant the legal permission and right to seize control of the monastery, arrest the men in charge and bring back the young men who are currently members of the island.”
Odin stood.
When Parfour flung himself up the stairs and into his arms, it took all his might to keep from balling his hands into fists.
You’re dead, Beal. If someone doesn’t execute you, I will.
A tear dropped onto his hand.
That single bead of moisture was enough to scar hate into his heart.
“Send me,” Odin said. “I want to go.”
“I know,” Ournul said.
Hands clasped behind his back and eyes set ahead, Odin watched the king rub his temple and tried to still his quivering heart. Futtering back and forth, beating fast, then slow, stopping for one moment and then kicking into overdrive the next—he couldn’t still the images of Parfour’s abuse and his words of testimony in his mind. A firestorm, he knew, was brewing, spewing its flames against the barriers of his skull and threatening to explode out his ears. It tore through the fields of pleasant, scarred the forests of happiness, spilled ashes into the wells of hope and eradicated the fields of bliss. It was, he knew, a tragedy, upon which the world was created and the bottom soil made reak, but to think that such a thing could happen within a man’s consciousness was frightening—terrifying, even, to the point where, in standing before his king, Odin couldn’t help but tremble.
You know I want to do this, he thought, staring the man who ruled his country down .
If so, why was it taking Ournul so long to respond? He knew he was more than willing to go to that island and handle business most normal knights would have trouble even beginning to accept, much less doing, so why dawdle?
He’s doing the same thing everyone else has been doing.
“Sir,” he said, releasing the tension on his hands and letting them fall at his side. “Let me go.”
“This is a very delicate situation, Odin.”
“I know. That’s why I want to go.”
“Who will protect me if you’re gone?”
“Don’t bullshit me, sir. I know why you don’t want me to go.”
Ournul raised his eyes. Red and puffy likely from his own despair, they appeared lost and full of question, as though Odin had just spoken words that he could not understand. Almost similar to a child who had just finished crying, Ournul sighed, shook his head, then reached up to rub his eyes, only turning his attention back on Odin if and when he felt as though his eyes had received enough attention. “If you know why I don’t want you to go,” Ournul said, “then you can understand my concern.”
“I’m not going to lose my temper.”
“How can I be sure of that?”
“Because I’ll give you my word.”
“What good is your word when your heart is burning and full of hate?”
“My word is good because I made a promise,” Odin sighed, reaching down to clasp the sword at his side. “I told that boy I would make those men pay.”
“You grip your sword as though you want to cut him in half.”
“If I had the choice, I would, sir. I won’t lie. I’d rather see him and all those other men die by my hand than let them rot in the prison system.”
“But you won’t,” Ournul said, “because you’re under my command.”
“And because they deserve to be tried under the law,” Odin nodded.
“If I let you go, Odin, you’ll have to promise not to harm them unless you yourself are harmed in the process. That means you can’t lay one finger on them, even if they provoke or antagonize you in any way.”
“I know.”
“And if you go, I’ll have to assign a troupe to you, made up mostly of militiamen.”
“Militiamen are fine.”
“Not only that, I’ll have to charter a boat, pay a crew, order supplies for a two-month trip at minimum. This won’t be cheap.”
“But it’s necessary,” Odin said.
Because you and I both know that your heart is not black enough to let young
men suffer.
Sighing, Ournul pursed his lips and ran a hand through his hair. It seemed to have developed a few grey spots here and there, though when that had happened, Odin didn’t know. It could have been the stress of the recent events. It could have been a trick of the light. Regardless, it made him appear old, troubled in his indecision and unsure in his expense.
“If I send you,” Ournul began, “you have to swear on your life that you will follow the law to the fullest extent.”
“I will.”
“And you have to promise not to do anything rash. That includes pushing the monks around.”
“I won’t.”
“Good. I’ll charter a boat and begin to round up the supplies. It should take no more than a week to arrange.” Ournul seated himself in his chair. “Odin Karussa, you’ve just been assigned as officer of the law. How does it feel?”
“It feels damn good, sir.”
“It’s been arranged then?” Miko asked.
“It’s been arranged,” Odin said.
Glancing back into the room, Odin sighed when he took notice of Parfour’s sleeping form and turned his attention toward the Elf before him. Though guised, as necessary when standing in the halls, he still appeared as comforting as ever, grand in stature and even more solid in purpose. At that particular moment, Odin wanted to lean forward to embrace the creature, to thank him for taking care of Parfour and everything he’d ever done, but he managed to contain himself. He couldn’t let weaker emotions contain him— not now, not with so much at stake.
In the faint moonlight streaming in through the window, Odin thought he saw a sigh pool from the Elf’s lips.
Troubled.
Of course—who wouldn’t be in a situation like this?
A monster?
A year or so ago, he would have said that monsters didn’t exist, that they were simply fairytales told to children in order to make them behave. But after seeing not only Beal, but that monstrous Ogre in Ohmalyon, he knew monsters existed, especially for teenaged boys who’d been abused beyond compare.
“It tore him apart,” the Elf said, pulling Odin from his thoughts. “It nearly destroyed him.”
“Is he all right?”
“He will be, in time. He cried himself to sleep after we came back to the room.”
“Thank you for taking care of him.”
“I made a promise—not just to him, but to you. I fully intend on keeping it.”
“What will you do now that I’m the king’s champion and he’s in your care?”
“Care for him, possibly take him on his pilgrimage. A boy like him needs something meaningful in his life.”
“You think he still believes, after everything he’s gone through?”
“It’s probably all he’s ever had hope to believe in,” Miko sighed. “Either way, there needs to be a purpose, especially for a life that doesn’t seem to have any.”
“Thank you, Miko.”
“Don’t thank me, Odin. Thank yourself for yearning for his heart.” Miko looked back into the room, then up at the snow glowing just beyond the windows. “It’s late. You should go.”
“Goodnight, sir.”
“Goodnight, Odin.”
He stood on the dock watching the tide roll forward. In this ethereal twilight of winter’s dawn, with snow fresh under his feet and frost glimmering on the horizon, the world seemed to glow as though blue and made of ice. It would be a while before the sun rose, and it would be much longer before he would begin to see its head peeking over the far mountains, but for now, this was the only thing he needed.
Peace, he thought. The calm before the storm.
Come six days’ time, he would board a boat and head to a land where it didn’t snow, where evil men ran free and giants lurked in shadows. There, he would return to a place where he’d both found and lost himself, the place he’d learned to become a man.
Sighing, Odin turned and started back toward the castle. Fresh ice crunched beneath his feet and snow fell in faint clouds of dust when disturbed from trees by his passing presence. He almost expected to see something out of the ordinary—fairies told of in legend or little men silently laughing at him—but he saw neither, much to his relief and sadness.
The world seems more normal than it ever has before.
No longer was he a child ignorant and awestruck by his surroundings.
Sure—his heart still skipped when he saw something amazing, and his lips still parted for smiles, but the sense of wonder he once held was gone, now replaced with something dark, festering within his heart as though ready to burst forth with needles and thorns.
All of which are coming.
Six days remained.
He didn’t know how he’d handle them.
“The ship’s been chartered,” Ournul said. “The supplies are nearly gathered.”
“How much longer?” Odin asked.
“Three days.”
Nodding, Odin adjusted his place in the seat opposite Ournul and tried as hard as he could to not let his gaze falter or his lips purse in indecision.
However, when he saw that Ournul’s eyes held the same sort of trouble Odin felt his own probably did, he sighed and settled back in his seat. “How many men will I have at my command?” he asked.
“Fifty.”
“Fifty?”
“You’re storming an island and arresting some thirty individuals, Odin.
You’ll need all the help you can get.”
“How many of them are militiamen and how many are not?”
“Thirty are from the local militia. The other twenty are made up of my own men.”
“How many mages are there?”
“Three.”
“Is one of them Ramya?”
“No.”
“How many are healers?”
“One.”
“One healer?” he asked. “Sir, you must be joking.”
“I’m not.”
“What if those boys are hurt worse than we fear?”
“Then we’ll have to hope that our sole healer can withstand all that pressure.”
“Why not send Ramya with us?”
“Because I need him here, Odin. You know as well as I do how many pages come in with broken fingers or hands.”
“I know,” Odin sighed. “It just… it doesn’t seem like we have enough.”
“I’m giving you all I can, son,” Ournul laughed. “Is it not good enough?”
“It’s not that. I’m just worried that they’ll be worse off than I think they are.”
“I’m sure the healer can teach you basic knowledge of healing magic. Don’t you?”
“It would be worth it,” Odin said. “It’ll take at least a month to get there.”
“Use that time to learn something that will benefit you for the rest of your life,” Ournul agreed. He looked down at a row of papers before him, then circled one over and pushed it in front of Odin. “This is the list of men who will be accompanying you, along with the ship specifications.”
“This is a fishing ship,” Odin said after reviewing the list. “Sir—“
“It will draw less attention.”
“I assume this was your plan?”
“We want to make a stealthy entrance. The closer we can get to the boys before they know what is going on, the better.”
“I guess,” Odin sighed.
“You doubt my judgment?”
“Again, sir, I’m just nervous.”
“As am I, but you shouldn’t doubt me.”
“I don’t. Don’t worry.” Odin rolled the piece of parchment up and took a piece of twine from the end of Ournul’s desk, waiting for his king’s nod of approval before he began to wrap it around the list. “Sir?”
“Yes?”
“You’re confident this will go well, right? And in my abilities?”
“I don’t doubt your abilities, Odin. The only concern I have is in the monks.
If they’re rash enough to try to assassinate someone, what will they do if they suspect something is wrong?”
“I’ll go cloaked when we arrive at the island,” Odin said. “That, or I’ll have someone else speak for me.”
“Whatever you think is best.” Ournul looked down at his desk. “If you’ll excuse me, Odin, I have to get back to work. I have to arrange for the last bit of supplies to be gathered before you leave.”
“All right, sir. Thank you.”
Odin stood and left the office.
“You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?” Parfour asked.
Odin nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I am.”
Parfour’s eyes flickered in his sockets. However, they didn’t waver from their gaze toward the far wall.
He’s processing, Odin thought. That’s all it is.
He didn’t want to tell himself that Parfour’s behavior was the result of anything else. Were he to do that, he would once again begin the firestorm cycling in his head. Strike the flint against the stone and the sparks will fly, but in dense winds, seeds get carried, and when carried, things may start ablaze.
“It’s all right,” Odin said, setting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “You did well at the hearing.”
“I don’t feel like I did.”
“You’re a lot stronger than I thought you were.”
“I don’t feel it.”
Odin shook his head. He leaned forward and wrapped his arm around the boy’s shoulders, sighing when he grimaced and his muscles tensed beneath him. “I’m not going to hurt you, Parfour.”
“I know.”
“I’m your friend. I’d never do anything to hurt you.”
“I know, Odin.”
“I won’t be seeing you again for a few months, so I wanted to come by and see you before I left.”
“Odin?” Parfour asked. This time, the boy turned his head to look him directly in the eyes.
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Doing what you’re going to do.”
“Don’t thank me,” Odin said, wrapping his arms around the boy. “I made a promise. I intend on keeping it.”
The ship hands were loading supplies onto the boat when Odin stepped out onto the dock. Dressed in winter best, he shivered as a draft came up and disrupted the air around him. A man yelling orders to the crew looked up in time to see him.
“Commander Karussa?” the man asked.
“I’m him,” Odin said.
“My name’s Able. I’ll be taking you to the Tentalin Isles.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Odin said, looking up at the boat. “Are we almost ready?”
“Yes sir. These last few boxes here are all we’ll need, then we’ll be ready to leave.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, giving the man one last nod before he walked back toward the harbor.
I won’t see home until spring, he thought, looking down at the ground. He shifted his feet as if to examine the snow below him. Oh well. At least then we
won’t come back to cold weather.
“Odin!” Miko called.
Odin turned. The Elf stood at the bottom of the hill, beckoning him forward with a wave of one land hand.
“What is it?” Odin asked, stepping forward.
“I wanted to see you off,” Miko said, reaching out to clasp Odin’s outstretched hand.
“Where’s Parfour?”
“He didn’t want to see you leave.”
“Is he doing any better?”
“Not particularly.”
Sighing, Odin released his hold on the Elf’s hand and turned to look back at the ship. Two men picked up the last of the crates and began to load them up onto the boat. “I guess I should go,” he said. “Sir… could I ask you something before I go?”
“You may.”
“Tell Parfour that he’s got his whole life ahead of him.” Odin turned, then stopped in place. “And tell him… tell him that the men who hurt them will pay for their crimes.”
“Goodbye, Odin.”
“Goodbye,” he said.
Odin stepped toward the dock.
As if of its own accord, his hand slid to his sword, which lay sheathed at his side.
Don’t worry, he thought. I’ll make them pay, Parfour. I will.







 
Chapter 3
“Settling in?” Able asked.
“I have to thank you for letting me stay in your quarters,” Odin said, looking up at the captain. “I didn’t know we had such little space.”
“They’ll be fine in the storage quarters. It’s colder and closer to the water, but nothing a few blankets won’t solve.”
“How long will it take us to leave the Ornalan bay?”
“Not too long. Once we catch this eastern wind, we’ll be sailing out of here in no time.”
“Thank you.”
“If you have need for anything, just yell. I’ve already told the men who you are.”
With one final nod, Able closed the door behind him. Odin set his pack down at the foot of the bed and took a deep breath, sighing as the cold air chilled his lungs and sent a shiver down his spine.
What I wouldn’t give to not have to do this, he thought, looking up and toward the window.
The channel, as well as the ocean, lay in the near distance. Like Able said, it wouldn’t be much longer before they were out of the harbor and headed toward the island.
“Let’s just hope we won’t get caught in any storms,” he mumbled, settling down on the bed.
After drawing a spare blanket around himself and settling down against the wall, Odin pulled a book from his side and flipped to the opening pages of basic human anatomy.
A knock came at the door.
Raising his head, Odin blinked, unsure if he’d heard the sound or not.
“Hello?” a voice asked. “Commander Karussa?”
“Come in,” Odin said.
The door opened. A fire-haired man who looked to be in his late teens poked his head into the room.
“Hello,” Odin said, raising an eyebrow at the young man’s entrance.
“Sorry to bother you, sir, but I just wanted to introduce myself. I’ve heard so much about you and couldn’t believe my ears when they told me I’d be joining you.”
“Your voice,” Odin said, “is it—“
“Sylninan?” the man asked, his tone much like a lisp but only on certain words. “Yup. Born and raised in the Three Rivers.”
“You came all the way from Sylina?”
“Sure did, sir.”
“I didn’t catch your name,” Odin smiled, standing.
“Oh. Sorry. My fault for running my mouth and not my brain. The name’s Blaine, sir. Blaine Crombie.”
“Nice to meet you, Blaine,” Odin said, shaking the man’s hand.
“God sir, I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you. You! The king’s champion!
Oh by the Gods, it’s like I’m meeting a living legend. I can’t believe—“
“I’m nothing special, Blaine. Trust me.”
“Trust you? Oh, sir, I would, but you’re just modest. Did someone say you weren’t something special? Because I’ll tell you something: you’re the first champion the king’s ever had. The kingdom hasn’t seen—“
“I know, I know,” Odin laughed. “The kingdom hasn’t had a champion in thirteen years.”
“No sir, it hasn’t.” Blaine stopped speaking. His lips parted into an unsure frown after he stopped speaking. “Excuse me for running my mouth, sir Karussa, sir. It’s a nervous habit of mine.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Odin smiled, setting a hand on the man’s shoulder.
“You have nothing to be nervous about around me though.”
“Yes sir. Thank you.”
“Was there something else you needed?”
“Other than to meet you? No, sir. Not at all.”
“I plan on speaking and meeting everyone tonight, after dinner,” Odin said, looking up at door. “You have any idea what they’re doing about food?”
“Fish, I believe, maybe fruits and vegetables.”
“Could you do me a favor?” Odin asked.
The young man’s blue eyes sparkled. “Anything for you, sir.”
“There’s supposed to be a healer aboard. I’d like to speak with him when he has a moment.”
“I’ll go find him,” Blaine said, starting for the door. “Sir?”
“Yes Blaine?”
“Thank you for putting up with me. I know I’m a handful, but it means a lot.”
“Don’t mention it.”
The door closed behind him.
“I see you’ve already started reading up on your anatomy,” the healer, a black man by the name of Ardut Kavirn, said. “It’s a good start.”
“I’m trying,” Odin said.
“Something wrong, commander?”
“You’ll have to excuse me,” Odin said. “I’ve never been in the company of a black man before.”
“First time for everything,” Ardut said. His eyes lifted from the book a moment later. “You don’t… happen to have a problem with me, do you?”
“No, sir.” Odin shook his head. “I just wanted to let you know.”
“I’m sure you’ve seen stranger things than me, commander.”
You have no idea, Odin thought.
He reached out to grip the man’s hand, then slipped the book out of Ardut’s grasp. He flipped to a hand-drawn diagram of the human hand and pointed to a cluster of small, pebble-sized bones. “What use are these for?”
“See your hand?” Ardut asked, taking Odin’s arm and applying pressure to his wrist. “Flex your fingers a moment there. There. Like that. It’s hard to understand at first, but there’s several tiny little muscles and sensors that connect together to move your fingers.”
“That’s amazing,” Odin said. Awestruck beyond belief, he continued to move his fingers under the pressure of Ardut’s hand.
“This is one of the many things I’ll be teaching you within the coming months. To be a competent healer, you have to have a rudimentary knowledge of anatomy, but to be a great healer, you have to know everything you can about the human body.”
“I know very little about it,” Odin sighed.
“No need to feel disappointed. It’s not something openly taught to the public.”
“Can I confide in you, Ardut?”
“I don’t see why not,” the man replied. “We’re going to be together for the next two months.”
“I’m worried that we might have a lot to deal with once we get to the island.”
“You mean in regards to the young men’s conditions,” the Kadarian sighed.
He reached up and ran a hand across his clean-shaven head, then traced the grooves down to the top of his spine. “I fear the same, commander, but there’s nothing we can do until we’re there.”
“I know,” Odin sighed.
Ardut reached forward and turned the page in the book. “I’m going to teach you about the major veins in the human body,” he said, “starting with the arm. You ready?”
“I’m ready,” Odin said.
This was apt to be a long month.
“Listen up!” Captain Able cried. “The commander’s ready to give his speech.”
The fifty-odd men sitting in the storage compartment of the ship looked up.
All chatter ceased when their eyes fell on Odin.
So this is what it feels like to be in charge, Odin thought, reveling in the near-exhausting power coursing through his throat. To have the world at your
command and everyone in it at your feet.
“Hello everyone,” he said, raising his voice in order for everyone to hear. “I know I’m not meeting all of you on the best of terms, so you’ll have to excuse me when I say that what we’re heading toward is not the most pleasant of situations. You’ve all read the report. If you haven’t, I’ll merely say this: we’re dealing with perhaps the worst scourge upon humanity that you can possibly find anywhere within our kingdom. You know who I’m talking about. You know what I’m talking about.”
A small murmur went up in the crowd, but it was soon silenced as Odin narrowed his eyes. His scope of vision sought Blaine in one corner and Ardut sitting atop a storage box, pawing at a pipe that lay poised between his two fingers. “I want to tell all of you,” Odin said, “that what we are going into will be horrible—hard, even, for us to bear.”
“Why are you telling us now?” a man asked. “It’s a month away.”
“Because I want you all to channel your anger into something more positive before we get there,” Odin said. “We’re likely to see young men so beaten that they don’t appear human. They’re likely to be hurt, some maybe even maimed. I know how it feels to have rage so powerful that you want to kill the person who has caused so much harm because I have been there before. I have been there, on that island, no more than half a year ago, and I know from experience how it feels to want to spear someone on your sword.”
At this, no one said a word. Only the static of Ardut’s green-tipped finger lighting his pipe could be heard.
They’re listening, Odin thought, nodding at the reproachful eyes watching him. They know how serious this is.
“As I just said,” Odin concluded, “I know how it feels. I was almost denied this role because of my rage. Not only did the king see it, but the man I traveled and lived with for three years and my father saw it as well. They told me to turn that rage into something positive. To you, I say this: turn your rage, your hurt, your anger, whatever animosity you feel into passion, and use that to help those young men come a month’s time. There’s little we can do now but prepare for the worst.”
No one said a word.
When Odin seated himself on the floor to begin his meal, the room remained quiet. The silence alone was enough to confirm that his point had been made.
So they know, he thought. And so they’ll be prepared.
Over the next few days, Ardut would come to his room at dawn and teach him everything he could learn about anatomy and the finer workings of the human instrument. The bones, the muscles, the nerves, the tendons, veins and arteries—a wealth of knowledge pooled into him as though he were a wishing well receiving the coins of helpless peasants, filling his mind and stretching the core of his reality. By the time the first week passed, Odin could barely believe what he had learned.
“I can’t believe it,” he said, looking down at the book.
“Believe what?” Ardut asked.
“What all you’ve been teaching me.”
“It’s hard to truly grasp,” the man agreed, squeezing Odin’s shoulder.
“You’re learning faster than I expected.”
“You’re a good teacher.”
“A better one than I expected I’d be.” Ardut laughed. He slapped Odin’s arm in response.
“Did you grow up in the Cadarack?” Odin asked. “And if so, what was it like?”
“I grew up on the tail end of my country,” Ardut said, releasing hold of Odin’s shoulder. “In a small tribe of nomads. My father was a healer too.”
“When did you learn you had the Gift?”
“When I found a canary with a broken wing and wished her to be well.”
“But I thought—“
“Her wing was only broken in one spot,” Ardut said, “and I could see that spot, so I simply willed her wing to be attached and mended.”
“You must be naturally gifted,” Odin said, looking down at the book. “From what I’ve heard, mending wounds is a skill in itself.”
“It is,” Ardut agreed. “As to whether or not I’m naturally gifted, I don’t know.
All I know is that canary was my greatest friend from the time I was a boy to the time I was a young man. He lived a long life.”
“He was bonded to you?”
“I never created such bond, but yes, he was. I believe he knew that I had helped him and wanted to be my friend because of it.”
“What was a canary doing all the way out in the desert?” Odin asked.
“That I don’t know, Odin. All I know is that after I took that canary to my father and told him what I’d done, he began his teachings immediately. I saved many people with my Gift.”
“You’re a real hero,” Odin said, looking down at his hands.
“A hero is someone who helps another,” Ardut said. “Are you not a hero, Odin, for doing what you are about to do?”
“I don’t know.” Odin sighed. He set his hands at his knees and looked into the man’s green eyes. He saw pastures in them, in those depthless pools, and hills, green and high with trees atop them. “It seems like it’s taking us forever to get there. It’s like we’re running out of time.”
“We’re loosing no such thing,” Ardut replied. “Do not concern yourself over the time spent stuying. Rather, focus on the days that are moving by. Time is not wasted when it is spent doing something that will further oneself or another, my friend. This time out here, on the great, blue ocean—it’s bringing us toward one common goal. Don’t forget that.”
“I won’t,” Odin said. “Don’t worry, Ardut. I won’t.”
He lay awake with stars in his eyes and his mind in the clouds. Beneath blankets soft and heavy, wide and warm, he tried to drown himself in a world of nothing and everything at once, but to no avail. At first he thought it may have been the teachings in his head, the bones and nerves and ligaments.
Then he realized his mind was distant, far away on an island that they would be at within the next few weeks.
Beal, he thought. Parfour.
Hand tightening into a ball beneath the sheets, Odin sighed and took a slow, deep breath, nodding as the muscles in his arms relaxed and his hand fell open.
“There,” he whispered. “”That wasn’t hard, was it?”
No, it wasn’t hard at all—quite simple actually, now that he thought about it.
Control your anger, Miko said. Use it to your advantage.
Throwing the covers off his bed, Odin strapped his sword to his side and pulled his boots up his feet before making his way out on the deck. Here in the open ocean, little chill came from anywhere, but the slight breeze from the west caused the hairs on his arms to rise and a shiver to crest his spine.
They’re down there, he thought, adjusting his foot. The creak beneath it made him grimace. Can they hear that?
He doubted it, but that didn’t mean he should be any louder than he already was.
After leaning against the wall and crossing his arms over his chest, he stared out at the open ocean and tried to imagine just what it would be like come three weeks’ time—warm, miserable, harsh, foreboding, maybe even tinged with relief: he imagined it would be hard, yes, and incredibly painful, but in the end it would all be for the better.
If not for me, for those boys.
Hopefully, in the time that passed between now and then, nothing would happen to them.
He could only hope.
“Mind if I sit by you?” Blaine asked.
Odin shook his head and scooted over so the younger man could settle in beside him. He stabbed at the fish on his plate and tore a chunk of meat out of it, easing it between his lips as he watched the younger man paw at his own food. “What’s going on?” Odin asked.
“Pardon?” Blaine frowned.
“Is something wrong?”
“No. Just wanted to sit by you, sir.”
There I go thinking that unwarranted attention means something wrong.
He’d have to break that habit sooner or later. People seemed good, despite what others said, and though there would always be one bad egg with the good, that didn’t mean you had to be afraid.
“Sorry,” Odin said.
“For what, sir?”
“Thinking something was wrong.”
“Oh. That. Don’t worry. It’s all right.”
“I figured it was,” Odin smiled, bowing his head to continue his dinner.
“Sorry for thinking otherwise.”
“It’s no trouble, sir.” Blaine clapped his back. Odin jumped in response.
“Jumpy?”
“A little.”
“Sorry. Shouldn’t have done that.”
“We just keep apologizing back and forth,” Odin laughed, looking up at the younger man. “At ease?”
“At ease,” Blaine smiled.
“Tell me about where you grew up. I’ve never been to Sylina.”
“It’s beautiful,” Blaine said, leaning back in his place. “I lived near the three forks on the northern end. The city sprawls across the entire center of that area.”
“It does?”
“Yeah.”
“I thought Sylina was smaller than that.”
“You see the little marks on the map and think that the cities will be small,”
Blaine shrugged. “I mean, Ornala’s different—it looks big, but in reality it really isn’t all that large, just two districts and a few buildings within the outer one. You should see home—windmills up and down the river, ponds throughout the city.”
“That really sounds like something,” Odin nodded.
“What about you, sir? Is it true that you grew up in Felnon?”
“It is.”
“What’s it like?”
“To start,” Odin said, “everything’s made of wood.”
“Is it really true that it’s a warrior’s village?”
“To be honest, I didn’t see a whole lot of ‘warriors’ when I grew up. Then again, I led a bit of a sheltered life. Always had my head in a book.”
“What made you want to become a knight?”
“Seeing a picture of a man fighting a dragon in one of my storybooks.”
“I wonder if they ever existed,” Blaine said, closing his eyes.
“I imagine so,” Odin said. “I saw one, a while back.”
“You did?”
“Lochna,” Odin nodded.
Blaine’s mouth dropped open. “No,” he said. “You’re screwing with me. You have to be.”
“My knight master… well, let’s just say he’s not like you and me. He’s special. I walked out on him one night and saw him speaking to the dragon.”
“What did it sound like?”
“All in my head,” Odin said, tapping his skull for emphasis.
“You can hear that?”
“Yeah. I’m not sure if it’s related to my magic or anything, but—“
“You’re a mage too?” Blaine raised a hand to his face. “Shit. Sorry, sir.”
“Yeah. I’m a mage.”
“What can you do?”
Odin tilted his head down and lifted the food on his plate a few inches into the air, then dropped it. “A few things. I’m not the most experienced.”
“More than I can do,” Blaine mumbled.
“Are you a mage too?”
“No.”
“Ah. All right then.”
“Sorry for bothering you. Like I said, I run my mouth.”
“Don’t worry,” Odin said. “It sets my mind at ease.”
Especially since I have so much preoccupying me.
Odin smiled.
When Blaine returned the gesture, Odin knew he was in good company.
“We’re getting closer here,” Able said, raising his hand to cover his eyes.
Odin nodded. Already he could see the beginnings of Ohmalyon on the horizon. Though mostly shielded by sunlight, its telltale shadow marked the horizon like spilled ink over a piece of parchment, painted clear and more than easily visible. “Yeah,” he said. “How much longer do you think?”
“A few days, maybe more. We just have to hope the wind keeps up like it does.”
“I’ve never approached it from the western side.”
“I assume you came in on a different current then,” Able nodded, tapping his hands on the railing.
“Yeah. The east.”
“Where the hell were you coming from to take the eastern current?”
“Kegdulan.”
“Ah,” Able said. He scratched the stubble growing on one cheek and frowned. “How are we doing this, commander?”
“Sorry?” Odin asked.
“Are we approaching dead on, or should we look like we’re stopping for something?”
“I say we look like we’re stopping for supplies,” Odin said. “It’s going to be hard getting onto the island unnoticed, if not impossible. I don’t have a plan, but what I think I’ll do is take a few men with me to meet Beal, then have you storm the island after we’ve docked.”
“Basically a surprise attack,” Able nodded.
“Yeah,” Odin replied. “That’s my current plan, though I may have to change it depending on what goes on.”
“That’s understandable.”
“We want to make it look like there’s fewer people than there really are.”
“Which will leave them vulnerable for when we storm the place.”
“Exactly.”
Nodding, Able turned and gestured Odin up to the second deck, toward the quarters he was now borrowing over to him. Once they entered the room, Able sighed and seated himself in one of the corner chairs. “I guess we have this sorted out then,” he said.
“Like I said, it’s not something we can really plan for.”
“Won’t they recognize your voice?”
“Whoever I take will act as though they’re the commanding officer in my place. I know they’ll recognize me otherwise, because we made a pretty big deal about it the last time we were here.”
“You have any idea where the boys will be held?”
“I don’t know,” Odin sighed. “But if I have to, I’ll choke it out of him.”
“I thought we were playing this by the rules?”
“We are, but that doesn’t mean we can’t shake them up if they don’t follow our orders.”
With a nod, Able stood and started for the door. “Commander Karussa,” he said.
“Yes?”
“Thank you for not being difficult. I don’t deal with royalty often, but the past few times I have, it’s been nothing but trouble.”
“No need to thank me,” Odin said. “I just have a job to do.”
 
- - -
 
As they drew closer to the island, the sense of dread over Odin’s life seemed to grow deeper and deeper. Like a curtain falling across a stage or a veil being pulled over his eyes, it appeared swiftly—first in the form of doubt, then in the form of concentration. Always, it seemed, it appeared with a message, a glancing blow not fully anticipated, but never missed.
You know, it said.
While Odin lay awake one night, his arm over his brow and his eyes set toward the ceiling, he thought of Parfour, his swollen face and his one glistening eye.
How does it feel, he thought, to only see the world on one side?
He imagined one got used to it after a while, though whenever he’d previously tried to hold one eye open and the other closed, his vision always faltered, flickering as though being stabbed with miniature needles. Light, it seemed, was the enemy for those with only one eye, which made him wonder how Parfour was adjusting to his life with only one scope of vision.
I swear,when I get to that island—
As he remembered happening several nights ago, his hand tightened to a fist.
No, Odin. Get a hold of yourself.
His hand opened up.
There. See? You can do this. You can keep your temper.
Maybe now, in the privacy of his room, but would he be able to still it within the next few days, when he looked Beal in the eyes and marked him for what he truly was? Maybe, maybe not—regardless, it would have to happen, otherwise he could very well end up in jail.
That would be a spectacle. Odin Karussa, the king’s champion, jailed for
assault and misconduct!
As if to emphasize the point, he thrust his fist into the air before letting his arm fall back into place.
“Everything’s going to be fine,” he whispered. “You’re going to do this.”
Not tomorrow, but within the next few days, he would step onto that island.
Then he would arrest the men who had done so much wrong.
“Are you ready for this?” Blaine asked, adjusting the mail across Odin’s chest.
“We’ll be fine,” Odin said, pulling his jerkin over his shoulders. He attached a cloak across his collar and pulled the hood over his head, waiting for Blaine’s nod of approval as he attempted to fix it so his face couldn’t be seen. “There?”
“There, sir.”
“Good. I don’t want any of them to know who I am.”
“Who’s playing the commander?”
“Ardut.”
“Ardut?” Blaine frowned. “But sir, are you—“
“There are times when the color of your skin doesn’t matter,” Odin said, reaching out to clasp Blaine’s shoulder. “This is one of those times.”
“I wasn’t saying that his skin would be the problem,” Blaine sighed, running his fingers across the hair above and around his lips. “I hope you don’t see me that way, sir. I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know. I’ve seen the true face of hate, Blaine, and I know you don’t hold it.”
Smiling, but with a bit of unsurety, Blaine nodded and looked up as the door opened. Ardut stepped into the room. He, too, wore mail, which glistened beneath his cloak in the faint light shining through the window. “We ready, commander?”
“We’re ready,” Odin said. “Blaine, go fetch the other two men.”
“Does the captain now what’s happening?” Blaine asked.
“Yeah. He does.”
“Here!” one of the monks called, raising his hand in greeting. “Friends!
Welcome to our island!”
“Thank you for your patronage!” Ardut called back, bracing himself on the railing as the ship’s anchor came down. “We seek to dock on your beach for the day to recover from the exhausting wind that’s just blown in.”
“The wind is fierce and full of anger,” the monk agreed. “Yes, friends—dock on our shores, and please, feel free to grace us with your presence.”
Don’t worry, Odin thought. We will.
Beneath the veil before his eyes, he watched the monk turn and make his way across the beach, toward the peach-colored monastery that lay near the far side of the shore. He then turned his attention to Ardut and gave a slight nod, which the man replied with a frown.
You know what to do.
“Lower the stairs,” Ardut said, looking up as the true captain of the ship made his appearance on the deck. “Hurry, friends. We must act swiftly.”
“How swiftly?” Blaine frowned.
“As swiftly as possible,” Odin said.
As the stairway came down, smashing into the beach as though a giant pressing his fist into the ground, Odin looked up at the monastery to find that the monk had disappeared inside it. He graced Ardut, Blaine, and two other men with uneasy eyes, the latter whose names he could not remember, but whose presence would play a very important role within the next few moments.
Stepping forward, Odin pressed his foot to the stair, tested its weight, then looked up at Able. “When the white dove flies to you,” he said.
Able nodded. “When the white dove flies,” he said.
The group of five began to descend the stairs.
“It’s an honor to have you here,” the monk who’d greeted them said, leading them through the winding series of halls and around sharp turns and corners.
“It’s not often we have visitors.”
“I’d imagine so,” Ardut said, examining the stonework with peculiar eyes.
“It’s not a place most would think to stop.”
“Our fellow sentients dissuade people from travelling here. They are rash and angry creatures, those Ogres.”
You don’t know anything about them.
Stilling his tongue, Odin sunk his teeth into his lower lip and watched the monk approach a pair of stone doors that led to the common room. When the monk turned to face them, he relinquished his hold on the door handles and nodded. “I’ll summon for Master Beal,” he said. “He’ll know what we can offer you in regards to provisions.”
“Thank you,” Ardut said.
After stepping into the room, Odin seated himself in one of the stone chairs and waited for the timepiece in the sky to tick down. First to the north, then toward the east, it began as a pin dropping in the sky toward a depthless well, then as a series of clicks once it struck the stonework that made up the construct. On its way down, toward an eternity that Odin could not even begin to imagine, it struck each side of the well as though it were a doll reaching for something to grab onto, though unable to latch onto anything.
Each sound—each click—signaled a passing moment, a lost breath, toward the very moment they had all waited days for.
Beal, Odin thought. When I see you, I swear I’ll— The door opened.
The man Odin had come to know as the bane of his existence stepped into the room, face pale and lips nearly colorless on his face. “Hello, gentlemen.”
“Hello,” Ardut said, standing. He reached forward to grip his hand, but Beal seemed to think better and chose to smile instead. “We’re sorry to trouble you, sir.”
“It’s quite all right. I’ve been ill the past few months. You’ll have to excuse my appearance.”
You’re more than ill, Beal—you’re guilty.
Was his pale face and his stale lips really a sign of illness, or was it the sign of guilt, fear at the presence of men who could be something more than the fishermen they appeared to be?
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Blaine offered.
Odin pursed his lips. Beal offered a slight nod before seating himself at the head of the table.
“So,” he said, leaning forward. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”
“We’ve torn a sail and were wondering if you could spare us any thread,”
Ardut said. He, too, leaned forward, but laced his hands as though preparing to negotiate.
“We should, yes. We’re fairly self-sufficient here on this island.”
“I’d imagine you’d have to be.”
“We try to keep our affairs as separate from the kingdom as possible.”
I see that, Odin thought. Just as I see the guilt on your face.
Beal turned his eyes up.
When they crossed Odin’s face—when they tried to peer into his cloak and see what was really hiding beneath his veil—he knew the roles within the room had shifted.
The pin dropped to the bottom of the well. Its echo sounded throughout the room.
“Are you well?” Beal asked.
“He is mute,” Ardut said. “You’ll have to excuse him.”
“I see,” the aging monk said.
Ardut raised a hand. He flicked his hands in a few choice gestures Odin immediately took as sign and nodded. He replied with a few choice gestures as well, ones he constructed out of the flourish of his bones. “He’s concerned for your health and has offered to send a dove for your wellbeing.”
“A dove?” Beal asked.
“They help the sick and carry the souls of the dead,” Blaine said. “I mean, if you believe what the priests say.”
“I believe in such things, young man. But yes, I would dearly appreciate that.”
This is it, Odin. Don’t fuck this up.
Leaning forward, he closed his eyes and pulled the source of light streaming from the far window and constructed the dove within his hand. When he pushed it forward and toward Beal, the construct tilted its head, then cooed, as though acknowledging the man’s presence.
Able, he mouthed. Now.
The bird took flight and faded through the stonework.
“Thank you, sir,” Beal said, reaching forward to set his hand over Odin’s.
“You bring peace to an old man’s heart.”
You’ll have no peace in the afterlife, you bastard.
Standing, Odin looked to Ardut, Blaine, then the other two men before he drew his hood off his head.
The man gasped.
Moments before the monk could throw himself from his seat and toward the double doors, Odin drew his sword and pointed it at his neck.
“By order of the king of Ornala and the Royal Court, you are hereby under arrest for the rape, abuse and torture of the young men on this island.”
“You can’t do this,” Beal said. “You can’t!”
Outside, a series of cries went out.
“You bastard,” Beal breathed, eyes widening. “You don’t—“
The cries continued.
“There’s fifty men on this island,” Odin said. “All of you are under arrest.
Take me to where the boys are.”
Ardut came forward, forced the man from his chair and tied his hands behind his back. Beal had little choice but to comply.
They lay beyond a wall invisible to the wandering eye. Naked, bloodied, bruised beyond compare, with eyes dull and chests so hollow it appeared as though they had not eaten for days, possibly even weeks—these creatures beyond the wall, in which they dwelled within the dark, seemed to resemble something like corpses beaten and bloodied by both nature and the ragged hand in an honest man’s land, for upon their bodies lay scripture of pain and torment that seemed to have been written in the most fermented of blood.
They were not children, these things beyond the wall, and surely they could not be acolytes because they wore no clothing, no bells, no robes through which they could channel the gods and pray from their mouths the ancient word. No. These things—these fractured, tormented things— could not have been the reason why he had come to this island, the reason why for so many days, weeks and months he had trembled in bed at night trying his hardest not to scream, not to cry, not to rage and not to kill within his mind the things and people he loved so much, and it was for that reason, when looking upon them, he trembled. Anger seeping through his bones, adrenaline coursing through his veins, revulsion shooting throughout his stomach and into the small and hollow places within his throat—Odin could only stare as Blaine pulled a section of the stonework free from its place in the corridor, then as the continued mass of bodies of some three-dozen came into viewed.
It would have seemed, at that moment, that hell had spilled over—that the horrors, so marked and stricken, had revealed themselves to the world with gaping, open maws. Jealous, they so surely were, of the freedom that lay just outside their reach, and aching, it was so very obvious, for the things of the outside world—it was within their eyes that Odin saw the pain, the agony, the torment, the rage. It was within their eyes he saw hell.
“You bastard,” Odin breathed.
“Bastard?” Beal laughed. “They’re nothing, nothing but—“
Odin tugged him backward. He pushed him into the wall and would have struck him had Blaine not pulled him away. “No Odin!” the young man cried, pressing him back against his chest. “No! Don’t! You’re better than this!”
“You pervert!” Odin cried, struggling to release himself from Blaine’s grasp.
“HOW COULD YOU?”
“I did,” Beal laughed. “Tens, dozens, hundreds of times!”
One of the nameless men who’d joined the preemptive strike on the island entered the passageway and reached for one of the boys. Upon first touch, the child let out a cry of pain that echoed throughout the corridor and into Odin’s ears a million times over.
Tears coursing down his face, anger surging throughout his heart, Odin shrugged out of Blaine’s grasp and let out a breath so harsh and torn it cut through his lungs and scarred the inside of his throat. “I’ll see you dead for this,” he breathed, jabbing a finger in the head monk’s direction as dozens of his men pooled into the monastery and began their descent into the makeshift dungeon. “I’LL SEE YOU DEAD FOR THIS, BEAL! I SWEAR!”
“The punishment’s been dealt,” Beal replied. “You can do nothing but kill me, but I will neer be silenced. My ways will live on.”
“Isolate them at the far end of the storage compartment and make sure they aren’t able to be seen,” Odin said, pressing a hand to his face.
“Are you all right?” Able asked.
“No,” Odin said, “but I’ll live.”
Blaine looked up from his place in the corner of the room. His sad, troubled eyes tore holes in Odin’s heart and freed his ribs from their cage. “Odin,”
Blaine said.
“Bring them in, two by two. Tell Ardut they’ll be treated here, in private.”
“But,” Able said.
“But nothing,” Odin said, standing. “This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do and I’m not going to take any bullshit. Do what I say or else.”
The captain left the room without another word.
“Do you need anything?” Blaine asked.
“Other than for them to die?” Odin replied. “No. I don’t.”
 
- - -
 
By the time night fell and masked the horrors beneath their feet, Odin and Ardut had treated some thirty-six young men for lacerations, hemorrhages and broken bones. One young man whose arm was so severely broken lost his limb to a quick and near-painless amputation, while another appeared as though he would not last the night.
“He’s near death,” Ardut said, stroking the sleeping boy’s brow.
“There’s nothing we can do for him?” Odin asked.
“No. There isn’t.”
Hollow chest rising, then falling, Odin watched the boy’s lips tremble and his eyes flicker beneath their lids. Though it appeared as though he would make some form of noise, he didn’t. Odin imagined he was too weak to do such a thing, let alone even attempt it, but were the boy to make a noise, Odin imagined it would be a soft—a kitten in the night, mewling to its mother for milk and life.
“I can’t believe this,” Odin said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe people like this exist.”
“There’s some horrible things in this world, Odin. The sooner we realize it, the sooner we’ll be able to deal with it.”
“How am I supposed to deal with this?” he asked, gesturing to the young man now dying on his bed. “How, Ardut? Tell me how I’m supposed to deal with the fact that this young man will die in the bed I’ve been sleeping in?”
“People die,” Ardut sighed. “It’s the cycle of life.”
Nearly unable to control his rage, Odin turned and rushed toward the wall, but stopped before his fist could strike the wood paneling.
This isn’t helping anyone.
No, but to hurt and destroy would be to release an anger so hot and fierce it threatened to destroy his entire being. No longer was he the calm, composed champion he had been three days ago, the knight in shining armor and the priest in holy light. No. He was never such a thing, could not be with the guilt in his heart and the rage in his mind. At that particular moment, all he wanted to do was march down the stairs and strangle each and every last one of them, to skewer them, to laugh as their blood ran down his hands and revel in justice as it was served at the end of his sword.
No, he thought. Don’t.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin turned to look at Ardut.
“He just died,” the man said.
Odin let out a long, low wail.
“Dear God, Gods, no Gods or whatever this boy believed in,” Able said, crossing his arms over his chest as Ardut came forward with the boy’s sheet-wrapped body. “Please, hear us, and hear I, Able Kain, captain of this vessel, as I pray to you, thee or nothing. Deliver this boy into whatever form of afterlife there is, and in the tradition of seafaring men, return his body to the earth and allow it to benefit the sea as she sees fit. Amen.”
“Amen,” the group muttered.
Ardut dropped the body over the railing.
Though Odin wasn’t there to see the body fall, he knew it did. The splash was evident enough. It wouldn’t be much longer before they’d hear a newer, different type of splashing.
From the sea reclaiming her young.
So it was said—that they’d come from the water, that they’d once crawled out as fish and turned to man, that they were given legs to walk upon the land and minds to decide for themselves what it was that needed to be done. They were not monkeys, nor imps of God or naught which controlled the world, and they were not birds who spread their wings and flew across the reason.
No. They were, as a species, enlightened, and so from the sea they would come and so one day they would return, were the texts correct, and when they returned they would grow gills, would grow fins, and would one day remember what it was like to be as one with the sun.
Despite that thinking and how it seemed so complex yet convoluted, Odin took a small amount of comfort in believing that they’d put the boy to rest, if only partially.
After taking a moment to compose himself, he turned and looked at the group of boys before him, all of which were either shocked or near tears. “It’ll be fine,” he said, raising his eyes and taking a deep breath. “We’ll start moving tomorrow, at dawn.”
“Sir?” one asked.
“Yes?” Odin replied.
“We’re going home, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” Odin said. “We are.”
“Odin,” Blaine asked. “Are you awake?”
Lying beneath a scant blanket, Odin opened his eyes to find Blaine hovering over him. Much in the same attire as himself, save for his open jerkin, the young men reached up to scratch at the hair in the middle of his chest, then frowned upon noticing the Odin’s look. “Are you well, sir?”
“I’m fine,” Odin said, setting an arm back to prop his head up. “Are you?”
“Fine, sir. I was just wondering how you felt about being down here with the rest of us.”
“It’s fine.”
“You’re awful kind, giving that boy your room.”
“He’s had a limb amputated. He deserves as much comfort as he can get.”
Nodding, Blaine settled back down beside Odin and looked up at the rafters.
He seemed to consider the slight shift of the ship before looking back over at Odin. “Sir? Can I ask you something else?”
“Yeah.”
“How do you feel about being down here with… you know… them?”
Like I want to curl up in a ball and die.
Instead of speaking his thought, Odin closed his eyes and tilted his head back, almost as if he were preparing for a lover to slice his neck open.
“Sir?” Blaine asked.
“I don’t like it,” Odin said, “but I’ll deal with it.”
After that, Blaine remained silent.
Odin drifted off to sleep shortly thereafter.
 
- - -
 
“How is he?” Odin asked.
“Well, but in pain,” Ardut said. He took his place beside Odin and crossed his arms over his chest, sighing in the light of the new dawn that was quickly coming upon them. “Poor boy. I can’t imagine how life will treat him with only one arm.”
“At least it’s better than being on that island,” Odin said. “What do you think they did to him to break his arm so badly?”
“Even if I could know, I wouldn’t want to,” Ardut replied. “Some things are better left unknown.”
No kidding, Odin thought.
At that moment, a thought flickered over the front of his consciousness as though a butterfly passing over his vision, forcing him to consider not only his place in the world, but his current position on the ship. It first was born of question, then labored in madness. Once free of its womb and within his mind, it would not die, no matter how hard he tried to push or abort it away.
Though tragic, the thought was simple.
Would he have come to the island had he not met Parfour or personally known of the boy’s plight?
Of course I would, he thought. Who wouldn’t?
At this, he couldn’t help but consider his feelings. He’d come out of anger, fueled by inhibited rage that could not be expressed in any other way, shape or form. He couldn’t kill, he couldn’t scream, and he couldn’t rant, rave and holler, so he’d done the next best thing in coming to the island. None of that, however, had been for the other boys.
At that moment, Odin realized he’d only come for Parfour.
Because I want them to suffer, he thought. Because I want them to bleed.
“Odin,” Ardut said.
“What?” he growled.
“You’re bleeding.”
Odin looked down. Fresh blood slicked from the very hand he’d touched Miko’s side with.
No, it’s not… that was three or four months ago. You can’t— “Let me,” Ardut said.
“No!” Odin cried, throwing himself back and away from the man. When Ardut offered him a questioning look, he smiled, despite the throb of pain at his side, and cradled his hand to his chest. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“All right,” Ardut said. “Suit yourself.”
With that, the man took his leave, descending down the brief flight of stairs and toward the bow of the ship.
You’re going crazy, Odin thought.
He laughed.
“We’re going to run out of food at this rate,” Odin said, looking down at what remained of the provisions.
“I never thought that we’d go through so much food,” Able said, gesturing Odin out of the storage area and up onto the first deck. “At this rate, we’re going to have to fish for food.”
“If I had it my way, those bastards would starve.”
“Oh, definitely,” Able agreed. “But since we can’t have it our way, we’ll have to make due with fishing.”
“Do you know of any way to lure them to the ship?”
“There’s tricks, yes, but mages are usually the only ones who can do it.”
“Tell me.”
“There’s a particular kind of fish called a Shiner that’s attracted to bright, shining lights. They taste horrible—they’re damn near impossible to eat, now that I mention it—but they’re edible and at least bearable with the right amount of spices.”
“So you’re saying I could feed the ship if I trick a school into coming to the surface?” Odin asked.
“Exactly,” Able nodded.
Looking out toward the open sea, Odin raised his hand and created a small, eyeball-sized orb of light and held it steady in the air. He shifted it around in front of them, first creating a halo, then fueling it with light before he willed it to pulse. It did just as he thought it would until he released the light back into the world.
“It sure is something,” Able said.
“It is,” Odin agreed.
“There are times when I wish I had such gifts, but I wouldn’t wish it upon myself, especially not when people are so easily hurt from it.”
“I nearly killed myself with it when I was younger.”
“Really?”
“Uh huh. Blew up a practice dummy right in front of my father.”
“Bet that must’ve been a shock,” Able laughed.
“Yeah,” Odin smiled. “It was. Scared him so much that he forbid me to use it.”
“Guess that didn’t work out so well.”
“I ran away from the caravan on the way to Ornala.”
“Oh,” Able frowned.
“It’s all right. Me and my father are on good terms.”
“That’s nice to hear,” Able said. He reached over, clapped Odin’s opposite shoulder, then squeezed his arm. “Can I trust you to feed us tonight?”
“Of course.”
When the day eclipsed to night and the sun began to sink below the horizon, Odin pushed his hand toward the ocean and released a ball of light so bright and stunning that it looked like a sun even underwater.
“If your point is to blind the fish,” Ardut said, “you’re probably succeeding.”
“I’m pulling the Shiners in,” Odin replied, looking up at the man. “You want to help?”
Ardut pushed his hand forward. A sphere of green light encircled Odin’s ball of white. “Like that?”
“That works,” Odin smiled.
“Do you feel any resistance in my magic?”
“No.”
“I would expect you of all people to safeguard your magic.”
“I do.”
“Is it a conscious thing?”
“Not particularly,” Odin said. “I mean, I can tell when there’s a mage around, so I’m always a bit guarded.”
“How can you tell when there’s a mage around?”
“I feel it.”
“In the air?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you feel me when I approached?”
“You’re a friend,” Odin smiled. “You don’t concern me.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“What?”
“Did you feel me when I walked up behind you?”
“Well, no,” Odin said. “I didn’t, but that might be because I wasn’t paying attention.”
“You should always have your guard up,” Ardut said. He pointed. “Look.
There.”
A series of shimmering lights flickered beneath the water.
“They’re coming,” Odin smiled.
Within moments a school of what appeared to be hundreds of small fish came forward and began to encircle the sphere of light. Like a funnel beneath the water, bright with ignorance and splendid in appearance, they swam around and around as though wanting to absorb the light within them, twisting and turning to their heart’s desire as above the land-locked men looked on.
“How are we going to do this?” Odin asked.
“Like this,” Ardut said.
A green blanket of magic spread out around the fish and encircled them in the same hourglass pattern they now resembled. Shortly thereafter, the front of the school collided into the barrier, then resumed to frantically try and escape.
“This doesn’t feel right,” Odin said.
“Someone taught you that hunting with magic is wrong,” Ardut said.
“Yeah.”
“Who?”
“The man who raised me to be the man I am today.”
“It’s necessary, in this situation.” Ardut grimaced. “Now, help me. Encircle my magic and lift the fish out with me in one… two… three…”
The hourglass of fish rose out of the water as though physical and real in shape. With Ardut’s help, Odin was able to pull the fish up and onto the ship with little to no effort, though he could feel the underlying pressure beneath his grasp, as though weighing down upon him like a heavy burlap sack.
When the hourglass filled with fish was directly above the boat, Ardut released the magic. The brief moment in which Odin felt the slip assured him that it was all right to release his own grip upon the creatures.
The fish fell to the deck—where, a moment later, many began to flop about.
“Send someone to bone these fish!” Ardut called out.
The ship hands came out onto the deck with their mouths hanging open and their faces blank with stares.
“Good job,” Ardut said.
He and Odin clasped hands.
“That was quite the meal tonight,” Blaine said, once more settling down beside Odin.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “It was.”
A disturbance at the far side of the room drew his attention. Though shielded behind a series of boxes, sheets and blankets, Odin already knew it was one of the men complaining, struggling with his bonds or whispering to one of his companions.
“Someone shut them up,” Odin said, pulling his blanket over his shoulders.
“Why don’t you come say that to my face!” one of the men behind the curtains called back.
“I’d rather spit on it instead.”
Though tired after a long, hard day and a filling meal, the men who lay awake chuckled. This chorus of sound was enough to silence any further protest.
“I never expected you to be so ballsy,” Blaine offered.
“I don’t want to listen to it,” Odin said. “They got themselves into this mess.
Now they can stew in it.”
“Hell yeah they can!” someone called.
What sounded like someone spitting sounded from the other side of the room.
Though unable to contain the laugh that echoed out of his chest, a tremble of unease flickered across Odin’s lungs.
They said men under pressure did horrible things.
Would these monks do something horrible?
“They’re getting restless,” Able said. “They want you to speak with them.”
“I’m not speaking with them unless I have to,” Odin said, bracing his hands against the railing. “I don’t want to deal with them.”
“That’s understandable, but as the captain, I have some say in this operation, and I say you should talk to them.”
“And as the commander and the one in charge here, I say fuck you.”
“You’re going to have to put your personal feelings aside eventually, Odin.
They may revolt if you don’t speak with them.”
“What’re they going to do? Waddle at us? They’re tied up, Able—there’s no way they’re getting out.”
“If they try to hurt us—“
“Then I’ll kill them. It’s as simple as that.”
“They’re prisoners. It’s bad enough having to help them piss and shit over the side of the railing, but listening to them bitch and moan day in and out?”
“We’ll be at the mainland soon, Able. Unless things get bad, I’d prefer to have as little contact with them as possible.”
“Suit yourself.”
Turning, Able began to cross the deck, but halfway there, stopped. He looked back at Odin with a frown plastered on his face. “Promise me you’ll at least say something if things get out of hand.”
“I will,” Odin said. “I swear on that.”
“I’m sick and fucking tired of being treated like shit!” one of the monks cried out. “I want answers and I want them now!”
Anger burning the front his of his head and spots dotting the surface of his vision, Odin pushed himself up from his place in bed and crossed the storage area with haste he found nearly impossible in his current frame of mind.
When he stood in front of the curtain—when the two men keeping watch looked at him as though ready to flee in terror—he took a slow, deep breath, tried to steel himself for what was to come, then pushed forward and into the area.
Sitting in a semi-circle—some half-asleep, some fully-awake—the monks stared at him with disabled eyes and harsh, growling snarls. The man who Odin assumed had spoken sat near the very center, next to a sleeping Beal and a man who probably would have exploded had his body allowed him to do such a thing. His beat-red face and the lines in his eyes showed more pain, discomfort and hurt than Odin could have ever imagined from men guilty and tied by both hand and feet.
“What?” Odin asked, glaring at all of them. “Tell me what you want. Make it quick. My patience is growing thin.”
“When are we getting back to the island?”
“In a few weeks.”
“How long is that?”
“A week is seven days,” Odin said. “Or don’t you know?”
“Fuck you.”
“Fuck you,” Odin said, jabbing a middle finger in the air. “I’m not putting up with any bullshit. Hurry the fuck up before I turn and leave.”
“My hands hurt.”
“Too bad.”
“They feel like they’re about to fall off.”
“One of the guards will check them.”
“Why don’t you do it, commander?”
“Because I don’t want to touch you.”
“Afraid you’ll get it, commander?”
Odin frowned. “Get what?” he asked.
“What we have?”
“I’m not a pedophile, sir, and I never will be.”
“What are you then? A man who goes to war without a dick in his pants?”
“I’m a man who doesn’t put up with bullshit from crooks,” Odin growled, “and if I get anymore backtalk from any of you, I’ll make sure you’re charged with not only the crimes you’re currently under investigation for, but for conspiracy. You got it?”
“I got it, pussy.”
When Odin turned and started back for bed, he heard one of the men hock a glob of spit and fire it at him.
It took all his will not to turn around and blast him with a fireball.
“They won’t get any worse,” Odin said, looking up at the captain as he approached him. “I talked to them already.”
“You did?” Able frowned.
“Yes sir. I did.”
“I must’ve been asleep,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest.
“How did that go?”
“Not well, but not terribly either.”
“We’re in quite the predicament, Mr. Karussa. You’re aware of that.”
“I know,” Odin sighed. “I wish we would’ve taken a bigger ship and had more supplies delivered.”
“Let me be honest with you, commander. I think you deserve that.”
“All right.”
“I didn’t expect there to be that many boys on that island. I expected ten, maybe fifteen, but not nearly forty.”
“Neither did I,” Odin sighed. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed at the grease and salt that slicked across his palm. “I’ll be glad when we’re back home and I won’t have to deal with them anymore.”
“As we all will,” Able agreed.
Taking his place beside Odin, the captain leaned forward and looked out at the ocean, resting his elbows on the railing and bracing himself as the ship swayed forward, then back again. Nearby, a dolphin jumped and squeaked at them, but didn’t return for a second greeting. The sight, though slight, brought a smile to Able’s face, one that comforted Odin beyond compare.
How can he feel such happiness in such terrible times?
Disassociation was the most likely answer, but Odin knew such senseless acts of distraction would only serve to further impound his mood. Were he to not think about the men below the ship, sitting and waiting for their punishment back in Ornala, or the boys awaiting for their freedom and care, it would only serve to deepen the rage in his heart when he heard one of them speaking and was once again reminded of their presence.
If I do that, he said, someone might get hurt.
Hell—he might even kill one of them. Not that that would matter, because in his heart and soul, he felt as though each and every one of them would die, but he would likely be expelled from the kingdom, if not thrown in jail himself.
Which I don’t need—not now, not when I have so much ahead of me.
“Able?” he asked.
“Yes?” the man replied.
“How do you do it?”
“What?”
“Smile?”
“I smile because it’s one of the few things that allow me a brief moment of peace,” the man said, turning his head to look at Odin. “I know it’s hard, Odin, but you have to allow yourself moments of respite, especially in situations like these.”
“I don’t like the way I feel right now,” he confessed. “I feel like something’s about to claw its way out of my chest.”
“Such is the way of nerves and the tolls they take on us,” Able replied, clapping his back. “If I offer you a smoke, will you take it?”
“Is it tobacco?”
“No,” Able said. “It’s a different kind of plant.”
“What kind?”
“Something called the Peacemaker’s Leaf. It’ll help your nerves, maybe even let you sleep. You would like to sleep, right?”
“Yes. I would.”
Able pulled a pipe from his belt, then a satchel of what appeared to be ground dust from his pocket. He placed it into the bulb, pulled his flint from his side, then struck it at the top of the pipe, nodding when a thin stream of smoke exuded from its surface. “Here,” he said.
Taking the pipe in his fingers, Odin placed it between his lips and inhaled, sighing when the smoke burned down his throat and spread what felt like a thin layer of film across his chest. The ache in his heart began to die down and his breaths slowed to a calm, rhombic pitch.
“Do you feel it?” Able asked.
“Yes sir,” Odin said. “I do.”
“I wouldn’t recommend this every day. It’s a hard habit to kick once you get on it, but it’s all right if you smoke it every once in a while. I wouldn’t have offered it had I not thought you needed it.”
“Do I look like that bad?”
“You look like you’re ready to strangle someone if they get on your bad side,” Able nodded. He set an arm across Odin’s shoulder and leaned into him, nodding when Odin puffed a breath of smoke out of his lungs. “You’ll be all right, Odin. It won’t be much longer before we’re back at the castle and things go back to normal.”
At least for a while, he thought.
Once there, it wouldn’t be much longer before the trial would begin.
When that happened, he didn’t know what he would do.
They came to the bay as though returning from a year-long journey.
Cheering, laughing, jumping up and down and hollering at the few fishermen who sat on the cliffs, they jeered and danced like madmen around a ceremonial fire and adjusted the sails to guide the ship into the channel.
Standing among the men, smoking the pipe that had since become his solace, Odin let out a long exhale and tilted his head up, nodding as his eyes adjusted to the light reflecting off the castle’s exquisite stonework. While the men around him continued to prance, dance and cheer, he took comfort in the fact that, come nightfall, he would soon be back in the castle, sleeping in his own bed and dreaming of things not of water, monks and lingering pine trees, but of freedom, dogs and service.
Things that don’t mean anything, he thought.
“Things that won’t haunt my mind.”
Sighing, closing his eyes, he tilted his head up and looked up at the sky.
In the distance, a gull spread its wings and squawked.
The sight made him smile.
“So,” the king said, looking upon the thirty monks as they were led from the ship and onto the dock. “These are the newest scourge of our kingdom.”
“It’s nice to see you as well, sir,” Master Beal said, eyes harsh and filled with bloody lines.
“I don’t want to look at them,” Ournul said, looking up at his group of guards. “Take them to the jails and make sure they’re fed. I don’t want them dying before they see public trial and humiliation.”
As the monks were led away from the harbor, heads hanging and shackles clanging like wind chimes in a horrible storm, the thirty-five Tentalin acolytes stepped from the boat and onto the dock to grace the king with their presence. Even the amputee, who appeared ready to fall and collapse into tears, bowed his head before being led away by one of the very men who had freed him from captivity.
“Did he,” Ournul began.
“Yes sir,” Odin said, stepping forward. “We had to amputate the arm. One of the boys died the night of the rescue.”
“The bastards,” the king sighed, shaking his head. “Thank you for doing this, Odin. I can’t imagine how you could bear to look at them.”
“I hardly could, sir, but I didn’t lay a hand on any of them.”
“Good. Just as instructed.”
Clasping his arms, Ournul looked up in time to see Blaine, Ardut and Able stepping forward. Each man bowed his head before the king. “Thank you for your service, gentlemen—especially to you, dear healer, for tending to the young men of my kingdom.”
“There’s no need to thank us,” Ardut said.
“Right,” Blaine nodded. “We did what we set out to do. That’s all that matters.”
“And that’s all that will matter,” Able said, looking up the hill and at the last of the quickly-fading boys. “May I dock my ship in your harbor for the evening, sire? Our journey has been hard and I would like to have solid ground beneath me.”
“You may,” Ournul nodded. “Come—let us get you gentlemen settled down for the day.”
The moment Odin fell into bed, exhausted but unable to sleep, Tashta and Kreeka joined him, snuggling their way into his sides and squishing him into a dog sandwich.
“They missed you,” Ournul said, settling down at the end of the bed.
“I’d imagine so,” Odin said, stroking both of their heads. “I’m so glad to be back.”
“I’m happy for your presence, Odin.” The king paused, an unsure look crossing his face. “I’ll be honest, son—I wasn’t comfortable without you here.”
“You weren’t?”
“No. I’d become used to having another presence in my room.”
“Thank you for letting me go, sir. It… well… I had to do it.”
“I know you did, lad. I know.”
Gripping his arm, Ournul smiled and stroked the female dog’s head, nodding as she leaned forward and offered a gentle lick across Odin’s neck.
“Do you know of my knight master and the boy’s whereabouts?” Odin asked.
“I believe they are in Sylina,” Ournul said.
“So Miko took Parfour on Pilgrimage?”
“Yes. I believe he did.”
“The young man still believes then?”
“I believe it was all he had to make it through his life, Odin.”
“That’s fine,” Odin said.
“Do you not believe, son?”
“I don’t know, sir. I… I’ll be honest in that regard.”
“All right.”
“I find it hard to believe in a caring God when He, She, or It allows such pain to exist in the world.”
“So do I, Odin—then I look at my life and see how much I’ve been graced.”
“You’ve been given a lot, sir.”
“I have,” Ournul agreed.
“Can I ask something else?”
“Yes.”
“When will the trial begin?”
“I don’t know,” Ournul sighed. “I wish I could answer you, Odin, but I don’t know.”
“Have you heard from Parfour?” Odin asked, leaning into the infirmary.
Ramya looked up from his place near a bed. He sat tending to a boy with what looked to be a broken wrist. “Hello, Odin.”
“Hello,” Odin said, nodding not only to Ramya, but to the boy in the bed.
“You all right?”
“I’m fine,” the boy mumbled, drawing his wrist close to his chest. “Thank you, Healer Ramya.”
“Don’t thank me,” Ramya said, gesturing the boy up. “Be careful now. It won’t fully heal for another few days.”
“Yes sir.”
When the boy left the infirmary, whistling a tune that Odin found familiar but couldn’t place, Ramya turned his attention to him and smiled as he stepped into the room. He stood and reoriented himself toward his desk, seating himself with the dignified grace of a man with substantial presence.
“To answer your question,” he said, “yes, I’ve heard from Parfour.”
“You have?”
“He sent me a letter thanking me for my help.”
“How is he?”
“He seems well, from what he’s written,” Ramya said, tracing the corner of the desk. “He’s on Pilgrimage, you know?”
“I’ve heard so much about it, but don’t know what it’s about,” Odin sighed.
“It’s a quest to find your religion, right?”
“Yes sir,” Ramya nodded. “I’m happy to see that Parfour hasn’t lost his faith, all things considering.”
“I have trouble with my own,” Odin confessed, tilting his head up to look at the tattooed healer. “I can confide in you, right?”
“You may.”
“Sorry for mentioning that. I’m just happy that Parfour’s concentrating on something that will help him in life.”
“Your knight master is a kind-hearted man,” Ramya agreed, interlacing his fingers and setting his conjoined hands on the table. “To return from a passage to knighthood only to turn around and help a young man find God.
That’s an amazing thing, and, dare I say, an extraordinary gift.”
“He’s very kind,” Odin said. “Sir… do you still believe?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know. I just thought that… maybe being a mage and all, you might view the world differently than a normal person would. I know I do.”
“I assume your view of God and whether or not you have such a belief is shaped by the people who raise you,” Ramya said, pursing his lips when Odin turned his head up to look at him. “I was and have been a very firm believer in Gaia since I was a child.”
“The Goddess of Nature?” Odin frowned. “But I thought—“
“That I would believe in another God based on my abilities?” Ramya laughed. “My friend, I believe in Gaia because I have seen too many miracles in nature. I’ve performed some myself in my day.”
“Did you ever—“
Dream? he thought.
When he didn’t continue with his sentence, a frown cursed Ramya’s lips and shrouded his face in concern. Odin started to open his lips, but stopped when a knock came behind them. Odin turned to see Master Jordan with a gash running along the underside of his arm. “Sir,” Odin said.
“Just a flesh wound,” the man said, nodding at Odin as Ramya stood and went to his side. “Hello, my boy, though you’re not much of a boy anymore, are you?”
“No sir. Are you all right?”
“Page got a little too cocky and slapped me with his sword,” Jordan said, grimacing as Ramya channeled magic from his wrist and waved his hand down the man’s arm. “Thanks.”
“Does it hurt?” Ramya asked.
“No.”
“Good. I’m numbing your pain.”
“As I can tell,” the man laughed, looking up and at Odin. “Thank you for doing what you did, Odin. I’m sure you’ve heard enough of it by now, but those young men didn’t deserve what was happening to them.”
“I just hope they get the punishment they deserve.”
“They will, in due time.” Jordan nodded as Ramya stepped back and viewed his arm. “Thank you, Ramya. I figure I’ll take my leave now that I’ve been tended to.”
“I hope you scold the boy for such rash behavior, Jordan.”
“I will. Don’t worry.”
With that, Jordan turned and took his leave, once more allowing Odin the respite of a friendly companion.
“You were about to ask something,” Ramya said. “Earlier, before Jordan came in.”
“It was nothing,” Odin said.
Ramya’s eyes flickered within their sockets. Though Odin couldn’t tell if the man sensed his lie, he shook it off, stood, and made his way out of the infirmary, where he turned and headed back toward Ournul’s room.
As he had several weeks ago, he sat in the church with his head bowed and his hands clasped together. Unlike last time, however, Odin sat in the nave, completely open in confusion to the public, the priests, and anyone else who may look upon them.
Do they recognize me?
Of course they would—he was the king’s champion, after all, an icon across the kingdom by this time. He’d heard the whispers, the shouts of people proclaiming him a hero when in fact he was anything but. Not once had he slain a dragon or saved a city, conquered a mountain or found buried treasure atop a large hill—he had, however, done something noble, though that was something he didn’t think he could be considered a hero for in the eyes of the masses.
I only did what I thought was right.
Wasn’t that considered such a thing to—to save a boy, to bring him to health, to carry him back to his kingdom and return him to his family, if he had one? He knew heroes came in all shapes and sizes, statures and colors, creeds and religions, but one moniker did not necessary fit another, nor did one title always suit the right person.
I’m not a hero.
If he learned that sooner rather than later, his ego would not inflate, thus making him a safer, sounder person.
Raising his head, he looked up just in time to see a priest grace the altar before him.
“Hello my son,” the man said.
Was this the same man he’d spoken to before?
“Hello, father,” Odin replied, trying to determine just whether or not this man was familiar.
“What troubles you today?”
“A lot of things,” he said. At this, he laughed, leaning forward on the stone bench he sat upon.
“A champion will always have troubles, but he will not share them alone.”
“I seem to be the only one sharing this one though.”
“You have done a courageous act. Few are willing to do such things.”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“Oh?” The priest stepped down from the altar, then started up the aisle, toward Odin and the bench he sat upon. “What makes you think that?”
“No one else offered to do this job.”
“Says who?”
“Says me, who knows the king and his records.”
“Just because one did not willingly step up does not mean one wouldn’t have, my son.”
“Yes, father, but—“
But what, he thought? What point did he mean to make by arguing with a priest, much less about the logistics of the situation?
None.
“It’s all right,” the priest said, placing a hand on Odin’s back. “Would you like to pray with me, my friend?”
“I don’t pray,” he mumbled.
“Say what?”
“I haven’t prayed for a long time,” he said, looking up at the ceiling, where a golden X with a red halo framed the glasswork.
“So pray then—now, here, with me.”
Odin bowed his head.
He didn’t let on that he was too afraid to try.
“The trial’s set to begin in a few months.”
“In a few months?” Odin cried.
“I know, I know,” Ournul said, raising his hand to silence Odin. “It’s too far off, but you and I both know that the court works slow.”
“These are pedophiles.”
“But this is the court.” The king pursed his lips, frowning when Odin sighed and shook his head. “Think of it this way, Odin: at least now we have a date.”
“What if the defense accuses the prosecution of filling the boy’s heads with lies? What then?”
“A lawyer has already been assigned to the case, Odin, and counselors have been standing by to take the boys’ testimonies for months.”
“What if,” Odin started, then stopped. He took a deep breath, exhaled, and couldn’t help when tears burned in the corners of his eyes. “What if they don’t get punished?”
“They’ll be punished, in time,” Ournul said, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “Come. Take your mind off such things and eat dinner with me.”
“I feel sick to my stomach.”
“Probably because you’ve worried yourself to death over everything,”
Ournul said, offering Odin a triangle of a sandwich. “You’re thinner than you were.”
“I’ve lost mass.”
“You know what you should do,” Ournul said, plopping a grape into his mouth.
“What, sir?”
“You should assist Master Jordan with training the pages.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Odin mumbled.
“Or, better yet—why not put on a show for them? Duel your weapons master and show the pages just what it is to be a knight.”
“I’m not a knight, sir.”
“Let me rephrase that then—a champion.”
He’s kissing your ass because you’re down.
Either way, it made him feel better, so if kissing ass was what Ournul was doing, then kissing ass he may continue.
Taking the triangle, Odin bit into the ham, cheese and tomato sandwich before seating himself at his king’s personal dining table. Ournul took his own triangle, bit into it, then dipped it into a bowl of sauce, one he was quick to offer when Odin leaned forward.
“See?” the king smiled. “You feel better already, don’t you?”
No, he thought, but said nothing.
At least his nerves were gone.
Two glowing canaries woke him from sleep.
It took you long enough, Odin thought, reaching out to touch the birds Icklard and Domnin had likely only just sent.
“Hey, Odin,” Icklard’s voice began as Odin tapped the green bird’s surface, hopping up and down as though real and filled with life. “We’re in Elna now after a long trip down along the coast. We heard about what happened. We’re happy to hear that you came back safely.”
“And that you saved so many boys,” Domnin’s bird added, its orange light pooling off and onto the bed.
“Anyhow,” both brothers said at the same time. “We just wanted to say hi.
Bye.”
The birds burst into a cloud of smoke.
“What was that?” Ournul asked on the other side of the curtain.
“My friends,” Odin said, raising his palms to whisper into his hands. “Sorry, sir—I just received a message.”
“So I heard,” the king chuckled.
When he felt as though the king had returned to his normal, prone sleeping position, Odin leaned forward and began to whisper, Thanks for letting me
know you guys got back safely. Let me tell you, the trip didn’t go exactly as I
planned, but everything turned out fine in the end.
After continuing and finishing his message—in which he told the trials, errors, fears and horrors of the past few months—he conjured it into the shape of a dove and willed it to go to the brothers.
Before the bird left, Odin swore he heard it coo at him.
So strange, he thought, that my magic has its own accord.
“I have a special treat for you today boys,” Master Jordan said, walking up and down the row of pages. “Today, instead of a regular lesson, I want to demonstrate a no-bars swordfight for you.”
“With who?” one of the boys asked.
“That’s the treat,” Jordan said, glancing up at Odin to view him from his place beneath the threshold leading out and into the training field. “Will you reveal yourself, sir?”
Odin stepped forward and into the light.
Instantaneously, the boys gasped.
“You’re fighting the king’s champion?” the same boy who questioned Jordan before asked.
“Yes,” Jordan smiled, reaching out to clasp Odin’s arm and half-embrace him as he stepped forward. “Our king’s champion here was one of my own students some five years ago. Isn’t that right, Odin?”
“That’s right,” Odin nodded, looking back at the boys. “You have the best teacher in the entire kingdom.”
“You flatter me, Odin. Let’s not keep them waiting though. Take a sword and get into position.”
As instructed, Odin grabbed a wooden sword from the rack and took his place at the far end of the circle. Knees bent, sword-arm flushed forward, he watched as Jordan took position opposite him, then as he bowed into position.
I haven’t fought anyone in months, he thought.
“You ready?” Jordan asked.
Odin nodded. “Yes sir,” he said.
The man rushed forward.
Raising his sword above his head, Odin deflected a blow Jordan sent his way and flourished to his left, lashing out at Jordan’s side as he attempted to throw yet another blow his way. When the man blocked the blow and slung his sword up and over his head, Odin ducked, rolled, then lashed out at Jordan’s ankles with a sweeping blow from his foot.
The man jumped.
Odin gasped.
Jordan brought his sword down and would have struck him square in the forehead had Odin not raised his sword to block the blow.
Fuck. He’s better than I thought he was.
“A little slow, are we?” Jordan asked, applying more pressure into his sword.
“Not in the least,” Odin replied.
Odin kicked the man’s chest and rolled back and away from him.
“See, boys?” Jordan asked, raising his sword to block not one, but three blows from Odin. “Being a warrior isn’t just about honor on the battlefield.
It’s about using what you can to your advantage.”
“Isn’t that dirty fighting though?” a boy asked.
“It doesn’t matter if it’ll save you from getting killed,” Odin said.
Jordan swung his sword toward his head.
Odin ducked.
The man brought the blunt edge of his weapon down on Odin’s back and would have slashed him had Odin not used the blow to further his momentum. As the spike of pain flared up through his spine, stabbing into his head and forcing tears from his eyes, he rolled forward despite the agony and brought his sword up before Jordan could strike him again.
“You’re good,” Jordan said, “but not good enough.”
“I’ve killed my fair share,” he said.
Odin lashed out with his free hand.
He struck Jordan in the gut.
When the man stumbled back, arms down and hand reaching down to touch his sternum, Odin lunged forward and tapped the man in the chest with the head of his sword.
“Dead,” Odin said.
The boys broke out in applause.
“Very good,” Jordan said, clasping Odin’s hand when he regained his composure. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Odin smiled, laughing. “I forgot how skilled you were.”
“I heavily underestimated you, son. I should have known you’d grown in skill in the past few years.”
“I should go,” Odin said, clasping the weapons master’s hand. “Thank you for this opportunity.” He turned his eyes up at the group of boys, all of which looked at him with wide eyes and gaping mouths. “Listen to your weapons master, boys. He’ll save your life someday.”
Odin turned and started for the threshold.
“I heard you trained with Master Jordan today,” Ournul said, looking up as Odin entered the office.
“I did,” Odin said, seating himself in the chair opposite his king. He leaned his sword against the chair and sighed as he tilted his head back toward the ceiling.
“Something wrong?”
“He struck my back. It’s a bit stiff, but I’ll get over it.”
“Ramya can tend to it if it’s needed.”
“I’m fine. Don’t worry.”
“All right. If you say so.”
Smiling, Odin looked up at his king to find his glasses on his nose and his eyes buried in papers. Though he knew nothing of their origin or what they entailed, he couldn’t help but wonder if they had to do with the upcoming trial and the thirty-odd men that would stand before the court.
Of course it is, he thought. Why wouldn’t it be? He’s been buried in paperwork
since this whole thing began.
“Sir,” Odin said.
“Yes?”
“What are you reading?”
“Some of what the counselors have written, others the testimonies of the monks.”
“What do they say?”
“That they’re innocent, that they were coerced into doing this.”
“You have to be kidding me.”
“I wish I was, Odin, but I’m not.”
Sighing, Odin bowed his head and looked down at his hands. The light reflecting off the hilt of his sword stirred rage and hurt in his heart. “Sir,” he said.
“Yes?”
“Will I ever get over this rage?”
“Probably not,” Ournul said, “but for now, you must bear it. That’s all you can do.”
“You’re asking if I have any Peacemaker’s Leaf,” Ramya said.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “I am.”
Sitting directly opposite Ramya in the seat he usually took out of friendship, not need, Odin watched the man’s green eyes shift warily in their sockets and waited for any form of response, be it the twitch of his nose or the purse of his lips.
“You don’t happen to be addicted to it,” the man finally said, “are you?”
“The last time I smoked it was nearly two weeks ago.”
“Yes, but you haven’t been craving it, have you?”
“No.”
Yes.
He craved the feeling, yes, but not necessarily the drug. Just because he wanted something to make him feel better didn’t necessarily make him an addict, did it?
No. It doesn’t.
“I just need something to fight my nerves,” Odin sighed, turning his eyes up to look at the man across from him. “I’m having a hard time here.”
“Most people deal with their anxiety, Odin.”
“Yes, but right now, I’m about ready to slam someone into a wall if they look at me the wrong way.”
Ramya frowned. He reached up to run his hand along his clean-shaven jaw, then rolled his head about his shoulders, only tilting his eyes up when he caught Odin’s gaze in his own. “All right,” he said.
“All right what?” Odin asked.
“I can get some for you.”
“You can?”
“Only on the condition that you smoke it in the infirmary under my watch.”
“But sir—“
“I’m giving you the opportunity to get the treatment you need, Odin, but I can’t leave you with an unlimited supply at your disposal. What if one of the boys here got a hold of it? Peacemaker’s isn’t something that should be freely tossed around. It’s partially illegal for a reason.”
“Partially?” Odin asked, dumbstruck.
“It’s not something that’s passed around. How whoever you got it from is beyond me, but that’s not necessarily my concern.”
“I just need something until the trial. I promise I’ll stop after that.”
“You’ll have to swear that to me,” Ramya said.
“I swear, sir.”
Ramya nodded. He leaned forward, pressed his hand over Odin’s enclosed fist, then smiled, as though his touch would offer some form of comfort beyond the scope of human contact. “It’ll be all right,” he said. “I’ll take care of you.”
“Thank you, sir. You don’t know how much it means to me.”
It clawed through his chest and threatened to tear him to pieces. To combat this beast of nature—this cruel creature of anxiety, this dragon inside his heart and this werebeast beneath his lungs—he took slow, deep breaths and tried not to lash out with his hands. With both dogs at his side, he would likely hurt them, but somehow their presence seemed to tame the monster within and hold it with their steel commands.
How they’re doing it is beyond me, Odin thought, sighing as Tashta whimpered under his hand. It’s all right, girl. Don’t worry.
Keekra looked up. His dark eyes seemed to sparkle in the moonlight piercing through the far window in the corner of the room.
“Good boy,” he said.
The dog lay his head on his outstretched paws and closed his eyes.
Sitting up, Odin ran his hands along the sides of his head and entangled his fingers within his hair. With the beast slowly-but-surely dying, he took a deep breath, then passed it back out in a long, drawn-out exhale which made his spine decompress and his head swim with light.
If only I could stop worrying.
He had to keep telling himself that eventually, things would let up—that the flames would die down and soon burn the ones who needed to be turned to ash. If he didn’t, his mind would consume him and that very creature which battled to escape would very likely just do that.
Someone may get hurt.
“I may hurt someone.”
When he heard the bed creaking on the opposite side of the room, Odin lay back and closed his eyes.
He could get through the next few months. He’d have to.
A knock at the door stirred Odin from his place in Ournul’s chair. Curled up in a blanket and reading a book, he hadn’t expected to be disturbed, much less in the king’s room when Ournul was most obviously in his office for most of an ordinary day.
Who could that be?
Frowning, unsure who or what it could be, he pushed himself out of the seat, laid his book on the table and crossed the room as swiftly as possible, sighing when he opened the door to only find a page carrying a piece of parchment.
“Hello,” he said.
“Hello, sir Odin, sir. A message.”
“From who?”
“Bohren.”
Nova!
“Thank you,” Odin said, taking the parchment from the boy and slipping him a piece of copper.
After closing the door and popping the wax seal off with his finger, he unrolled the parchment and smiled when he saw Nova’s blockish-yet-neat handwriting.
Odin, it began.
I’m sorry I haven’t been in contact with you sooner. I’ve been busy here in
Bohren helping my father in law with the taxes and delivering bonuses to the
hardworking men who stand in the fields all summer. I heard about what
happened and I want to say how proud I am to hear that you were the one to do
what had to be done. I know it’s not easy because even thinking about it makes
me mad. I can’t imagine dealing with it like you have and are.
I won’t keep you, so I’ll end this here.
Much love, kiddo.
Nova
“It seems as though everyone’s hearing about your exploits,” Ournul said, jarring Odin’s attention from the parchment as the king stepped through the doorway.
“I guess,” Odin shrugged, setting the parchment on the table as behind the king the door closed.
“You did a good thing, Odin.”
“I guess.”
“Is something wrong?”
“No.” Odin traced the pipe attached to his belt. “Nothing’s wrong.”
“I know what’s going on, Odin. You don’t have to hide it from me.”
“Sir?”
“I used Peacemaker’s when I first became king,” Ournul said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. “You’re going through a lot of stress, especially since you’re so close to the situation.”
“I’m probably the closest there can be.”
“Unless you’re one of the boys.”
Odin nodded. He seated himself at the table and sighed when his heart skipped a beat at the thought of one of the monks violating the young men.
“Sir,” he said. “Can I confide in you?”
“I’m your king, Odin, and the man you’re expected to protect. The least I can do is be your friend.”
“I do think of you as a friend, sir.”
“I’m happy to hear that.” Ournul pulled a chair out and sat down. “What’s troubling you?”
“Everything,” he sighed. “Every time I think about it, all I want to do is march down to the jail and tear them apart.”
“Something must be keeping you from doing that,” Ournul nodded. “What is it?”
“You. My father. My friends.”
“Your restraints are well placed.”
“I’m not the one placing them.”
“Either way, they’re there for a reason. Don’t let them come undone.”
“I’m not, sir. I’d go to jail if I were to hurt them.”
“And deny them the true punishment they deserve,” Ournul said.
“Castration and imprisonment.”
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. “Castration?”
“It’s the widest-used defense mechanism for pedophiles. Of course, Beal’s up for public execution, but that’s another—“
“You’re saying,” Odin started, “that they’re going to cut their balls off, then kill their leader?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Odin.”
“Then what’s taking so long for them to come to a decision about this?”
“The court has other things to attend to. You wouldn’t believe how much they do on a daily basis.”
“Sir…” Odin shook his head. “Nevermind.”
“It’ll happen soon, Odin. Just know that.”
“I’m trying, sir.”
Try as he may, it didn’t seem to work.
He sat in the infirmary smoking the Peacekeeper’s Leaf. Head back, smoke dancing before his vision, Odin thought he couldn’t get any calmer until a door slammed and he barely even flinched.
I must be really high, he thought.
“Are you all right?” Ramya asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin smiled, removing the pipe from his lips. “Don’t I look it?”
“You look like you’re enjoying yourself, yes.”
“So what’s the problem?”
“I think you’ve had too much.”
Odin laughed. A bout of smoke flew from his lungs in the process. “Come on, Ramya—I’m fine.”
“I think I’ll take this,” the man said, plucking the stalk of the pipe from Odin’s fingers.
“Hey! Give it back.”
“You promised me you wouldn’t abuse it.”
“I’m not.”
“You can’t even stand up.”
“Yes I—“
No you can’t, he thought, swaying. He would have fallen had he not reached out to take hold of Ramya’s cloak.
“Go lie down, Odin. Today should be a fairly quiet day.”
“But I’m not—“
You’re a little too high for your own good.
“All right,” he mumbled.
The moment he fell into a bed, he passed out.
When he came to, what felt like a hammer struck the center of his forehead and sent blots of pain behind both of his eyes.
Where am I? he thought.
Though partially hung-over, he could still make enough sense of his surroundings to tell that he was in the infirmary, though dark and very well past the time he should have stayed.
Shit! Ournul!
“It’s all right,” Ramya said, drawing Odin’s attention as he tried to push himself into a sitting position. “Stay where you are. You’re going to fall over if you try to stand up too soon.”
“What about the—“
“King Ournul is sleeping soundly as we speak.”
Dumbfounded, unsure and head throbbing, Odin returned to his prone position on the bed and tried to seek out Ramya’s eyes in the near-splitting light pouring off a lone candle. Even now, as he lay there freshly-rested, his eyes burned as though sparks of flame had struck their surfaces. “I smoked too much,” he said, turning his head away. “Didn’t I?”
“Yes. You did.”
“What happened?”
“I said you were abusing the leaf and you tried to argue about it.”
“Guess I learned my lesson,” Odin laughed, rolling onto his back and setting a hand on his chest.
“You have to take the bad with the good, Odin. You can’t expect something to cure life’s problems for you.”
“I wasn’t expecting it to cure my problems,” he sighed. “I just wanted—“
What had he wanted though—to have everything be fine, to have the world disappear, to have his worries, doubts and fears slip away as though they didn’t exist? Cut-off and forced to consider his actions, Odin took a moment to reconsider what he was just about to say and silenced himself before he could continue.
I just wanted it to stop, he thought. That’s all I wanted. Is that really wrong?
No—at least, he didn’t think it was. Were there a cure for all life’s problems, would men not drink it from its pool, bathe himself in its waters, drown himself in its depths? Of course he would. Life, no matter how great and opportunistic, held its ups as well as its downs. No one could expect someone not to throw themself at something if it seemed it would solve their problems.
“Captain Able gave it to me,” Odin said, once more attempting to turn his attention back toward Ramya.
“The leaf?” the healer asked.
“Yeah.”
“It seems like a cure for everything, doesn’t it?”
“It was… for a while.”
“Then reality set in and all you wanted was the leaf.”
In his skewed half-perception of the agonizingly-bright world, Odin watched Ramya tilt his head back, scratch his neck, then orient his head in his direction, much to his pleasure, for trying to find the man’s eyes in the light was like looking for a pin-needle in the dark.
“If you want me to be honest,” Ramya continued, “I don’t see why it’s illegal.
Sure—there’s people who abuse it, yourself included, sadly, but there’s many a person who can benefit from its properties.”
“I didn’t mean to get addicted to it.”
“Allow me to be honest again, Odin?” Ramya waited for Odin to nod before he continued. “I don’t believe you’re addicted. I merely believe you’re abusing it.”
“So I won’t get headaches from not smoking it?”
“Oh, you’ll have a headache—that much is a given. I’m merely saying you won’t be constantly craving it.”
Just the feeling, his conscience echoed.
“I’m sorry if I did anything inappropriate while I was high, Ramya.”
“You’re a very dignified man even while you smoke,” Ramya smiled. “Don’t worry, Odin. Get some rest. You can return to your quarters in the morning.”
He closed his eyes.
Darkness engulfed him almost immediately.
The following morning, after he rose and stumbled about the infirmary, Odin returned to Ournul’s infirmary and slipped into bed. The king still sleeping, the day still new, Odin closed his eyes in the brief twilight of a new day and tried to get comfortable as one of the dogs jumped up and pushed into his side.
When he felt a hand at his shoulder, he opened his eyes.
“Are you well?” the king asked.
“I’m well,” Odin said, rolling onto his side. “Can you excuse me for my arrogance, sir?”
“You’re young, Odin. You’re supposed to do stupid things.”
“But I’m your champion,” Odin sighed, pushing himself forward. “That alone shouldn’t excuse my actions.”
“No, but as your king, I’m telling you not to worry about it.” Ournul tightened his grip around Odin’s shoulder. “If it’s any comfort to you, the trial date’s been pushed up.”
“What?” Odin asked.
“The hearing begins tomorrow,” Ournul smiled. “Those bastards are finally getting their dues.”
“We stand before you today to try these thirty men for the rape, abuse, torture and, in one case, death of thirty-seven young men,” the lawyer said, spreading his arms as if to embrace the jury and public before him. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the men in question, the Tentalin Monks of the Tentalin island of Ohmalyon!”
The public booed as each and every man was brought in. Chained together like vertebrae in the spinal cord of a great monster, they shuffled in as though pained and full of guilt, though judging from the shackles on their hands and the binds at their feet Odin imagined that was just what they were—guilty, yes, but also pained from the weight around their appendages.
It’s all right, he thought. They deserve it.
“The commanding officer in question, the king’s very champion Odin Karussa, led the arrest of these thirty men no more than two months beforehand. As I’m very well aware, efforts are still being made to contact the families, though at this time our only concern is parting justice upon these lecherous individuals.”
“Burn them!” a woman cried.
“Public execution!” another man screamed.
A group of guards pressed forward in order to keep the standing public at bay.
Seated within the bleachers among people such as the king and the jury, Odin afforded himself the luxury of leaning back in his seat, though sighed when he saw the young men seated near the front of the room almost directly in front of their abusers.
This isn’t right. They shouldn’t be here.
Maybe not, but there would be no argument in that regard. No matter what personal indecision he held, the young men would sit before their captors just as pale birds would in front of the mourners on a funeral’s day— discontent, but there.
“Sir,” Odin said, leaning into Ournul’s side. “Are you sure there’s nothing we can do?”
“There’s nothing we can do,” the king sighed. “They have to testify just as Parfour did.”
“There isn’t going to be a problem if he’s not here, is there?”
“No. Their testimonies will be enough.”
You would think, he thought, looking down at the near-forty young men sitting in the front row of the bleachers. There’s over thirty of them there.
Maybe so, but that didn’t mean that the defense would try to throw something out there—dishonor, deceit, white lies in the face of the bold blue truth. He’d asked once before if they would try to skew the boys’ stories in order to make it seem as though they were being fed information, but whether or not the defense lawyer would try to do that he didn’t know.
“As the prosecutor in this case,” the boys’ lawyer began, “I want to speak on behalf of all my clients and their families that the men in question have done things so terrible and horrifying that some of it is hard to speak about. To open my argument, I will simply say this: There are nearly forty young men here who share the same story, who give the same testimony and who have experienced the same thing. No two men have spoken to the same counselor and each man who has visited them has made extensive notes on each of their cases. With this being said, I want you, the jury, to know only one thing—these men are as guilty as can be.”
“Very well,” the judge said. “The defense?”
“To the defendants,” the defense lawyer said, “I say only one thing—I applaud you for doing what you have done for these boys. Why they have skewed your kindness into such horrific things is beyond my comprehension, but I cannot say what their reasons are. All I know is that you have done immeasurable good and have cooperated quite well with the legal system in the face of such horrible accusations.”
Bastard.
Tightening his hand into his fist, Odin waited for the prosecution to continue. The man—dressed in his best suit—straightened his collar, rolled up his sleeve and popped the top two buttons on his shirt, then leaned forward and braced his hands against the table on his side of the room. “I would request that, given the circumstances of this situation, that the defense present their clients first.”
“That would be fine,” the judge said.
One by one, the monsters made their way toward the stage.
The stories that followed curled Odin’s heart.
“They broke my arm,” the boy with the amputated arm said, “when they…
when they did it to me.”
The room lay shrouded in silence as the boy with only one arm sat at the judge’s side and told his story to the entire waiting public, jury and court. His one remaining hand on the table and tears in his eyes, he tried not to look at the people before him, yet little could be done in that regard. In his current position—directly in front of the defense—it seemed almost impossible not to look up, much less anywhere but at the men who had done such horrible things to him.
“When they did… what?” the defense lawyer asked.
“When they raped me.”
“You’re saying they raped you,” the man said, “but someone has already claimed that your arm was bitten off by a fish while you and the other boys were swimming.”
“We weren’t allowed to swim, sir. The monks didn’t want us to get eaten by monsters.”
Biting his lip, the man curled his mouth into a twisted frown and turned his head toward the prosecution, who only shrugged and offered a slight grin.
“Your honor,” the prosecution said, spreading his arms out in front of him.
“The commander and the lead healer of the operation made extensive notes about each of the boy’s injuries. How can you argue with what it written in stone?”
“It could have been lies!” the man said. “Who was there to witness their examinations?”
“A sir Blaine Crombie and a Captain Able.”
“The commanding officer in charge—“
“Is the king’s champion, and an honorable man, according to what both Sir Crombie and Captain Able wrote.”
The defense said nothing. He merely turned his eyes back on the boy that sat no more than a dozen feet in front of him. “That is all I ask,” the man said.
“Which concludes the testimonies,” the judge said, turning his eyes toward the jury, which sat in their private corner whispering amongst themselves.
“Will the jury please excuse themselves from the room and make a choice on their verdict.”
Together, the ten men stood, descended the stairs and made their way to a small nook at the side of the room.
Closing his eyes, Odin bowed his head.
He did the only thing he could think to do—pray.
Moments seem like days when the world is balancing on a wire. Swaying, as though ready to fall, but balanced as though propped upon two stilts, such things tend to go one way or another when they’re forced into such momentums—either they can stay in orbit, completing their cycle, or they can fall, destroying sense and everything it is based around.
Head still bowed, eyes placidly set at the floor, Odin couldn’t help but let out a startled breath when he heard a nearby door open.
Is it, he thought.
When he turned his head up, he found that the door had only opened for someone to peek their head out.
“Why is it taking so long?” he whispered, turning his attention up at Ournul.
“It’s taking so long because it’s a hard case, Odin.”
“You can’t honestly believe—“
A dirty look from the defense lawyer silenced him in midsentence.
Yeah, he thought, resisting the urge to lift his middle finger. Fuck you,
bastard. Fuck you and your pathetic fucking defense.
When the door opened yet a second time, Odin didn’t get his hopes up.
However, when the jury filed out and returned to their places at the far side of the room, his heart skipped a beat.
This was it. After all this time, they would finally be tried and convicted of the crimes they so rightfully deserved to be punished for.
“Has the jury reached a verdict?” the judge asked.
“We have, your honor,” a man said.
Passing the piece of parchment to the guard, the man seated himself and waited for the paper to be passed into the judge’s hand.
The room silenced.
The air filled with dread.
Hands trembling, fingers flushing against his knees, Odin inhaled a breath.
“Will you give your verdict?” the judge asked after viewing the paper before him.
“We the jury find the twenty-nine defendants guilty of rape, abuse and torture of the Tentalin acolytes in the second degree. Castration and six months imprisonment is our verdict.”
“And for the thirtieth?”
“We find Master Beal of the Tentalin Monks guilty of rape, abuse, torture, conspiracy, attempted murder and murder in the first degree. Public execution is our verdict.”
The crowd went wild.
Odin merely stood and made his way out of the room.
“Are you all right?” Ournul asked.
“Better than I thought I would be,” Odin said, seating himself on his bed.
“Are you happy with their punishment?”
“They’re getting what they deserve, but I would have preferred if they all died.”
“Public executions don’t happen often, Odin. We can’t let the public think our court is bloodthirsty.”
“They hurt them, sir.”
“Yes, but there’s nothing more we can do about it.”
Sighing, with his heart in his hand and his mind in the sky, Odin leaned back and closed his eyes.
The beast was gone.
He didn’t feel angry anymore.
“Sir,” he said.
“Yes?” Ournul asked.
“It’s gone.”
“What is?”
“My anger.”
 







 
Chapter 4
He laughed for the first honest in a week’s time while he was playing with the dogs. Growling and fighting over a piece of bone, they snagged their heads to and fro and proceeded to enter a tug-of-war when neither could get a stable grip. Eyes set, teeth pulled back in snarls, he watched as both the creatures tried to walk backward, only to kick up dust and stain the air with dirt.
“I’ll get you another,” he laughed, reaching forward to take the bone from both of them.
Tashta tried to jump. She would have knocked him down had he not reached out to push her away.
“It’s ok, it’s ok,” he smiled, taking a few steps back as both dogs advanced on him. “I’ll get you another bone, guys!”
“I’ve got it covered,” a voice from the threshold said.
Odin looked up.
The bone slipped from his hand as he took notice of a young man standing next to a hulking figure in black.
“Parfour?” he asked, barely noticing as the dogs began to fight for the single bone next to him.
“Yeah,” the young man said. “It’s me.”
“You’ve grown so much!” he laughed, opening his arms when the boy ran forward and jumped into him. “My god. You’ve got a beard!”
“Just on my chin,” the boy laughed, squeezing Odin with more vigor than he could have expected. “Miko! Sir!”
“I see,” Miko said, taking a few steps forward. He reached up, set his fingers to his lips and whistled for the dogs. When they came forward, he pulled the bone from his side and offered it to Tashta, who offered a slight whimper to her companion before taking the bone from Miko’s outstretched hand. “He’s grown up a lot in the past few months, hasn’t he?”
“I can hardly believe you’re only sixteen,” Odin said, looking the boy in the eyes. “You’re almost taller than I am.”
“I know!” the boy laughed. He reached forward and gave Odin another hug before Miko stepped forward to grace his hand.
“It’s good to see you,” Odin said. “Both of you.”
“It’s good to see you too,” Miko said. Though shrouded beneath his hood, Odin could still make out the Elf’s sparkling smile.
“I didn’t expect this,” Odin said, looking up at the two of them. “Does anyone know you’re here?”
“We’ve just arrived.”
“Let’s go back to your room.” Odin clapped his hands. “Tashta, Keekra!
Come!”
The dogs ran toward the castle.
“How was Sylina?” Odin asked.
“It was beautiful,” Parfour said, taking his cup of tea between his hands and taking a mighty sip. “I could hardly believe the size of it.”
“It’s one of the bigger cities in the kingdom,” Miko agreed, pulling his hood from his head. “Tell him about where we stayed.”
“We stayed in the church. You should have seen it, Odin. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Stained glass windows everywhere, rainbows flashing inside the building when the light reflected off the waterfalls—“
“Waterfalls?” Odin laughed.
“They don’t call it the city of water for nothing,” Miko smiled, sipping his own tea.
“I still can’t believe both of you are here,” Odin smiled, turning his attention back on Parfour. Though the film over his eye still remained, it seemed less pronounced now. No longer did his eye appear to be a shade of pale yellow, but a hue of gold, striking in contrast to his darker, browner eye. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
“As are we,” Miko said. He turned his head to survey the packs around them before returning his attention to Odin. “I hate to let you go, Odin, but we’ve yet to unpack.”
“Sorry about that,” Parfour said, standing. He reached down to adjust the folds in Miko’s cloak and smiled when his eyes caught Odin’s. “I just wanted to see him so bad.”
“It’s fine, Parfour. Don’t worry.”
“I guess I’ll see you later then,” Odin smiled.
When he stood and turned to leave the room, he took one last look at Parfour.
In looking upon the young man, he saw only one thing—happiness.
Tashta’s whimpering woke him from sleep.
“Shh,” he whispered, reaching back to stroke the dog’s head. “Go back to sleep.”
When the dog continued to whimper, pressing her head into the mattress and kicking at him with her back feet, Odin rolled onto his side and tried to see just what was upsetting her, though in the darkness it was hard to make out much of anything.
Where’s the other dog?
Keekra was just in the bed with him not too long ago. Surely he would have felt the dog leave, wouldn’t he?
Of course I would.
As his eyes adjusted to the light, offering him a glimpse at the curtains and the room around him, his eyes sought out a figure illuminated by the faint candlelight on the other side of the room.
At first, he thought nothing of it.
Shortly thereafter, however, he saw Keekra lying on the floor, half his body on his side of the room, his other half on Ournul’s.
When Odin tilted his eyes up, a horrible realization struck him.
No, he thought.
Hurling himself from bed, Odin thrust his hand forward and sent a wave of pressurized air toward the figure standing over Ournul’s bed.
When the rod that held the curtain in place caved forward and Keekra, though stunned, leapt from his place on the floor, Ournul shot forward just in time to see a bead of light shoot in front of his face and toward the man who had just tried to assassinate him.
“Who are you?” Odin asked, panting, increasing the force of the ring around the assassin’s neck. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“What does it look like I’m doing here?” the man laughed, reaching up to grip the magicked collar. He screamed when his hands clasped around it and the skin on his palms burned. “What the hell are you doing?”
“What’s going on?” Ournul asked.
“You were almost killed,” Odin said, looking up as one of the dogs growled from behind him. “Tashta alerted me.”
“Good girl.”
“Good girl?” the man laughed. Odin once more increased the pressure on the man’s collar, cutting him off midsentence. “Please,” he gasped. “Don’t.”
“Who do you work for?”
“You couldn’t pay me enough to tell you.”
“I can’t release the collar,” Odin said, looking up at the man. He grimaced at the amount of pressure that seemed to be pressing up against all corners of his body. “I release him, he may do something.”
“Then do what you have to do,” Ournul replied.
With a simple flick of his hand, Odin snapped the man’s neck. The resisting energy dissipated almost immediately.
A chorus of footsteps sounded in the hallway.
“King Ournul! King Ournul!” a man called, throwing the door open. He remained in place when he saw Odin standing above the assassin’s body. “Are you all right, sir?”
“I’m fine,” Ournul said, standing. He pressed a hand to Odin’s shoulder. “Are you, son?”
“I am,” Odin said, bending down and gesturing Keekra forward. Though the dog reluctantly came to his side, he seemed unharmed, if a bit fazed. “He must’ve seen the dog and stunned him.”
“Is he all right?” Ournul asked.
“He’s fine, sir. He must’ve had a soft spot for animals.”
“Either way, he’s dead now,” the man said, wrapping an arm around the dog he could have very easily lost. “Get him out of here. I want extra guards on tonight’s watch, including extra men at my door.”
“Yes sir,” the guard said, hoisting the body into his arms.
“Who would want to kill you?” Odin asked, tilting his head up to look at his king.
“I don’t know,” Ournul sighed, shaking his head.
“But the guards,” he whispered, turning his head to watch the men deliver the body out of the room. “That must mean—“
“That this was a magical attempt,” the king said, closing his eyes. “Yes, Odin—it means just that.”
Why someone would want to kill Ournul was beyond him. They called him ‘the kind king’ for a reason. Generous beyond compare and compassionate beyond normal means, he always went out of the way to help the people in his kingdom, regardless of whatever anybody else may think. Once, while walking with him in the field within the castle grounds, Odin saw him comfort a bird until it drew its final breaths, then arranged for a gentle burial in the grounds outside Ornala. Everyone deserves a chance at compassion, he had said, and though Odin had not been able to see his king’s eyes, he swore he saw a tear fall from his face. Everyone deserves a chance at life.
Sighing, both anxious and unsure about the situation before him, Odin braced his hands against the wall and looked out at the field that swept across the grounds before Ornala. When his thoughts fell to the night before and threatened to overwhelm him, he shook his head and concentrated on a lone tree in the distance in the hopes that an object of concentration would keep him from being overwhelmed.
This isn’t going to work, he thought. You know it isn’t.
Either way, it didn’t hurt to have a little hope.
Hope. Just like faith.
Very little ‘faith’ ruled his life. However, if thinking positive meant it might keep his king safe, he would do his damndest to be as positive as possible.
“You supposed to be up here?” a guard asked. Odin looked up. When the man took notice of who he actually was, his face turned into a blank slate and his mouth dropped open. “I’m suh-sorry, sir. I didn’t mean—“
“It’s all right,” Odin smiled. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just thinking.”
“You did a good thing, what you did last night. Don’t think otherwise.”
“I’m not.”
I’ve killed before.
As far as he saw it, if someone was going to hurt him or his king, they deserved the same thing, if not worse. If that seemed bloodthirsty, then so be it—that was how he felt.
Straightening his posture, Odin turned and made his way for the door, but not before he stopped and clasped the guard’s arm. “It’ll be all right,” he said.
“I’ll make sure he stays safe.”
“We heard about the attempt on the king’s life,” Parfour said.
“How couldn’t we?” Miko asked, raising his glass of tea. “It’s all over the castle.”
“And probably all over the country by now,” Odin sighed, raising his eyes from his drink.
“You did well, protecting your king like that.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“No need to thank me.”
“I imagine it’s hard to kill someone,” Parfour said, raising a hand to his chest and pressing his palm directly above his heart.
“Not when they’re trying to hurt someone you care about,” Odin said.
“They said the man was a mage,” Miko said. “Is this true?”
“Yes.”
“How did you kill him?”
“I put a barrier around his body and broke his neck.”
“Cruel, but effective.”
“It was a quick death,” Odin said. “I didn’t make him suffer.”
“Oh, I wasn’t implying that he suffered or that your choice of action was wrong. I was commenting on the fact that he had no way to use his magic before he died.”
“Was that wrong of me?”
“You seem to be hearing me wrong.” Miko set his drink down. “My thought was directed at his inability to use magic. That would be a horrible way to die, though I do not fault or blame you for killing him. He was sent to kill the king—you rightfully protected him.”
“I was fighting to hold my control over him.”
“Killing a mage in close combat isn’t as easily as one may seem.”
“The ring around his neck was the only other thing keeping him from fighting back,” Odin sighed.
Parfour, who up until that moment had remained fairly complacent, reached forward and gripped Odin’s hand. Upon the touch, Odin couldn’t help but smile. “It’ll be all right,” the young man said. “I’ll pray for you.”
“Thank you,” Odin said. “It means a lot.”
“Don’t thank me. I did it every night in Sylina. No reason for me to stop now.”
He’s been praying for me?
Despite being unsure how to feel about such a gesture, Odin nodded, leaned back and allowed what little happiness he felt from the words to flow across him like warm bathwater after a long, exhausting day.
“Does the king have any leads on the matter?” Miko asked.
“No,” Odin sighed. “He doesn’t.”
“We’ve just been alerted to suspicious activity outside the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle.”
“Tel ‘Enlath?” Odin frowned.
“Tel ‘Enlath,” Ournul agreed, rotating a map to point out the jungle location.
“Have you heard of it?”
“No. I mean, I’ve read the name before, but I’ve never heard about the jungle.”
“It’s on the border of our kingdom.”
“I noticed,” Odin said. He turned his head up at the king. “What kind of activity was mentioned?”
“It was dark, and the scout who saw it was mostly just passing through, but he said he saw what appeared to be a small, armed force making their way toward the Denyon Pass.”
Denyon.
The word sent shivers down his spine and drove needles into his heart. Its evil, its treacherous pass, its unimaginable horrors—they called it the forbidden place, the closest to Hell you could ever get to in the real world. Its rivers ran red, they said, because blood was constantly spilled, and shrill cries were said to be heard from miles away from the throats of creatures so dastardly and perilous that any who looked upon them were said to go mad.
“Denyon?” he asked, still unable to believe what he’d just heard.
“Whatever this means,” the king said, “it can’t be good.”
“I thought no one lived there.”
“They don’t. They can’t live there.”
“Then why—“
“The only way to remain in Denyon even remotely safely is to have an army with you, and even then, that doesn’t spell good will.”
“Why would someone be there?”
“If they’re planning an assault on the kingdom, they may be trying to recruit the wild creatures.”
Who would even begin to dream of assaulting Ornala, much less take the measures to begin gathering an army? Their army was vast, their people strong—thousands of able-bodied men and older boys lived within the Ornala, all of which were capable of donning armor and wielding swords. If someone wanted to attack the kingdom, they would have to have good reason, let alone the forces to do so.
“Sir?” he asked.
“I’m sending you to investigate the claim.”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“I heard what you said, sir, but after what just happened, do you honestly think I should—“
“You’re the only one I trust with the matter, Odin. Besides—if someone is planning something, I don’t want to send a large force, let alone someone who would stumble over themselves and leave tracks.”
“Who would you plan on sending with me?” Odin frowned.
“If they’re willing,” the king said, leaning forward, “I’d like to send your knight master and the friend you journeyed with along with you.”
“Why them?”
“Because you know one another, and because I can trust you.”
“I don’t doubt your decision, sir, but Nova—“
“I’ve already drafted the letter. With your permission, I’ll have it sent later today.”
“I don’t want to take him away from his wife,” Odin sighed.
You ever need a bodyguard, Nova had once said, count on me.
“He said I could depend on him if I ever needed a bodyguard,” Odin mumbled, letting his eyes fall to his knees.
“Which is exactly why I want to send the three of you. You’re a team, Odin— you’ve been together for years and you’re three men I can trust.”
“What about Parfour?”
“The boy will do as he pleases,” Ournul said. “If he wants to go with you, I would allow it, but I’d imagine he wants to begin his fellowship in the church, considering he’s back in the capital.”
Odin nodded. He raised his head, looked the king straight in the eye, then reached forward to clasp his hand. “You can count on me,” he said.
When the king shook his hand, a flame of unease started up at the pit of his stomach.
This couldn’t spell good.
“You’re saying the king has asked me to go to Tel ‘Enlath with you?” Miko frowned, lacing his fingers together.
“Yes sir. That’s what I’m asking you.”
“I’m not objecting to the offer. It just comes at an odd time.”
“Why?”
“I assumed I would be remaining in Ornala for at least a little while longer.”
Odin frowned. When the Elf pursed his lips and reached up to run a hand through his hair, Odin sighed and braced his hands against his knees. “I’m sorry. If you can’t go, I understand. I can find someone else.”
“I can go, Odin. Don’t think I wouldn’t help you. Besides—it might be for the best if you have someone who knows the area.”
“You’ve been to the jungle?” Odin frowned.
“I’ve been just about everywhere.”
As I’ve noticed.
Resisting the urge to laugh both to be polite and to keep himself from looking stupid, Odin looked up from the table to find Parfour dozing on his bed. “Has he been well?” he asked.
“He’s healed, yes.”
“I mean—“
“Emotionally, he’s as strong as ever.”
“Thank you for helping him, sir.”
“I made a promise to you, Odin. I don’t break my promises.”
“I know,” Odin said. “Still… what you did means a lot to me. I can never repay you.”
“I don’t ask to be repaid.”
“You’re too kind.”
“There can never be too much kindness in the world.”
Odin looked up.
In the Elf’s purple eyes, he thought he saw unease, though whether or not it was true, he couldn’t and probably would never know.
“The letter’s been sent,” Ournul said. “I assume you’ve already spoken to your knight master about this?”
“Yes sir. I have.”
“Given the state of the weather and how much it’s improved, I’d imagine it will only take your friend a week to get up here, maybe two at the most.”
“What if we don’t find anything, sir?”
“There’s another reason I want you to go to the jungle, Odin.”
“Sir?”
“I should have been honest with you from the beginning.”
Ok, Odin thought, raising his eyebrows when the king’s eyes faltered. What’s
he keeping from me?
There hadn’t been more to the report than he’d initially let on, had there?
He’d never taken Ournul to be a dishonest man—he always told the truth, whether right or wrong, bold or brash, and not once had he caught him in a lie. Now, though, he couldn’t necessarily be sure.
“The other reason I want you to go to the jungle,” Ournul said, “is to recruit the Enlathian Sisterhood.”
“The Enlathian Sisterhood?” Odin frowned. “But sir, I thought they were—“
“Legend? No. They’re anything but.”
Tribes of warrior women had been spoken of in many stories throughout the ages, but of all of them the Enlathian Sisterhood seemed to be the most prominent. Scorned from society and often abused by their husbands, they’d fled into one of the most dangerous places in the entire world to form their own kingdom outside the prejudice of men. Legend said that each could shoot an arrow through a man’s eye from one-hundred feet away and that they could wield swords normal men had trouble even bearing. Whether or not that was true was up for discretion, but regardless, the revelation before him made him reconsider everything he’d once thought about the court and their thoughts about letting women wield swords.
They’ve never been allowed, he thought.
But, really, who cared if a woman wanted to swing a sword, shoot a bow or don armor? If she were willing and capable, who was to say that she couldn’t serve under the king’s rule?
The court. That’s who.
“Sir,” he said. “Why are you asking this?”
“I have a bad feeling, Odin.”
“About… what?”
“I feel we may be going to war soon.”
It snaked around his leg and slithered up his leg—the feeling, the nerves, the anxiety that coursed throughout his body the moment the king’s lips pursed. At first he wasn’t sure how to take the words, as he was so stunned that he could barely move, let alone think. However, when the snake of fear bit into his thigh—when it delivered its toxic poison into his bloodstream— his arms tensed up and his head flared with pain.
War?
“Sir, how do you—“
“I don’t know, Odin, but after what just happened, I feel as though it is best to have as many allies as possible.”
“I thought Germa—“
“Was keeping quiet? So did I.”
“Was there anything on the assassin that led you to believe that he was a Germanian mage?”
“Not in particular, no.”
“The Sisterhood—“
“What about them?”
“How do you know they exist?”
“Because I was once sent a letter from their leader.”
So they were real then, not just some legend. At this knowledge, Odin nodded, but didn’t necessarily know how to take the speech he’d just been delivered.
If we’re going to war, he thought, then the whole country will be in an uproar.
“I’d like it if you kept this quiet,” Ournul said. “Even from your friends.”
“I wouldn’t say anything if you didn’t ask me to, sir.”
“I know, Odin. I trust you—you’re a good man and a hell of a good soldier. I just don’t want something to slip out. You know how fast word can travel.”
Do I ever.
Nodding, Odin leaned forward and looked at the map before him. “My knight master said he knew the way,” he said.
“Good,” Ournul said. “I’ll prepare for supplies to be gathered. You’ll have to travel light, but I’m sure the three of you can hunt if necessary.”
“Give me a bow and I can learn,” Odin nodded.
Ournul smiled.
Somehow, the action made Odin feel even more uncomfortable.
He lay awake that night with war in his head. Swords swinging, arrows flying, catapults firing, mages burning the world asunder—he thought of Neline and the Kerma he’d speared on the edge of his sword and Ohmalyon and the Ogre he’d killed in cold blood: how, despite their reasons, and despite his apprehension, he had managed to kill without so much as a second thought.
If we’re really going to war, he thought, then everything changes.
No longer was he a little boy playing with wooden swords, fighting shadows or practice dummies—he was a man: a grown, adult man, with scars to last a lifetime and nightmares to keep him awake at night. If they were to go to war—if he were to don the armor that would mark him as the king’s champion—then everything would change.
But how?
The economy, for one—there would be homeless, that much was already guaranteed, and orphans. Single fathers would die and leave their children to the streets, while men with wives would be slaughtered and leave their family in disrepair. But what of those men who didn’t have families? Who would remember them, if not the God or Gods above?
When the realization came to his head, it almost hurt him to recognize it.
If a man without a family were to die, no one would remember him. Sure— he may have friends, but if he were to die in a war without borders, those friends of his he held would likely be conscripted and die as well.
Stop. You can’t think about this.
No—thinking about it for too much longer would likely drive him insane.
Closing his eyes, Odin set his hands on both the dogs’ backs and tried to drown out the world.
When the world wouldn’t drown out for him, he drowned for the world.
 
- - -
 
“What do you plan on doing now that we’re leaving?” Odin asked.
“I don’t know,” Parfour shrugged. “Work at the church, maybe?”
“You’re still undecided.”
“Yeah. I am.”
Seated on the far hill that overlooked the training grounds, Odin tossed a bleeding dandelion stalk down the hill and watched as the wind carried it another few feet. When it landed, he turned his attention up to Parfour and smiled when he caught the boy’s eyes. “You’ve got time to make your decision.”
“I know,” Parfour said, setting his hands on his knees. “It’ll just be different, not having Miko around anymore.”
“You enjoyed your stay with him?”
“More than anything. He taught me a lot.”
Just as he did me, Odin thought, smiling.
“He told me a lot of what he said he told you,” Parfour said, raising his eyes to look at Odin.
“Like what?”
“That life is precious, that things happen for a reason… that even though I’ll always be blind in one eye, I’ll always be able to see in the other.”
“How are you taking it?”
“It sucks, not being able to see after I was able to my whole life, but I’m dealing with it. It’s not like you need two eyes to look at something.”
“Nope,” Odin said, smiling when Parfour laughed and tossed his own broken dandelion stalk down the hill. “What’s so funny?”
“It’s just nice to be able to enjoy life now.”
“You liked Sylina though, didn’t you?”
“I want to live there someday. You won’t believe it until you see it, Odin, but other than the castle, it’s probably the most beautiful place I’ve ever been.”
“Where did you live before?”
“In one of the villages on the coast.”
“It’s even more beautiful than the ocean?”
“Nothing’s more beautiful than the ocean,” Parfour said, looking down at the group of pages training on the grounds below. “Sylina… it’s beautiful, but in a different way. It’s like looking at a painting—one always looks better than another, you know, but each one has good things about it. Sylina, though…
there’s so much water arranged in so many different ways. It’s hard to even describe.”
“I hear you,” Odin smiled. Leaning back, he set his hands behind his head and closed his eyes.
“You ready to do what you’re going to do?” Parfour asked.
“I’ll be ready,” Odin said, opening his eyes. “He just wants to touch base.
That’s all.”
“That’s not all you’re doing, is it?”
“Between us?” Odin waited for Parfour to nod before continuing. “The king thinks there’s trouble brewing. That’s why I’m going.”
“To see if there really is?” Parfour asked.
Odin nodded. “Hopefully,” he said, pushing himself forward, “there won’t be any.”
“I’ll pray for you.”
“I think we’ll need all the prayers we can get, otherwise… I think something bad might be about to happen.”
When Odin looked down at his hand—when he once again felt the dull throb that had persisted for almost a year—he thought of Neferini and what she had foretold.
War is coming, the squirrel had said. Be ready.
“Your rations are being prepared as we speak,” Ournul said, clasping Odin’s shoulders from behind as he stepped up to the window.
“Thank you, sir.”
“There’s no need to thank me.” Ournul paused. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” Odin said. He yawned shortly after. “I had a hard time going to sleep last night.”
“You were thinking again, weren’t you?”
“Yes sir. I was.”
“Sometimes I worry about you, son. Too much thinking can mess with a man’s head.”
But isn’t thought what we’ve based our entire principle on?
Choosing to keep his comment to himself rather than speak it and risk rebuttal, Odin shook his head, stretched his arms behind his neck and turned to look at his king. Though properly dressed and clean-shaven, he, too, appeared tired, as though he’d just spent a long day in the field. “Are you well, sir?”
“I’m tired as well, Odin. My job is quite stressful.”
“I can imagine.”
“Walk with me, will you?”
Nodding, Odin fell into place beside his king and followed him down the hall. As they rounded the corridor, entering a hall starkly lit by pale afternoon light, a group of pages burst in from their afternoon exercises and stopped in place before they could run into them. All the dozen-odd boys stared in awe, then fell before their knees, kissing Ournul’s ring as they were graced with their king’s presence and nodding at his champion as they rose and started toward their lessons. Throughout all this, Odin watched Ournul’s face. His smiles, his laughs, his cheeks expanding as he spoke and his lips depressing when he pursed—he seemed to be a happy man, for the most part, like a bard in a bar graced by those who enjoyed his music, but it was obvious the current affairs were taking their toll. His eyes seemed much darker than their normal hue and the lines in his brow were all the more visible than they usually happened to be.
“Sir,” Odin said. “Why did you want me to walk with you?”
“I feel at peace when you’re at my side,” Ournul said, clasping his hands behind his back.
“Why are you sending me then?”
“As I’ve said before, because I know you’ll get the job done.”
“Another man would do just as well as I would.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“You don’t?”
“Another man may miss the smaller details. Besides—there’s so few mages around the castle grounds nowadays that I can’t afford to send someone without magical power, especially when the situation at hand may merit the use of such gifts.”
“You think this is just more than regular barbarians, don’t you?”
“A barbarian force would not send a mage to assassinate the king of a country,” Ournul said, turning. When they stepped out into the open air, the king tilted his head back and closed his eyes, reveling in the warmth that pooled off from the distant sun.
“What makes you think that?” Odin asked, desperate to give his king a reassuring touch, but unsure whether or not it would be appropriate.
“Mages are hard to come by, Odin. They seem to be a dying breed.”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“How many boys have you seen with Ramya or one of the other mages?
Daughtry is only teaching three boys how to use their gifts, and even then they show little promise.”
“I was special. Wasn’t I, sir?”
“Yes, Odin. It pains me to say so, but you were—and are, if you want me to be completely honest.”
Sighing, Ournul stepped into the sparring circle and centered himself in the middle of it. He stood there for several long moments, looking out into the tree line that led into a small wood at the perimeter of the royal grounds, before turning and gracing Odin with his eyes.
Though he said nothing, Odin felt sure that his king was telling him everything was fine, that he would be well and that soon, they wouldn’t have to worry about anything.
How do I know that?
However the means and regardless of the mechanism, Odin chose to ignore it. Instead, he stepped forward, stood by his king’s side, and watched as the sun faded behind the clouds.
“Miss me?” a familiar voice asked.
Odin looked up. Nova stood nearby, arms spread and face lit with a grin.
“I didn’t know you would be here so soon,” Odin laughed, stepping forward and into his friend’s arms. “How are things in Bohren?”
“They’re well, they’re well,” Nova said, reaching up to slide his scythe from his mount’s saddle. “I’m happy for the time I spent home.”
“I’m sorry you had to leave so soon, Nova.”
“Ah well. We’re only going on a short trip, nothing like we were on before.”
No, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hold the same risks.
Though his heart felt completely opposite of what his friend was saying, Odin couldn’t help but smile when he turned his head up and saw that Nova was still grinning. In response, he laughed, jumped into his friend’s arms and squeezed him as tightly as possible. “I missed you so much, Nova.”
“I missed you too, Odin. God—you wouldn’t believe how many times I had to tell myself that you weren’t around.”
“You’re just saying that.”
“I’m not. I’d turn around when I’d hear someone step into the room and expected to see you, not my wife or father-in-law.”
“Home is good though, right?”
“Home is better than good,” Nova grinned. “It’s the greatest thing I could ever possibly imagine.”
As they walked—Nova leading his horse, Odin with his hands in his pockets—they passed a group of empty vending stalls and a stable fully occupied by horses. Once, when Odin looked up to survey the area before him, he caught sight of Nova grinning, a pleasure more than welcome after so many months of stress.
“How was your trip up here?” Odin asked.
“It was fine. So much better than the trips up and back in the snow.”
“I still feel bad about that, especially for your wife.”
“She actually enjoyed it,” Nova laughed, slapping his arm across Odin’s back.
“Whenever I’d complain about the cold, she’d just say it was beautiful. My wife, she’s a character, I tell you.”
“She’s a beautiful woman,” Odin nodded.
“You strike it up with anyone yet?”
“Sorry?”
“You met anyone?”
“Oh,” Odin said. “That.”
“I’m guessing not.”
“I don’t have time for a relationship,” Odin shrugged, sliding his hands back into his pockets. When Nova offered no reply, he simply smiled and smacked his arm. “Besides—being the king’s champion takes all my attention anyway.”
“I can understand that,” Nova said. He raised his arm to wave a stable boy over. “Boy! Can you help me with my mount?”
“Yes sir!” the young man called back.
“Meet you inside?” Nova asked.
Odin nodded and started for the castle. “I’ll send word to the guards that you’ll be coming.”
“I assume we’ll be leaving within the next few days then,” Nova said, dunking a piece of bread into a saucer of juice before shoving it into his mouth.
“I would imagine,” Miko said, turning his eyes on Odin. “When did the king say our provisions would be ready?”
“Here soon,” Odin said. “I’m guessing he’ll have someone prepare the horses in the morning.”
“Are you taking Gainea with you?”
“She’s too old to go with me,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I’m afraid I might have to send for my father. He’d want her to be there before she passes.”
“She’s a good horse,” Nova agreed. “Been with you through a lot of shit.”
More than a lot, he thought, but said nothing. He reached forward, took a piece of cheese and slid it into his mouth, nodding as the taste settled onto his tongue and sparked a wave of pleasure in his brain. “Aren’t you going to eat?”
Odin asked, looking up at Miko.
“I will, in time.”
“You need to eat too,” Nova said, reaching up to run a hand along his beard and mustache.
“Don’t worry, Nova. I’ll be fine.”
“Suit yourself.”
While Nova went back to tearing into the afternoon’s lunch, Odin stood and made his way to the far window, where he looked out to find a group of men chopping wood. When they took notice of him, he nodded and raised his hand, a gesture they quickly returned. “I hope nothing bad will come of this,”
he sighed, turning his head so he could look back at his friends.
“You haven’t really mentioned what we’re doing,” Nova said, raising his head to look at him.
“We’re going to the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle.”
“A jungle?” Nova asked.
“This will be a change of pace,” Miko mused.
“He wants us to find the Enlathian Sisterhood,” Odin said.
“Is there any particular reason?”
“He wants to touch bas. He also has reason to believe that the man who tried to assassinate Ournul may have been lurking around the area.”
“Wait,” Nova said. “What?”
With a tremble in his heart, Odin told the story of the assassin’s attempt at Ournul’s life, beginning with the end of the trial, then moving on to the night he woke up to find one of the dogs lying stunned in the middle of the room before telling how, in the dead of light, he’d seen through the blankets separating their room the silhouette standing before the king’s bed. When he finished by saying he’d killed the man after holding him at bay with magic, Nova’s mouth dropped open and a sliver of sauce escaped from the corner of his lip.
“Shit,” Nova said.
“Shit is right,” Odin said, running a hand through his hair. “Just imagine how I’ve been feeling.”
“You don’t get a break, do you?”
“It doesn’t seem like it,” Odin laughed, looking up at Miko, whose hair seemed to glisten in the light streaming through the window. “Are you all right, sir?”
“I’m fine. Just listening to what you have to say.”
“How do you feel about this?”
“Unsure, but that’s expected, given the current state of affairs.”
“We’ll figure out what’s going on,” Nova nodded. “We’ll take that bastard down.”
Odin nodded.
He’d do whatever he needed if it meant it would keep his king safe, even if that meant going into an unexplored jungle.
The morning came as though young and unsure. As the sun rose late on an unnaturally-cloudy day, offering a bleak glimpse at the afternoon that was likely to come, Odin opened his eyes when a pair of hands shook him awake.
Unsure, then well-aware of his current situation, he looked up at Miko and nodded when the Elf turned and made his way to Nova’s bed.
“Wake up,” he said to Nova, who simply shrugged the hand off and tried to go back to sleep. “It’s time to leave.”
Standing, Odin looked out at the window and sighed when he saw the telltale sign of rainclouds blooming in the distant sky.
It’s going to be cold, he thought. Our first day out in the fucking rain.
“My nose is all plugged up,” Nova said, pressing his fingers against his eye sockets.
“Then blow it,” Miko said. “We need to meet with the king before we leave.”
As though he’d foretold of the action itself, a knock came at the door.
“Will someone get that?” the Elf asked, slipping into the washroom at the side.
When Odin crossed the door, opened it and saw before him the king’s assistant, he gave a slight smile despite the unease he felt from introducing not only his friend, but possibly revealing Miko’s identity and leaned against the doorjamb. In response, Dora gave a slight nod, then crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you ready?” she asked.
“We’ll be ready in a few moments,” Odin said. “Right Nova?”
“Right,” the man said, then sneezed in response.
“The king’s had a page arrange your supplies for you. Everything’s packed and ready to go.”
“Are there guards stationed outside our king’s office?”
“There’s no need to worry about anything, Odin. I’ve got everything under controlled.”
Of course you do, he smiled. You wouldn’t let anything happen to our king.
The dagger that flickered at the young woman’s side was warrant enough of such abilities.
Sighing, Odin cast a glance over his shoulder and watched as Nova trudged across the room, first retrieving Miko’s dark façade from the table at the side of the room, then as he made his way into the washroom to deliver the black ensemble to Miko. A short mumur of thanks sounded in the other room before Nova stepped back out and into the open.
“Almost ready?” Dora asked the older man.
“Almost,” Nova said.
Dora took a step backward and closed the door.
“Good morning gentlemen,” Ournul said, bracing his hands atop the desk stacked high with papers as he looked each and eery one of them in the eye. “I assume you’re ready for your trip then?”
“We’re ready,” Odin agreed, reaching down to stable his hand on the sword at his side. “Sir… before we go.”
“You have no need to worry about your provisions, Odin. All of your saddlebags are full to the brim, as are the packs that you’ll be picking up from the stableboys.”
“It’s not that.”
“What is it then?”
At his side, Nova shifted, likely nervous at Odin’s lack of definitive reciprocation. Miko, meanwhile, remained in place, hands clasped behind his back and hidden eyes set ahead. Whether or not the king could make out the Elf’s features he couldn’t be sure.
It’s all right, he thought. You’ve done this alraedy.
He certainly had, but before, there hadn’t been fear of assassinations or attempts on the king’s life.
“Odin?” Ournul asked.
“Will you be all right when I’m gone?”
“I’ll be just fine, son. Don’t worry about you.”
“I have to. I’m your champion.”
A smile gracing his face, Ournul reached forward, clasped Odin’s hand, then looked over at Nova. Though his eyes seemed worried and his face devoid of overall expression, the smile on his king’s face gave Odin enough hope to reassure him that everything would be just fine.
“Like I said,” Ournul continued, drawing Odin from his thoughts, “you have nothing to worry about. I’ve had my guards doubled and Dora will always be nearby. You need not worry about a thing.”
“Thank you, sir.” Odin gave a slight nod, allowed the king of Ornala to grace his shoudlers, then looked over at his companiosn. “Are we ready?” he asked.
Both Miko and Nova nodded.
“I’ll see you in a few weeks,” Ournul said, smiling as the guards opened the door and began to escort them out.
“In a few weeks,” Odin replied.
When Odin looked up at his two friends—when he saw one’s amber eyes and the other’s hidden gaze—he felt more at home than he had for the past half-year.
 
 







 
Chapter 5
The rain began shortly after they embarked on their quest. As the crux of the morning faded into the afternoon, sending the sun halfway across the sky and behind the clouds in the distance, the rain fell in sheets and formed mist at their horses’ feet, twisting about their hooves like tendrils of smoke burning from a fire that destroyed not only happiness, but homes.
Seated atop his mount and shivering in his place, Odin pushed an arm against his chest and tightened his grip on his stallion’s reins, sighing as a draft rolled down the distant hills and chilled his already-freezing body.
Teeth clattering, arms trembling, he pushed a wave of warming magic across his body, then channeled the same to Nova, nodding when the man looked up and smiled.
“You do that?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said.
“Thanks, kid.”
In no mood to verbally respond further, Odin gestured his mount forward until he fell into place next to Miko. Though his gaze was set forward, Odin could make no indication as to what the Elf thought, nor could he see any discerning expression on his partially-hidden face. “Sir?” he asked.
“Yes?”
“Are you all right?”
“I’m cold, but I’m fine.”
“Why aren’t you using your magic?”
“It’ll only wear me out if I try to create a barrier around myself. Besides—I would feel guilty if I didn’t do the same for the both of you.”
“I can help you.”
“Don’t exhaust yourself, Odin. The rain isn’t going to let up anytime soon.
Wait until tonight.”
Tonight?
Though disheartened at hearing such a thing, Odin shook his head, then slowed his horse until he fell back next to Nova. The man reached out and slapped a hand across his back.
“It’ll be fine,” Nova said. “Don’t worry—a little cold never hurt anyone.”
Odin shook his head.
When he remembered a night nearly four years ago, when from the darkness and cold Nova came into his life, he knew a little rain could do more than just hurt.
“Shh,” Odin said, stroking his stallion’s nose as he channeled warming magic not only into his mount, but into the others. “It’s all right. There. See? That’s better, isn’t it?”
Snorting in response, the horse pressed his snout into Odin’s chest and rolled his lips.
With a smile gracing his face and a newfound joy in his heart, Odin looked up just in time to see Nova step out of the tent. “Morning,” Odin said.
“Morning,” Nova replied.
“What’re you doing up so early?”
“I need to take a piss.”
“Oh,” Odin laughed.
Shrugging, Nova made his way into the nearby cropping of trees and disappeared into them.
We’ll probably be leaving soon if he’s up now.
Either way, it didn’t particularly matter. Now that the rain had let up, it would be fairly-easy going from here on out—at least for the day, anyway.
When Nova stepped out of the clearing and came forward, Odin looked up.
The older man steadied himself against his mount and took a long, deep breath, then exhaled a moment later. His eyes were filled with lines and crust lined the outer edges of his nostrils.
Poor guy.
As though predicting the thought, Nova sneezed. “Fuck,” he moaned.
“You all right?”
“It’s the shit in the air. Always happens when I’m so far north.”
“How come you didn’t have problems in Ohmalyon?”
“Because Ohmalyon didn’t have whatever shit that does this.”
Unsure what to say or how to respond to his friend, Odin simply shrugged and again looked up when the tent flap opened. Miko stepped out, face visible and hair spilling down one shoulder in an intricate braid. “Are we ready?” he asked.
“Might as well be,” Nova groaned. “Can we eat first?”
Miko lifted the pot of stew.
“Are we being followed?” Odin asked.
“Yes,” Miko said. “We are.”
Seated around the long-dead campfire and shrouded in pure darkness, Odin could barely see the Elf’s face. Regardless, though, he could already imagine the look he held—lips pursed, cheeks hollow, eyes faltering as the moments passed. Nova slept at his side, oblivious to their conversation, which probably served better for their purpose in the long run.
If he knew, Odin thought, or heard.
It wasn’t unlikely for such things to happen—in long-dead towns that had since been abandoned or destroyed by things unnatural, it was always possible for evil to lurk within, shrouded behind veils of darkness or hidden in small nooks and crannies. The very thing that followed them happened to come from a town that had once been plagued by a sweeping blow of infant fatalities, where children were once born dead and fell apart with rot moments after they were born. This thing—this creature of death—lurked in the far hills, watching them with eyes dead, hollow and rot, and in its gaze it held nothing but animosity, things of a devious nature that could very well spell death for any who looked upon it.
“What is it?” Odin asked, grimacing as the thing in the far hills shifted.
Illuminated by moonlight, it appeared even more ominous than before—head stretched taught, ears huge and bat-like, sharp in contrast against the pale blue sky.
“It’s rotten,” Miko said. “A flesh summon.”
“But who would—“
“I don’t know, Odin. Stay quiet. It may hear us.”
The flesh summon shifted. Lifting its head, it rose to its back legs and stretched its impossibly-long body forward, as though peering into the darkness to find the humans and Elf it was looking for. Once, when Odin thought it might have seen them, it let out a low, hollow yowl, one that sounded much like a dying cat whose throat was parched of moisture.
Echoing across the landscape, reverberating throughout the hills, the sound traveled down to them and remained even after it had silenced—a low, ominous drum heard not in the ears, but the heart.
What if it comes while we’re sleeping? he thought, but didn’t say anything.
When Miko reached up and set a finger to his lips, Odin nodded and spread out along the ground.
The remaining smoke from the fire drifted before his vision.
Odin coughed.
The flesh summon yowled in the hills.
“Sir,” he whispered.
“Yes?” Miko replied.
“What if it comes down while you’re keeping watch?”
“Then I’ll kill it,” Miko said.
With that knowledge in mind, Odin spread out along the ground and closed his eyes.
When darkness shrouded the front of his vision, a pale, pink face appeared in his mind.
I see you, the face of the flesh summon said. I know who you are.
Morning came as though a breath from pale dead lips. After eating what little stew and biscuits he was given, Odin mounted his horse and tried not to be disappointed at the cold and or saddened at the grey sky. His eyes immediately fell to the hills, where the flesh summon had been no more than hours before, but when he saw nothing, his heart chilled and a dead finger traced his spine.
“Sir,” he said. “Did it—“
“No,” Miko sighed. “Thankfully.”
“I know what was going on,” Nova said, looking up at the two of them. “I saw it too.”
“We didn’t want to worry you.”
“I know. I appreciate it, though it would’ve been better if I hadn’t heard what you guys were talking about.”
Nodding, Odin pushed his horse into a trot and looked up as both Miko and Nova’s mounts fell at both of his sides. Though the wind was cold and the breeze offered nothing but uncomfortable memories, he tried to shake his fears aside and look at the road ahead of them.
When things plague your doubts, there is little to be done.
Not sure what else to say or do, Odin closed his eyes and reached down to run his hand through his stallion’s mane.
Things would get better.
They had the rest of the day ahead of them.
The flesh summon continued to follow them for the next three days.
Stalking along the hills, lurking through the dense patch of woods that lined the countryside, keeping its distance as though wary and unsure of the men it was following—it trailed them first through the rain, then an intense bought of heat, though where it went duing the day Odin couldn’t be sure. It seemed only visible at nightfall, this fleshy thing, and whenever it did make its appearance, it did so for only brief moments at the time.
For a while, Odin thought it would simply vanish, a sad creature whose soul had been inappropriately bound to a puppet master’s chain. When it finally did approach them, however, it said only one thing.
Hello.
Cautious, alert and a little more than disheartened from the creature’s initial arrival, Odin drew his sword from his sheath and steadied himself in his seat as Miko rose and drew his blade. Humming, as though giving a warning, the blade first fell forward, then down as the Elf stared at the creature and forced it onto its haunches with his gaze alone. Already Odin could smell the rot from the filthy thing.
In life, it would have been a man, possibly a messenger that had been picked off by some petty necromancer, but the forces of necromancy had already taken their toll. The creature’s eyes were gone and its ears were stretched back at a seemingly-impossible angle, poised as though an Elf, but caked with pus and earwax. Its skin was sagging, its forehead depressed, its lips torn to pieces and its body hollow and filled with holes. Perhaps the most horrifying feature, however, was its mouth. Stretched to the ground as though being pulled into the depths of Hell or whatever existed below, its cheeks lay open and its upper jaw was pressed forward, as though it were a donkey or some other dumb creature bestowed upon the earth. Regardless of its nature and despite its purpose, the thing simply sat there watching them for several long moments, its dead gaze not faltering and its head cocked like a cat examining a stray sparrow. In this gaze, Odin felt nothing but hurt—pity, he would have said, of being trapped in a body that should no longer be alive.
Hello, it said again. The gap in the side of one cheek stretched open even more as the dead muscles in its face worked to move its lips.
“Who sent you?” Miko asked. “And what is your name?”
I was sent by the man in the south, by the man in the kingdom of nothing. My
name is Nothing.
“It speaks?” Nova asked. His hands had since fallen to his scythe, which now lay prone and ready to strike should the need arise.
“Of course it does,” Miko said. “It’s been commanded to follow us, likely with the intent of delivering a message.”
“Why a corpse though?” Odin asked.
“Because it’s convenient, easy.”
The body was nothing in death—merely a stiffening, rotting bag of flesh.
How it was convenient to rip the soul out of death only to put it back in was beyond his measure, but Odin said nothing. He simply watched as the creature tilted its head and tried to position it into as straight an angle as possible.
“What is your message?” Miko asked.
Your king is made of iron and blood. Bone and matter are nothing.
“You are bone and matter,” Miko said, waving his sword. “Does that mean you are nothing?”
I am Nothing, as I have said. I live only to say.
“Say what?”
Run.
Perhaps the most powerful shiver he had ever felt ran the length of Odin’s spine until it jarred itself into his head. Every hair on his body stood on end and his hands began to shake. The creature—who seemed to know that it provoked such movements—turned its mouth up in a twisted smile, one that killed every ounce of hope in Odin’s heart and replaced it with nothing but dark thoughts.
“We will not run,” Miko said. “Leave, now. Go back to whoever created you.”
Kill me, the thing said.
Miko thrust his sword into the creature’s chest.
When its body fell to the ground, now permanently dead and devoid of its conscience, what looked to be a glowing ball of light lifted from its chest, spun about the corpse, then shot into the air faster than Odin could have ever possibly imagined.
“Come,” Miko said, kicking dirt over the fire and grabbing his horse’s reins.
“We must go—now, before whoever sent it finds their way here.”
They continued late into the night until the moon lay halfway across the sky and the distant stars were just beginning to twinkle out. Seated atop his mount, eyes heavy and head filled with doubt, Odin nodded off what felt like several times only to be shaken away by either Miko or Nova. We’ll stop soon, Miko would always say, but by the time they did, dawn had graced the horizon and the sun was just beginning to spread her gentle rays across the sky.
Tangled amidst his bedroll and trying his best to keep the sun out of his face, Odin opened his eyes to find Nova sitting across from him, shirt off and teeth set at trying to tear a piece of jerky.
What is he doing up? he thought, groaning.
“You awake, kid?”
“I’m awake,” Odin said. “Why are you?”
“Couldn’t sleep. Hungry. Too bright.”
“You’re telling me.” He looked over at Miko. He was surprised to find the Elf asleep, complete in his full-black attire and nestled within a bedroll. “How can he sleep?”
“He probably tunes it out.”
Unless he’s experiencing one of his moments.
Memories of Ohmalyon and the stories that had come from it began to haunt his mind. Though unable to shake them off, he was content with the fact that Miko had to be conscious of his surroundings, as he’d spoken to the corpse summon with a tremble in his throat and an unsteady hand on his sword.
“No one is calm during something like that,” Odin mumbled.
“You sure talk to yourself a lot, don’t you?” Nova laughed. “What’re you mumbling about now?”
“I’m just tired.”
“Go back to sleep then. We won’t be leaving anytime soon, I don’t think.”
“All right,” Odin said.
He fell back asleep almost immediately after he closed his eyes.
“Sir,” Odin said, kicking his mount into place beside the Elf. “We’re not being followed anymore, are we?”
“No,” Miko said. “We aren’t.”
Under the cover of grey clouds, they continued throughout the lowlands as though starved and desperate for food. Their mounts wary, Odin’s stomach in knots, he tried not to think about the night before and just what had happened.
It said hello, he thought, then asked to be killed.
“That thing that came out of its chest,” Nova said, speaking for the first time in what seemed like hours. “What was that?”
“The closest thing you can find to a soul.”
“That’s what the soul looks like?” Odin asked.
“What you saw is technically called a Sprite. It’s the physical part of life that exists within every living thing. Some call them part of the Fae, the creatures that live at the end of the world. You normally don’t see them when something dies, but when you rip a fresh soul out of death and put it back inside a corpse, they try to fight their way out. That’s why it flew around like it did after I killed the summon.”
“It was in pain, wasn’t it, sir?”
“I do not know if souls feel pain. Pain is something only the body feels.”
But can’t your heart feel the same kind of pain?
He’d always associated pain was something you felt mentally, not physically. Sure—the hand hurt when struck by the hammer, and the nails bled and curled once hit hard enough to turn them black, but all pain was eventually felt in the mind, not the body.
What does that mean then?
Regardless of whether or not pain was physically felt or not, Odin shook his head and steadied his mount as they came to a dip in the land. He gestured the creature’s feet up, then down with a rise and fall of his reins, sighing as he looked up and saw the beginnings of the harsher lowlands.
Almost like the Ela ‘Alna.
“We’re getting closer,” Odin said, “aren’t we, sir?”
“Yes Odin. We are.”
That night, after he fell asleep, Odin dreamed of the Judarin and the forbidden isles it held.
Standing within the clearing with his head bowed and his arms lying slack at his side, he came to in the midst of a storm of energy and immediately lashed out with his arms. The air on fire and static buzzing in his ears, he reached up to claw at his head as what felt like a million bees began to swarm around him. Humming, buzzing, stinging, screaming—what noises they couldn’t make his mind created for him, a cacophony of sound that echoed inside his head and threatened to tear his mind apart.
Stop! he screamed. Stop!
As though silenced with a hammer, all noise ceased to exist.
Turning his head up, Odin’s breath caught in his chest as he looked upon perhaps the most beautiful thing he could have ever seen.
Seated upon a throne of stone and surrounded by a bed of fresh grass and flowers, it looked to be something magical in a place where it seemed that magic couldn’t exist. Looking upon Odin as he stared at it with eyes so awestruck and mystified that he felt they could have fallen from their sockets, the feline yawned and bared porcelain white teeth in a mouth framed by perfection. Its purple eyes solemn, its red and purple-striped fur shining in the twilight, the creature—no more than the size of a small dog—pressed its legs forward and arched its back, sighing as its spine shivered and its tail twitched in place. Its face straightened out after the gesture, though the purple arcs of fur across its cheeks and along its sides did nothing to solidify its presence amidst things that appeared normal and without godlike intention.
It’s, he thought, but couldn’t finish his thought.
In the moments after his conscience allowed him to think, he realized that the creature before him was what legend referred to as a Gjiku Wild Cat. The last cat species to have ever existed upon the outer mainland, the Gjikus had once flourished across the countryside and hunted the great deer as though men with bows and arrows before they themselves were hunted to extinction. How this one—much less this young one—could exist was a mystery to Odin, but as he stared into its purple eyes, lost within their depths as he usually was within the Elf’s, he couldn’t help but shiver in awe.
“Hello?” he asked.
Hello, Odin Karussa. My name is Meechu, the Dwarf Gjiku of the Jurdarin Isle
of Pleasant.
“Hello,” he managed, taking a few steps back as the cat rose from its throne.
He tripped over a slight incline and fell on his ass, but barely felt it as the cat stepped off its place and onto the steps that led up to it. “Why am I here?”
That would be my question.
“You didn’t send for me?”
The Gods do not send for mortals. You send for us.
“I…” Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. “She said that war is coming.”
As was told in the form of a corpse, was it not?
“Yes. It was.”
I do not know what to say to you, human. No… wait The Gjiku paused, eyes flickering back and forth and up and down his body. . You are not human. You
are both.
“What?”
You are human and Elf. Are you not?
“I… I am,” he said, grimacing as the cat stepped forward and in between his legs. He watched as the creature advanced upon him like a curious kitten and grimaced as it stepped up and onto his chest.
You smell young, so I will forgive you for your ignorance. What is it that you
fear in this life of yours?
“The war,” he said.
The war will come, just as she said, but it will not come soon—it will be long,
and it will come in the form of darkness. First it will swallow the home of one
you love, then it will spread in the form of a sentient long thought to be dead.
“A sentient?” Odin asked. “You mean the Ker—“
Not them. No. They are not dead, but dying. This one is thought to have been
dead.
“I don’t understand. What do—“
Do not question. Learn what I say. Remember it, Halfling, for it will be the
thing that clears your heart and gives you purpose.
Odin opened his eyes.
Beneath darkness and a full, porcelain moon, he pushed himself into a sitting position to find Nova sitting across from him. A stick in hand and a knife in the other, he busied himself with sharpening its tip into a throwing spear, though for what reason Odin couldn’t discern. He had little time to think about it, as soon after Nova looked up and viewed him with a pair of wondering eyes. “Hey,” he said, drawing his word as if unsure of Odin’s sudden restlessness.
“Hey,” Odin replied.
“You ok?”
“I had another weird dream,” he said, pulling the bedroll tighter around him.
“About?”
“I dreamed I was being visited by demigods.”
“What did they say?”
“That—“
Do you really want to tell him?
It was just a dream—he couldn’t lend any truths to it, no matter how soft the grass had felt at his feet or how real the cat’s whiskers at his face had seemed. No. What he’d just had was a dream, nothing more, so there was no harm in telling Nova just what it was that he had seen in a land filled with darkness and the reality of a human’s imagination. With that in mind, he cleared his head, expelled a breath, then said, “I dreamed I was visited by the Gjiku Demigod of sentient life.”
“Really?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said, reaching up to run a hand through his sweaty hair. “It felt so real.”
“I can only imagine.”
“It said that war will come in the form of darkness.”
“What?” Nova frowned.
“It… he, I mean… said it will swallow the home of someone I love, then will spread in the form of something we thought was dead.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had this kind of dream, Nova.”
“Don’t let it bother you, kid. Nothing you can do about it.”
“I know… it just… sucks, not being sure what to think of it.”
“If it helps you feel any better,” the older man said, “I haven’t had any visions for the past few years.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“Relieved. I’ve had some funny dreams, particularly about you and the things you’ve been doing, but they’ve only been dreams. You didn’t go anywhere near the Judarin Isles when you went to rescue the kids, but I dreamed the boat capsized at sea and you ended up on the shore of one of them.”
“Which one?”
“I don’t know, but whichever one it was, it looked dead.”
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.
Dead?
Instead of dwelling on it, he shook his head, settled back into his bedroll and closed his eyes.
Thinking about it would only keep him up. He needed all the rest he could get.
It rose up before them as though tall and filled with wonder. Fronds swaying, trunks leaning forward, leaves extending as though limbs and fingers flourishing within the wind—the trees looked to be alive in this strange, wonderful place, and though its colors seemed to speak of things wonderful and pure, the true terrors lay beneath, in the sweat lining their pores and the dew sprinkling their tips.
“Well,” Miko said, bringing his mount to a stop. “This is it.”
“The Tel ‘Enlath Jungle,” Nova nodded.
A sharp sting radiated along Odin’s wrist.
What the—
He looked down to find a beetle the size of his palm attached to his arm, wings spread and teeth attached to his wrist.
“What the fuck?” he asked, shaking the bug away from him.
“Blood Beetles,” Miko said, raising a hand and freezing the insect in midair.
“Nasty little critters, aren’t they?” Nova laughed, smashing his fist down on the bug.
“Yes. They are.”
Grimacing, Odin looked down at the bite on his wrist and tried not to touch it, though second nature took over and he did just that. When he came away with a slimy, yellow residue, he looked up at Miko, who only frowned beneath his hood and reached out to set his hand over the wound.
“There,” Miko said, channeling his magic into Odin’s wrist.
When the Elf pulled his hand away, the wound was gone—sealed and completely free of pain.
“Thank you,” Odin said, looking up at the jungle before them.
“Let me lead the way,” the Elf said, forcing his horse into a trot. “Follow directly behind me. Don’t reach out and touch any of the plants. Flick the bugs from your wrists or pull them off and smash them in your hands. Whatever you do, do not touch anything at your sides. There’s snakes and other poisonous creatures here.”
As I figured, Odin thought, grimacing as one of the bugs landed on his horse.
When the insect bit down into the horse’s neck, Odin flicked it off and blew it apart with his magic. Blood sprayed the nearby flora.
“Badass,” Nova laughed.
Odin merely groaned.
As they started into the jungle, he couldn’t help but dread the trip ahead of them.
Much of the day was spent in absolute misery. As they progressed through the jungle, led along animal-trodden paths and around dense amounts of shrubbery, the heat continued to increase until it was almost unbearable.
How Miko managed in such temperatures was beyond him, but by the time the afternoon eclipsed the sky, Odin had pulled his jerkin off and was busy fanning himself with a few pieces of parchment.
“You all right?” Odin asked, looking over at Nova.
Sweat pooling down his face, the man merely grunted and shook his head.
Like a dog fresh from a bath, sweat flew from his hair and onto Odin’s face.
Guess that answers my question, he thought.
Odin looked up just in time to see what appeared to be a giant spider skirting up the side of a tree.
“Shit,” he breathed.
“What?” Miko asked.
“Just saw another giant bug.”
“I saw ‘im too,” Nova breathed, hacking up a lungful of air.
“Are you sure you’ll be all right?”
“I’ll be fine,” Nova said, lifting his canteen to his lips and taking a brief sip.
“Don’t worry about me.”
“That’s kind of hard to do when you’re sweating like a pig.”
“I feel like one, kid. Now leave me alone. All this talk is wearing me out.”
It’s just talking.
Remaining silent, Odin looked up at his knight master and listened to the sound of the wildlife around him. In the trees, a group of birds cackled as though women laughing around a dining table, while at his side what appeared to be a lizard changed color to match the hue of a leaf it was balancing upon. In the distance, he saw several small pigs, while at his side he saw something that looked remotely deer-like slink off into the shrubs. As full of life and beautiful as this place was, something seemed amiss, as though a gem had just been lifted from the king’s crown and placed in a completely opposite location.
What does—
Something whistled in front of him.
When whatever it was struck his chest, Odin went flying off his horse.
“Odin!” Nova cried.
More whistling sounds could be heard above.
Miko drew his sword.
Odin looked down.
An arrow lay embedded in his chest.
I got shot, he thought, gasping, struggling to inhale a breath of air. I can’t
believe it. I got fucking shot.
As his head begin to spin, pain exploding in his chest and snaking its way into his eyes, he thought he heard Nova cry out and pull his scythe from his sheath.
Just before Odin passed out, he thought he heard Miko scream to stop.
He came to in the most horrible pain he could have ever imagined. Naked, save for his loincloth and a pair of bonds on his wrists and ankles, Odin looked about the room and tried to figure out where he was, but was almost immediately hurled back into place as pain bloomed in his chest and a blood flower spread across fresh bandages.
“Don’t move,” Miko said. “You’re badly hurt.”
“Where… where are we?” Odin gasped, screaming as what felt like a dagger buried itself into his lung.
“Don’t talk, Odin.”
“You got shot in the lung,” Nova said.
Odin tried to manage a look down. When he saw a spot of blood inking across the bandages, he lay back, closed his eyes and took careful, deep breaths, panting each and every time his left lung contracted and sent flares of pain into his head.
They shot me, he thought, grimacing, head rolling from the effort. I can’t
believe it.
“We’re in the Sisterhood’s campground,” Miko said, pressing a hand against Odin’s arm. “It’s all right. Don’t talk.”
“I… what did they—“
Before he could finish, a rap of noise came at what appeared to be the threshold, given the light that streamed through its surface. Shortly thereafter, the tallest woman Odin had ever seen stepped into the room and looked down at him. Handsome, with shoulder-length black hair done into a braid on one side, her eyes seemed harsh in their sockets and her lips looked as though they would burst from their place on her face. “Boy,” she said, drawing his eyes into hers. “Are you all right?”
“I’m hurt,” he managed, grimacing, trying not to let tears stream from his eyes, but failing in the process. “Do you think I’m all right?”
“You’re not dead. That’s all that matters.”
“Why?”
“Why did we shoot you?” she asked, waiting for Odin to nod before we continued. “Because you were unannounced. We thought they’d come back.”
“Who?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Miko said, setting a long, bare finger to Odin’s lips. Odin looked from the Elf in the flesh, to the woman and then back again before mouthing his question through his lips. “They said they’d kill us if I didn’t reveal myself.”
“You were bound so we could perform the surgery,” the woman said, looking down at Odin’s wrists and ankles. “You’ll be freed so long as you remain in bed.”
“I,” Odin started, then stopped when he found it too painful to speak. He nodded instead.
“Go to sleep,” Nova said. “We’ll wake you up later.”
As though by Nova’s very command, Odin blacked out.
The second time Odin woke, his wrists and ankles were free of their restraints and a fire burned in the camp outside the hut. Seated at his side with his head bowed and his hair covering his face, Miko slept soundly, his hands in his lap and his chest rising and falling with each breath.
When Odin tried to sit up, the straw bed he was on creaked from the effort.
A gasp caught in his throat.
Grimacing, hardly able to control his grunt of pain, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and looked up just as the woman from before entered the tent, carrying a spoon and what appeared to be a bowl of soup.
“Are you well?” she asked.
“I’m all right,” Odin said, accepting the bowl once she offered it. “Who are you?”
“My name’s Tala. I’m the leader of the Sisterhood.”
“Are you the one who shot me?”
“Yes. I am.”
Nodding, Odin spooned some soup into his mouth and took extra care when swallowing. The effort seemed to split his chest apart, but he managed to bear the pain and keep his silence. “You said someone came here before me,”
he said.
“Yes,” Tala said, “but now’s not the time to speak about it.”
“I’m here on orders from the king.”
“The Elf has already told me.”
Odin kept his silence. Though his appetite seemed to have vanished entirely, he decided to grin and bear it and continued to eat, regardless of the fact that his stomach was now in knots and his gut threatened to give out on him.
You’re just nervous, he thought, nodding, looking into Tala’s eyes as though they were the last thing he would ever see. She’s not going to hurt you.
How did he know that? For all he knew, he could be a prisoner of war, a hostage in a situation where they could demand anything they want in exchange for the king’s champion and his men.
Don’t think about that.
“I’ll speak to you again in the morning,” Tala said, reaching out to grip his upper arm. “I’m sorry for your pain.”
“It’s all right,” he said.
You did what you thought was best.
When the woman turned and walked out of the hut, Odin looked down at his soup and set it at his side.
His appetite was gone.
He wouldn’t be eating anymore tonight.
The following morning came with a chill that touched his bones and graced his heart with its presence. Covered with a thin animal hide and struggling to maintain his composure, Odin opened his eyes to find Miko pulling the blanket higher over his chest. When the Elf took notice of him, he sighed, then reached forward to touch Odin’s face.
“Is something wrong?” Odin asked.
“No,” Miko said. “It’s just cold.”
Outside, thunder cracked and a sheet of rain began to fall. He heard a woman cry out for someone to move something inside, though what that was, he didn’t know. All he knew was that his lung hurt and that it felt like he was being stabbed from the inside out.
How am I even alive? he thought, grimacing, tears burning rivers down his face.
Regardless of his current feelings on the matter, how wasn’t necessarily the concern— why was. The Sisters didn’t seem violent, at least to him, but they seemed more than willing to shoot at strangers who intruded upon their territory.
Why though?
If what Ournul had said was true—if someone really had been snooping around the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle when they weren’t supposed to be—then it was no wonder they’d been quick to draw their bows and shoot at them, complete strangers who had wandered unwarranted into their territory.
“Sir,” Odin said, attempting to push himself into a sitting position.
“Don’t sit, Odin.”
“But—“
“You’re hurt. You could aggravate your injury.”
“Did you heal me?” he asked, grimacing as the Elf pressed a hand into his right shoulder.
“Yes.”
“Do you know what’s going on?”
“No. I don’t.”
Once again, thunder cracked the sky. This time, however, Tala ducked into the hut and pulled a curtain aside, thrusting the room into darkness quicker than Odin could have possibly imagined.
“Where’s Nova?” Odin asked.
“I’m here,” the man said, waving from the far side of the hut. “It’s ok, Odin— I’m fine.”
“I haven’t harmed either of them,” Tala said, stepping up to the bed. She pulled a stool from the side and seated herself atop its round surface, bracing her hands against the foot of the wood-and-straw bed and narrowing her eyes on Odin’s prone form. “You wanted to speak with me, King’s Champion?”
“Yes ma’am,” he said. This time, he pulled Miko’s hand away and managed to push himself into a sitting position, despite the Elf’s protests. “I was sent here by the king.”
“As I’m aware.”
“He said he’d received reports that someone may have been moving military forces in the area.”
“We were also followed by a flesh summon,” Nova said, standing.
“There was someone here not too long ago,” Tala said. “Yes.”
“Tell me everything you know,” Odin said. “It’s crucial.”
“Why?”
“Because there was an attempt on the king’s life a month ago.”
At this, Tala frowned. Her handsome face took on a shade of doubt that, surprisingly, changed her facial features. No longer hardened by unsurety or embodied with command, she seemed calm—more beautiful than she already was, even, despite the obvious crack in her nose and the scar that ran the length of one eye.
Who said you can’t be beautiful if you’re scarred?
Shaking his head, Odin reached up to run a hand through his hair and grimaced when his lung throbbed once more.
“I can heal you,” Miko said, “but it will take some work.”
“I thought you said—“
“I know the anatomy of a human’s being, Odin.”
“But you said—“
“I sent for the healer at the castle shortly after you were brought to the camp. He imprinted the diagram of a man’s lung in the message he sent back to me.”
Odin shook his head. Leaning back, he braced himself against the wall and looked at not only the woman before him, but the Elf and his friend, who stood off to the side with his shirt off and his arms crossed.
“To answer your question,” Tala said, “there was a military force of about three-dozen men that moved across the edge of the jungle and toward Denyon.”
“Which means someone must have taken up refuge in the Forbidden Kingdom,” Miko sighed, shaking his head. “This can’t bode well for us.”
But this means, Odin thought, then swallowed a lump in his throat.
What would Germanian troops want to do with Denyon? Of all the places in Ornala, why there, in the shadowed abysss of agony where men sometimes ventured and never came back?
“King Ournul has asked for your assistance should something go wrong,”
Odin said, turning his eyes up to face the woman. “Would you be willing to offer it?”
“I’d be willing if we didn’t have problems of our own.” Tala stood and clasped her hands behind her back. She made move as though to leave the hut, but stopped before she did so, turning to look at Odin with eyes so dark he could barely even see her pupils. “We’ve been having a bit of Naga trouble lately.”
“Naga?” Odin frowned.
“They’re a race of snake people that live within the jungle,” Miko said.
“Poisonous. Partially-humanoid.”
“Those fuckers aren’t anything close to what we are though,” Tala said.
“They’ve got the faces of lizards and crowns of thorns on their heads. They may look human from the waist up, but look from the waist down and it’s nothing but one long, giant tail.”
“What’re they doing to you?” Odin frowned. “They’re not sentient?”
“Oh, they’re sentient all right, but they want our territory. They were here before us.”
“So why not leave?”
“Leave?” Tala laughed, spreading her arms. “This is refuge for women scorned, tortured and abused by what we refer to as men. I’m only dealing with you because I have to. You’d be gone if you weren’t hurt.”
“But you’re willing to help the king,” Nova said. “That must mean you have an ounce of respect.”
“Our jungle borders the Ornalan countryside,” Tala said, turning her eyes on Nova. “If something happens to you, something happens to us.”
“Equal agreements,” Miko nodded.
“Right. Which is why I’m willing to help if such help is needed. Right now though, we’re dealing with our own problems. The Naga have been attacking for weeks and it doesn’t look like they’re about to let up anytime soon.”
“Is there anything we can do to help?” Odin frowned.
“Yeah,” Tala smiled. “Want to kill the queen for us?”
Odin said nothing. Tala—who’d been so eager to ask such a bold question— laughed as though mad, then settled down after she saw that neither Miko nor Nova found her remark funny. When she turned her eyes on Odin, he felt as though she were bearing down into his very soul, forcing him to comment or to say anything detrimental to her plans.
I don’t like this.
He could understand her plight, in part—they were women scorned, as she said, who’d come to escape from the men who’d hurt them. However, as they’d invaded a territory previously inhabited by something else, was is really her place to say whether or not they deserved that land, especially when they were being so forcefully attacked by another sentient race?
Can they even speak? he thought. Have they tried to come to an arrangement?
“Have you tried talking with them?” Odin finally asked.
“Talk to them?” she laughed. “They speak snake, stupid boy. How are we supposed to understand their tongue?”
“I believe what Odin is asking,” Miko said, “is if you’ve tried to make peace with them either by communicating or offering them something.”
“They want the land, Elf—there’s nothing we can give or exchange for that.”
“You haven’t tried?” Nova asked.
Tala narrowed her eyes at him. “Look,” she said. “We can’t arrange for peace if we can’t even understand what they’re saying.”
“You could teach them,” Odin said. “I’m sure they—“
“You don’t know anything about what’s going on,” Tala said, jabbing her finger to emphasize her point. “We have tried to communicate with them. We did it when we first got here. They killed—hear me— killed my women, in cold blood, without so much as blinking, and they threaten our presence here with their mere existence.”
“We understand your situation,” Miko sighed. He crouched down at Odin’s side and pulled down the hide, testing the bloodied bandage above Odin’s lung and frowning when his finger came back damp. “If you’ll excuse us,” he said, looking up at Tala, “I’d like to heal my friend.”
“Good,” Tala said. “Once that’s finished, you can leave.”
With that, Tala walked out the door.
“Peachy,” Nova said.
“Yeah,” Odin sighed, grimacing as Miko began to remove his bandages. “No kidding.”
“Are you all right?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said, blinking. “I am.”
In this strange half-light after what Miko had referred to as ‘surgery,’ lights danced before his vision and his friends seemed like shadows in a world full of light. Lingering through time as though moths dancing before a flame, moving, shifting, forming, disembarking from natural forms and turning into something unreal and inhuman—it seemed as though wherever they moved their shadows followed, only further to distort their images. Unlike what he had expected, however, his chest didn’t hurt at all. He felt a strangely-exciting sense that he was able to breathe, something that up until that moment he had taken for granted.
I’m alive, he thought. He did it.
How Miko had done it wasn’t the question—how he’d able to do it so well was, in fact, everything plaguing his mind. Though Odin understood little about the anatomy of the organs inside the chest, he knew that Miko had spent extensive time repairing tissue and other parts of muscle that had been damaged—he’d had to have, given how good he felt, despite the lights dancing before his eyes.
“You’ll feel a little strange for a while here,” Miko said, pressing a hand against Odin’s now-healed chest. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine,” he said.
His vision spun.
Groaning, he reached up to shield his eyes from the near-blinding light.
“Sorry,” he said.
“For what?” Miko asked.
“I’m… it’s just, my eyes—“
“It’s expected. I used a lot of magic on you. I wouldn’t be surprised if you felt like you are swimming.”
Which I don’t, he thought, but didn’t think much of it.
After removing his hand from his eyes and finding that the world had somewhat returned to normal, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then exhaled to test his lung. When it felt as though nothing had happened before, he smiled, then laughed as his eyes found Miko’s. “Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t thank me,” Miko said. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”
“What?”
“We’re leaving. They don’t want us here anymore.”
“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” Odin asked.
Freshly-risen from his place in the straw-covered bed and with his shirt hanging loosely from his shoulders, he looked upon the heavily-muscled and ornately-drawn, tattooed back of Tala the Enlathian Sister and tried not to let his nerves to bring him to his knees. His breath no longer forced, but still tense, he steadied himself in place as the woman turned and looked upon him with eyes both savage yet entirely unsure.
She doesn’t know, he thought.
Before he could continue the thread tangling through his mind, Tala expelled a breath from her throat, then crossed her arms over her chest.
“Why do you want our help so much?” the woman asked, tapping her foot on the ground beneath her sandal. “Are you just stubborn, is it because—“
“We don’t know what’s going to happen,” Odin said, grimacing when he realized the result of his action. “Excuse me.”
“You’re stubborn, yes, but you’re what—a boy? You look no older than eighteen.”
Nineteen, actually.
Rather than risk angering the woman if only by words alone, he nodded, crossed his arms over his chest, then grimaced as a brief flicker of pain echoed across the left side of his chest.
“Listen here,” Tala said, stepping forward. She raised a finger as if to jab him in the chest, then thought better of it in the moments following the action. “I don’t like your kind, boy, because you know what you are? You’re a man.”
“I haven’t done anything to you.”
“Do you expect me to trust you? Sure—you haven’t done anything. You’ve never mistreated a woman or thought that she was insignificant to you.”
“That’s not true,” he mumbled.
“Oh? Pray tell then, Odin—or whatever your name is. Not that I care, anyway.”
“I admired you.”
“What?”
“The Sisterhood. They… when I read about them in my books when I was a child, I asked my father why girls couldn’t become soldiers. He said it was because people thought they were weak.”
“Hmm,” Tala replied. “I see.”
“All my king wants from you is assistance if something happens,” Odin sighed, tempted to step forward, but once again remaining in place. “If that means bartering with you for something, I’m more than willing to do it.”
“You’re willing to do anything?”
“You said you wanted someone to kill the queen,” Odin said. “Isn’t that right?”
“Yes,” the woman said, her brow furrowing and the corners of her lip curling into a frown. “That’s right?”
“I don’t like the idea of killing something that hasn’t hurt me,” he continued, now daring to close the distance between them by stepping forward and crossing over the invisible threshold assembled not by nature, but need. “But if killing the queen means you’ll help us when the time is right, then I’m willing to do it.”
“I’ve sent my best women to kill that damn thing and not once has one of them come back uninjured, much less dead. What makes you think you’re any different?”
“I’m not just any man.”
“Are you—“
“I’m not insinuating that your women were weak,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I know they’re not, because I can tell just from looking at you that you’re all strong. All I’m saying is that me and my friends have went through some of the most hellish situations and back and we’ve come out alive.
Besides—both myself and the Elf are mages. That automatically puts us leagues above any normal warrior regardless of their strength.”
When Tala said nothing, Odin’s breath caught in his throat.
No, he thought.
He couldn’t have just insulted her.
Sighing, Odin reached forward and attempted to take the woman’s hand.
When Tala shied away, he knew he’d made a horrible mistake.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean—“
“Go rest for now,” the woman replied, turning her back and starting across the settlement. “I’ll speak with you later.”
“Is everything well?” Miko asked, stepping aside as Odin entered the tent.
“No,” he sighed. “It isn’t.”
“What happened?” Nova frowned. “Don’t tell me you got into an argument with one of the women.”
“I want to help them kill the Naga queen.”
“Why?” Miko frowned.
When Odin turned his attention upon his knight master—not only on his face, but his shimmering hair and his dark purple eyes—he felt as though he’d made a horrible mistake in even trying to talk to them. However, when the Elf reached forward and braced a hand on his shoulder, Odin nodded and settled down at the foot of the straw bed, still trembling in the face of just what it was he had done.
All I want to do is get them on our side, he thought. Is that such a wrong
thing?
In theory, it wasn’t. In truth, though, he was just as likely to coerce a Naga into joining them thann to have an Enlathian Sister scorned by society agreeing to help them in whatever was possible. That idea alone forced a thread of unease throughout Odin’s body and up to his heart, though in the moments following, he couldn’t help but remember just what it was that Tala had said.
“She said,” Odin frowned, looking up at both Miko and Nova, “that she would come and speak with me later.”
“Which probably means she does want your help,” Nova offered. “Don’t beat yourself up over what happened.”
“I’m trying not to.”
“These women,” Miko said, “are very different creatures, given their origins and just where they have come from.”
“I want to help them,” Odin said.
Even if that means killing something that might very well scar my morality.
He cared not whether he killed men or creatures naturally-violent by nature, though to kill a sentient creature whom felt as though its land was theirs was an entirely different story. It could very well be compared to a fox who treaded upon a farmer’s land. The fox had been there long before man had, and such was its nature to feel as though his chickens was its to take, but that wouldn’t matter whenthe man pulled his crossbow from the side and shot the creature’s heart.
Just because you kill one queen, his conscience whispered, does not mean
you’re killing all of them.
Unlike the Kerma, who were very close and near death, the Naga, from what Tala had said, seemed to have no problem within their midst limiting their numbers or reducing their populations by drastic degrees. That very notion led him to believe that if he did, in fact, kill this one queen, he may very well solve the Sisters’ problem without damaging his feelings about the creatures themselves.
“You think I’m right in offering our help?” Odin asked, turning his attention from Nova to Miko. “Sir?”
“I think,” Miko said, “that given our circumstances, we have little choice in the matter.”
“We could always not do it,” Nova offered. “I mean, it’s not like we can’t go back to Ornala and say that they didn’t want to give their help.”
“That would be misguided, Nova.”
“Yeah, but if they want us to put ourselves at risk—“
Before either of them could continue any further, Odin shook his head.
He couldn’t deal with this—not now, not when his thoughts were so desperately consuming him.
Bowing his head, he closed his eyes, then spread out along the bed of straw.
Tala would come later. Then and there they would discuss just what it was they would do to assist with their Naga problem.
“This is what she looks like,” Tala said.
She set a piece of parchment before them scribed by an artist’s hand.
Entombed within its inks, its folds and the horrible, unnatural stains was the face of the creature that could very well have been described as a monster.
Elongated, snake-like, with the snout of a lizard, a trembling, forked tongue that flicked from its mouth and a pair of eyes yellowed—its head bore a formation of what appeared to be horn-like appendages that spread from the top of its brow all the way down the curves of its neck. What struck Odin most, however, was what appeared to lay on its head—a crown, twisted in thorns and encompassing within its folds jewels that had to have been haphazardly arranged to produce such an effect.
She really is a queen, Odin thought, steadying himself at the end of the bed.
“This is what we have to kill?” Nova asked, frowning at the piece of paper as Odin took it within his hands and gazed into its depths.
“That’s right,” Tala said.
“Are they all the same color?” Odin frowned, taking note of the long-since faded tinge of what appeared to be purple ink across the creature’s features.
“Is she purple, or—“
“This particular tribe is in darker, pinker tones,” Tala sighed, retrieving the piece of parchment from Odin’s grasp and rolling it back into its initial position.
“I assume the question would be,” Miko continued, “is whether or not this tribe has connections with others of its kind, or if this is the only one that’s been bothering you.”
“This witch is the only one that’s been bothering me.”
Witch?
“Is she… well,” Odin frowned, taking a moment to compose himself before continuing.
“Is she what?” Tala asked.
“I guess what I’m asking is if they use magic.”
“My women have said they’ve seen such creatures using magic, but I’m not aware of whether or not this queen does.”
“You’ll be weaker with your injury,” Miko said, narrowing his eyes at Odin.
“I assume you’re already aware of this.”
“I am,” Odin said.
How he would deal in close-quarters combat he couldn’t be sure, but as of now, he did not feel injured—at least, not in the traditional sense. He did feel a weight at the side of his chest, as though pressured beneath that dark cloak he so often had referred to in the past, but he didn’t feel as though he couldn’t wield his sword.
“When are we going to do this?” Odin asked.
“Within the next day or so,” Tala said.
“You’re allowing us to stay here?”
“Not willingly, no, but if you’re going to do as you say and help us with our problem, then I see no reason as to why I should turn you away.”
She needs our help, Odin thought, frowning, watching the woman’s eyes for any flicker of emotion.
He’d known as such earlier in the day, when Tala’s featured had darkened to the utmost degree, but until just now, he hadn’t been able to discern her emotions for what they truly were. Now, seeing this, he could easily tell that she needed their help, if only because of the way her eyes flickered and the form of which her mouth took.
With a short nod, Odin reached out to accept Tala’s hand.
When the woman didn’t immediately reciprocate, Odin felt as though he’d done something wrong.
Come on, he thought.
Reluctantly, and with seemingly the worst dignity that could ever possibly be experienced, Tala reached forward and took his hand.
It was settled.
They would kill the Naga queen and free the Enlathian Sisterhood from their reins.
“You sure this is a good idea?” Nova asked, crawling toward the bed in the strange half-light that remained beneath the jungle’s fronds. “Odin? Can you hear me?”
“I can hear you,” he whispered.
“We’ve already offered our help,” Miko said. “It would be indecent to turn our backs on them now.”
“That doesn’t mean we can’t leave.”
“They have our weapons,” Odin said, straightening himself out lengthwise along the straw-coated bed.
“And our clothes, and horses,” Miko said. “Don’t forget that.”
“We could always—“
“Nova,” Odin said, cutting his friend off before he could finish. “Listen— we’re going to do this whether you like it or not.”
“I’m not against killing the Naga bitch if that’s what you’re asking, Odin. I’m just worried about their intentions.”
“They’re pressured because of these creatures,” Miko said, raising his voice enough Odin thought that surely the women outside would hear. “It’s only right to offer our help.”
“Yeah,” Nova sighed. “I guess you’re right.”
In the moments following that initial statement, Odin closed his eyes and tried to let the world drown out around them.
Tomorrow, they would be hunting the Naga queen.
Hopefully nothing bad would come from this.
“Are you all right carrying that weight?” Miko asked, sliding his sword into the space between his waist and his skirt.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Why?”
“I just want to be sure.”
“I’ll be fine, sir.”
Just because one side of his chest hurt didn’t mean he couldn’t carry his sword. Though left-handed as he was and the fact that his injury was, sadly, on his left side, he felt as though he would be able to fight in the moments leading up to the attack upon the Naga population that would very likely try just about anything to kill them.
“Tala,” Nova grunted, adjusting his scythe across his back. “What do we need to worry about with these fuckers?”
“They’re fast,” the Enlathian woman said, pulling taut the string on her bow and sliding her quiver of arrows over her back. “And they might shoot at you with blow darts.”
“Might?” Nova asked.
“I’ve never heard of this,” Odin frowned.
“You slide a needle into the end of a wooden pole and blow on it,” Miko explained, stepping forward and up to Tala’s side.
“You usually only see that within the green-skinned population,” Tala said.
“Jana, Grace! Hurry up!”
The two Enlathian women whom Tala had specifically chosen to attend this venture stepped forward and adjusted their weapons either at their sides, backs or within their arms. Jana, the taller of the two, carried a spear, as well as a bow on her back. Grace, meanwhile, held what appeared to be a sickle—a sick, twisted weapon that curved as though the half-crescent of a moon after a mere hands-width of steel.
They’re capable, Odin thought.
Why the court thought women so unknowledgeable with weaponry he didn’t know. Seeing not only Tala, Jana and Grace, but the rest of this jungle-faring population was enough to bestow upon him the belief that women could very well use weapons to their advantage. They’d have to, otherwise they probably wouldn’t have lasted very long.
Sighing, Odin reached up to brush a hand through his hair and nodded at Jana, who took a few steps forward and toward the outer skirts of the camp.
“They live by the stream,” the leader of the Sisterhood said, testing the string on her bow before turning her head to look at them. “We strike them where it’ll hurt most—their heart.”
“How many will there be?” Nova asked.
“That I can’t tell you, but we’ll soon find out.”
They came to a small stream sometime near noon and continued to follow it until its tongue opened to its mouth and allowed them a more direct view at the world around them. The trees less dense, the ground more open, Odin found himself following paths very similar to the ones they had come in on and realized that these trails, as animal-made as they were, could very well in fact be the very routes the Naga took when attacking the Enlathian Sisterhood’s camp.
They isn’t going to go well, Odin thought.
How he knew this he couldn’t be sure, but he felt that, by the time the day ended, blood would be spilled—if not theirs, but the Naga’s.
Clearing her throat, Tala raised her hand and signaled them to stop.
“Wait,” she whispered.
In the distance, Odin saw a sliver of a shape move.
It was then and there that he realized they had come upon their camp.
At first, he wasn’t sure what to expect, as they were shrouded in trees and couldn’t necessarily see beyond the scope of a few hundred feet. However, when Tala ducked and revealed to him a campground complete with a burning fire and what appeared to be something roasting on sticks, he saw before his eyes a world of sentient knowledge and the basic principal of intelligence through fire and what could only be described as society.
Bowing his head, Odin crouched and reached up to steady a hand at his breast.
“Odin?” Nova asked.
“I’m fine,” he whispered.
As if beckoning the creatures themselves, they came forward.
He could have described them as nothing more than animals, for their appearance alone made him think of creatures long lost to the world and incapable of human sight whatsoever. However, when he saw from their torsos a humanlike musculature and a pair of arms that easily appeared as though grounded in use themselves, a trickle of fear slid from his heart and a twang of guilt for what they were about to do echoed throughout his conscience and instilled within him a sense of fear that couldn’t easily go away.
“There they are,” Nova whispered.
“Quiet,” Tala hissed.
The Naga whom they’d originally spotted—purple in hue and unscarred in any way, shape or form—raised its head and regarded the very location they were currently crouched at.
Odin held his breath.
When the creature pushed itself up with its tail and surveyed the area, he felt as though they would be spotted at any given moment.
Before his eyes, Tala spooled an arrow from her quiver and arranged it against the string.
The Naga snaked its tongue from its mouth.
“Miko,” Odin whispered, watching the creature with a sense of awe that he could barely even begin to comprehend.
“Yes, Odin?”
“When snakes take their tongues out of their mouths, it means they’re smelling the air, right?”
The creature let out a high-pitched hiss.
Tala threw herself to her feet and fired an arrow in the creature’s direction.
“Kill the creatures!” Grace cried, twirling her sickle about her hand and rushing to meet the Naga.
Odin drew his sword from his sheath.
Behind him, Miko and Nova did likewise.
They poured from their places in the rock like insects would once freshly-disturbed from their nest. Ugly, reptilian, with eyes cat-like and vicious in their animosity, they carried with them weapons crudely made out of things other than metal and blow poles which could very well deliver death should they get the chance to fire. Remembering more than well the thing Tala had spoken about as poison, Odin raised his hands and disengaged each of the dart-carrying items from the creature’s twisted hands, then fired plumes of fire in their direction.
“No!” Miko cried.
The campground instantaneously burst into flames.
“Kill the Naga!” Tala cried, firing arrows at the slowly-advancing wave of creatures. “Kill them!”
“We’re working on it!” Nova cried, steadying himself beside the tall woman as the creatures came forward.
Miko slashed his hand in the air.
As though deprived of oxygen, the flames ceased to exist.
“What am I supposed to do?” Odin asked, steadying himself beside the women as they continued to fire arrows into the creatures.
“Watch,” the Elf said.
He extended his hand and beckoned the creatures forward.
The group of Naga screamed.
Before his eyes, Odin watched the earth collapse.
At first, he didn’t recognize the true scope of just what was happening in front of him, as his eyes didn’t immediately adjust and instead flowered into intricate pools of tears when dust was kicked up in the air and tossed about as though channeled by a powerful wind. However, as he narrowed his eyes, allowing them to spew their tears and clear his vision, he saw in the distance what appeared to be a dust devil snaking about the campground and knocking everything to and fro. What appeared to be lightning cracked from the devil and spewed about the camp, gauged and powered likely by the intensity of the magic going on before him. Miko, who continued to keep arm braced forward, drew his hand into a fist, then flung the magic toward a distant cave.
The creatures hissed.
When the dust cleared, Odin could see none of them moving.
“Amazing,” the Enlathian woman named Grace breathed.
“They may not be dead,” Tala said, drawing another arrow from her quiver.
“No,” Miko said. “They are.”
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.
The queen, he thought.
She came from the entrance of the cave like a child who had wandered away and appeared lost. Her eyes solemn, her gaze directed toward the bodies of her dead companions around her, the queen raised herself up and surveyed the six of them with eyes the color of blood and flicked her tongue from her mouth, likely tasting the air that Odin felt was so tinged with death.
In the moments following her initial entrance, she both raised, then lowered herself at random intervals, cocking her head back and forth like a cat or, moreso, the flesh summon that they had experienced no more than a few days beforehand.
At his side, Tala raised her bow.
No, he thought.
“You shouldn’t,” Odin said.
“She’ll birth more,” Tala replied. “Anger runs deep.”
Tala fired her arrow.
The shaft of the wood buried itself in the middle of the creature’s forehead.
The Naga queen went down without a single word.
Shortly thereafter, Grace and Jana began to cry.
“We did it!” Jana screamed. “WE REALLY DID IT!”
Tala smiled.
A dark knot formed in Odin’s heart.
It can’t be, he thought. That was too easy.
From the mouth of the cave no more than a few hundred feet away from them, something began to growl.
“They’re coming!” Tala cried, raising her bow and steadying an arrow toward the face of the cave. “There’s more! There’s more!”
Odin raised his sword.
The Naga pooled forward like locusts to freshly-grown wheat.
At his side, Miko began to cast magic and lift earth from the ground. Unlike before, however, when he’d created what appeared to be a dust devil and killed the Naga within its cyclone, he threw pieces of rock at the creatures as they advanced forward hissing and sounding like things from the great depths of an unearthly plane. Their crude weapons raised, their swords and spears of wood at the ready, they rushed forward just in time for the Enlathian woman named Grace to run forward and stab her sickle into the heart of one of the creatures.
“Odin!” Nova cried.
Odin looked up just in time to see a sword coming down upon him.
Raising his sword, he deflected the blow, threw the creature off him, then jumped and kicked at its chest with both feet, knocking it back several paces and into its brethren.
“Get up!” Miko cried.
Somehow, though, Odin couldn’t. The air gone from his lungs, his breath ragged in his chest, he pushed himself to his feet and deflected a sweeping blow that came at him, firing a plume of pressurized air toward the creature much like he had the assassin who had so desperately tried to kill his king.
Once more, it went back, then was impaled on the end of Nova’s scythe as he slammed it down and into its head.
“How… how many?” he gasped, finally able to regain his breath.
“Too many,” Miko said.
Odin looked up.
A wall of moving, snaking flesh greeted his vision.
Shit.
Standing—at first unsteady, then full of confidence—odin raised his sword and thrust the blade into the gut of a creature, eviscerating it with one clean blow before firing yet another plume of air into the midst of creatures. Tala, who had fallen back a few steps to fire off more arrows into the moving mass of flesh, shot an arrow directly over his shoulder, where it fell into a creature’s eye and dropped it to the ground almost instantly.
“Go away,” Odin whispered, swiping a sword away, then slashing one of the creatures across its chest.
No matter what he said or did, the Naga would not fall back. Though he had not expected them to do any such thing, for their queen had just been destroyed and their lives all but upended from monarchy, he hadn’t expected them to press forward as such. The current Naga facing him—tall, somewhere around six feet at its shoulders and with a mouth of teeth that could very well have compared to a wolf or something similar—raised its tail above its head and made a move to slash him away, but Odin managed to duck just when the large appendage sailed over his head and knocked Miko to the side.
“Sir!” he cried.
The Elf raised his sword and cut the end of the creature’s tail off before shooting a ball of lightning into the creature’s face.
Falling back, its flesh melting from its head and onto the ground below them, Odin watched as the creature fall dead, only for its skull to begin to melt before his very eyes.
This is madness, he thought.
Another arrow whizzed by his head.
“Fight!” Jana screamed, thrusting the head of her spear into one of the creature’s neck. “Fight, boy! Fight!”
Odin raised his blade and slammed the hilt of the sword into the area where the creature’s nose would have been were it human, sending it to the ground in a fit of cries and agony.
“When will they end?” Nova gasped, tearing his blade from one of the Naga’s corpses.
“I don’t know,” Odin said.
His heart thundered in his chest and his lungs threatened to give out. While the fight hadn’t raged on for too awfully long, he couldn’t help but feel as though he had been in the field for days on end, fighting back waves upon waves of monsters that could not be dissuaded no matter what he did.
Please, he whispered. Stop.
Before him, the wave of Naga ceased to move.
What the, he thought.
As one massive group, the Naga retreated back through the campsite and into the jungle.
“What the hell?” Nova asked.
“They fled!” Grace laughed, thrusting her bloodied sickle into the air. “We won!”
“Don’t be so sure,” Tala replied.
“They won’t come back,” Miko said.
“What makes you say that?”
The Elf pointed at the corpse of the queen. “They saw their queen,” he said.
“They won’t return.”
Odin closed his eyes.
Though all the less content about the situation before him, he could not help but realize that they’d done the very thing they’d set out to do.
The Naga queen was dead.
There was nothing more to do.
Upon returning to the camp, both weary and with trepidation in their hearts, the members of the Enlathian Sisterhood greeted them with eyes unsure yet wary. Their mouths set, their eyes solemn, they watched the six of them as they emerged from the jungle and stepped into the campground, whispering and speaking amongst one another in tones that Odin couldn’t initially describe. However, when Tala raised in front of them the head of the queen which Grace had so carefully cut from its torso, the group burst into applause and ran forward to greet them.
“This act,” Tala said, raising her voice above the chorus of cheers around them, “could not have been done without these brave men.”
“Miko did all the work,” Nova said, slapping an arm across the Elf’s back.
Odin nodded in response. “Didn’t you, big guy?”
“I did what I felt was right,” the Elf said, lowering his gaze upon the ground.
The women broke out in applause.
In the midst of all the wonderful chaos around them, Odin reached down, steadied his hand on his sword, then took a slow, deep breath, careful to expel it without drawing too much attention to himself.
In that moment, he was all the less willing to reveal that he felt greatly troubled about what they had just done.
I killed, he thought, all because they wanted them gone.
Had he, though? Had he really killed? So far as he was concerned, he had only started fires to warn them off, shooting balls of brightened energy as to dissuade them from coming forward. It had been Tala and Miko who had done most of the killing—whom, through magic or arrows, had slain the creatures in cold blood. This in itself solidified a belief within him that he could not help but take to heart, for he himself had not really killed, but Miko and Tala had. The most he could say he had honestly, truly done was use his sword in self defense. Did that, in the end, really count as cold-hearted killing?
It’s ok. Don’t worry yourself over it.
Soon, this would all be over.
It wouldn’t be much longer before they were gone and free of this place.
“Are you well?” Miko asked.
“No,” Odin said. “Not really.”
“Do you care to talk about it?”
Late that night, after returning to the triangular-shaped hut from both celebration and relief, Odin lay watching the man who used to be his knight master in the corner of the room. His heart fumbled in his chest and seemed as though it would stop beating at any moment. Such was his disregard for the current situation that when Miko rose and crossed the short distance between them, Odin felt as though he had done something wrong. As such, he pulled his knees closer to his chest despite the pain and closed his eyes.
“We did what we had to do,” the Elf said, “in order to perpetuate our argument. At least now they have reason to help us.”
“What we did,” Odin said, swallowing a lump in his throat. “It wasn’t right, was it?”
“I would say no—that, in my heart, it wasn’t really, truly right—but what of it, Odin? These women have had everything taken away from them. The least they deserve is peace.”
“Do you really believe that?” Odin asked. “That it’s right for them to kill others in order to live their own lives?”
“We protect the ones we love. Would you not say that these women do not love one another?”
“No. I wouldn’t.”
“Then you know in your heart that what we did was at least helpful, if not needed. Right?”
“Right.”
“Do not trouble yourself over this, Odin, for what is set in stone cannot be carved away. It can be dulled, yes, and maybe destroyed, but it can never be truly taken away.”
Nodding, but unsure what more to say, Odin rolled over and closed his eyes.
Tomorrow morning, they would leave and be free of this place forever, with the knowledge that the Enlathian Sisterhood would, if war rose, help them.
 
- - -
 
“Your horses,” Tala said.
Grace and Jana came forward with the baroness of the Enlathian Sisterhood leading the horses that had been so carefully tended to in the days following Odin’s injury and leading up to their flight. Nova’s horse stoic, Miko’s proud and Odin’s a little more than skittish, Odin reached up to run a hand along the creature’s snout and sighed when its presence pushed against his mind, but he shook it aside and looked up and into the woman’s eyes.
In those eyes, so dark and pure, he saw hope for not only the present, but the future.
“I have to tell you,” Tala said, looking upon all three of them as though they, too, were equals despite their gender and the fact that they had been so horribly abused by many like them beforehand. “What you did yesterday… it was amazing.”
“Thank you,” Miko said. “We did what we thought was right.”
“And you did,” the woman replied. “I want to thank you—all of you—for doing what you did. This may not be the last time we ever encounter the Naga again, but at least now we know that we’ll be safe, at least for a little while.”
“What will you do?” Odin frowned.
“Remain here, extend our reaches to the ends of the forest, open our arms to others who feel as though they cannot be a part of society for one reason or another.”
“It’s our job,” Jana said.
“To make others feel wanted,” Grace added.
Nodding, but unsure what to say, Odin ran his hand along the length of his stallion’s mane and sighed when he pushed his snout into his shoulder.
“We should go,” Miko said. “We have a long path ahead of us.”
“I understand,” Tala said. Reaching forward, she braced her hand within Miko’s, Nova’s, then finally in Odin’s, nodding to the youngest man when she squeezed his hand. “Thank you for what you’ve done. All of you.”
“Will you be there if something arises?” Odin asked.
“Yes,” Tala said. “We will.”
The pain began almost immediately after they saddled up. A dull, throbbing sensation in his breast, a heat pulsating within his lung, Odin tried to relax himself by taking deep breaths and forcing himself not to think about it.
However, that, along with the Blood Beetles attacking him, only served to make him more miserable.
“We’ll be out of the jungle soon,” Miko said, looking back over his shoulder.
“Are you all right?”
“I just wish the bugs would leave me alone,” he groaned.
“Create a field around yourself.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
With that said, Miko returned his head to its normal position. A moment later, Odin felt a slight resistance tugging at his body, then sighed when he saw purple light flowing over the surface of his skin.
He made the field for me, he thought, looking up to find that Nova had the same sort of field around him.
Sighing, Odin stroked his horse’s mane, looked up at the path before them and tried not to think about how much longer they would be in the jungle for.
When a beetle tried to land on his arm, it zapped away with a squealing pitch.
“That’s pretty awesome,” Nova laughed.
“Yes,” Miko said. “It is.”
“We’re going to Bohren?” Odin frowned.
“I’ve already sent a message to the healer,” Miko said, passing a bowl of stew over the fire. “You’re in no position to make the trip back to Ornala in your current position.”
“Besides,” Nova added. “Gives you the chance to see where I grew up.”
“I guess,” he mumbled, spooning soup into his mouth.
“What? You not a fan of that part of the world?”
“I’ve never been there.”
“All the more reason to go,” Miko said, offering Nova his own bowl. “At this rate, it’ll take us a month to get to Ornala. That’s too long for you to be on a horse.”
“How long will it take us to get to Bohren?”
“Two weeks at the most, especially if we travel all day like we’ve been doing.”
“But sir—“
“The hills are going to kill you,” Nova said, reaching out to press his hand against Odin’s shoulder. “I saw how much trouble you were having over little bumps. If you think the jungle was hard, try going up the highlands.”
“The land is flat to the east until we hit Bohren, Odin. It’s a straight shot.”
“Besides, kid—we can make it there in a few days if we travel like Miko says we will.”
“How long is a few days?”
“Fourteen.”
Great, he thought. Fourteen more days on a horse.
“We could always stop at Lianasa and get a carriage,” Nova offered, shoveling soup into his mouth. “I mean, it’ll only take us a few days to get there.”
“Lianasa?” Odin frowned.
“A settlement,” Miko said, “of a few hundred people. It’s just below Ke’Tarka on a map.”
“I’d appreciate any help you can give,” he sighed, reaching up to touch his chest.
“We’ll stop if need be,” Miko nodded. “For now though, let’s just rest and enjoy what time we’re not using.”
They continued across the countryside for the next three days. In pure agony and miserable as hell, Odin tried to bear each and every bump in the road, but eventually couldn’t even stand to remain in the saddle. Legs chaffed from fidgeting, arms sore from holding the reins, hands filled with blisters from fiddling with leather and skin burnt from constant exposure to sun—he thought he wouldn’t be able to bear another moment of it when they came to Lianasa and he collapsed in a bed at an inn.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked.
“No,” Odin said, close to tears. “I’m in more pain than I’ve ever been in my life.”
“I shouldn’t have pushed you,” Miko said, drawing his hood away from his head. “I’m sorry, Odin.”
“Don’t be, sir.”
Because there’s nothing you could have done about it.
He hadn’t suffered in vain. Though it had taken them three days to get here, at least now he could finally rest in a bed—alone, by himself, without having to worry about bugs, snakes, beetles or the constant threat of the overhead sun.
It’s ok. You’re just fine. Take a few slow, deep breaths.
As he did this, the air floating into his sore lungs as if it were the essence of life itself, his chest rose and fell in waves pleasant yet miserable. He knew at that moment he wouldn’t be out of bed for the rest of the day, much less by tomorrow morning to get back in the saddle.
“We’ll stay here for a few days,” Miko sighed, stroking Odin’s sweaty hair out of his face. “Would you like me to run a bath?”
“Just let me lay here for a minute,” Odin said. “Just let me… lay… here…”
Before he could finish, his world went dark.
When he woke later that night, Nova was sitting next to the bed with a book in his hand and his eyes set to the pages. As Odin rose, however, his gaze faltered and his head instinctively turned up to the bed, where a smile greeted his lips as he saw that Odin had finally woken up.
“Hey,” Odin managed.
“You all right?” Nova frowned.
“I’m,” Odin grimaced, “fine.”
You’re anything but.
A quick look under the blanket at his chafed legs proved his point.
Lying back, he tilted his head up and watched as the light emanating from the single candle flickered across the ceiling. His wandering eyes eventually lead him to the far window, where he found Miko asleep in the bed beneath it.
“He must have been tired too,” he mumbled.
“Yeah,” Nova sighed. “He was. He wanted to stay up, but I told him I’d wait up for you.”
“Aren’t you tired?”
“Not really. To be honest, I think I dozed off for a while there.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he laughed, setting his hands on his stomach. He closed his eyes and smiled as a light draft came from the doorway. “I think I’m going to go back to sleep.”
“All right then.” Nova stood, set the book back in the shelf, then made his way toward a third bed. Before he could get there, he turned. “Goodnight, Odin.”
“Goodnight, Nova.”
 
- - -
 
They were on the road two days later. Though sore and in no mood to travel, Odin grinned, bore it and tried not to think about the burning sensation in his thighs.
We’ll be there in a few days. Then you can lay in bed and not think about
anything for as long as you want.
Sighing, Odin tilted his head up to view the landscape before them. As Nova had promised, the land was flat and without any visible rise. No hills lived here, waiting in silence to torture him so, and no bumps or ruts in the road would inhibit his horse or cause him to jolt. Today’s travel would be easy— smooth, fair and without any hindrance.
“See?” Nova asked. “Told you it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”
“Yeah,” Odin said. “I see.”
Frowning, Nova turned his head back to view the scenery before them, then reached up to scratch his head.
Odin bowed his head.
Maybe if he tried hard enough, he could fall asleep in his seat.
He closed his eyes.
His head dipped.
Yes, he thought. Maybe now I can— A fly buzzed in his ear.
Instinctively, he reached up to bat it away.
At that moment, he realized there would be no rest for him.
His misery persisted until that night, when once again he dreamed of Judarin. This time, however, he was not in a place of beauty, a wonderland of flora, fauna and life.
Seated in a clearing full of bones—some human, some not—Odin came to in almost absolute darkness. Overhead, the bone-white moon bore down upon him and made every rib, humerus, skull and wrist bone glow. As though laughing, some skulls seemed to face him. Their hollow eyes stared into his soul and their teeth, though silent, chattered. Where the sound came from Odin couldn’t be sure, but he guessed it could be coming from the trees overhead, though as dead as they were it couldn’t be made from anything other than the wind. Like hands, the dead trees reached down to grab him, though their fingers were stunted and their joints old from decay. They would not be reaching him tonight.
After his initial shock wore off, Odin could only beckon one thought.
Where am I?
Something told him he was in Judarin—what, he wasn’t sure, but his gut churned into a knot and his teeth, like the silent skulls, began to chatter. A chill so terrible and harsh that he felt his spine would snap out of his body ran the length of his back until it entered his neck, where there it snapped his head forward, then back, as though he’d been struck by a fist and whiplashed because of it.
When the pain from his tremble faded—when his heart began to beat harder than it ever had in his life and his lungs seemed to be catching fire— he pushed himself to his feet, turned in a complete circle, then asked the only thing he could manage to ask.
“Hello?”
A flock of blackbirds exploded from the nearby trees.
Odin ducked.
When he fell to his knees, he cried out in pain as a shard of bone embedded itself in his calf.
Fuck, he thought, too afraid to speak as he pulled the shard from his leg.
A flicker of movement came from the corner of his eye.
When Odin turned, he saw what one would have normally considered something like an angel, though in this light it was nothing of the sort. As it stepped forward, wings flapping and black skin shining, he tried not to stare at the creature’s male sex and watched as it navigated the slight path of bones, feet carefully treading and fingers flushing at its sides, almost as if it were trying to pop the knuckles or bring blood back to his hands. In this process of watching it and its advance, Odin couldn’t help but look upon the thing even more, as it seemed in that moment that it was even more beautiful than it really was. Its wings, though black, bled out into white near the tips, as though blessed and dipped in the holiest of waters, while its eyes glistened as though reflecting light from some distant light source, drawing him to look at it no matter how much he tried not to.
It’s an angel, he thought. But it isn’t.
What it was he couldn’t be sure, but when it stepped forward and stood no more than a few feet in front of him, Odin swallowed a lump in his throat and stared the thing in the eyes.
Hello, human.
“Hello,” he said.
Do you know who I am?
Shaking his head, Odin swallowed yet another lump in his throat and watched the creature fold its wings onto its back.
My name is Idlis. I am the Demigod of Death.
“Death?” Odin asked.
Death.
Trembling, hands flushing against his sides, Odin pushed his fingers into his pockets and latched his fingernails into the lining of his pants, trying as hard as he could not to show fear in front of the creature. That, however, was no easy feat, as the thing’s glowing eyes continued to bear down on him as distant sun would in some faraway world.
He’s not going to hurt you. It’s just a dream.
Was it, though? Was it just a dream? He felt the chill that crept along his back and the pain in his calf, the remnants of the shards of bone in his skin and the fear in his heart He felt the wind on the air and the bitter reality that he was, in fact, not in bed. If these emotions were not real—if they were nothing more than false beliefs—than how was he feeling them, if not in his dream?
You’re not supposed to feel things in dreams.
“Dreams aren’t real.”
Padon? Idlis asked.
Odin shook his head. The Demigod flapped its wings about its body and smiled, revealing a pair of fang teeth sharp enough to bite into his neck should the deity desire. “What do you want?” Odin asked.
I bear a message, child.
“What is it?”
Soon, someone close to you will die.
The pang in his heart was so sudden and unnecessary he felt as though he’d just been struck.
What? he thought.
“What’d you say?” he asked, unable to believe what he’d just heard.
Do not believe you have misheard me, Odin. You as well as anyone should
know that Death flies on swift wings.
“I don’t know anything.”
You do, child. You know more than you want to know.
“Let me go,” he said, tears spilling down his cheeks. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”
We are in the closest place to Death that exists in this world. No one wants to
be here—not even I, the conduit between both worlds.
“Let me wake up. Please.”
My message has been sent. Go, human, and live life as you see fit.
He woke in tears.
Immediately, a pair of hands were on his shoulders and breath was at his face.
“Odin,” Miko said, tracing his cheeks with his veiled thumbs. “Odin. It’s all right. It was just a dream.”
“I know,” he sobbed, trembling, hardly able to contain the shakes that coursed across his body. “Sir, it… he—“
“He what, Odin?”
“He said someone close to me was going to die.”
Frowning and likely unsure what to say, the Elf reached forward and pushed Odin’s hair away from his eyes. When he sniffled and swallowed a lump in his throat, Odin took a deep breath to console himself, then gently pushed his friend away.
“You’ve been under a lot of stress,” the Elf said. “You’re apt to have bad dreams.”
“Sir,” he said. “It was Idlis.”
“Who?”
“The Demigod. Idlis.”
“He told you that someone close to you was going to die?”
“Yes sir. He did.”
Miko shook his head. He reached out, took Odin’s hand, then smiled beneath the hood of his cloak. “It was just a bad dream,” he said.
“Sir?” he frowned.
“Don’t worry yourself over it, Odin. Just get some rest.”
With nothing further to say, Odin sank back into his bedroll.
When he closed his eyes—when he tried to drown out the world and everything in it—he saw a pair of black wings bleeding into white feathers.
Though the omen was ominous, he tried to tell himself it was nothing more than a dream.
 







 
Chapter 6
They came to Bohren in the midst of celebration and joy. With hearts in their hands and voices in their lungs, the people cried out as the three horses came into the city and began to make their way toward the mayor’s house that lay in the distance. Odin, who’d previously known nothing of fame and the things that came with it, was shocked when a woman threw flowers at his horse’s feet and a group of young girls called his name and waved their arms in the air.
“Looks like you’re getting some attention,” Nova smirked, slugging his arm and slapping his back.
“I guess,” Odin shrugged.
Choosing to ignore the girls and keep his attention set to their destination, Odin turned his eyes to the road and did his best to drown out the noise.
Already it was beginning to make his ears ring, as though his head had been placed inside a bell and it had been struck on all sides.
It’s all right, he thought, rubbing his temple with the ball of his thumb. You’ll
be out of here in no time.
Just as he’d predicted, they left the city and the noise that came with it in less than a few moments. By the time they were halfway to Nova’s home, the commotion had all but died out.
“I didn’t expect to get such a warm welcome,” Odin frowned.
“Some of the boys were from Bohren,” Nova said. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”
“No one told me.”
“Oh.” Nova shrugged. “I thought I mentioned something about it.”
“No need to worry over it,” Miko said, raising his hand to point. “Look.”
A woman was running down the road. A smile on her face and skirt billowing at her feet, she called out Nova’s name and laughed when Nova jumped from his horse and rushed to meet her.
“It’s nice,” Miko said, “to see such young love.”
Odin nodded.
As Nova lifted his wife into his arms, spinning her about the air and planting his lips to hers, he couldn’t help but smile.
Nova was finally home.
 
- - -
 
“You and Miko can sleep here for the night,” Ketrak said, pushing the door to the guest bedroom open and gesturing Odin inside. “Do you need something to help your pain?”
“If you have it,” Odin nodded.
While Ketrak made his way down the stairs, likely to fetch medicine and something to wash it down with, Miko busied himself with preparing and helping Odin into bed. By the time he lay under the sheets, Nova’s father-in-law had returned with a cup of warm tea spiced with herbs. “It may make you sleepy,” the man said, “but I’m sure you’ll be all right with that.”
Would I ever, Odin thought.
Sipping the tea carefully as to not burn himself, he set the cup to his right and spread out along his side, watching as the Elf removed his guise and set his black garments on the floor. He took a moment to compose himself once his hair was spilling down his back before turning and accepting Ketrak’s hand. “Thank you, sir.”
“There’s no need to thank me,” the man smiled, looking down at Odin. “If you need something, feel free to call me. I’d be happy to help.”
“Thank you,” Odin said, closing his eyes.
No sooner had the door closed did Odin drifted off to sleep.
Later that day, after the sun had fallen and the house was lit by candles, Odin made his way down the stairs to find the household seated around the table. Fresh food sitting atop silver platters and rich aromas in the air, his stomach did a flip and his mouth began to water.
“Odin,” Katarina said, raising her head as she placed what appeared to be a roast on the table before them. “You’re up.”
“Yessum,” he said.
“Are you well?”
“I’m fine,” he smiled, stepping deeper into the room. “Can I join you?”
“Of course. I just finished dinner.”
“And great it smells!” Nova laughed, slapping a hand across Odin’s back.
“How are you, bud?”
“I’m all right.”
“Legs feeling any better?”
“Still chafed, but ok.”
“I don’t miss the days when I used to ride about a horse,” Ketrak said, spearing a piece of meat at the end of his knife and sliding it into his mouth.
“That chafe is one of the worst things a man can get.”
“You’re telling me,” Nova laughed.
Miko, who’d remained complacent up until then, offered a slight smile and nodded as Katarina filled a glass of wine for him. When she came to Odin’s side and prepared to fill a glass for him, he shook his head. “I’d prefer water, if you have it.”
“We do,” she said. “Are you well?”
“I feel dehydrated.”
“Odin got sick out on the road,” Nova said. “Didn’t you, bud?”
Yeah, he thought, but only nodded in response.
When Katarina returned to the table and filled Odin’s glass with water, she seated herself next to her husband and began to eat the food she’d prepared.
Odin couldn’t help but sigh at the rich tastes washing over his senses as he ate not only roast, but freshly-made biscuits, vegetables, even fruits and noodles.
This is amazing.
“Thank you,” he said, looking up at the woman who’d likely spent all day in the kitchen cooking. “It’s very good.”
“Yes,” Miko nodded. “It is.”
Blushing, and with a smile on her face, Katarina continued to eat, nodding when both her husband and her father also offered compliments.
They continued eating with little word in response, though as the meal progressed first with the roast, then with the pies she’d just removed from the stove, a sense of home filled Odin unlike he’d felt in nearly five years. His mind went back to the nights his father used to cook roasts and chickens and sometimes even wild birds, then his heart began to long for Felnon and the home he’d grown up in.
Father, he thought, looking up at Ketrak and smiling when the man offered him a nod. I wonder how you are.
“You all right?” Nova asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin smiled.
Regardless of his current feelings, he wouldn’t speak his mind and risk spoiling dinner, not when Katarina had spent so much time cooking it.
With a smile and a brief nod to the cook, Odin continued to eat, all the while thankful for the family he’d made in this small group of people.
“That’s where I used to grow up,” Nova said, pointing to a small shack at the top of the hill and sliding his hands into his pockets. “Spent the last year of my teenage life there all by myself.”
“What’s it look like on the inside?” Odin asked.
“Beats me. I haven’t been inside in a long time. Someone else probably lives there now.”
Not sure what else to say, Odin slid his hands into his pockets and continued to follow Nova along the side of the road. Uneasy at such a personal revelation and unsure what else to say, he kept his silence and stayed at Nova’s heels.
When the man stopped for no reason at all, Odin bumped into him.
Shit.
Eyes dead ahead at the house at the top of the hill, Nova’s lips pursed in what appeared to be sorrow, while the corners of his eyes twitched and tears began spilling down his face. Odin turned his head away to allow Nova his personal moment, then looked back at the center of town, where drunk men stumbled out of a bar and a waitress smacked a patron across the face.
This is home for him, he thought, looking around at the ramshackle houses about him. Home.
A farming village in the highlands—home, a place where a man lived with his wife and father-in-law, working as a temporary guard to a man who now served as the king’s champion and where he one day hoped to start a family.
A son was the future, as foretold by a vision, but what he would look like and when he would come was up for discretion. Odin imagined the baby red-headed, as both Katarina and Nova bore darker or brunette tones to their hair, but he saw in his eye a boy with his father’s square chin and strong cheeks, a handsome young man who would likely never see the town his father had once grown up in. The farms, he knew, would one day dry out, as so far east it seemed to barely rain, and the people who lived here would eventually move. Upon their horses, atop their carts and along their backs they would carry their belongings west, toward Sylina, Lianasa, possibly Ke’Tarka, maybe even Elna. Populations abound in such places where promise of stable living, and in looking at a place such as Bohren, he couldn’t help but mourn the fact that it was so horribly unstable.
One of the poorest places in the whole kingdom, the king had once said. If
only I could do more.
“Nova,” Odin said.
“Yeah?” the older man asked.
“Do you like living here?”
“More than anything else in the world,” Nova said, reaching out to set an arm across Odin’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t give it up for anything, Odin. This is the place I’ll raise my family… and probably the place I’ll die when I grow old.”
“How did your walk around town go?” Miko asked.
“It went fine,” Odin said, settling down into the makeshift bed of blankets, quilts and sheets. “He really does love this place.”
“Everyone loves home, in one way or another.”
“Do you love home, sir?”
“Home,” the Elf sighed, tilting his head back to bear his clearly-evident adam’s apple. “Home is… different, painful now that my mother has told me to never return.”
Shit, he thought. I forgot about that.
How could he have forgotten, to not have remembered the tears in the Elf’s eyes or the sorrow in his voice when he begged for his mother to go with them? He’d seemed like a child then, all scared and alone, and the way he’d wailed the moment they stepped out onto the beach was like listening to something dying. All alone in the world Miko had been in that moment, trapped within the confines in his mind, and forever alone he would be now that his mother was gone.
How could I have been so insensitive?
Regardless, he couldn’t dwell on the hows or whys. Instead, he crawled from his makeshift bed, took his knight master’s hand in his and squeezed as gently as he could allow at that particular moment.
“I’m sorry, sir.”
“Don’t be, Odin. I’ve lived with pain before.”
“I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No,” the Elf said, shaking his head. “It’s not that.”
“Then what is it, sir?”
“It’s proper that I face it now and not in a moment of weakness.”
“Wouldn’t you call this one of those moments, sir?”
“If I did, it would not be worth the pity I feel.”
It would not be worth the pity I feel.
Sighing, Odin freed his hand from the Elf’s and crawled back into bed.
When he lay down and closed his eyes, he could see Ohmalyon and its shores.
It was beautiful now that there were no monsters waiting to be found.
“You’re up early,” Katarina said, lifting her eyes from what appeared to be a cake.
“Yessum,” Odin nodded, seating himself at the table. “I had a hard time sleeping.”
“Why?”
Because I was thinking about what I’d done, he thought, though instead of commenting he simply shrugged and watched as the woman went back to work. She pulled two eggs from her side and cracked them together as though they were two unruly men’s heads, then nodded as the yolks fell into the pot.
She caught Odin’s stares, smiled, then fetched a whisk from the drawer and began to beat the ingredients together, all the while humming something under her breath.
As he sat at the table, watching the woman make her cake, Odin couldn’t help but take in her features and smile as the light caught her face. Her almost-porcelain skin, dipped in the faintest layer of a tan, seemed to shine like gold in the light, while her beautiful blue eyes sparkled as if they were rivers running through a breathtaking landscape. She truly was beautiful, with her soft nose, her big eyes, her supple lips, her strong, high cheekbones.
It was no wonder Nova loved her so, for surely any man who looked upon her beauty would feel weak at the knees and then tremble at the idea that they, too, could be a part of her life, within a part of her being, and that they, too, could one day be as one with a woman so beautiful as her.
Someday, he thought. Someday I’ll— He’d… what? He had no inclinations toward women, so far as he could tell, nor did he feel the urge to settle down and pursue someone to start a family.
He’d said it before and he’d say it again if the need arise—as the king’s champion, he couldn’t afford the luxury of a family, much less the comforts of a lover.
Not now, not when so much is at stake.
“Odin,” Katarina said, drawing him from his thoughts and into her beautiful features. “Would you like to help me?”
“With what, ma’am?”
“I need to make some icing, but I have to keep an eye on the cake as it cooks.
Would you be willing to make it for me?”
“Of course,” he said, standing. He stretched his arms over his head and started into the kitchen, but stopped before he could make it.
Outside—in the strange, faraway lands of the western hills—storm clouds began to brew.
“Is something wrong?” Katarina frowned.
“No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”
 
- - -
 
“Father,” Katarina frowned, touching Ketrak’s arm as he pulled his coat over his shoulders and started for the door. “You can’t go out in this.”
“I have a meeting to attend to,” Ketrak said, turning to cup his daughter’s cheek in his hand. “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll be fine. A little rain never hurt anyone.”
“All right,” Katarina sighed, shaking her head. “Just… don’t be too long, and borrow an umbrella if it starts before you get back.”
“I will, dear, don’t worry.”
With a kiss to the forehead and a pat on the shoulder, Ketrak placed his hat over his head and walked out the door.
“I worry about him sometimes,” Katarina sighed, crossing her arms over her breasts and turning to make her way into the kitchen. “He’s always so stubborn about these things.”
“Can’t do much about a stubborn person,” Odin said.
“You’re telling me. I married one.”
Unable to control his laughter, Odin doubled over and tried to contain himself as the noise echoed across the house and up the stairs. On the second floor, a door opened, then closed. Nova stepped down the stairs a moment later, dressed in trousers and nothing else. “What’s so funny?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Odin smiled, looking up at him. “We’re making a cake.”
“Never knew cake was funny.”
“Oh shush,” Katarina laughed, stepping toward the stairs as Nova came down them and accepting his kiss. “Go get dressed. And go get Miko. It’ll be done soon.”
“Shit,” Nova said, looking up at the window. “What the hell’s going on?”
When Odin turned and saw what it was that Nova was talking about, his heart turned black and all the happiness in his heart seemed to disappear.
War will come in the form of darkness, a demigod had once said.
“And will swallow the home of one you love,” he whispered.
As the wall of darkness rushed toward them, extending its tendrils as though arms and wrapping them about the town, Odin could only stare.
This is it, he thought, swallowing the lump in his throat. This is where the
war begins.
Katarina screamed as the world went dark.
“It’s all right,” Nova said, taking his sobbing wife into his arms and nodding as Miko struck a match and lit a candle.
“No it’s not!” Katarina sobbed. “He’s still out there!”
“Quiet,” Miko said, raising a finger.
“What are you,” Odin started, then stopped as the Elf reached forward and pressed a hand to his mouth.
That’s one way of keeping me quiet.
In the moments that followed, Odin waited and listened for whatever it was the Elf had heard. Tips of his ears flickering and eyes scanning the darkness before him, Miko relinquished his hold on Odin’s face, then stepped forward and both bolted and chained the door. Katarina—who’d been quiet until that minute—started to protest, but stopped as Miko spun as though a wraith and appeared directly before her face.
“Quiet,” he said.
The woman burst into tears.
Shaking his head and pressing his wife’s face to his chest, Nova sighed and looked out the nearby window, though it was little use because the outside world was completely shadowed over.
What’re we supposed to do? Odin thought, looking not only at his friends, but at the darkness before them. Just wait?
Had the Dwarf Gjiku been clearer, he might know the reasoning behind the darkness. Its purpose was clear—to shadow the town—but just what did someone hope to accomplish by doing such a thing?
This isn’t magic, he thought, reaching out to touch Miko’s back. This isn’t— A knock came at the door.
“Father?” Katarina whispered.
Something pounded on the door hard enough to jar it from its frames and knock the bolt free of its prison.
“Get back!” Miko cried, pressing himself against the quaking door. “Take your wife upstairs, Nova!”
“I’m going!” the man cried.
The glass on the front windows exploded.
Odin ducked and threw his hands over his head.
When all sound ceased to exist inside the house, he raised his head.
The candle had gone out.
He could see nothing.
“Miko?” Odin asked. “Are you there?”
A single, purple light appeared and cast the room in shades of pink. Poised at the tip of his finger, the light illuminated Miko’s face just enough to assure him that everything was fine.
“What happened?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Miko said, “but we’re going to find out.”
“But sir—“
“Go get your sword. Tell Nova to board the door.”
They walked the streets as though mad and desperate for death. Swords drawn, cloaks pulled about them, they took the road that led from the mansion to the town in the hopes of finding not only Katarina’s father, but the source of this monstrosity.
Hands extended, purple and white light pouring from their palms, Odin took a deep breath and shivered.
“This isn’t magic,” Miko said.
“What?” Odin frowned.
“This is an entity.”
“You mean the darkness—“
“Is a living thing,” Miko said. “Yes.”
So I figured, Odin thought.
Something groaned in the distance. Shortly thereafter, the sound of breaking glass echoed across the town and spelled omens so dark and hideous that Odin could barely begin to imagine them.
It’s taking the town, he thought. It— Miko raised a hand.
All thought ceased to exist in Odin’s mind.
“What is it?” he whispered.
Miko pointed.
Something tall, hunched-over and with a long face crept along the side of the house and disappeared into the darkness, long legs delicate and steps chillingly-calculated.
“What the hell was that?” Odin whispered.
“I don’t know,” Miko said. “Let’s keep going. We need to find Ketrak… before whatever that thing was finds him.”
They found Ketrak huddled in the threshold of the town hall. Door blown off its hinges and lying flat as though dead and lifeless, it appeared that whatever force had tried to enter Nova’s house had passed through here, which seemed evident enough not only by the broken glass and the torn hinges, but by the man lying in the doorway, hands over his eyes and lips muttering gibberish.
“Sir,” Miko said, bowing down to press his hand to the man’s shoulder. “Sir.
It’s us, Miko and Odin. Are you all right?”
“They tried to come for me,” the man whispered. “But I didn’t let them.”
“Who tried to come for you?”
“The bad things.”
Hairs rising on both his neck and his arms, Odin cast a wary glance over his shoulder and sent an orb of light into the street behind them. Shadows danced like wicked monsters amidst burning flames and echoed across redwood walls until it came to the town square. There, Odin willed it to spread, then dissipate as the light intensified near the edges of the street.
Nothing, he thought. Not a single person here.
“Did it take them?” Odin asked.
“Gods,” Miko said, hoisting Ketrak to his feet. “I hope not.”
Still mumbling under his breath, hands stringing through his hair, Ketrak looked up and into Odin’s eyes. When Odin managed the slightest amount of recognition, a smile graced his lips and his eyes came out of the well that they’d fallen in. “Odin,” he said.
“Yes sir,” he nodded. “It’s me.”
“Is my daughter safe?”
“Her husband has her boarded in their bedroom,” Miko said. “Come—it’s not safe here anymore.”
They returned to the house to find it alight with candles but strewn with debris. Books tossed off shelves, padding from the couch littered across the floor, wax splattered against the walls and flames licking the one curtain— Odin stamped his foot on a spark and twisted it under his boot as he looked about the area and tried to figure out just how this situation had been arranged.
“The door was cracked open,” Miko said.
“What does that mean?” Ketrak asked.
Katarina screamed.
Bounding up the stairs as fast as he could, Odin pumped his legs and jumped the last few stairs until he came to the room he and Miko had been sharing.
There, in the corner, stood Katarina and Nova. Over them, however, was the most horrible thing Odin had ever seen.
Standing at over six feet tall and weighing at what Odin guessed was probably less than one-hundred pounds, the thin, scraggly thing that looked like a rat but surely could not be such for its size alone turned its head and regarded him with a pair of eyes so beady and dark they might have swallowed him whole. Teeth exposed, tips black from rot and lips pulled back into what Odin could only describe as a wicked grin, Odin pulled his sword from his sheath just in time for Miko to burst into the room.
When the thing took notice of the Elf and his shining sword, it flung itself into the opposite corner of the room and forced its hands over his eyes.
“Filthy thing,” Miko said, holding his sword carefully in front of him. “What purpose to do have here?”
“Bastard-blooded filth looks at me like monster when it is really he who is monster!”
“What are you?” Odin asked, finding it harder and harder to look at the thing before him.
“Messenger!” the rat-creature screeched, cowering as Miko advanced toward it. “Messenger! Messenger! Don’t slay the messenger!”
“What message is it you have?” Nova roared, taking Katarina into his arms as she continued to sob. “Why did you try and hurt my wife?”
“Wanted to teach ignorant men lessons of what it meant to be bad.”
“It came in talking just like Nova,” Katarina sobbed, looking up at them. “I thought… I thought Nova had left the room, so when I opened the door and it came in, I thought—“
“You thought wrong!” the rat laughed. “You thought wrong!”
“Silence!” Miko hissed, swinging his sword before the creature’s face. The rat screamed shortly thereafter.
“What is it?” Odin asked, turning his eyes to Miko.
“One of the Unclean,” the Elf said, looking upon the creature with eyes so full of hate Odin thought they would kill if given their own conscience.
“The Unclean?” Ketrak asked, wavering directly behind both of them.
“They’re a race of rat-people that my people hunted to extinction during the Great Purge.”
“Purge?” Odin asked. “You tried to kill them?”
“They used to share the Abroen with us,” Miko said, lowering his sword as the rat turned its eyes up to look at him. “They killed our children.”
“Tasty tasty,” the rat whispered.
“I said silence!” Miko roared. The rat cringed as the Elf stamped his foot on the ground and when the echo reverberated throughout the thin room.
“You are the real monster,” the thing said, lowering its twisted, three-fingered hands to look at him. “You are the one who hurt more than we.”
“You killed our children and put their skulls on our doorsteps.”
“All we wanted was fun,” the rat said. “All we wanted was a little fun.”
“I think it’s time I end this,” Miko said, stepping forward.
“No!” the rat cried.
Odin raised his hand. Miko, sword over his head, turned his head to look at him. “Don’t kill it,” Odin said. “It may have information.”
“It’s a fucking rat!” Nova growled. “It tried to hurt my wife!”
“Ignorant, ignorant, ignorant,” the rat whispered, turning its beady eyes on Katarina. “Tasty woman. Beautiful breasts.”
“SHUT UP!”
“That’s enough,” Odin said, turning his eyes on the ugly creature before them. “What message did you come to deliver to the people here?”
“That war is coming,” the rat said, jabbing a finger toward Odin. “War. Is.
Coming. For. You.”
“From whom?” Miko asked.
“It’s no use,” Odin said, setting his sword at his side and turning his eyes on Ketrak. “Ketrak—go get me something that we can restrain this creature with.”
“Restrain?” Nova asked.
“I want the king to see this,” Odin sighed. “I want him to see its face.”
When the rat turned its eyes on him—when it blinked and seemed to make all the good in life go away—Odin knew that something had to be done.
As Ketrak turned and made his way down the stairs, the rat began to giggle.
“Fun, fun, fun,” it said, in the voice of a child so uncanny and real that Odin could barely believe his ears. “We just wanna have some fun.”
By candlelight, they sat discussing the night and the creature now in their midst. Locked, tied-up and imprisoned within the second guest bedroom, the Unclean’s incoherent mumblings could be heard even through the closed door and the intolerable silence that seemed to shadow them like magical static buzzing about the air. Katarina—who up until a few moments ago had been in hysterics—now slept in the corner, back to them and a blanket covering her sleeping form.
“I don’t know why she opened the door,” Nova said, lifting his eyes from his wife to look back at the three of them. “Maybe she fell asleep and thought I’d left the room for something. I don’t know.”
“You can’t blame yourself,” Miko said, reaching out to take hold of Nova’s wrist. “There’s nothing you could have done.”
“I’m just glad she screamed in time, otherwise it might have attacked her.”
Might have? Odin thought. It sounded like it was ready to rape her.
Imagining the act alone was enough to flip his stomach and grind his guts to knots. How it would have occurred was beyond him, but when he tried to think about it he nearly threw up. He had to lift his hand and cough for several long moments before he finally regained composure.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, swiping his hand across his lips. “I’m just glad she’s all right.”
“So am I,” Ketrak said, turning his eyes up to Miko and Odin. “Thank you, both of you. I might have been dead had you not come.”
“What happened?” Odin frowned.
“We thought it was just a regular storm,” the man said, setting his hands into his lap. “We thought nothing of it until the door caved open and the glass exploded into the office.”
“Just like what happened here,” Nova said.
“Where are the rest of the men?” Miko asked.
“I don’t know,” Ketrak said. “It happened so fast… one moment I was sitting in a chair, then the next I was on the ground.”
“Do you remember seeing anyone step into the building?”
“No,” the man sighed. “I didn’t.”
With that knowledge firmly in place, Odin took a deep breath and tried to still his beating heart. So hard it hurt to breathe, much less think, he raised a hand to his chest and slid his hand into his jerkin, desperate to find some form of comfort in the midst of such a horrible situation. When none came, he let his hand fall at his side and looked at the men around him. “I don’t know what’s happened here,” Odin began, “but I do know what this means.”
“What?” Nova asked.
“It means war.”
Bohren was a ghost town. Not a soul could be found anywhere the following morning, when they ventured out into the daylight to find nothing more than dirt and sorrow. Within each house, each door had been broken down and every window had been shattered as though struck by a wayward bolt of lightning. In the doorways of some houses, they found what appeared to be the skulls of children, licked clean of flesh and disengaged from the spine in a ruthless manner. When Odin crouched down and remembered what Miko had said that previous night, he couldn’t help but shiver.
They used to kill the children, the Elf had said, by mimicking the sounds of
other children to draw them into the forest.
Such thoughts, once entered within the mind, never leave. Like tumors stretched forth over a large expanse of muscle, they sewed themselves to the brain and grew like horrible flowers meant only to kill the most beautiful women. He’d heard such a thing last night, when the rat had wanted to have some fun, but not once could he imagine being a child, lured away from his home only to suffer in the clutches of something so vile and horrid it made him, a grown man, shiver in fear.
“There’s nothing here,” Nova sighed, bending over to pick up a ragdoll with its bottom half tore off. “They’re gone.”
“How could a whole village have disappeared?” Odin frowned.
“I don’t know, kid, but they did. It’s only us, my wife and my father-in-law.”
Sighing, Miko pulled his hood from his head and pressed his hand to his face. Such nerved expressions weren’t common on the Elf’s face. When something bothered him, he seemed to suppress it, dealing with it internally rather than out in the open. This, however, obviously troubled him, much to Odin’s discomfort. If Miko was uncomfortable, what could it mean?
It means that this is real, he thought, that this is true.
“We need to find a caravan,” Miko said, drawing Odin and Nova’s attention to his face. “We’ll need it to transport the Unclean to the castle.”
“We should just get rid of it,” Nova said. “It’s nothing but trouble.”
“You hold ill will because it tried to harm you, Nova.”
“Bullshit. I—“
“It is nothing more than a dumb creature no smarter than a bird. It may speak, but it does not understand what it is saying.”
It has to, Odin thought. It said… her breasts…
He swallowed a lump in his throat.
Shaking the thought from his head, he reached down to grip the hilt of his sword and sighed when a cold wind blew in from the north.
“We should hurry,” Odin said. “Before it comes back.”
“If it will,” Nova mumbled.
The thought didn’t sit well with him.
Miko pulled the livestock cart with his magic from the center of town all the way to the Eternity family mansion. Arm held taut, face scrunched in discomfort, lip pursed and eyes dark and heavy—by the time they arrived, sweat was running down Miko’s face and dropping down onto the ground below.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked, setting a hand on Miko’s back.
“I’m fine,” the Elf said. “Don’t worry about me.”
From the doorway, Ketrak watched them with his arms crossed over his chest and his face alight with a frown. Odin caught sight of Katarina behind him, but she quickly scurried off once she took notice of his wandering eyes.
They’re leaving home, he thought, grimacing, reaching down to slide his hands into his pockets.
He couldn’t imagine how they felt. Sure—he felt as though he’d done some disservice for not helping more people, being a champion of royalty and a warrior fit beyond the means to help others, but how could they feel? Being mere peasants, they had to feel helpless—like birds trapped in a cage without any means to escape—but what else could they possibly be feeling? Fear, doubt, anger, frustration—these emotions and so much more currently ran through Odin’s heart, forcing pain throughout his mind and into the confines of his body, but what could Katarina and Ketrak be thinking? Could they be feeling as he did, as vulnerable and insecure as his heart seemed to desire, or were they simply afraid—defenseless, some would argue, and unable to use swords and shields?
“Someone will have to get the rat out of the spare bedroom,” Nova said, testing the gate on the livestock cart before turning his attention on Miko.
“I’ll do it,” the Elf said. “We may want to string curtains or something about it.”
“How come?” Nova frowned.
“We pass through towns and someone sees what we’re carrying, they might form a lynch mob.”
Over what looks like a giant rat?
Shaking the thought from his head, Odin nodded and started toward the house, eyes set ahead but heart beating erratically. It seemed that at any moment it would come free of his ribcage, like a wild thing just recently ensnared within a hunter’s trap, but he kept his mind focused and his eyes on the aging man before him. “Sir,” he said.
“Is everything well?” Ketrak asked.
“We need something to string around the cart. Do you have extra curtains you can spare?”
“We do,” Katarina said, stepping up to her father’s side. “Are you well, Odin?”
Better than I probably should be, he thought, but only nodded in response.
As Katarina disappeared into the house to find the curtains, most likely pulling them free from windows and the support rods that held them, Odin looked into the house to find that most of the damage from the previous night had been repaired. Though the couch still looked gutted like a pig, everything else seemed fine—wholesome, even, despite the broken windows and regardless of the events that had just taken place the previous night.
How horrible, he thought, to know that your home has been damaged and you
can do nothing to repair it.
“We’ve packed everything of value in boxes,” Ketrak said, drawing Odin’s attention from the windows and to his face. “I imagine we won’t be back here for some time.”
“Probably not,” Odin said, “but at least you’re safe.”
“Thank the Gods.”
Katarina stepped forward with four large curtains in her arms. She passed them to Odin before turning back into the house, tears in her eyes and what looked to be the beginning of a sob framing her lips.
“Will she be all right?” he asked.
“She’ll have to be,” Ketrak said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”
“Dark,” the creature said.
“I know,” Odin replied, pulling the last side of the curtain into place before checking the harness and its attachments on his and Miko’s mounts. “It’s to keep you quiet.”
“Fun, fun, fun.”
It doesn’t know what it’s saying, he thought, trying to still both his anger and fear. It’s just mimicking what it heard before.
Regardless, the fact that it mostly spoke in a child’s voice did nothing to ease his concerns.
“Sir,” Odin said, looking up as Miko approached with his saddle over his shoulder.
“Yes, Odin?”
“Are you sure this will work?”
“What are you referring to—the harnesses or the cart?”
“Both.”
“It’ll have to work,” the Elf said, preparing his horse for the journey ahead.
“The horses are strong, the harnesses secure. You can’t see in through those curtains. They’re too dark.”
My only salvation.
Nodding, but with his heart in a more troublesome place than he could have possibly imagined, Odin watched Nova help Ketrak situate the two remaining beasts in the stables and as Katarina prepared to mount her own horse.
Such a sight nearly broke Odin’s heart.
She’s a good woman, he thought. She doesn’t deserve this.
In the end, who did?
The day began with a shroud of doubt and a miserable bought of clouds.
Hoods over their heads, gloves near their laps, they continued forward as though members of a procession and kept their silence even as distant clouds began to growl with thunder and rain threatened to swallow them whole.
It’s ok, Odin thought, bowing his head as the rat creature behind him began to mumble. It’s not anywhere near us.
Still—seeing such a sight did little to comfort his mind, much less his beating heart.
“Is something wrong?” Miko asked, turning his head to look at Odin.
“No,” he lied, shaking his head. “Everything’s fine.”
He knows you’re lying.
Regardless, he didn’t necessarily care. Right now, he couldn’t bother with a dialogue about his doubts and fears.
“I know this bothers you,” Miko said, “but you can’t blame yourself for what happened.”
“I’m not,” Odin said, lifting his head to look at Miko’s veiled face. “I’m blaming myself for not saying something sooner.”
“Saying what, Odin?”
“That I knew this was going to happen.”
The Elf said nothing. Instead, he lifted his hand and reached over to set it on Odin’s arm, but Odin shrugged it off and pulled his cloak tighter around his chest.
“You knew this was going to happen?” the Elf said.
“I had a dream,” Odin said.
“About what?”
“About the Gjiku Demigod telling me that war would come in the form of shadows that would swallow the home of someone I love.”
“You never mentioned anything about having more dreams.”
“I know,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I should have said something, sir, but I—“
You what? his conscience taunted. Were too afraid to say something?
No, he thought. I wasn’t afraid of anything.
You must’ve been, otherwise you would’ve said something.
Shaking his head, reaching up to tug at his hair, Odin looked up at the Elf and tried to soften the expression he knew was already on his face. Fear, aggression, hurt, pain—he couldn’t imagine what painted his face in hues of white and grey, but whatever it was, he tried not to let it affect his current perception of the Elf and the people around him.
Nova, Katarina, Ketrak, Miko—all four of them were victims in this horrible affair.
If only I’d said something sooner.
“Odin,” Miko said.
“What?” he asked.
“I’ll say this only once again—this wasn’t your fault.”
“I know,” he sighed, closing his eyes.
If only.
That night, they sat around a campfire eating biscuits, jerky and stew. Head hung low and eyes set to the fire, Odin felt what he could only tell was the beginning of sleep pulling at him with long, wavy tendrils and forcing his head further and further toward his chest. At one point, when his head hung so low his chin almost touched his chest, he thought he would fall asleep, but a gentle hand across his back shocked him out of his reverie.
“You ok?” Katarina asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, sighing as she draped a blanket over his shoulders and tucked it at his neck. “Thank you.”
“Miko told me what happened earlier.”
“Oh?”
“You shouldn’t feel guilty about this. You couldn’t have known.”
“Yeah,” Nova said. “You’ve never had any visions before.”
Have I? he thought, unnerved that his private feelings had suddenly become a public affair.
No matter—these people were friends, practically family in the current circumstance. He couldn’t worry himself over simple matters.
“Someone has to feed him,” Miko said.
“Who?” Nova frowned.
“The Unclean.”
Nova made a face. Katarina frowned and settled down beside her sleeping father, running her fingers through his greying hair and stroking his face with the back of her palm.
“I’ll do it,” Odin said, turning his head.
“Pardon?” Miko asked.
“I said I’ll do it,” he repeated, standing.
“Are you sure you feel—“
“I’m sure, sir.”
Accepting the wooden bowl Miko offered, Odin turned and made his way toward the cart. Curtains still drawn across the surface of the bars, a sense of dread began to fill him the moment he reached forward and began to pull the fabric aside.
“Foods,” the creature inside said. “Hungry.”
“I brought you food,” Odin said, pushing the bowl into the cart as the thing’s long head came into view. “Here. Eat this.”
“Poison food?”
“It’s not poisoned,” he said.
“Tricksy,” the rat replied, lifting the bowl and sniffing the contents within.
“Take it or leave it. It’s what we’re eating tonight.”
“Angry human should learn to better suit himself toward those who don’t bid him well.”
“This angry human would rather have you gone than have to worry about feeding you.”
“Ah,” the rat said, black eyes glowing orange in the light of the fire before him. “Human is upset.”
“Yeah. I am.”
“Don’t slay the messenger.”
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Odin growled, tightening a hand into a fist at his side. “Just eat, all right?”
“Thank you.”
Thank you? he thought.
“What did you say?” he frowned.
“Shire thanks human for food.”
“Shire? Is that your name?”
“Beautiful place,” the rat said, licking some of the soup into its mouth.
“Waterfall. Big pool of water.”
“You used to live in the forest,” Odin said, “didn’t you?”
“Monsters came to hunt us after we tried to leave,” the rat said, setting the empty bowl down before Odin. “That monster with you—he’s not a normal monster.”
“He’s a Halfling.”
“Like you?”
It can tell I’m a Halfing? Odin thought, narrowing his eyes at the creature before him. Even if it could, that gave him no reason to elaborate on his lineage or just what his mother might have been.
“It doesn’t matter what I am,” Odin said.
“The blood runs thin in you, human-thing.”
“What?”
“I smell it,” the rat said, pushing its head out toward Odin’s face. “I smell the blood in you. His blood.”
His blood? Odin frowned. What is he— No. He couldn’t think that way. The creature was trying to fool him, trick him into believing things that weren’t true or skewing his perception of the world around him.
It’s no smarter than a dumb bird, Miko had said.
Though Odin seriously doubted his friend’s perception of the creature, he couldn’t help but shiver as he reached forward and took the empty bowl away from the rat.
“Thank you,” the rat said.
Odin nodded.
He felt the rat’s eyes on him the entire way back toward the fire.
Morning came in shades of grey and white. By the time Odin rose and buckled his trousers into place, thunder cracked in the distant sky and rain peppered the hills now looming behind them.
“Rain!” the Unclean said, trying to push its way out of the cart. “Rain rain!
No wet, no wet!”
“What’s wrong with that motherfucker?” Nova asked.
“Nova,” Katarina chided.
“The Unclean were never fond of the rain,” Miko said, ignoring the creature as it continued to scream and wail.
It’s a rat, Odin thought. It shouldn’t be afraid of the water.
Either way, he didn’t particularly want to listen to the creature rant and rave for the next few hours. Stepping forward, he pushed the curtain aside and jumped back as the Unclean’s hand shot out and tried to grasp his neck.
“Stop,” Odin growled. “Or I’ll make you stop.”
“Ignorant human.”
“Who taught it that word?” Nova laughed, smacking the thing’s hand back into the cage before pulling the curtain aside.
“Probably something it learned from its master,” Miko sighed, mounting his horse.
“Master would not let me get wet!” Shire cried. “No wet!”
“Please,” Odin sighed. “Make him stop.”
“You won’t get wet as long as you keep yourself in there,” the Elf said, turning his head as the party began to mount their horses and prepare for the day’s travel. “Keep your hands to yourself and you won’t have to worry about getting wet.”
“Ignorant, ignorant, ignorant,” the creature declared, enunciating the words as though a child struggling to grasp the concept of them. “Ignorant humans.”
“I am no human,” the Elf said, “and those humans you’re calling ignorant are a lot more knowledgeable than you.”
“Monster thinks he’s better than me but he is not!”
“Just ignore him,” Ketrak sighed, gesturing his horse to fall into place beside Miko.
“I’m immune to its childish insults,” Miko said, reaching out to clasp a hand around the man’s shoulder. “Is your daughter well?”
“My daughter’s fine. She’s afraid of it, which is why she’s so far up, but she’s all right.”
That’s good, Odin thought, shaking his head as the creature’s rants died down to inane mumblings. We’re going to have this thing with us for a while.
“What will Ournul do with it once it’s at the castle?” Ketrak asked, casting a glance over his shoulder.
“That’s anyone’s guess,” Miko said, turning his attention on Odin. “What do you think he will do?”
“Put it in a holding cell, maybe. A cage.”
“A cage?” Ketrak barked. “I’d put that thing in a cage like I would a dragon.”
“A figure of speech for sure,” the Elf agreed.
Nodding, Odin tightened his grip on his horse’s reins and sighed when he once again realized that he would not be able to free himself from his current position in front of the cart.
Guess I’m in it for the long haul, he thought.
As thunder boomed behind them, Odin tried not to groan.
If this weather didn’t let up, he didn’t know what he’d do.
 
- - -
 
The rain continued for the next week. Screaming the entire way and drawing the attention of wary travelers, they narrowly escaped question from the guards in a small outpost near the edge of the Felnon territory and only barely managed to get past a group of hunters who seemed more than intent on discovering just what it was they were carrying. In the end, the only thing that saved them was Odin’s declaration of being the king’s champion, as well as documentation to prove such.
Signed by the king, he said, just before he told the men to leave before he charged them with treason.
As they skirted the front end of Felnon’s forest, embarking upon the road Odin had taken many times before, he thought of his father and how, nearly five years ago, he had set out to become a knight—how, in the end, he never became the thing he’d dreamed of since childhood, but instead turned out to be so much more.
I’m the king’s champion, he thought, looking down at the reins in his hand.
And now I’m taking a long-dead sentient to the castle to seal a declaration of
war.
His dreams, his nightmares, the things that crept in the dark and watched him with glowing eyes—he thought of Bafram and Ohmalyon, when he’d slain the creature without so much as a second thought, then Neline, where he’d fought not only to defend his own life, but those of his friends. Was this what it meant—that after five years, monsters slain and men arrested, his life’s work would amount to war?
I don’t know what’s going to happen, he thought, but I know I’m going to try
and stop it.
As the king’s champion, he’d risk his life to make things right. If he didn’t, he didn’t know what kind of hero he would be.
 
 







 
Chapter 7
“Hail Champion!” a guard called down, raising a hand as they advanced upon the gate. “What has taken you so long?”
“We had an accident along the way,” Odin called back, raising his hand in return. “Open the gate!”
“What cargo are you carrying?”
“Cargo that cannot be spoken in earshot of the public!”
“Ignorant,” Shire whispered.
Odin growled a reply and kicked back at the front of the cart.
As the gate began to open, its gargantuan gears turning and its levers and pulleys groaning, Odin took a deep breath and tried not to imagine the look that would be on Ournul’s face when he brought the Unclean to his attention.
With such thoughts in his mind, it was hard to think, especially over the scream of metal, but somehow he managed.
Collect yourself, he thought. Be calm.
With another deep breath entering, then exiting his lungs, he turned his head up just in time to see the gates open.
“Alert the king,” Odin said. “I want an immediate audience with him.”
“What’s going on?” Ournul asked, face streaked with sweat and eyes lined with red. “Where the hell have you been? Why haven’t I received a message?”
“We ran into a bit of trouble,” Odin said, pressing a hand to the king’s chest as Ournul began to shake his shoulders. “Don’t, sir.”
“Don’t what?”
“You’re shaking me. I’m injured.”
“Injured?” Ournul asked.
Odin parted his jerkin. When the king took notice of his fading scar, he gasped and looked not only at Odin, but at the party behind him. “What are they doing here?”
“I’ll explain later,” Odin said. “Right now though, you need to have someone roll this cart into the storage shed.”
“But why—“
“Just do what I say, Ournul, and do it now. It’s going to start talking if you don’t.”
 
- - -
 
“What the hell is that thing?” Ournul asked, looking on in horror as Miko drew the curtains aside and revealed Shire in all his horrible glory.
“It’s one of the Unclean,” Miko said.
“It can’t be. They were exterminated centuries ago.”
“Ignorant,” Shire hissed, jabbing a finger toward Ournul. “The human king is ignorant, just as master said.”
“Who is your master?” Ournul asked, advancing toward the cart. “Damn you, tell me who he is!”
“Calm down,” Nova said, attempting to pull the king back before he could get too close.
“Don’t touch me!” Ournul growled.
“There’s been an attack.”
“On what?”
“My hometown.”
“Everyone’s gone,” Katarina said. “Everyone.”
“What is she talking about?” Ournul asked, spinning, striking Nova’s hand away before it could land on his shoulder. “What the hell is going on here?”
“Bohren was attacked by a living cloud,” Odin said, easing his hands at his side and trying not to leech off the king’s fervent energy. “It took everyone in the village except us. Ketrak was only spared by luck.”
“Then what of this thing?” The king jabbed his hand over his shoulder. Shire replied with a low hiss. “Silence you ugly creature!”
“Ignorant!”
“That’s enough,” Odin said, stepping toward the cart. “Please, be quiet.”
“The boy is ignorant,” the Unclean said, “but kind.”
Odin couldn’t help but smile, despite the situation at hand. Once sure the rat wouldn’t speak any further, he turned and looked his king straight in the eye.
“We found Shire in Nova’s house trying to hurt him and his wife.”
“I never knew much about the Unclean,” Ournul said, clasping his hands behind his back as he looked past Odin and at the encaged creature before them. “I knew only that they were pests and that the Elves killed them for a reason, though for what, I could never be sure. I knew they slayed their children, ate them, placed their skulls on their doorsteps, but I never understood why they felt the need to exterminate their entire race, a sentient race no doubt. After seeing this though… I know why.”
“The monsters killed my brothers,” Shire said, grasping the bars before him.
“The monsters did this to us!”
“Who is your leader? And how many more are you?”
“We are weak,” the rat said. “We are few.”
“HOW MANY?”
“Ignorant!”
“You have to reason with him,” Odin said, setting a hand on his king’s back.
“Shire… tell the king who your master is.”
“Master wears hair above his lips and below them,” the rat said, crouching down on all fours as the king advanced upon the cart and raised his hands above his head. “Master is kind. He gave us food, water, shelter.”
“Who is your master?”
“He wears the golden robe.”
Golden robe? Odin frowned. “What is he talking about?”
“I don’t know,” the king said.
“Master thinks you are weak, foolish, helpless. He says you are nothing in the eyes of many.”
“What am I then?”
“A challenge.”
A shiver ran the length of Odin’s spine and struck his tailbone with so much force he couldn’t help but tremble. Seeing the rat’s face, its mouth a twisted smile, did nothing more than further unnerve him than he already was.
He wears the golden robe, he thought, unable to repress the hardened stare that now took control of his eyes. What does that mean?
Was the enemy royal, of the court or against it? Did they have a name? Were they an opposing faction or possibly a counter-intelligence from another country? Could the Germanian king, people or mages have really been making way through the lower parts of the country to skirt around the jungle and go into Denyon. If they were truly at work here—if the royal court of the Germanian Kingdom wanted to go to war to take from Ornala the one thing they most surely wanted—it would make sense to send something that would not crack even under the most extreme of pressures.
That doesn’t explain why they would use this thing though.
Who in their right mind, much less man, would want to tame such a creature and use it as their messenger? Were they mad, unable or unwilling to send a human compatriot, or did they just want something simple, something that could be disposed of without taking causalities in a humanistic mindset?
“What are you going to do?” Odin asked.
“Leave him be,” the king said.
“You’re not going to—“
“I’m not going to kill him,” Ournul said. “He’s done nothing to us.”
“He tried to hurt my wife!” Nova cried.
“He is foolish, Nova, and strung about like a puppet. You cannot blame him for his actions. He is nothing more than an animal.”
“But he,” Katarina started, but began to sob before she could continue.
“Come,” Ournul said. “I’ll have someone bring something in to feed him before the night is up.”
“Food!” the rat cried.
Odin bowed his head and filed out of the storage shed with the rest of his party.
“Are you well?” the king asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, grimacing as the king applied an herbal mixture over his scar. “What is this?”
“It’ll take the pain away.”
“I hardly feel any.”
“Look me in the eye and tell me a freshly-closed wound does not hurt.”
Odin couldn’t, so he merely bowed his head and allowed his king to continue without a word in response. As Ournul did this, applying gentle pressure in order to push the salve into the remaining openings of his wound, Odin leaned back and tried to push aside the pain that was flaring up around his lungs. Part of him feared for his career as a soldier, as he probably would not be able to handle skirmishes unless he had additional training, but the other, more sensible part of him was just glad he was alive and that he’d been able to fight with the Naga in ways he hadn’t expected so soon after an injury.
“You have their support,” Odin said, opening his eyes when the sting began to dissipate.
“What?” Ournul frowned.
“You have their support. The Sisters.”
“Oh.” Ournul nodded. “That.”
“They shot me, sir, because they thought we were trying to encroach upon their property.”
“It’s understandable,” the king sighed, spreading the last bit of salve on Odin’s chest before cupping the mixture and setting it aside. “They really should be taken in, if you ask me, but they’re not under my jurisdiction and I feel no need to repress them.”
“Who owns that property, sir?”
“You mean the tail end of Tel ‘Enlath and the openings of Denyon? No one.
No one wants it.”
“I don’t necessarily blame them.”
Who would want land held not only by barbaric wild women, but poisonous Naga and who knew what else? Such thoughts were insane and not fit for natural consumption. The fact that he himself was thinking such things made him want to slap himself, but somehow he managed to control that urge and instead pushed himself forward, into a sitting position so he could look upon his king in a more dignified manner. “Sir,” he said.
“Yes, Odin?”
“Will you continue interrogating the rat?”
“Until I have what I need, yes. Then there’s the matter of Bohren.”
“What will you do, sir?”
“Whatever I can,” the king sighed, running a hand across his brow.
“Whatever I can, Odin.”
“You’ve returned,” Ramya said.
“Yeah,” Odin said, sliding into the infirmary. “Ournul’s asked me to have you take a look at my chest.”
“Are you injured?” the man frowned, standing.
“I was shot.”
“By whom?”
“The Enlathian Sisterhood.”
“I imagine your visit with them didn’t start off so well then,” the man said, unbuttoning Odin’s jerkin and parting it to look at his chest. “Whoever healed this did a very excellent job.”
“Miko did it, while we were still in the camp.”
“Are you still suffering pain?”
“Yes sir. I am.”
Pressing his hand over the surface of the wound not hard enough to cause him immense pain, but enough to cause him discomfort, Odin closed his eyes and let down his natural defenses as magic sparked the air and he felt warmth flood over his chest. Spiders skittering across his chest, worms snaking beneath his skin and ants burrowing into the depths of his muscles, he took a slow, deep breath and exhaled with the same amount of force, sighing as the warmth spread across his torso and eventually began to snake up his neck.
It feels so good, he thought, groaning, arching his back as Ramya pressed harder.
“There,” the healer said. “How is that?”
“Better,” Odin sighed, reaching down to run his hand over the scar. “What did you just do?”
“Channeled some healing magic into your wound.”
“I know, but why did it—“
“Feel so good?” Ramya smiled. “It’s a form of therapy, Odin. It’s supposed to make you feel better.”
My therapy back in Neline only seemed to make me feel worse, he thought, but didn’t say anything in response.
Reaching down, Odin began to button his jerkin and watched as Ramya crossed the short distance from the first bed to his desk, then as he began to sift through a pile of papers. Shortly thereafter, he looked up at Odin and smiled.
“Is something wrong?” Odin frowned.
“Quite the contrary.”
“Sir?”
“Parfour’s been helping me with my patients.”
“He’s been in the infirmary with you?”
“He’s mostly in the church, but yes— he’s been helping me in his spare time.”
“What does he do?”
“Tend to the weak, help the ill—basically what I do, but without the magic.”
“The boy doesn’t have the Gift,” Odin began, “does he?”
“Sadly, no, but it doesn’t hinder his progress any.” Ramya leaned back against his desk and turned to look at Odin. “How was your trip?”
“Horrible.”
“I’ve heard what happened in Bohren.”
“Word travels fast,” Odin sighed, pressing the last button into place. “I feel like I could’ve done more.”
“If what they say is true, some kind of cloud came and shadowed the city.”
“That’s true.”
“How can you expect to save people in the dark?”
Because I’m a mage, he thought. And because I’m the king’s champion.
Though he didn’t speak his mind, he let out a light sigh and crossed his arms over his chest, grimacing as his left pectoral throbbed and forced his arm back at his side. He shook his head, settled down atop the empty bed and tried not to look up at Ramya’s face, though it was hard, especially since the man’s shockingly-green eyes were hard to avoid even in less troublesome moments.
“I guess you’re right,” he finally said.
“You can’t expect to save everyone, Odin.”
“I know.”
“And you can’t blame yourself for things that lie out of your control.”
“I know, sir.”
“Then don’t fault yourself. You did what you could—and, as far as I’ve heard, you rescued your friend’s father-in-law.”
“Yeah. I did. I mean, we did. Me and Miko.”
“I’m sure you already know this, my friend, but life is precious—if you only saved one, that’s one more person that has their life to live.”
“I already told you,” Shire said. “The golden robes.”
“You don’t have any idea what he’s talking about?” Odin asked, seating himself on one of the spare crates.
“No,” the king said. “I don’t.”
Turning his attention to the rat, Odin narrowed his eyes and tried as hard as he could to discern whatever it was the creature was trying to tell them.
He said he has hair above his lip and below his chin, he thought. And wears a
golden robe.
No matter how many times he replayed the words in his head, he couldn’t help but think of royalty, or at least some greater form of it. Then again, a golden robe didn’t necessarily mean the man was royal—he could very well be wearing the robe for sport, an icon to mark himself as something more to people and things who may see colors as signs of power, or he could be nothing at all: a person whom, by all respects, bore no dignity, and as such wore such a monikor in order to take control of people.
“He wears a golden robe,” Odin said, looking up at the rat. “Right?”
“Right.”
“Is the robe made of real gold?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Ournul said. “It’s not—“
“There is no gold upon his robe.”
The king closed his mouth. Brow furrowing in confusion, lip curling in despair, he shook his head and tugged at his hair, likely trying as hard as he could not to turn around and murder the creature within its cage.
Calm down, Odin thought, tempted to say the words, but not sure if he should. Getting frustrated isn’t going to do you any good.
Though his previous estimates on the creature’s intelligent had been short to nothing, he was now of the opinion that the rat, no matter how dignified or versed, could tell the truth. It knew the words it spoke. Ignorant, it knew, meant foolish, possibly even unversed, and it was able to speak in a manner that would allow it to communicate with whomever it was speaking to. That, however, didn’t clear up the matter of the golden robe or the man it was identifying as its master.
Taking a deep breath, Odin stood and started for the cage, but stopped as Ournul pushed his arm out. “Don’t,” the man said.
“I’m not going to do anything,” Odin replied.
“Then what are you—“
“Shire,” he said, nodding as the rat turned its head up to look at him. “Do you remember your master’s name?”
“His name?” the rat asked, mouth turning down into what Odin could only consider as a frown. “His name is master, who knows all.”
“Who knows all?” Ournul asked.
“Where did your master come from?” Odin said, stepping closer to the cage.
“Tell me if you know.”
“He came from the blood,” the rat said. “From the blood.”
“This is getting us nowhere,” Ournul sighed, shaking his head. “We might as well just let him go.”
“And do what? Watch him get slaughtered by one of the guards?”
“No harm befalls Shire,” the rat said. “You promise.”
“I promised,” Odin nodded. “If you let him go, you have to let him outside the grounds.”
“I don’t intend on keeping him within them, if that’s what you’re trying to say.”
“Shire likes castle,” the rat said, standing up on its back legs. “Shire wants to stay.”
“You can’t stay.”
“Shire knows.”
“Knows what?” Odin frowned.
“Knows plans.”
“What plans?” Ournul said. “Tell me.”
“Plans of war,” the rat said. “Plans of death.”
Ournul said nothing. Odin’s heart fluttered about in his chest like a butterfly whose wings had been prematurely clipped by a predator.
It will come in the form of shadows that will swallow the home of one you
love.
Did that shadow also foretell a sentient that was supposed to be long-gone?
I don’t know, Odin thought. But I’m going to find out.
“What plans do you know?” he asked, stepping the closest he’d come to the cage since he’d fed the creature in the previous days. “Tell us.”
“He will strike the rivers and make them red,” the rat said. “And when he does, he will kill you all.”
“This is an act of war!” Odin cried. “You have to do something!”
“The court will not see the rat’s testimony as solid proof, Odin.”
“You’re the king! You have to be able to do something.”
“All I can do is give them your testimony about what happened that night in Bohren,” the king said, clasping his hands behind his back and making his way across their quarters. “Odin… you don’t understand. Just because I’m king doesn’t mean I can begin the draft.”
“The whole town of Bohren is gone and you’re telling me you can’t begin the draft? That’s bullshit!”
“No it’s not!” the king roared, slamming his fist into the wall. “Do not patronize me!”
“I’m not patronizing you!” Odin cried back. “The town is gone, sir! Don’t tell me you can’t do anything about it.”
“I cannot summon an army, Odin. I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because my court will not allow it.”
Growling, angry and more than ready to lose his temper, Odin balled his hands into fists at his side and tried to regain his composure. As he looked upon the king’s face, however—wrought with lines of age, anger and frustration and turned up in a snarl—he couldn’t help but feel a bit afraid.
This man could tear me apart if he wanted to.
If not physically, then emotionally—the king could destroy him with a few simple words, like a great wall falling once struck by an iron giant. He could see it now: his chest a wall, his king’s words the fist, and could feel the giant’s hand as it caved into his body and destroyed everything he believed in. His life, his honor, his dignity, his spirit—all it would take was one fist and he would be gone.
“Sir,” Odin said, exhaling a held-in breath. “It may be out of line for me to ask, but… why do they control you?”
“Who?”
“Your court.”
“I never said they—“
“You don’t have to say anything, sir. It’s already obvious.”
“Are you patronizing me?” Ournul asked, turning to look Odin directly in the eyes.
“No, sir. I… I just—“
“I am the one who rules this kingdom,” the king continued, stepping forward, but not to the point where he stood in Odin’s immediate space. “I am the one who makes laws. I am the one who rules the highest court of law. I am king.”
“Then why did you let them lock me in a tower?”
At this, Ournul gave no reply. Rather, his face dampened into a dour expression and his lips curled down into a front. The expression alone was almot enough to make Odin step back and leave the room, but when the king merely bowed and shook his head, Odin felt his conscience heavy.
“Sir?” Odin asked.
“Never make me explain myself,” Ournul replied, turning his brown eyes up a short moment later. “That is not your place.”
“I just—“
“You just what, Odin? Want me to start the draft, initiate a war, send our country’s men to die? Just what do you want me to do?”
“We need to do something,” Odin said, steeling himself in place. “Sir, we don’t—“
“I’m going to send the report,” the king replied, running a hand across his face. “Tha’ all I can do for now.”
“How soon will it—“
“It’ll be quick, quicker than you could have ever imagined.” The king sighed and shook his head. “Please, leave me be for a few moments. I’ll summon for you when I need you.”
Woth a short nod, Odin turned and let himself out of the room.
Though he knew of the king’s plight, he couldn’t help but wonder if all this stress was making him deteriorate.
 
- - -
 
“You say the whole town is missing,” the head of the court said.
“Yes,” Odin replied. “It is.”
“Do you have any other witnesses to this…” the man faltered, then said, “Crime?”
“My friends Miko and Nova, and Nova’s wife and father-in-law.”
“You say a living cloud attached the city and not only shattered windows, but broke doors off their hinges.”
“Yes sir. I did.”
“We have never heard of such a thing,” a man sitting near the end of the half-moon table said, placing both his hands on the structure and bracing himself as he stood. “Has anyone here heard of this?”
“Clouds can be magicked to act as living entities,” another man said, this one dressed in robes that clearly marked him as a mage. “I have never heard of a living cloud though.”
“The man who used to be my knight master confirmed that it was a living cloud.”
“How so?”
“He felt it,” Odin said. “He—“
“Feeling magic is like seeing something in the dark—there’s no way to confirm it.”
“The town is gone, sir. No one is left.”
The court remained silent. Heads bowed, eyes glancing over their notes, they turned their attention to one another and began whispering amongst themselves. At Odin’s side, the king remained complacent and composed, hands clasped behind his back and gaze set forward.
You have to say something, he thought. You have— “We cannot justify staring the draft based solely on this claim,” the man at the head of the court said. “We will send a team out to investigate this matter and decide then.”
“This is bullshit!” Odin cried.
The judge slammed his hammer on the table. “This hearing is dismissed.”
In the hours after the hearing, Odin sat at the edge of the lake with his toes in the water and his eyes downcast. Staring at the minnows that swam just below his feet, darting to and fro as though men on a mission, he watched as one slowly swam toward his toe, then as it darted away like a cat frantically pursuing a mouse. At that particular moment, he imagined such a fiasco—his toes the mice, the minnows the cat. He imagined just one little twitch of his toe sparking them into a frenzy and twisting them into a tornado beneath the waves, a natural destruction so beautiful and charismatic it almost made his head spin.
You’re thinking too much, he thought.
Still—better to imagine fantasies than to linger in the past, hoping and praying for something to happen that would likely not. No court would hear his plea, summon their jury and make their verdict. No. If he were to have anything be done, he would have to do it himself—alone, unguarded, and possibly without the help of anything.
Not even my friends.
Taking a deep breath, Odin flushed his toes in the water and watched as the minnows all but disappeared.
“Look at me,” he mumbled, laughing at himself as he pulled his feet from the water. “I’m acting like a child.”
“Hey,” a voice said.
Odin jumped. He would have fallen into the water had he not stabilized himself on the edge of the dock.
Turning his head, he sought out the speaker’s eyes and couldn’t help but smile when he saw Parfour standing at the end of the dock. “Hey,” he replied.
“I saw someone out here and thought I’d come and see who it was. I didn’t expect it to be you.”
“You didn’t know I was back?”
“I did, but I wasn’t expecting to run into you.”
Nodding, Odin gestured the boy forward and smiled as he settled down next to him. Feet dangling just aboce the water, he laughed as the minnows crept forward and peeked their little heads out of the water. “They’re funny little things,” the boy said.
“Yeah,” Odin replied, frowning. “They sure are.”
“Something happened while you were gone, huh?”
“Sorry?”
“There’s something on your mind.”
“Bohren’s been attacked,” Odin sighed. “And the court doesn’t want to do anything about it.”
“What?” the boy asked.
“The city was attacked by a cloud. We… between us, Parfour, because I don’t want anyone else to know about this.”
“All right.”
“We found one of the Unclean in the house.”
“Unclean?” Parfour asked.
“It’s a sentient rat species that the Elves supposedly annihilated from their forests.”
“Apparently not.”
“My thought exactly, but that’s not the point. The point is, everyone in the entire town is gone.”
“What?” the boy asked. “And the court doesn’t want to do anything?”
“They’re arranging an investigation, but that’s it.”
“I’m sorry, Odin.”
“It’s not your fault.”
“Still—I can’t imagine how you feel.”
How he felt was completely opposite of the intent, but were he to describe what he was feeling, he would say that the beast had returned, but this time with young. Clawing at his chest, screaming in his mind, whipping about in his ribcage and making havoc of his inner organs—he imagined a creature so powerful and fierce that it could rip him apart from the inside out, stabbing its claws out the front of his chest and opening his ribcage as men do when preparing fish. With this in mind, Odin also thought of saying how his heart felt—cold, dying, as though it were ready to beat one final time before it succumbed to the horrors of the world and ultimately came to end not only his life, but his kingdom, which seemed to dangle all so easily on but one thin wire.
Get a hold of yourself.
The last time something like this had happened, he’d nearly become addicted to a drug that could have destroyed his entire world.
Shaking his head, Odin stood and started down the dock.
“Where are you going?” Parfour asked.
Odin didn’t answer. He merely walked on.
That night, Odin lay awake watching the stars twinkle through the window several dozen feet above and tried to fall asleep. The dogs at his side and his hands on their backs, he ran his fingers through their soft, well-kept fur and tried to imagine something better than what he was currently experiencing— a stream, possibly, or maybe even a valley, something to look upon and see nothing but the good in the world.
There’s no good here, he thought. There’s no good anywhere.
True—such things were often not found in lands plenty and abolished with ignorance. Though you could always find the slightest bit of innocence in the world, once found it was almost always crushed. The hand of a friend, the heel of a lover, the bite of the wild or the sting of an arrow—it didn’t matter where it was or what shape it came in: once born, it was always destined to fade.
Shaking his head, Odin closed his eyes and tilted his head back.
A part of him wanted to try and ease himself to sleep with magic, but in his current state, he may very well do something to harm himself.
Pain didn’t come intentionally.
Once emblazed in doubt, swords, teeth and even words could become so much more.
“What do you plan on doing now that you can’t go back home?” Odin asked, sliding his hands into his pockets.
“I don’t know,” Nova sighed. “I wish I did.”
Making their way along the market plaza and toward the training grounds, they paced themselves beside the sides of the road and tried to keep out of the way of any activities going on around them. Nearby, pages sparred in mock battles and Master Jordan called out in greeting. Odin replied with a hand and waited for Nova to do the same, but when he didn’t, he sighed, shook his head, then reached out to set his hand on his friend’s back.
When his hand touched the small of Nova’s spine, the man stepped forward and shrugged Odin aside.
“I know you’re upset,” Odin said, “but I can’t do anything.”
“I’m not upset with you, Odin. I’m upset with the king.”
“I know you are.”
“The bastard doesn’t even have the balls to stand up to his own court.”
“There’s more to it than that, Nova.”
“Care to elaborate for me?”
He needs the will of the people, he thought, but said nothing. When Nova stopped walking and turned to look him in the eyes, he knew he’d just made a fatal mistake.
“See?” the man laughed. “Even you won’t tell me what’s going on.”
“He needs the goodwill of the people, Nova. I’m angry too, probably angrier than you are.”
“No one can be angrier than me,” the man said. “It’s my fucking town that got wiped out.”
“We don’t even know if those people are—“
“Dead?” Nova asked, spreading his arms and taking a few steps backward.
“We don’t know if they’re dead, but they probably are. That’s the point.”
“Don’t scare yourself, Nova.”
“I’m already scared, kid. Why the hell do you think I’m so closed to crying?”
Because you’re hurt, he thought. Because you’re scared.
Shaking his head, Odin once again reached out to Nova—to offer a comforting touch or at the very least a shoulder to cry on—but when the man slapped his hand away hard enough for the wedding ring on his finger to sting his knuckles, Odin let his hand fall at his side and tried not to cry himself.
I shouldn’t be feeling like this. I should be doing something.
What could he do then? In his current state, he was nothing more than a commoner, a guard with heightened status. If he wanted to do something— anything— to try and alleviate this problem, it would require going through the court. He’d learned his lesson once—he wouldn’t learn it again.
“Nova,” Odin said.
“Leave me alone,” the man said, turning to start for the threshold that led from the sparring grounds and into the castle.
When Odin saw his friend pass back into the castle, he couldn’t help but shed a tear.
His friend was suffering and there was nothing he could do.
“They’re sending a team to investigate the town,” Ournul said, crossing his arms over his chest.
“You know that wasn’t necessary,” Odin replied.
“For the court to be able to start the draft, they need to have solid evidence that something happened.”
“Do you not believe me?”
“It’s not a matter of me believing you. It’s the court.”
Sighing, Odin jabbed his hands down at his sides and leaned back in his seat.
Once more the beast lay growling in his chest, waking from its slumber after finally being provoked one time too many. He knew that it would only begin to overwhelm him should it escape, so he attempted to chain it to his ribs and restrain it from doing anything too rash.
You’re just angry. You can’t beat yourself up over it.
Anger could do many things: kill someone, destroy them, beat them to within an inch of their life or even torture them for whatever sick purpose the aggressor had in mind. That, however, did not mean it couldn’t be constrained. Much like a dog, a collar could be placed around its neck and a chain could be attached to its clasp. Keeping it in place, however, was a different story entirely, as with each tug the machine broke just a little more.
With a shake of his head, Odin stood, pushed his arms over his head and sighed when his lower back contracted from the effort. Ournul—who’d since turned to look at a painting above his bed—cast a glance over his shoulder at him, offering a frown when he saw Odin’s current position. “Are you well?”
“Just restless, sir.”
“Have you been doing your exercises?”
“I’ve been trying to, yes.”
“Maybe you should train with Jordan again. If war is coming, you’ll want to be in your top physical condition.”
“I am, sir.”
“You can’t honestly expect me to believe that, can you?”
The king had a point. While he had been doing his exercises to the best of his ability, he hadn’t been practicing with his sword, much less sparring with someone who could offer him a decent challenge or provoke his muscles into actions his body alone could not summon.
“All right,” he said.
“All right what?” Ournul asked.
“I’ll go train with Jordan.”
“Good,” Ournul smiled. “It’ll take your mind off things.”
Odin parried a hit as it came to him. Ducking, holding the wooden sword above his head, he pushed Jordan away from him as the man’s sword bore down over his head and rolled to his side. His chest screamed with the effort and his abdominals had thousands of needles stabbed into them, but the adrenaline rushing through his body almost completely took the pain away.
“Looking at you,” Jordan panted, “you wouldn’t think you were injured.”
The creature had spoken of smelling his blood inside him. If that were true, did that really mean he was gaining some of Miko’s extraordinary physical traits?
No. I can’t be.
Jordan thrust his sword forward.
Odin dodged and slapped the sword away from him.
At the side of the ring, both seated on the ground and standing near the wall, the pages Jordan had been training all summer watched with awe on their faces and grins across their lips. They looked to be children then, nothing like the young men they surely were, with bottles in their hands and snacks in their pockets. At one point, Odin imagined that they would start throwing things at him, such was the way of infants and the things they often did, but his fantasies only toyed with him for a moment when Jordan struck him in the chest and sent him to the ground.
“Better than I thought you would do, considering you were injured,” Jordan said, reaching down to take Odin’s hand.
Grunting, Odin accepted the man’s arm and allowed him to pull him upright.
He’d struck him in his sore side. He could already feel the telltale signs of a bruise blooming beneath his shirt.
“Sir,” a boy asked, turning his eyes up at Odin.
“Yes?” he asked.
“How did you become such a good fighter?”
“Your weapons instructor is a good man,” Odin said, reaching out to clasp Jordan’s hand. “He’ll teach you everything you need to know to stay alive.”
Which you’ll need, he thought, if war is coming.
Closing his eyes, Odin tilted his head back.
When he opened his eyes and saw an eagle flying overhead, he couldn’t help but feel as though things would be just fine.
“Did you train today?” Ournul asked.
“Yes sir,” Odin said, stripping his sweaty shirt off his shoulders and heading toward the bathing chamber. “I did.”
“How was it?”
“How does it look?” Odin asked, turning. Ournul grimaced when he took notice of the bruise flowering across Odin’s side. “My sore side too.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Don’t worry about it, sir.”
Besides, Odin thought. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?
Bowing down, Odin placed his hand over the valves and began to fill the tub with both warm and cold water. As steam drifted up over his face, veiling over his eyes and sailing toward the high ceiling, he felt a hand on his shoulder and instinctively tensed up. “Do you want to bathe first, sir?”
“No, Odin. That’s fine.”
“Are you—“
“You’re tired and bruised. You deserve the bath more than me.”
“I can wait.”
“I know you can, but I’m fine. Go—get in.”
With that being said, Odin pulled his pants and underwear off his body and waded into the tub, sighing as the water washed over his sweaty, dirty form and rings of dust danced across the murky depths.
It feels so good, he thought, closing his eyes.
“Do you need anything?” Ournul asked. “Soap, anything?”
“Soap, if you have it.”
“I do,” the king said, opening a nearby drawer and tossing the bar into the tub with Odin. “Take what you need. I’ll be in my office.”
“Wait for me, sir.”
“I’ll be fine, Odin. I don’t have—“
Odin stood. Content with his nudity, he unplugged the drain, grabbed a towel and began to dab his body off. When the king offered no further comment, he walked into the main room, grabbed his clothes and began to get dressed.
“You didn’t have to get out so early,” the man said.
“Don’t worry about it,” Odin replied. “I don’t want you going anywhere alone.”
He fell asleep while waiting for Ournul to finish his paperwork. Poised in a chair in the very corner of the room, Odin came to as the light outside began to fade and just as Ournul lit a candle. Eyes bleary, side groaning in pain, he reached up to channel warming energy throughout his chest and sighed when Ournul looked up at him.
“Are you well?” the king asked.
“I feel asleep,” Odin smiled.
“As I noticed.”
Chuckling, Odin stood, arched his back and groaned as his chest flared up in pain. He reseated himself almost immediately.
“I shouldn’t have suggested you train so close after your injury.”
“It’s all right, sir.”
“You may have aggravated it.”
“I’ll go down to the infirmary later,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “Don’t worry about me.”
“I won’t.” The king frowned as he lifted a piece of paper.
“What is it, sir?”
“Just the reports from the men’s castrations. I have to sign off on their release.”
“Will they be returning to Ornala?”
“Likely not,” the king said, “but even if they do, they won’t come back the same men they were.”
Hopefully, he thought.
He’d heard horror stories of men castrated turning their aggressions on both children and women. Though such thoughts eventually led him to think of the boys—Parfour in particular—and Ohmalyon, he tried to push the thoughts from his head and instead nodded as the king scribbled his signature at the bottom of the page.
“Did anyone ever find out what they were doing with the boys at the monastery?” Odin asked, inching forward in his seat.
“How do you mean?”
“I mean… other than wanting them there for… well… you know… what was their purpose? And why bring children into it?”
“I don’t believe we’ll ever find out the true answer,” Ournul replied, “as Beal is now dead and six feet under, but if you were to ask me…”
“Ask you… what?” Odin frowned.
“I believe there were… other reasons for having them there.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. All I understand from the reports I read is the fact that several of the boys were unaccounted for—at least, after further testimony from the young men.”
“So they weren’t just killing them,” Odin sai.
“Apparently not.”
Unsure of what to say or do in light of the revelation, Odin sunk back in his seat and curled his fingers around the plush armrest, giving a short, honest nod to Ournul when he looked back up. “Do you know how long it’ll be until the investigation team gets to Bohren?” Odin asked.
“They’ll be traveling day and night, so I’d imagine it wouldn’t take them that long.”
“Are they using horses?”
“Yes. Why?”
“I was just wondering. It took us nearly two weeks to get to Dwaydor from the jungle.”
“You never mentioned how that went,” Ournul said, “other than that you were shot and that a military force had been seen around there.”
“It went fine,” Odin said. “We left sooner than we probably should have, but I didn’t feel comfortable after what happened with the Naga.”
“I’d imagine you wouldn’t. It’s a hostile environment, especially for men, though you did a good thing by helping those women.”
No kidding.
A deep breath later, Odin stood and resituated himself in the chair opposite his king.
“Is something wrong?” Ournul asked.
“What if they try to attack another city?” he asked. “What if they go for Dwaydor or Sylina next, maybe even Ke’Tarka or Lianasa?”
Or Felnon, he thought, swallowing a lump in his throat.
“If that happens,” the king said, “then we’ll just have to deal with it when the time comes.”
Odin couldn’t contain his sigh.
The next several weeks were spent on the training grounds dueling Master Jordan. Sword in hand, heart in his gut and stomach nearly at his throat, Odin worked day in and day out in order to improve his physical strength and get his body back into shape. Days he spent with the men in the markets, lifting bags of seed, while afternoons were passed on the grounds with Jordan, exercising and sparring. By night he did his routine chores—brushing the dogs, cleaning the quarters and keeping order within the small, structured space, while those scarce hours of the morning when he didn’t have time to himself he spent in Ournul’s office, reading or doing other mundane things.
By the time winter began to fall upon them, the investigation still hadn’t ended.
“They’re still in Bohren,” Ournul sighed when Odin had pressed him on the matter. “There’s nothing I can do.”
“You can’t send messages?” he’d asked more than once.
“I have. And I do.”
Pressing his body up, then down again, Odin took slow, deep breaths as he continued to do his pushups under Master Jordan’s impressive form and tried not to think about the events surrounding them or his past conversation with the king, which still to the moment continued to haunt him. Up, then down, up, then down again—at one point he felt so winded that he just wanted to sit down and die, but somehow he managed, as his thoughts perplexed him so much that he was content with the work.
It’s keeping me occupied, he thought.
So soon after accomplishing this feat did he realize that Shire had still not been released or the fact that Nova had grown more and more distant. He saw little of Miko, much less Parfour, and the king seemed to rarely leave his office nowadays, which left him either doing his own thing on the castle grounds or alone in a chair with little else to do than read.
Whatever works for him, he thought, grunting, grimacing as his stomach flared up in pain.
“Good,” Jordan said, applying a gentle amount of pressure to Odin’s shoulder with the toe of his boot. “Up.”
“What now sir?” he asked, standing.
“Now you leave and do whatever you want.”
“But sir—“
“I have pages to attend to, Odin. You can’t keep me all to yourself.”
“Sorry,” Odin laughed, reaching out to clasp the man’s hand. “Thank you so much, sir. I feel better than I have in months.”
“You look it too,” Jordan nodded, clasping Odin’s arm and testing the firm muscle beneath his fingers. “You look like your old stocky self.”
“Thanks,” he smiled, more than pleased at the man’s encouragement.
“Go now, Odin. Tell the king you pass my inspection.”
“You really mean that, sir?”
“I mean it.”
“Odin,” Nova said, frowning as he opened the door.
“I haven’t seen you in forever,” Odin said, advancing into the room as Nova stepped aside.
“I’ve been trying to lead a somewhat normal life,” the man sighed, turning his head to his wife. “Are you well, dear?”
“I’m fine,” Katarina replied.
“Should I leave?” Odin asked, glancing back toward the door.
“Oh, no.” Nova clasped his shoulders. “Don’t worry yourself.”
“I’m fine,” Katarina said. “Just a bit under the weather.”
“I won’t bother you then,” Odin said, turning.
“At least let me walk with you,” Nova said.
After they left the room and the door was firmly closed behind them, Nova pushed the key into the doorknob, turned the lock and made sure the door wouldn’t budge before he started down the hall with Odin. Hands in his pockets, head turned down, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though something was wrong.
“Nova,” he said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” the man said, tilting his sad eyes up.
“You’re not telling me something.”
“I’m fine, Odin. Really, I—“
“You can’t even look me in the eyes.”
“Look,” the man said, stopping in place and pushing his hand out to meet Odin’s shoulder. “You have to realize what I’m going through.”
“What do you—“
“I havne’t had a good night’s sleep since we’ve arrived, and anytime I do it’s filled with nightmares. I haven’t been able to console my wife, my father-in-law erupts in random panic, and me…” Nova sighed. “I’m just trying to be strong—not for me… for them.”
“I’ve been trying to do everything I can,” Odin sighed, reaching out to grip his friend’s arm. “Really, Nova, I am.”
“I know, but it doesn’t seem like anyone’s doing anything.”
“Maybe you should meet the court. They might think better now that—“
“I’m not stupid, Odin. If they wouldn’t do anything more for you, they won’t do anything for ne.”
With that said, Nova bowed his head, then reached up to wipe what appeared to be tears streaming down his face. Whether or not they were true or just provoked from seasonal allergies Odin didn’t know, but he imagined they came from the deepest source within Nova, the well of his doubt and the ponds of his sorrow. All rivers ran within men’s hearts, but only the truest ever sprung forth and revealed themselves for the eyes of another.
“Look at me now,” the man said, tilting his head up to reveal that he was, in fact, weeping. “Now I’m fuckin’ crying.”
“It’s all right.”
“I don’t care what anyone thinks,” Nova laughed, swiping his hand across his eyes. “Anyone who thinks anything of it can shove it up their ass.”
Good old Nova, Odin thought, a smile gracing his lips.
“Why don’t we go down to the kitchens?” Odin asked, reaching down to grip his friend’s wrist. “We’ll see if we can find your wife some broth to drink.”
“I’d like that,” Nova said, allowing Odin to lead him along. “Thank you, Odin.”
“For what?”
“For this.”
“I talked to Nova today,” Odin said.
“Oh?” Ournul asked.
“He’s really upset about how little is being done about Bohren.”
“As he should be,” the king nodded, sliding his glasses from his face. When he offered no further response, Odin waited, staring at the man he called his king and willing him to say something further. He knew the look in his eyes— the harsh, determined glare many said shadowed him when angered and full of abandon—and though it crossed his mind to soften his gaze more than once, Odin didn’t. He wanted his king to know just how he felt.
If he doesn’t know by now, he thought, he should.
“Odin,” the man said, setting his book down. “I can’t do—“
“Bullshit, sir.”
“I’ve already said—“
“You’re the king of our country. Don’t tell me you’re worried about what the people will say because I know better.”
“You—“
The door burst open.
Odin’s sword was out of his sheath before he could even think.
Standing in the threshold with his hands over his head, the messenger could only stare at the black blade leveled at his face. “Hello?” he asked.
“What is it?” Odin barked. “Tell us!”
“The-The-The party at Buh-Buh-Bohren—“
“WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?” Ournul roared.
“They’ve been exterminated!” the man cried. “I’m the only one who survived!”
Odin’s heart dropped in his chest. “What?” he asked.
The man fell to the floor in hysterics.
When two guards came forward and ushered the man out of the room, Odin could only turn and stare at his king.
“This is it,” the king sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s all begun.”
 


 





 
Chapter 8
“I don’t understand,” Ournul said. “What exactly happened?”
“They came out of the bushes,” the man said, reaching up to wipe tears from his eyes.
“Who did?” Odin asked.
“Things.”
“What things are you speaking of?” the king asked.
“Dead things… corpses. They… they ate the men!”
They ate them? Odin thought, his thoughts instantly going back to the flesh summon and the days it had followed them across the Ornalan Plainslands.
Could that mean—
“Were they made from magic?” the king asked, setting a hand on the crying messenger’s soldiers.
“I’m not sure,” the man sobbed. “I’m not a mage.”
“How many of them were there?”
“Twenty. They came so fast that we…. We couldn’t even run. I only escaped because I was away taking a piss!”
While the man continued to sob, head bowed into his hands and Ournul’s hands braced against his shoulders, a dread unlike anything Odin had ever felt began to press upon his shoulders and weigh onto his heart. Already he felt as though he were dying and his life was balancing on thin strings. Should he lean too far one way, he would fall into the pit of fire; should he lean too far in the opposite direction, he would fall into a well of snakes. He tried not to move as he listened to the man’s hysterics ramblings—much of which he couldn’t understand, some of which he could—though at a point he wasn’t able to determine, he started shivering.
So it was true, he thought, folding his arms over his chest in order to try and contain himself. The dreams, the Gods— Did that mean they were real, that the Demigods were not of flesh and blood, but wind, air and rice? They existed in a place far beyond their world, in a land where things could be created and destroyed upon a single whim, but did that really mean he had been summoned, that he had seen what he’d thought he seen?
It’s not true. It just can’t be.
War couldn’t come to their country—they were too strong, too many for someone to just barge in and try to take everything away from them. Even if Germa was, in fact, a part of this, what ways of evil would they have had to have reduced themselves to to use something so sinister as Necromancy?
If this is true, he thought, nodding as the man was escorted out of the office, then it really may be war.
“What were you able to get out of him?” Odin asked as the door closed firmly behind the messenger.
“He saw a man before he left,” Ournul said. “A man that looked like Herald Monvich.”
Monvich?
The word crept up his throat and seemed to die halfway. There, strangled, drowned, suffocated, bludgeoned—as a spider it spread its legs and began to bloat within his juglar, pressing the tips of its legs against the muscles of his throat and trying to stab him from the inside out. At first Odin could say nothing, as the thing’s bloated body was keeping him from doing much of anything. However, when the creature burst and the blood came pouring from his lips, he took a deep breath he’d somehow not managed to take and steadied himself on the side of the table.
No. It couldn’t be, it just couldn’t—Herald couldn’t have led the assault against the investigation party in Bohren. He was no mage, no sorcerer who could raise the dead. He couldn’t have sent a pack of flesh summons out to tear apart a group of some ten or fifteen men. It was impossible, preposterous and ignorant to think. It had to be a mistake.
“Sir,” he said, only speaking when he felt he was able to. “Was the man sure it was Herald?”
“That man I just spoke to carried messages between me and Herald Monvich’s father too many times to count. If someone would recognize Herald, it would be him.”
So it was true then—Herald had jumped ship. If that were the case, then it was he who the Enlathian Sisterhood had seen leading a force around the jungle, he who had attacked the men in Bohren and he who had bid a Necromancer to send a flesh summon after them, not Germa or its Kadarian king. With so many thoughts running in his head, Odin thought he might black out, if only from consistency alone, but he managed to restrain the urge and kept his head in his body, less it flee to the sky and the stars it would soon be offering.
It’s all right. Just take a few deep breaths.
When the first breath entered his lungs, a thought so horrible Odin could hardly bear to process it entered his mind.
No. It can’t be.
This was his fault.
The men near Tel ‘Enlath, the slaughter in Bohren, the disappearance of the entire town and the death of the kingdom’s men—all were on account of Herald’s fall from grace.
“This is my fault,” Odin said, collapsing into a chair.
“What’re you talking about?” Ournul asked.
“Herald… he’s doing this because he didn’t get what he wanted… because I beat him at the knighting initiation.”
“That’s ridiculous, Odin. This couldn’t be your fault because it was of his own accord, not yours? You won the knigting initiation fair and square.”
“And then he tried to kill me,” Odin rebuted. “What other reason would Herald have to attack the kingdom, sir?”
“I—“
“It’s my fault,” Odin said, shaking his head, hands falling to his lap and teeth sinking into his lower lip. Tears sprung from his eyes and burned their way down his cheeks and his body began to shake uncontrollably, like a doll ensnared within a wicked girl’s grasp and tossed to and fro as though boneless and without any structure whatsoever. “I caused this. I’m the cause of the war.”
“This is no war, Odin.”
“Then what is it!” Odin cried. “What—“
“Keep your voice down,” Ournul said, slapping a hand over Odin’s mouth.
“Someone will hear you.”
“Someone will hear us?” Odin laughed, leaning back in his seat as hysteria began to overwhelm him with her beautiful rays. “Someone will hear us?
They should hear us, sir, because he’s coming to kill us all!”
“That’s ridiculous and you know it.”
“He killed your men, sir, all because I wanted to be a knight and he couldn’t become one.”
“If this is anyone’s fault,” the king said, “this is mine.
I am the one who declared Herald unworthy to be a knight.”
“But it was on my account,” Odin said, tilting his head when his laughter finally died down. “Sir… what are we going to do?”
“We have an audience with the court,” Ournul said. “Immediately.”
He stood in a line with the king of Ornala, the last surviving messenger from the Bohren investigation team and Miko and Nova. Hands clasped behind his back, eyes set toward the court, Odin tried to keep his composure as Nova trembled at his side. Tears coursing down the man’s face and rage trembling throughout his body, he looked to Odin like a little boy who’d just run away from home, lost in the forest and unable to find his way back home.
He’s going to break down.
No sooner had the thought crossed his mind did Nova start bawling.
“We understand that your party was attacked by a group of flesh summons,” the head of the court said, turning his attention toward the sole surviving member of the group. “We have also heard that you reportedly saw Herald Monvich on the scene.”
“Him and another man,” the messenger nodded. “A man who looked dead.”
“That could only be a Necromancer,” Miko said.
“Excuse me, sir,” someone on the court said. “What opinion do you have in this matter?”
“I was with the king’s champion and Mr. Eternity in Bohren two months ago.”
“And how would you know of a Necromancer?”
“I am old, sir.”
“How old?”
“Older than all of you put together.”
When the man interrogating Miko offered no reply, he settled back into his seat and made way for another to speak.
“Sir,” the head of the court said, leaning forward in his seat to view the messenger before them. “Are you sure you saw the son of Herrick Monvich?”
“I sent messages between him and the king for years, your honor. I know who Herald Monvich is.”
The judge settled back into his seat.
Odin tightened his hands behind his back.
When a breath caught in his throat and nearly forced him to cough, Odin swallowed the lump and bore the resounding pain that followed.
“Give us a moment,” the judge said.
The court rose and exited into the room at the side.
“I know what I saw,” the messenger said, narrowing his eyes as he looked from Odin, to Nova, to Miko and Ournul then back again. “I swear.”
“I know you do,” Odin said.
Because I trust every single word you say.
“Sir Ournul,” Nova said, pushing Odin back a ways so he could look at the king. “What’ll happen if they don’t see fit to send a force?”
“Then I will give the order myself,” the king said, straightened his back out.
Behind them, the door opened.
Everyone rose to their feet.
As the court shuffled in, heads bowed and hands behind their backs, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though they were rats slowly making their way through a cat’s den. Each looked to be such a thing—older, some greying, balding, many portly and a few rail thin, they walked as though treading through the wolf’s den and seated themselves so quietly that Odin could barely hear the creak of their chairs beneath their weight.
You bastards better do something, otherwise I’ll— “We, the Ornalan Court, find Herald Monvich guilty of on fifteen counts of conspiracy, murder, treason and particition in the use of illegal magics. His arrest will be arranged immediately.”
“What will our king do?” one of the court asked.
“He will send scouts,” Ournul said, “and have them report back to me.”
“Three men are being sent between the border of Ornala to the choice locations of the Denyon Pass, the outskirts of the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle and the Dwaydorian Lowlands,” Ournul said, pointing to each location on the map as Miko, Nova and Odin looked upon it. “I’m sending three of my best men. If there’s something going on, they’ll find it.”
“Sir,” Odin said, raising his voice for the first time since Ournul had begun to speak.
“Yes, Odin?”
“What if the activity that’s been seen in the Ten ‘Enlath area is Herald moving his forces?”
“Odin’s right,” Nova said. “And if he did what I think he did—“
“Which was?” Ournul asked.
“If he killed those people and turned them into summons,” Nova said, tears streaming down his face.
“It means he’s arranging a military force,” Miko finished.
As Nova nodded and reached up to wipe his tears from his face, Odin leaned over and wrapped his arm around his friend’s waist, allowing him to bow his head into his hair and cry. Fresh tears snaking down his face and tracing down his neck, Odin took a deep breath in the hopes of composing himself before setting both of his eyes on the king’s. “Sir,” he said. “May I speak again?”
“You may.”
“Does Ornala have the resources to sustain a war?”
“Of course we do,” the man said. “We have five-thousand men who would give their lives for this country and probably twice as many boys.”
“Are you taking into account the men slain in Bohren?” Miko asked.
Ournul’s face lost its usual color. “What?”
“Have you taken the casualties into account, how many people were in Bohren?”
“A good few hundred,” Nova said.
“Which means you’re down in numbers.”
“Dammit,” Ournul growled, slamming his hand down onto the table. “Damn-fucking- it!”
“A clouded mind will not help you solve this problem,” Miko mused “I’ll send messengers to Kegdulan, the borders of Germa if I have to!”
Ournul cried, throwing his hands in the air and spinning in a complete circle.
“If he’s killing peasants and turning them into flesh summons, you’re going to have a lot more to contend with than just an enemy who can die from blood loss.”
“I’m aware of that.”
“Then heed my suggestion,” the Elf said, clasping his hands behind his back.
“Send for the Elves and the Dwarves.”
“The Elves?” Ournul asked.
“The Dwarves?” Odin and Nova both frowned.
“This is bigger than anything we’ve ever seen,” Miko said, turning his eyes upon all the men in the room. “If Herald is in league with Necromancers, it means there’s a bigger threat that we haven’t been seeing.”
“What?” Ournul asked.
“That I don’t know, sir. All I know is this—if Herald is moving troops in and out of Denyon, it means he has an army big enough to withstand the horrors within.”
“We don’t know that,” the king said. “For now, we’ll just wait for the intelligence to come in.”
“That could take months,” Odin said.
“I know.”
When the king offered no further reply, Odin closed his eyes.
Even the king knew nothing of the threat they faced.
If the king didn’t even know what to do, how would they even hope to survive?
 
- - -
 
“What are you suggesting?” Nova asked. “That you send me and Odin up to the mountains while you try and go to the Elves?”
“The mountains are one way,” Miko said. “The forest is another.”
“You’re suggesting we go through enemy territory though,” Odin said, setting his hands in his lap. “You do realize that, right?”
“Yes, I do.”
“And you’re all right with that?”
“If we really are in the midst of a war, Odin, we need all the help we can get.
That includes looking to sources other than humanity.”
“I don’t know,” Nova said, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Don’t know what, Nova?”
“I thought Dwarves didn’t like humans—or Elves, for that matter.”
“Dwarves are preoccupied with their lives in the mines and mountains.
They do not like humans because they’ve encroached on their territory. They do not like Elves simply because they think we are too pretentious.”
“Which you’re not,” Odin mumbled.
“You should not compare my actions to what a pure Elf may do.”
“He’s got a point,” Nova said. “At least Miko’s got a pair of balls.”
“You flatter me, Nova, even if in an indirect way.”
“Don’t mention it,” the man said.
Odin turned his attention on his knight master. Sifting his fingers through one another, he set his hands in his lap and looked into the Elf’s purple eyes.
At one point, he willed himself to be lost in them, to drown within the murky depths and to try to uncover anything he would need. When he found that he couldn’t though, he simply shook his head and exhaled a held-in breath.
“When do you suggest doing this?” Odin asked.
“After the intelligence comes in,” Miko said.
“In the winter?”
“Sadly, yes. In the winter.”
“Are you really leaving again?” Parfour asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “I am.”
“Why?”
Because no one else will know the way, he thought, but said nothing in that regard. Shaking his head, he reached out to push his hands against Parfour’s shoulders and smiled when the boy turned his eyes up at him.
“Odin,” the boy said.
“Yes?”
“You’re going to be ok… right?”
“I’ll be fine,” he smiled. “Why? Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know.”
What’s that supposed to mean?
Tightening his grip on the boy’s arms, Odin pulled Parfour into a hug and sighed when the boy bowed his head into his neck. In this late fall weather, he smelled of cold sweat and fallen leaves, a scent that both comforted and unsettled him at the same time. In one way, it felt welcome, like something he’d been waiting on for a lifetime, but in another it seemed like an omen, a black cloud coming to swallow a living town whole.
He doesn’t know anything about what’s going on, Odin thought, hoping that someone hadn’t overheard their conversations and had decided to spread rash rumors. He doesn’t know about the flesh summons.
“I’ve been praying for you,” Parfour said.
“Thank you,” Odin replied, pushing the younger man away from his chest.
“You’re all right with that?”
“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because you’re an atheist.”
Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. Though his first thought was to counteract the claim, he kept his silence and instead allowed Parfour to look upon him as though fragile and made of porcelain. Doll-like, his eyes looked— one brown, one gold—while his lips appeared immortally pursed upon his face. It seemed as though at any moment he would fall and shatter into a million pieces, as his eyes sparkled with unknowing light and his face remained soft and composed, his skin a million teardrops of sand and his lips nothing more than paint upon a mannequin’s face.
What do I tell him? he thought. What do I say to a boy that has more faith
than I have or ever will?
“I don’t know what I believe,” Odin sighed.
“I’m sorry I insinuated it.”
“It’s just… I never grew up in a religious household or felt the need to ask a God for whatever I needed.”
“You didn’t pray when you were on the road?”
“I wouldn’t call it praying,” Odin shrugged, seating himself within the pews.
“I hoped, but I don’t think that’s really praying.”
“Hope can be prayer.”
“You think?”
“I know,” the boy said, setting his hand on Odin’s arm. “I pray for you every night, Odin. For your health, your happiness, your safety—I pray for them all.
I pray for Miko and Nova too.”
“I’m sure they appreciate it.”
“You don’t?”
Do I? he thought. Or do I even care?
“I do,” Odin sighed, looking up into the boy’s eyes. “More than anything else in the world.”
“You plan on going alone,” Odin said, “don’t you?”
Standing in the threshold and waiting for Miko to respond, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and watched as the cloaked Elf stepped first out of the sparring ring, then onto the grass. When he crossed the short distance between them, he set his arm across Odin’s shoulders and led him down the hall, toward the series of rooms reserved for guests of the highest degree.
He’s always treated us well, Odin thought, nodding when Miko slid a key into the lock and let himself into the room.
Once situated inside the one-person compound, Miko turned, pulled his hood from his head and looked him directly in the eyes. “To answer your question,” he said. “Yes. I’m going alone.”
“Maybe you should take Parfour with you.”
“What purpose would that serve?”
“So you wouldn’t be alone.”
So you’d be watched.
Though he hadn’t brought up Miko’s disassociations since Ohmalyon nearly a year ago, Odin couldn’t help but think about it when he looked into the Elf’s eyes and saw the endless pools of purple staring back at him. His eyes—as beautiful and uncanny as they were—beckoned him to reach out to touch them, to run his fingers along the thin growth of hair on his brows and the lashes that framed his looking glass. As tempting as it was, he was nowhere near tall enough, nor would he ever make such an advance toward someone he respected.
When it seemed as though Miko would not respond, Odin stood.
The Elf tensed.
Odin reached forward and was surprised when the Elf slid his hand away.
“I’ll be fine,” Miko said. “The Abroen is easier travelled alone.”
“What if something happens to you?”
“Then so be it.”
“I don’t want you going alone.”
“I don’t care.”
You don’t care? Odin thought, somewhat surprised at the words and partially expecting them. Why don’t you care?
Did he not care because he was no longer tied to him, bound by threads not in blood, but need? Blood was shared between them, had been on a boat leaving an island bound for the mainland, but that didn’t necessarily mean they were connected in any way, did it?
You can do whatever you want and feel no guilt because of it.
“I just want you to be safe,” Odin sighed, once again reaching out to touch the Elf’s hand, but once more failing when Miko shied away.
“I’ll be safer by myself,” the Elf said. “Alone, without company.”
“All right,” Odin said, sliding his hands into his pockets. “I guess I’ll leave you be then.”
“I guess you will,” Miko said.
Odin left without saying another word.
“He’s just troubled,” Nova said, setting an arm over Odin’s shoulders as Katarina served milk and chocolates to them. “Thank you, honey.”
“You’re welcome,” Katarina said, seating herself directly across from them.
“Odin… if it’s any conciliation, he seems… complicated.”
Complicated isn’t the word to describe him.
How would he describe the Elf then—beautiful, terrible, angry, depressed, warped within his perception or trapped within his own mind? Some may call him insane, differentiated from normal men by not only his bastard father, but his tainted blood, though that didn’t necessarily mean he was reckless. No. Miko was terribly beautiful, yes, and articulate beyond compare, but not reckless, at least not when in the finer stages of sanity.
He’s anything but that.
Shaking his head, Odin reached out, took one of the brownie bites within his hand, then sighed as the chocolate exploded over his mouth. “Thank you,” he said.
“Chocolate always makes me feel better,” Katarina smiled, nodding as her husband smiled and offered her his approval. “They’re Nova’s favorites.”
“Damn right they are,” he smiled.
“Where is your father?” Odin frowned.
“Resting in the room opposite us,” Katarina said. “That closet is double-doored.”
“Leads right into Dad’s room,” Nova said. “Huh, honey?”
Katarina nodded. She smiled as Odin sipped his milk.
I’m taking him away again, he thought. Away from her and her father.
“I don’t want you to come with me,” Odin said.
“Bullshit,” Nova replied. “I’m coming with you.”
“I don’t want to take you away from your family.”
“I don’t want you going alone.”
“Neither do I,” Katarina said.
Did I just hear her correctly?
If he had been correct in his assumption, Katarina had just said that she didn’t want him to go alone, which meant she wanted her husband to brave not only the cold, but the war and go with him. “Ma’am,” he said, “I can’t—“
“Don’t call me ma’am. Call my Katarina. We’re friends.”
“All right—“
“I don’t want you to go alone because I’ll worry for you,” she said, reaching forward to take Odin’s hand. “At least if Nova is with you, then I don’t have to worry.”
“I don’t want to break your family apart,” he said. “Not again.”
“You’re not breaking my family apart, Odin.”
“Every time I leave,” Nova said, “it just reassures me how much I love my wife.”
Nova leaned forward.
Parting his mouth, he pressed his lips to his wife’s and brought his hand behind her head.
As he watched them kiss, demonstrating love Odin had never felt in his life, he couldn’t help but smile.
They had a mutual agreement.
He wouldn’t be going alone.
“After hearing what the three of you have to offer,” Ournul said, placing his hands on his desk, “I can’t help but be a bit skeptical about the whole ordeal.”
“It’s understandable,” Miko said.
“You are sending three men to two completely foreign parts of the world,”
Nova added.
“True,” the king replied, “but I’m not just concerned about that. I’m concerned about the three of you moving through what may soon become enemy territory, as well as though the outer parts of Germa.”
“We want to go,” Nova said. “We wouldn’t have offered if we didn’t.”
“Besides,” Odin said. “Even though me and Nova will be passing through Germa, it’s not as though we’ll be doing anything illegal.”
“Your champion and our friend have their points,” Miko added. “We wouldn’t be offering if we weren’t willing to accept.”
“You have to understand, gentlemen, that this isn’t easy for me to decide.”
“As it shouldn’t be.”
“However,” Ournul said, enunciating the word as he stood and paced around the table. “I will say that given the current situation, I’m more than willing to have ambassadors to the higher races. I only have a few concerns.”
“Which are?” Odin frowned.
“You and Nova, for one,” Ournul said. “How do you expect to meet with the Dwarves if they won’t let you anywhere near them? And what if they don’t offer their help? They hold no claim in the lands near Ornala. That also leaves the matter of Germa at hand.”
“We’ll just have to bullhead our way in,” Nova shrugged.
“If Herald’s plans are as big as we think they are,” Odin said, “he might not just be content with Ornala. As to Germa… we’ll just explain our situation.”
“And if they don’t agree?” Ournul asked.
“Then we’ll go from there.”
“And you, Miko.” The king turned his eyes on the Elf. “How do you expect the Elves to react to you when they find that you’re a Halfling?”
“You can look upon me and see that I am different, but you cannot blame me for that, can you?”
“I suppose not.”
“Such is the philosophy of the Elves,” Miko said. “Someday it may hurt them, and it has, in the past, but they have always been watchful.”
“I can’t argue with your points, gentlemen.” Ournul reached forward and shook all of their hands. “I expect the scouts to return within the next two weeks.”
“What will we do then?” Odin asked.
“You’ll go to the mountains,” Ournul said, “and to the forest.”
That night, Odin slept with his heart heavy and his head lighter than ever.
Come the next morning—when the twilight began to pierce through the dawning hours and the birds began to sing to the sky—Odin woke with dread in his heart and sweat running down his face.
Great, he thought. Something to worry about almost immediately.
War—the three-letter word entered his mind like a cattle prod against a horse’s ass and imprinted itself so great and deep he felt as though he could see the word before his vision. It drifted over his eyes as if it were a veil and shrouded his judgment from anything good in the world. The water, crisp and pure, bubbled beneath his body; the air, calm and heavy, drifted over his skin; the trees, vast and many, shifted in the wind—all seemed to reconcile the notion that the world, no matter human exploits, would continue on, but that didn’t mean things would be so well.
Normally, on a morning so fine and pure it seemed nothing would go wrong, he would have never been so nervous, so anxious after just getting up, but now he couldn’t help but be.
Shaking his head, he started toward the opposite side of the room, but stopped when he heard his king breathing.
He’s asleep, Odin thought.
Running a bath would only wake him.
What am I supposed to do?
Choosing to read in favor of taking a bath, he buckled his belt into place and sighed as a draft blew in from the opposite side of the room and ruffled his hair. Tashta raised her head to regard him, then laid her chin on her brother’s back, but neither creature barked or uttered any kind of sound.
Thank God.
After settling down in one of the chairs, Odin opened the book to read.
Almost immediately, he had to set it aside.
Tears stung his eyes.
Look at you, his conscience taunted, grasping his neck and drawing its ugly nails across his flesh. Look at how weak you are.
No. He wasn’t weak, he couldn’t be—not now, not with so much at stake.
What are you then? his conscience asked. If not an itty bitty boy?
What was he? He dared to ask himself this in the face of adversity and outright demanded an answer. What he was, he told himself, was a champion—the king’s champion above all else, a voice for the people and a protector of the kingdom. He would raise his sword to slay any monster that stood before him, save any person that fell at his feet, and by the Gods, he would slay any nightmare that crawled from its grave. No faceless thing would eat him in his sleep, tearing away his eyes when his sword was three feet away, and no monster would gore him with its horns, because he was strong, determined and ignorant, too much so for simply physical things to tear him down.
Too ignorant to die, he thought, wiping his tears aside. Too ignorant to tell
myself that this war isn’t my fault.
Odin shook his head.
When tears splashed down on his arms, he couldn’t help but let out the slightest, quietest tremble.
“Are you well?” Ournul asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, raising his eyes from his book. “Why?”
“I heard you up this morning. I was concerned.”
Of course you were, Odin thought. I’m having a mental breakdown.
“I’m fine,” he repeated, even managing a smile to further the illusion. “You don’t have to worry about me, sir. I’m tough.”
Yeah. About as tough as a baby.
Keeping his smile even though it hurt not only his cheeks, but his heart, Odin slid his mark into the book and set it atop a table, rising before his king in order to prove that not only was he fine, but perfectly capable and willing.
He reached down to run a hand through Keekra’s fur and smiled as Tashta barked in response.
“Are you sure you’re well?” Ournul asked, setting his hand on Odin’s shoulder. “You can tell me if something is bothering you.”
I can’t tell you anything, sir, because even I don’t know what’s wrong with me.
Stress seemed to rule his life—that much was already obvious. Since taking this position little less than a year ago, he’d already been through a major investigation, a sleepless trial, the attack and disappearance of an entire town and now faced the possibility of war. How he’d managed to contain his emotions so far was beyond him, but regardless, he couldn’t help but quiver in the face of such uncertainty.
In the end, he knew that something bad was about to happen. He felt it in his heart, his gut, his soul and in the very marrow of his bones.
I know what’s going to happen. I know how this is going to go.
Still forcing his smile, Odin reached up to remove the king’s hand from his shoulder and gestured the dogs toward the bathing chamber.
If he were to accomplish anything, it would be tending to the king’s pets.
“Shire no like this cage.”
“I know,” Odin sighed, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Shire wants to go home.”
I don’t blame you, he thought.
Standing beneath a single burning torch, Odin tried not to turn his eyes to see if the coast was clear before he took a single step forward and watched as the rat raised itself to its back legs. Scrawny as ever and with its ribs peeking out from beneath its skin, it looked to have been mistreated in the past few weeks, possibly even malnourished. Regardless, though, it kept on living, content with its miserable existence at least in part.
“Are you being fed?” he asked.
“Shire gets food, yes.”
“Enough food?”
“Shire is hungry. Always hungry.”
For what?
Freedom, blue sky, wet grass, sparkling dew, green trees—what, exactly, did the creature desire? Part of it was food, as the creature had just admitted to it, but he knew that a greater lust lay beneath the surface of those beady eyes, those miniature globes that seemed to encompass not only Odin’s life, but the world and all its horrors beneath it. He knew that despite whatever anyone said, this creature was far more intelligent than he seemed to let on.
“What are you hungry for?” Odin asked, tempted to reach out to touch the creature’s three-fingered hand, but unsure whether or not he should.
“Freedom?”
“Shire wants to go home.”
“Where is home?”
“Home is where the trees breathe.”
Breathe? he thought. What could he— “Are you talking about the Abroen?” he asked. “The place where the Elves live?”
“Shire doesn’t live with Elves. Shire lives alone, in big tree next to where water falls.”
“I don’t think you can go home,” Odin sighed. “They’d kill you if they tried.”
“Shire would die happy at home.”
Who wants to die? he thought. And how can death be happy?
He could imagine such woes. Death in the arms of a lover, beneath the folds of a favorite tree, in the hands of something so magical that all worry ceased to exist and happiness ruled the dominant plain—such things were beautiful, he knew, and they were the reasons why he could imagine death as a happy thing. Some people suffered with pain their whole lives and sought for nothing but death throughout each and every day. To them, death was happiness. Death was an escape.
A way to get away from everything that isn’t right.
But where did that leave him though? After death took you in His arms, folded you across His chest and beneath His mighty hammer, where exactly did one go? Was there a ship in the sky, lit by fire and radiant light, or was there perhaps a table upon which there was a feast, roast beef and fine cheese for all eternity?
The greatest question, he thought, for the one thing no man can answer.
“Shire,” Odin said.
“Yes, human?”
“I’m sorry.”
The rat said nothing.
Only tears glistened in its eyes.
“There must be something you can do,” Odin said.
“I’m content with its place in the world,” Miko replied, folding a sheet into a square.
“It’s not an it. It’s a him, and his name is Shire.”
“I do not care for him or his kind. He killed our children, Odin.”
“Who’s to say he did?” Odin asked, spreading his arms as if asking for a blow. “Who’s to say he ever killed anyone?”
“I—“
“You don’t know!” Odin cried. “You don’t know anything!”
“Odin, you shouldn’t—“
“I shouldn’t what, Miko? All he wants to do is go home! Why can’t you take him?”
“Because I cannot afford the company of one of the Unclean.”
“So what will he do? Die in a cage? Get fat off the king’s food?”
“He is in the one place in this world where he will not be judged.”
“He’s not judged in the wild!”
“He is judged every day he exists,” the Elf said, narrowing his eyes like a hawk intent on its prey. “His kind chose that fate when they decided to attack our children.”
“I saw him crying today.”
“What?”
“He knows emotion,” Odin said. “He knows what it means to feel pain.”
“He is only deceiving you, Odin. He—“
“Fuck you!” Odin cried, heading for the door. “Fuck you!”
Before he could reach out and grasp the doorknob, an arm shot in front of him.
When Odin turned to look the Elf in the eyes, he saw nothing but hurt and confusion. While initially shocking, the sight gave him the gratification he’d been seeking for all along.
Argue my point, Odin thought. Argue my point and we’ll see who the real
smart one is.
“My anger has blinded me,” the Elf said, curling his fingers around Odin’s shoulder.
“What, sir?”
“Anger,” the Elf said, “is an emotion that should not be taken lightly. You know this.”
“I know.”
“You know what it can do to a man. It consumes the soul, my friend—it starts a fire inside your mind and does not stop until it’s burnt.”
And destroyed everything there is in this world.
“I will take the rat home,” the Elf said, “under one condition.”
“What?”
“I want you to ask him if he’s ever killed a child.”
“The Elf will take you home,” Odin said.
“Home?” Shire asked.
“Home,” Odin agreed.
Raising his head, Shire braced his three-fingered hands against the bars that had held him prisoner and leaned forward to watch Odin. Glossy eyes sparkling, reflecting the light from the burning torch, they waited for Odin to continue, watching him as though he knew all the answers.
“The Elf only wants to know one thing,” Odin said, taking a few steps forward.
“Shire will tell anything.”
“He wants to know if you’ve ever killed a child.”
The rat stayed silent.
No, Odin thought. You couldn’t have.
For his lifeless eyes, his horrible teeth and his constant snarl, men would have deemed him animal, something not meant to be seen as equal and instead put down, a dog dumb and incapable of hunting. To Odin though, he saw a glimmer of hope, a shining star amidst a million dead lies.
“Shire was friends with children,” the rat said.
“Friends?” Odin asked.
“He was a little boy.”
“Your friend?”
“My friend,” the rat nodded.
“What happened to the little boy?”
“He was friend for many years. Then one day he just disappeared.”
“Disappeared?”
“He stopped being friends with Shire when he became a man. I saw him, in the city. But whenever I would call his name, he would never turn to answer.”
“Do you know why he didn’t answer?” Odin asked.
“Man was sad,” the rat-creature said. “He listened to the ones who told him wrong.”
Who told him wrong, Odin thought, frowning, crossing his arms over his chest and staring at the creature as he imagined he would a child posed with the ultimatum of telling one thing over the other.
Who was to say that men weren’t ignorant—that despite their intelligence, they held their share of faults just like all things? A diamond in the rough bore its pebbles, the bubbles of which boiled beneath their crystal surface. It was considered a perfect thing, that gem of plenty, but when truly looking upon it, one could clearly see that it wasn’t perfect—that despite its fame, its fortune, its worth, it was not truly the thing many so claimed it to be. Humans could be compared to diamonds, if one truly thought about it. Molded, created, birthed, flawed—they came into the world perfect and developed their inabilities over a series of several years. But for men to be perfect—for them to be really, truly perfect—they were to erase within their minds all doubts, all insecurities, all wants, fears, lusts. As that would never truly happen, and as that would never truly amount to the disgrace men inflicted upon one another and those of other reasons, it was without fault that Odin saw the reality of the situation.
All he wanted was a friend, he thought, his heart shards within his chest and his emotions trembling beneath his exterior. That’s all he ever wanted.
“A friend,” he whispered.
Odin reached forward.
When his hand touched Shire’s fingers—when the Unclean’s hand wrapped around his—he felt nothing but hope.
Help, that creature’s crying eyes said. Please… save me.
“The first reports are in,” Ournul said.
They stood in the king’s office awaiting the presentation. Heart heavy, breath unsteady, Odin stood between Miko and Nova and tried not to tremble. Ournul’s face showed despair beyond anything he could have ever seen. Doubt colored his eyes, Odin saw, and his pale lips lay lifeless with color, broken and cracked from teeth.
He’s been biting his lips, Odin mused, straightening his posture when he thought it too slack.
Whatever reason the king had hurt himself, it couldn’t be good.
“What is it?” Miko asked.
“Tell us,” Nova said.
“The scout in the Dwaydorian Lowlands has reported no suspicious activity in the city of Dwaydor,” the king said, nodding when Odin sighed and Nova’s posture slackened. “The scouts at the crux of the Denyon Pass and the outskirts of the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle, however, did not have pleasant news.”
“What is it?” Odin asked. “Tell us.”
“There’s an army being formed, Odin. Encampments are already being set up.”
They say that life is nothing but time. When you are born, your fate is foretold in the man and the woman who created you—where you will live, where you will work, who you will marry and where, eventually, you will die.
They say that in this time, you will either eat aplenty or starve in honor, content with the scraps you have offered your children or the family you bear, and they say you will give unto the world the seeds of your prospects— your children, they would say, who would one day sow their own seeds and then so on. As Odin stood before the king, his hands at his side and his eyes set fully ahead, he saw the very man he had become today in the gold at his king’s hands and the horror in his eyes—a man grown not from time, but need, and not molded for pleasure, but necessity.
“Odin Karussa,” Ournul began, “Nova Eternity, Miko Unisto. I am sending you to the corners of the world to find friends in places where they may be not. Sadly, I am not able to send you, Odin and Nova, on a boat, as there are currently no vessels available for you to take. Regardless, that doesn’t matter.
What matters is that you will be passing through enemy territory. You may live, you may die—you may shed blood or you may take it. Regardless, you have sworn an oath, an oath to our kingdom. Will you take it?”
“Yes sir,” Miko said.
“You know it,” Nova replied.
Odin turned his head up.
As the light flickered through the window, casting Ournul in a light so great and brilliant he appeared to be something of an angel, Odin saw his future in his king’s eyes. Though that future was not great, it was one he could bear, despite its nature and regardless of its perils.
“Odin,” Ournul said. “You have not answered me.”
“Yes sir,” he nodded. “I will take the oath for my kingdom.”
“Then it is settled,” the king said. “You will leave tomorrow morning.”
 
 


 





 
Chapter 9
“Are you ready for this?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said, buckling his cloak at his collar. “I am.”
“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Odin asked, looking down at the cloaked transport cart at Miko’s feet.
“I’ll be fine,” the Elf said, pressing a hand to Odin’s shoulder.
Kneeling down, Odin parted the folds of the curtains until Shire came into view. Though troubled and visibly scared, he seemed somewhat at peace, curled almost into a ball and watching Odin with placid eyes. “This will be the last time I see you,” Odin said.
“You are kind,” Shire said. “You will be missed.”
“As will you, my friend.”
With that, he stood, pushed himself straight, then turned to look at his friend. Nova walked forward with their horses in tow. “I guess this is goodbye,” Odin said, taking his mount’s reigns.
“For now,” Miko said, reaching forward to clasp both Odin and Nova’s hands. “Be well, my friends. Follow the route my map will take you. Do not stray.”
“We won’t,” Odin said. “Will we, Nova?”
“Not a chance in hell,” the man replied.
Odin mounted his horse.
With one final look at both Miko and the cloaked transport cart, he started for the gate, Nova at his side.
Dawn peeked above the horizon as though young and without light. Casting her rays across the sky, lighting the path before them, they began with a run and faded to a trot, men not ignorant, but foolish in pursuit.
To the mountains, Odin thought, mind echoing the sentiment, and to the
Dwarves we go.
With that notion conjured, he couldn’t help but think of the Elf and the cargo he now carried. For years he’d been in the man’s presence, shadowing him as though a boy with no knowledge of the world, and for years he’d ate, drank and slept next to him. Now, possibly hours behind them and likely heading in a completely different direction, he took the path less traveled, the road only Miko would know and take.
“Hey,” Nova said, bumping his shoulder when he fell too deep into his thoughts. “You all right?”
“I’m fine,” Odin said, straightening himself in his seat. “I’m just not used to him being gone.”
“Me either,” the man shrugged. His face scrunched into an indecisive frown before he turned his head up back at Odin. “Well,” he said. “If it’s any help… at least you have me.”
“You don’t know how big a relief it is to have you with me, Nova.”
“Oh, I think I do.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. Let me tell you something, kid—I was antsy as hell when you weren’t around for those few months.”
“You never told me this,” he frowned. “It makes me feel—“
“What? Guilty? Hell no! Don’t think that.”
Regardless of the morals or the current situation, he couldn’t help but think that. With a wife at home and more than ready to start a family, Odin felt nothing but guilt when it came to ripping Nova from his life and once more tugging him in a completely opposite direction.
He’s been here more than anyone, he thought, tightening his grip around the reins. He’s the one person I’ve always been able to count on.
The air took on a sudden chill.
Stopping his horse in its tracks, Odin frowned and raised his hand to gesture Nova’s mount to stop.
What was that?
Turning, Odin surveyed the area, hoping to find a clue as to what had just skirted past them. When he found none, his frown deepened and his brow furrowed in frustration. There’d been no static in the air, no current upon which the wind could travel. What could that mean?
“Did you feel that?” he decided to ask.
“What?” Nova frowned.
“The wind.”
“No. Why?”
Maybe it was just me then, he thought, pushing his horse into a trot. Maybe I
didn’t really feel anything at all.
“Is something wrong?” Nova asked, falling into place at his side.
“No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”
That night, they sat about the campfire with quilts around their shoulders and bedrolls rolled up to their waists. Hands braced forward to channel energy into the white fire before them, Odin looked up from the supplies arranged beside them just in time to see Nova assembling the construct that would serve as their potholder.
“So,” the man said, setting the contraption above the fire and reaching for his canteen. “You all right with soup tonight?”
“It’s fine with me,” Odin said.
“I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stand this,” Nova frowned, hanging the pot in the chain. “It probably won’t be too much longer before we’ll have to do the wild-man thing and get us a deer.
That’ll only slow us down, he thought.
Though eager to explain not only how difficult it would be to hunt a deer, but to gut, bleed and then skin it, Odin kept his words to himself and watched Nova both dump a can of vegetables into the mixture and chop a few pieces of jerky up. He dreaded the thought of the Bohren Highlands and what might greet them. Though Ournul had made no indication as to what state the town was in, he already imagined it to be under fire. Homes torn apart, barricades set up, iron snarled amidst the yards and chain enslaving things too horrible to even begin to imagine—Bohren was a warzone, he knew, just from the way his gut curled in his chest when he thought of the living cloud and how it had taken over the city.
We’ll just stay away from there, he thought, forcing a smile when Nova looked up and offered a grim grin. It’s not like we have to cut through the
highlands anyway.
Quite the contrary. If anything, they were to avoid the highlands at all costs and instead skirt the ring of Germa until they passed into the northern part of the country. Once there, they would simply follow the outer lines of the desert until they began to see the mountains looming in the distance.
No longer content with not only the heat they were likely to face, but the enemy territory they would soon be crossing through, Odin pulled his quilt around his body and looked up when Nova poured a pack of spice into the water. “Dinner will be soon,” the man said, further shocking Odin out of his reverie. “You don’t have to keep this going all night if you don’t want to.”
“I will,” Odin said. “Don’t worry about it.”
Besides—he’d much prefer the fire lit to mark their whereabouts than to have a group of bandits stumble across their camp and stab them in the back.
Any sensible man with even an ounce of intelligence would know to stay away from an area alight with static, much less a place with a fire so white it seemed it would melt the flesh with a single touch.
“I’ll take the first watch,” Nova said.
“You sure?” Odin frowned.
“Yeah. Just get some rest. You’ll be keeping the fire going and making sure we’re safe. Besides—we’ll have another long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
And so many more, he thought, accepting a bowl of soup when Nova passed it over.
Closing his eyes, Odin lifted the soup to his lips and sighed.
Tomorrow would be yet another day—closer to their destination, but even closer to war.
The following few days progressed with little to nothing happening. The sky clear and the sun almost constantly shining, it seemed as though the Gods themselves had bestowed upon them good fortune, marking their path clear and full of content. For four days they traveled without any difficulty, though the bugs were aplenty, and each and every night they went to bed feeling nothing was wrong.
The fifth day, however, was not destined to go well.
It began with clouds in the sky and lightning looming in the distance.
Flashing across the sky as though flint striking the grandest of stones, it sparked, then flew across the horizon, snaring the clouds like men wrangling a beast from its den. From those chains darkness flowered, even though there were no clouds to be had, and from those chains came what Odin soon felt was rain.
Oh well, he thought, sliding his saddle onto his horse. We were just getting
ready to leave anyway.
“You ok?” Nova called over the growl of the distant thunder.
“I’m fine,” Odin said.
A flash of lightning broke the sky.
One brief moment later, a growl echoed across the land and chilled Odin to the very bone.
Great. Just what we needed.
The rain began in sheets.
“Better get going,” Nova said, mounting his steed.
Odin nodded, though his heart was in no eager place.
“It’s too much!” Odin cried. “We can’t make it!”
Rivers snaked across the hillside and threatened to overwhelm the roads with mud. A foot thick and steadily rising as the rain continued to barrel down upon them, the road appeared nothing more than a shallow river fresh with mud and the children of dew. The horses—who’d, up until that moment, had been quiet—began to whinny, then bucked. Odin would have flown off had he not tightened his grip on the reins at the very last moment.
“Nova!” he called.
“I hear you!” the man cried back.
A chain of lightning so bright it shined pink tore across the sky.
The horses screamed.
Something rushed from the bushes.
Drawing his sword from his sheath, Odin swung the blade forward and caught the intruder in the chin. Blood flying, water echoing about them, Odin could barely see just what was attacking them until he saw what appeared to be a humanlike shape rising from the water.
Oh no, he thought. It can’t be.
The Marsh Walker—injured, though not dead—rose like a giant and screeched at him. Pale blue blood snaked down its chest and fluttered across its groin as it turned his attention to Nova and his horse. Nova held his scythe steady in one hand, his mean eyes beckoning the creature to attack them.
“Here!” Odin called.
He brought his sword down on the creature’s shoulder. The Marsh Walker screamed.
“Take this!” Nova cried, slamming his weapon down into the creature’s back.
When the thing’s spinal cord was laid visible by the blade of Nova’s scythe, Odin jumped from his mount and slammed the entirety of his weight into the very edge of the sword.
He fell to the ground, the Marsh Walker under his feet.
“Where did it come from?” Nova called down.
“I don’t know!” Odin said. “We need to get under cover!”
“You’re telling me,” the man said.
Odin drew his sword from the creature’s chest.
“I hope Miko’s all right,” Odin said, drawing the quilt around his body as drops of rain continued to fall above their heads.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Nova said, looking out at the road. “Where did it come from, Odin?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why the hell did it attack us?”
“Maybe it thought we were intruding on its territory,” Odin sighed, shaking his head.
“I thought they only lived in the marshes.”
So did I, he thought, but kept the knowledge to himself.
With the idea that more Marsh Walkers could be stepping out of the woods and onto the roads, Odin kept his sword close to his side and his mount tethered not far from them. The horses had since calmed from their fright, though their wide eyes and their stiff, unsure gaits gave him the impression that they might not be entirely alone.
Don’t tell him that.
Should Nova come to find out that they may not be safe, he may began to rant and rave, such was the berserker spirit that dwelled within his heart.
They needed none of that. To provoke it would only serve to cause them further distress.
Shaking his head, Odin tightened his hold of the quilt around his body and looked out at the road.
A figure—tall, dark and resembling the color of an emerald faded and in the last stage of its glorious life—looked back at him, beady eyes blinking and avian beak pursing up and down.
It knows we’re here, he thought. But what does it want?
He didn’t know Marsh Walkers to be intelligent beyond normal means.
Sure—they were excellent hunters and could kill their prey just fine, but they lived in nomad-like societies and spoke in bird-tongue, or at least bird as Odin could imagine. They were not capable of human speech, so why this thing attempted to communicate with him was beyond his comprehension.
Its hands rose up and down and its three odd, bulbous fingers made shapes that Odin could not discern, though should he have tried, he imagined they would have been forming sign, language that humans had once created to impart upon those deaf and dumb to regular speech. The fact that this very Marsh Walker was doing such a thing sent shivers throughout his body and a horrific sense of vernacular into his head.
What if it isn’t speaking to you though? he thought. What if it’s warning you?
If one of its fellow Marsh Walkers had tried to attack them in cold blood, what reason would its companion have to warn them away? Did the creature know of something more sinister that lurked nearby, watching them with yellow eyes and pale teeth, or did it simply want them out of the area, away from a nest likely filled with young?
“Odin,” Nova said.
Odin blinked. Eyes veiled over with moisture, he looked up at Nova and sighed when he found the man’s teeth chattering. “Do you want a fire?” he asked.
“Anything to keep them away,” the man replied.
Odin shot a plume of flame into the ground.
When the fire grew strong and warmth began to radiate off its surface, the Marsh Walker turned and disappeared into the woods.
The rain continued late into the night. Up past his determined shift and eyes wandering the distant road and the looming shapes before them, Odin tried to restrain a shiver as a cold wind drew forward and snaked around his body.
Even the fire, magically-charged and fueled with Will, couldn’t seem to warm him. It was as though he were in a cold room with a fire soaking nearby—the warmth there, but distant and without compare.
You’re just getting ahead of yourself, he thought. You’re nervous. That’s all.
And tired—God was he tired. However, he couldn’t afford to switch shifts with Nova, not when Marsh Walkers seemed close and capable of attacking.
What would they have hurt us with? he thought.
He knew Marsh Walkers to have strong beaks, but no adaptation on their hands capable of inflicting damage. With three long, bulbed fingers upon each hand that were made up of bony joints and perfectly capable in sight with their devilishly-calculating eyes, they could very well have been the perfect, non-sentient creature to have arisen within the world. They hunted fish, he knew, and small rodents; and while they were avidly-known throughout the Felnon Providence as child killers, that didn’t necessarily mean they could take down a full-grown adult.
Unless they snuck up on you, his conscience echoed. Unless they stabbed you
in the back.
A lump developed in his throat.
Odin swallowed.
As his adam’s apple rose, then fell, a flicker of movement stirred the distant brush.
“Nova,” he said, reaching down to grip his friend’s shoulder. “Nova.”
“What?” the man groaned.
“They’re coming back.”
“What?”
Odin stood and pulled his sword from his sheath.
Stepping forward as though unsure and fully incapable of understanding their surroundings, the three Marsh Walkers entered the clearing with their shoulders hunched down and their heads craned forward. Eyes glowing white in the firelight, the leader—a dark-green creature with a sickly scar running purple across its flesh—stretched its hand out as though ensnaring Nova’s form, then let it fall at its side.
“Go away,” Odin said, thrusting his sword forward. “Get out of here!”
As Nova rose to his feet—first stumbling, then orienting himself—he drew his scythe from the ground and held it blade-down and handle-side-up. In the light reflecting off the fire, it seemed a moon fallen to the earth, crescent in appearance but wicked in shape. This very thing was what drew the Marsh Walkers’ eyes down and toward the weapon, encapsulating their attention and chaining them in place.
“GO!” Odin screamed.
The head Walker chirruped. The others followed suit.
“What’re they doing?” Nova asked.
“I don’t know,” Odin said, hairs on his arms and neck rising as more shapes appeared behind them.
Great. Just great.
“What the fuck are we supposed to do?” Nova asked, glancing over his shouler as two more figures stepped from the darkness.
“I… I don’t know,” Odin said.
If only Miko were here. He would know what to do, how to chase these creatures away without shedding blood or taking lives that needn’t be taken.
They’d already killed one. Was that why these creatures were here—to avenge their fallen brother, their slain mother, their twisted sister?
I don’t know, he thought. But I have a bad feeling about this.
Odin shot a plume of flame toward the Marsh Walkers in front of him.
Sparks whispered off its tail and spread about the clearing like wildfire, sending the creatures scattering to and fro. Behind them, the new Marsh Walkers started forward—some in full-out runs, others in slow gaits—but were quickly dissuaded as Odin shot yet another flame at them.
“Keep that up!” Nova cried, swinging his scythe wide and in a complete half-circle. “They don’t like the fire!”
“I am!” Odin cried.
A Marsh Walker rushed Nova.
Odin thrust his hand forward.
The flame began like a droplet of blood falling from a wound. Young, lifeless and only a spark, it grew as it traveled forward and gained wings once halfway across the playing field. Pubescent in form but fiery in nature, it began to spin and soon turned into a full-blown gust of flame when it passed Nova’s shoulder and struck the creature in the chest. Here—while it continued to gather strength, tearing through the Marsh Walker as if it were no more than parchment—it grew in stature until it became a full-blown tornado of ash, fire and skin. It screamed as it was torn away, but soon its life ebbed to nothing and the tornado continued about the campsite, ensnaring any within its radius and casting aside any out it.
I’m doing this, he thought. I’m really doing this.
They screamed like birds whose wings were slowly breaking. Burnt, scorched, hit with spinning debris or distraught at the sight of their companions dying, they ran like children away from a beast and into the woods around them. Some limped behind their companions, while others lay dead or dying with their flesh burnt to a crisp or their eyes melting in their sockets.
When the tornado finally died down and only three dying Marsh Walkers remained, Odin walked about the camp and slew all three with a single swipe of his sword.
“We need to leave,” Odin said, raising his head from the gruesome scene.
Nova made no move to argue.
They continued on in the rain. Scared and more than accepting the likelihood of a possible retaliation, Odin led Nova through the darkness with a single orb of light and sighed as the mist it created spun about the ground and lit the road before them. Though too muddy to travel directly on the road, they did well enough skirting its sides, leading their horses along the side of a long, sloping hill and toward a crop of trees.
I can’t believe it, he thought. Nova could’ve died back there.
Had he been a moment too late—had he not conjured a flame and thrown it with the depth that he had—Nova would have been torn apart, face gouged open and neck sliced to ribbons. Such a thought forced him to tears, though in the darkness no man, beast or God would be able to see them. It was much too dark on this lonely night, and the rain, greedy in her conquest, would not allow anyone a slight of hand.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked. “You’ve been awfully quiet for a long time.”
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Are you?”
“Pretty close call back there, but yeah, I’m fine.”
“Did I hurt you?”
“I’m a bit burnt here and there, but it isn’t anything too major.”
In his attempts to help his friend, he’d done the very thing he’d been most afraid of doing. How he’d live with himself was beyond his current comprehension, but with what felt like tears streaming down his face and bile rising in his throat, Odin tried to control his emotions and not let out a startled sob of guilt.
I hurt him, he thought. I really hurt him.
A low sob rising in his throat, he managed to restrain most of it, though couldn’t keep the full effect from coming.
A hand touched is back.
Odin grimaced, expecting a beak to sink into his skin.
And I would die, he thought, for you.
When he felt nothing more than Nova’s touch against the curve of his spine, Odin turned his head up and looked his friend in the eyes, or as much of his face as he could see.
“Don’t worry about it,” the older man said. “It’s ok.”
As the rain continued on, Odin couldn’t help but sob.
 
- - -
 
There was no rest for them until morning, when twilight broke the land and the rain began to dissipate. Cold, weary and more than willing to fall to the road and die, Odin raised his head and followed the rays of light toward the distant mountains. Though beautiful, they seemed evil at that moment, in that trace source of chaos that seemed to linger in the distance, completely unlike what he normally viewed them as.
The sun’s coming up, he thought. We can sleep.
He turned his head to find Nova already in that position—slumped forward, head bowed and mouth agape as his horse continued to follow Odin’s direction. He thought of reaching out to touch his friend’s knee—to wake him from his slumber—but chose not to. Instead, he simply reached forward and took the reins in his hand.
“Come on,” he whispered. “Let’s get some rest.”
They slept until afternoon came and the sun shone high overhead. Dressed in new clothes damp from not only water, but perspiration, Odin started them off along the side of the road and eventually led them onto the path once the water dissipated and the ground thickened.
Head held high and mind rested from sleep, Odin was able to look back and see just what had stirred him the previous day.
When that wind had been conjured up—when he’d felt a slight of unsurety at his back and a tingle down his spine—he’d turned to the woods and saw what he thought had been movement, but had counted it as nothing more than his imagination. Now, in the current frame of mind, he could easily see his mistake, his lack of comprehension in the face of what could have possibly been danger. He’d been ignorant, a fool in the face of plenty, and had almost paid the price of it in the form of his friend’s life.
Nova’s ok, he thought. You don’t have to worry.
He’d seen the burn this morning, when Nova had peeled his shirt off his head—long, the length of his shoulder to elbow, his skin reddened and peeling: it wasn’t a serious wound, as Nova had said, but the sight of it alone had nearly forced Odin to tears. However, he couldn’t cry, no matter how guilty he felt or how much he wanted to. He’d already made up for his crime—Nova had already accepted his apology.
“We’re getting closer,” Nova said. “Huh?”
Odin nodded.
In less than two or three days, they would be passing into the Dwaydorian Lowlands and bearing west toward the Germanian Border.
Getting closer, he thought, to the mountains.
It would take them at least another month or so to get to where they were going—this he already knew. Their current progress was made only on account of their mounts and their seemingly-endless pursuit for their masters’ affection, that of which they’d received early this afternoon in the form of two apples, picked fresh from the tree and sowed directly from their hands.
Straightening his posture, Odin looked up and braced himself for the rest of the day’s escapades.
- - -
 
“It feels strange,” Nova said.
“What?” Odin asked, looking over at his friend.
“It feels… I don’t know. Like we’re doing the right thing.”
Of course we are, Odin thought. We’re the king’s men.
Were they doing the wrong thing, he was sure that they would feel it—not only in their hearts or their minds, but their souls, that impeccable part of nature that allowed them not only such determination, but also such will.
The will that Herald has to attack the kingdom. The will he has to try and
destroy us all.
“Nova,” Odin said. “Can I confess something?”
“Yes.”
“I feel guilty.”
“About what?”
“I feel like I’ve started this war.”
“We’re not even at war yet,” Nova said, pushing himself into an upright position, “so don’t go spouting that kind of shit.”
“All right.”
“And the king’s probably told you this—and I’d be surprised if he didn’t— but none of this is your fault. We’re men. We have free will.”
Do we, he thought, or are we puppets pulled by the strings?
They said such things were likely, that the Gods led their lives and free will did not really, truly exist, but Odin thought completely opposite. He felt that the Gods, should they exist, were distant, and that should they exist, they would only tug their strings, not pull them. Pulling meant controlling— tugging meant persuading; persuading meant instigating and, ultimately, controlling.
Controlling us to do the right things in life.
“You really think so?” Odin asked. “I mean, you really think we have free will?”
“Of course we do.”
“Do you believe in God?”
“Yes.”
“Do you believe in the Gods?”
“I believe there’s Gods,” Nova said. “Why? Don’t you?”
“I’m not sure what I believe,” he sighed. “I… I don’t know. Maybe I should start believing. It’d make my life a hell of a lot easier if I thought I had someone watching my back.”
“I don’t think you can just start believing,” Nova said, reaching out to grip Odin’s knee. “I think you have to feel it to believe.”
“Do you think they exist for me, Nova?”
“The Gods?”
“Yeah.”
“I’d like to believe that the Gods exist for everyone,” Nova said. “I don’t think They’re going to smite Their nonbelievers, and I sure as hell don’t think They’re going to rain fire and brimstone down on us, but I think They exist.”
“I hope so,” Odin thought.
Because at least then my dreams would mean so much more.
The Dwaydorian Lowlands came in the form of a swift drop and a few hops and skips. Like the Ela ‘Alna Pass and its sultry, sweeping ways, the Lowlands dropped and rose with an erratic simplicity that Odin couldn’t begin to wrap his head around. One moment there would be a dip, then the next there wouldn’t. How God or the Gods or Whatever had melded this earth he didn’t now. Right then and there, he didn’t care either, because it only took him a few hours on such terrain to go completely mad.
“I don’t like this anymore,” Odin groaned, cursing each and every dip under his breath.
“Neither do I,” Nova sighed, “but there isn’t much we can do about it.”
True—he could bitch and moan all he liked, but it would never solve anything. Then again, he could always just level the land with a little bit of magic, if he really, truly wanted to stop this escapade.
No, he thought, chastising himself for such ignorant thoughts. You’d kill
yourself before you even tried.
“What’re you thinking about?” Nova laughed.
“Laying the ground into one flat line,” he sighed, shaking his head.
“I don’t think you’re going to do that, bud.”
“Yeah. Neither do I.”
Although I wish I could.
Not able to contain the laughter that echoed out and from his chest, he reached out, slapped Nova’s back and gestured his mount forward.
When the dips only continued to worsen, he tried to grin, as one could bear so much more so long as they had a smile on their face.
“I want to go home,” Nova said, “to Bohren, so I can see what’s going on.”
Sitting before the campfire and unsure just what to say or do, Odin let his hands fall into his lap and tried not to let his mouth drop open to express his reluctance and inability to answer. While he waited for Nova to say something more, eyes wandering and lips turning down into a frown, Odin tried to discern his friend’s emotion so he could better understand just what was lying below the surface. Though Nova’s face showed no true signs of anger, it did show signs of fear, honesty and discontent in a time when he should have been more than distraught over such thoughts.
What do I say? Odin thought. What do I do?
He could more than easily say no. Nova was, as far as he was concerned, under his command, and to disobey anything he said was to go against the kingdom and the court who held it. He could easily threaten Nova with jail, treason if he wanted to, but such things were not in the manner of friendship and the actions would only serve to further destroy their bond. With that thought in mind, he tried to figure out other options, but could only come up with two things—say yes and grin and bear whatever was to come next or say no and risk Nova’s outrage, that of which might actually be better in the long run.
“I don’t know,” he finally decided to say.
“You don’t?” Nova frowned.
“I don’t,” he nodded.
Nova shook his head. His teeth sunk into his lower lip, but not hard or with enough force to draw blood.
You’re giving me that look, Odin thought, trying as hard as he could not to tremble when Nova’s eyes flickered and lightened beyond their normally-amber hue.
“I want us to go, Odin.”
“I don’t.”
“Well, I do, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”
Nova was too bullheaded to argue with—that much had already been made clear in the past. However, Odin could not simply risk them going into enemy territory, much less marching through a town that, for all he knew, had become a battle encampment.
How the hell am I going to get him off of this?
Whatever the way, he would have to do it, and soon—it would take no more than a day to redirect their attention toward the Bohren Highlands.
Ok, he thought, drumming his fingers across his knee. Just what do I do?
“Nova,” he sighed, reaching forward to touch his friend’s shoulder. “I don’t think we should—“
“Of course you don’t. You’re working for the king.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that you’re siding with the court,” the man growled, “just because you’re royalty.”
“I’m not royalty, Nova—I’m the furthest thing from it.”
“But you work for the king. That alone makes you royal.”
“What the hell does it matter if I’m working for the king or if I am royal?”
“You’re part of them,” Nova said. “You’re part of what they mean.”
What the hell is that supposed to mean?
“Nova,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I don’t want to do this.”
“Neither do I, so let’s not argue about it and just do it.”
“It might be a warzone—“
“Who cares?”
“It might be—“
“Dangerous. I know.”
“Then why do you—“
“I want to know good and well what happened, dammit!”
“Think of your wife!” Odin cried. “Think of your family!”
Nova’s lips trembled. Eyes faltering, watering and flickering in the pale hue of the fire beside them, the first bit of tears came completely unprovoked, then summoned a sob that tore out his heart and echoed from his chest. “I can’t stand it!” Nova cried, slamming his fist into the ground. “I can’t stand it, Odin!”
“I know you can’t,” Odin said, crawling toward his friend. “Neither can I, but right now, there’s no use in you running off to get yourself killed.”
“Then come with me,” the man sighed. “Please, Odin. Please.”
“We’re not—“
“I just want to look,” the man sobbed. “That’s all, Odin. Please.”
“We’ll talk about this tomorrow,” he said. “Get some sleep.”
Nova bowed his head into his arms.
When the man began to cry, Odin’s heart fell apart.
Nova was gone the next morning.
Torn awake by the sound of the wind echoing through his ears and by the lack of warmth from the fire, Odin rose to find a note attached to his saddle just above where Nova’s scythe lay sheathed and a flourish across the paper.
Going to Bohren, it simply said: signed, Nova.
“You bastard,” Odin whispered, looking up at his horse, who whinnied in response.
Great. Now I have to go chasing after Nova.
When the man left he didn’t and couldn’t know, but he figured if he tried hard enough, he might very well be able to reach Nova by the time night fell, if not sooner. All he needed was a little time, a little speed and a whole lot of luck.
Rising from his place on the ground, he packed what little of the campsite remained and mounted his horse.
With one simple call, his horse broke into a run.
He seemed to fly as the horse ran. A bird with wings could have never described the experience he was currently having. One arm hanging free, the other snared between a twine of leather, he looked to be a creature dumb not by the world, but his own inane measures. Forcing a horse into a run that could possibly kill it, having him jump across dips and over ruts, twisting and turning the reins as though commanding a vessel of great and exorbitant power—odd, he looked, and though he didn’t necessarily care, he was on a mission, determined to find his friend and whatever route he took.
He’ll be taking the road, he thought. Nova always takes the road.
For what reason, Odin didn’t know, but his bullheaded friend always seemed to want to take the easiest and clearest laid-out route. Though he’d faltered from the path just slightly, it wouldn’t be much longer before he was there. He wanted to cut across the hills as much as he could not only to shorten his trip, but to increase his chances of catching Nova off guard.
Why the hell did you do this to me?
A lone man could get attacked by bandits, or worse—animals. Rogue creatures mad with disease were often heard to attack men alone and without a second pair of eyes to wander among them. Foaming from the mouth, red in the eye, they’d lunge forward without any second thought, be they a fox, a bear or even a bat.
“Nova, Nova, Nova,” he said, chanting the name under his breath as if it would summon his friend from the abyss before them. “Why can’t you ever do anything my way?”
Odin shook his head.
He couldn’t think—not now, not when he had to continue calculating his route.
 
*
 
Nothing mattered. Not anymore.
Eyes bloodshot and lids drooping further and further as he continued along, Nova led his horse up the road and tried not to think about how he’d left Odin without so much as a goodbye. Tired, hurt, and beyond all else, afraid, he raised his eyes to the path ahead of him and sighed when he realized it was only midafternoon.
Still a long way, he thought. Such a long way to go.
Maybe it hadn’t been the smartest idea to leave after taking such an ungodly long shift, to jump on his horse and head for the hills with abandon so fierce and strong it had threatened to overwhelm him. Odin had once described anger as a beast residing within his chest, his heart its catacomb and his lungs its forest, and once, when he said it was trying to break free, the boy’s face had completely lost color and his eyes had darkened to an almost unbearable shade of red. That, Odin said, was the sway of the beast, and that very thing now rested within Nova’s own heart, threatening to break free and tear his world apart.
Regardless of the beast or its intensity, dwelling on it didn’t help his purpose, nor did it lead him any further to the very town he was now desperately pursuing.
Bohren—sanctuary in the hills, home of the leatherworkers, of men and foods so great and strong that they were dispersed throughout the country: this was the town he was born near, the very place he’d been swept into when found at the side of the road crying in a crib, parents dead and a poor man so worried beyond compare that he took him into his arms. From the time he could remember comprehending the world to the very day he left to find a boy with blood-red eyes, he’d lived, breathed, ate and shit throughout its copses This town—this place— was his birthplace, his ancestral homeland as far as he was concerned, and he wouldn’t abandon it, even if that meant leaving one of the few things outside his family that he truly cared about behind.
Sorry, kid. You’ll thank me later.
When though? When would Odin thank him—after he caught up, after he sent a magicked bird, after he blocked the path with the very fire and brimstone he once said God would not shower upon this world? There need be no Gods when man were Gods themselves, capable of tearing the world asunder with only the flick of a hand. He’d seen Odin’s powers, had seen them mend thread and conjure light before the sky, but when he’d thrown that spark of flame—when he’d created a fiery tornado that raged about their camp harming both friend and foe—he’d thought him incapable of such feats.
Now, though, he knew better, and he knew that running away from such a man could come with consequences.
He’ll catch up to you, his conscience chided. And when he does, there’ll be hell
to pay.
“But he won’t hurt me,” he said. “He’d never hurt me.”
Would he, though? Would Odin stay his hand just because he was his friend? Hell hath no fury on a man scorned, especially a man like Odin.
“Fuck,” he breathed.
The air grew hot about his body.
Tearing his shirt from his shoulders, he shoved it into a saddlebag at his side and pushed his horse into a run.
He could make it to Bohren in two days if he pushed himself. He knew it.
 
*
 
When night fell and shadowed the world with darkness, Odin was left alone with nothing but his horse to guide him.
“It’s all right,” he whispered, steadying a magicked orb of light ahead of them as he continued to lead the horse up the hills. “We’ll be fine. We’ll stop soon.”
How he said that with any dignity was beyond him. Who was he kidding— he had no plans of stopping, much less soon or for an animal with three times his amount of stamina, because he planned on going until his mind grew weary and his heart could no longer carry him. He’d run himself into the ground before he stopped.
The horse will be fine, he thought. Just keep going.
How much further could he go? How long could he bear to wander this darkened land without so much as an orb of light before him and a horse at his side? He didn’t think long, because soon his mind would stop working and his eyes would lead him astray, but for now, he would continue forward, stopping at or for nothing.
A shape flickered up the road.
“Nova?” he asked, daring to raise his voice for the first time in hours.
The figure—illuminated by nothing more than shadow—dissipated almost immediately.
Here we are, in enemy territory, and he runs out ahead of me.
What would Nova do if he was attacked—fight them off, surrender, pity himself for fear of losing his life not only for himself, but for his wife, likely pregnant with a child he knew nothing about? What, exactly, would make men arrogant turn their heads at a slight at hand, at a foot over a barrier established not by lines, but rule?
Shaking his head, Odin lowered his eyes and tried not to think about what might happen.
A wolf howled in the distance.
The hairs on his arms stood on end.
Please, he thought. Just be safe.
They rose before him like chimneys blackened and scarred by flame.
Drifting about the air as though free of will and not of purpose, the smoke began at the tips of rounded spouts and ended in wisps of air not colorless, but blackened. Such a sight made Odin’s heart tremble as he looked upon the town of Bohren and saw that, like he had feared, it had truly become a warzone.
Oh God, he thought. Where are you, Nova?
A group of three men dressed in what appeared to be leather armor crossed the street from one end to the other, then turned and made their way down the long path that, normally, would have led to the bar. However, the bar now resembled a gutted instrument broken to pieces and patched with wood.
Dismounting, Odin led his horse into the far brush and secured him there before he made his way forward and drew a hand’s width of his sword at his side. Steadying it in place, trying desperately not to make any more noise than he meant to, he broached the entrance of the town that now lay bordered by two unoccupied watchtowers and tried to find any sign of Nova.
Where are you? he thought. Come on, what are— “You’re supposed to be at your post,” one man said.
“So are you,” the other chided. “Don’t rag on me. I’m not your bitch.”
“We’re supposed to be watching out for the other one.”
“What other one?”
“You idiot! He said there was another one with him.”
He’s here? Odin thought, breath catching in his chest and wheezing out his nostrils.
Leave it to Nova and his bullheaded arrogance to get him caught by the enemy.
“Oh,” the man said, turning his head to look near where Odin sat watching them. “All right then… after you.”
“No, after you. I insist.”
The man snapped his hand back and punched his companion in the face.
Blood streaming from his nose, he fell back and into one of the buildings just in time for a group of soldiers to come out with Nova in tow—naked, save his loincloth, and bound with strips of cloth.
Fucking hell, Odin thought, already dreading the blood that would have to be shed.
“You’re supposed to be watching for them,” one of the soldiers said, glancing over at the man whose nose was now bleeding. “What happened to you?”
“The fucker hit me!”
“That’s enough, both of you. Go—get back to your posts!”
Odin sprinted into the treeline and dove behind a bush before the bleeding man could resume his post.
How the hell am I going to do this?
He could always do it the hard way. By busting through the main defenses and killing the soldiers throughout town, he could make his way to wherever they were keeping Nova and rescue him without so much as a word.
However, if his assumptions were correct, there was bound to be some kind of alert system, though whether or not it was in place was anyone’s guess.
Shaking his head, he hunkered down in the bushes and prayed for Nova’s safety.
As night drove forward, a man screamed and Odin burst from his sleep.
Gasping, heart thundering in his chest and ears ringing, he lifted his head just in time to see a form stumble back into the wall swaying and unable to control his movements.
“You bastard!” Nova cried, lifting his head to look at the three men who were now abusing him.
“Bastard?” the man laughed. “You’re the one without a father.”
The man kneed Nova in the groin. Nova doubled over and fell to his knees from the pain.
God, Odin thought, grabbing his sword from his side. I have to help him.
But what if he weren’t able to make it in time, or worse: what if one of the men drew a knife and stabbed Nova just as he was about to slay them?
Think, Odin, think!
An idea occurred to him.
Summoning a magical bird into his palm, he willed the creature to fly overhead and disturb a pile debris that lay in one of the broken alleyways, evident to his eyes from the broken display of glass and wood that peeked out from the shadows and reflected the moonlight in all different directions.
Come on, he thought, throwing the bird into his air and desperately hoping it would do as he asked. You can do this.
He’d never conjured a summon with the intent of it disrupting the environment in any way, shape or form. Should it work, the dust in the alleyway would likely rise and bolts and chains would fly from their place in the garbage pit. The question was: would the summon be powerful enough to do so, and could he maintain the creature long enough to force the men away?
Go. Now.
He bolted from his place at the bushes.
The men in the guard towers looked up.
With no more than a brief passing thought, Odin snapped both of their necks.
Not mages, he thought. Just grunts.
He stationed himself near the eastern watchtower and waited for the summon to do his bidding. It sailed over the distant buildings and coasted the current, much like he imagined a real bird would, before diving toward the alleyway.
A man kicked Nova’s jaw.
His friend’s head snapped backward.
No.
The dove impacted with the debris.
Dirt, chains and debris flew about the area.
“What the fuck?” one of the men asked.
“Go check it out,” another said.
Two men rushed forward.
Odin drew his sword and charged.
In the moments between the time he rushed from his hiding place and toward the sole man who stood with his back turned to him, the man who had gone to investigate the source of the noise broached the entrance to the alleyway and disappeared within its shadows. About this time, Nova turned his head up, blood spooling from his likely-broken nose and his cracked lips, and looked directly at him.
The look of hope in his eyes was unlike anything Odin had ever seen.
One of his captors turned.
Odin pressed his hand forward, clapped it over his mouth and thrust his sword into the man’s spine, all the while charging flames upon flames of magical energy into his throat.
When the man fell limp in his arms and the two men in the alleyway stepped out of the shadows and turned to face him, Odin thought only one thing.
Shit.
The men drew their weapons and rushed toward him with screams.
Grabbing Nova’s arm, Odin dragged his friend along the side of the road and fired bursts of compressed air at the men’s feet. Dirt kicking about their ankles and mini tornados turning up the tails of their pants, they danced about as though mad with glee while trying to avoid the shockwaves that shook the earth below them. One fell backward with a yelp. The other slipped and his sword went sailing into his companion’s gut.
“Odin,” Nova gasped.
“It’s all right,” Odin said, cutting his friend’s bonds and pushing his arm across his shoulder. “Everything’s going to be ok.”
“They hurt me,” he said. “They… they took over the town.”
“You shouldn’t have left me,” Odin said, tears staining the corners of his eyes as he pulled Nova into the thicket and pushed him onto the horse. “Why, Nova? Why?”
“Because I couldn’t leave it,” the man said. “Because I couldn’t leave the one place I called home.”
Taking his scythe from its place on Odin’s saddle, Nova reached down to help Odin up before cutting the horse free from the tree.
When they burst from the clearing and started heading down the path, toward the fork in the road that would eventually lead away from Bohren and toward the path to Germa, the first of the camp began to rise.
A scream went up behind them.
In Odin’s heart, he knew it was not pain the man screamed, but rage.
 
*

 
The forest opened like a maw from a great, carnivorous creature and threatened to swallow him whole. Its bark its lips, its leaves its teeth, its insufferable foliage the tusks it would use to grind him whole and its flowers the blood on its fangs—Miko stood with his back to the road and his hand ensnared within his mounts reins, all the while trying to control the bouts of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him.
You’re here, he thought, the words lingering on the tip of his tongue, but not willing to come forward. You’re finally back to the place where your kind
belongs.
“Not my kind,” he whispered. “Their kind.”
Steadying not only the hand that trembled at his side, but his emotions, he crouched down to part the curtains atop his cargo and peered in at the creature before him. The thing known only to him as Unclean, but to Odin as Shire peeked forward and squinted, allowing its beady eyes to adjust in the faint twilight of the new dawn.
“Home,” the creature breathed.
Yes, Miko thought. Home.
Reaching down, he pulled a pouch from his waistband and sifted through it until he found the key that both locked and unlocked the cage. His mind a mess of emotion and his hand still trembling, he flicked his wrist and slid the key into the lock, sighing as the chain broke not only for Shire, but for him.
In no less than a few moments, this creature would be free.
In less than a few days, it would be seated atop the tree that overlooked the whole of Lesliana, likely picking out its next victims from the children playing about.
I could kill it, he thought. No one would know.
Just because Odin had asked him to deliver this creature unto the forest did not mean an accident could not have happened. Attacked by bandits, he could say, drawn away from the road only to have his cargo destroyed.
Gutted, he thought. Like a pig.
“Master?” the rat asked.
Miko’s fingers slipped around the lock in his hand.
Are you willing to do this? he thought, staring the creature in the eyes. Are
you willing to kill and atone for all those children lost, or are you willing to let it
go free?
Odin had said this thing was not responsible for child murders. Likely thirty years and in the very prime of its life, it could live until it was sixty, maybe seventy at the latest, and in all that time it could either do so much harm or nothing at all.
What will you do?
As though having a mind of his own, his hand snapped up and freed the lock from its place.
The cage door opened.
The creature stepped out, free at long last.
“I go?” the rat thing asked.
“You go,” Miko nodded.
The rat started for the woods first in a full-out run on all fours, then slowed its pace until it stopped altogether.
What’s it doing? Miko thought.
When the creature turned to look at him, he saw something he could have never imagined on such a creature’s face.
“Thank you,” Shire said.
With that, it turned and disappeared into the woods.
“Well, my friend,” Miko said, reaching up to take his steed’s reins. “Shall we go?”
The horse bowed its head into Miko’s shoulder and continued onward.
Were he to describe the Abroen to anyone who had never entered, he would begin by telling of the roots that snarled across the road as though snakes wading in and out of dark waters, then of the trees and how they had grown. No longer did they seem young and innocent, immature and depthless, small and weak. They looked nothing of the sort. As the years had passed, and as the fates had foretold, they had grown to awesome proportions and towered unlike anything he had ever seen. Some bowing forward, others leaning back, some titled to one side and others to the opposite, vines snaked their surfaces and fed blood to the roots below, while at his side, growing as though blots of pain across the surface of a child’s face, flowers seemed to bow and greet him as his shoulders caressed their folds.
Some merely shifted, others pulsed, while a choice few closed entirely as though hiding from the very thing that passed. Beautiful, awe-inspiring, marvelous, comparable to the greatest painting ever exhibited upon the world and more breathtaking than a brush of cold on a warm winter’s night—the Abroen was unlike anything that had ever touched the great land of Minonivna, though with such beauty there often came a price.
This is it, Miko thought, touching the trunk of a tree that looked to be sad and weeping.
As his fingers spread across the trunk, caressing its edge as though a lover long lost to the wind, a tiny light began to pulse beneath the bark and soon bloomed to the surface. This light—a Sprite, as he could already tell by the lingering power of its energy—drifted forward and pulsed in hues of blue and grey, but quickly dispersed once the Elf pulled his hand away.
Unsure of his place in the world at that very moment, Miko reached up to run a hand through the stallion’s hair and sighed when the residual traces of energy faded from the air.
“This place is old,” he whispered. “Very, very old.”
Above, what appeared to be some sort of small cat leered down at him, but quickly shifted away once it realized it had been spotted. Such a sight was completely foreign to him, as he had rarely seen that form of life inside the forest, but he couldn’t base past experiences on what he would see here.
This forest has aged, he thought. As have I.
Already beginning to feel the years on his shoulders, Miko stepped forward and pulled his horse along.
The beast resisted.
He tugged on the reins.
The horse bucked and kicked forward.
Dodging just in time to avoid a hoof to the face, Miko lunged forward and clasped one huge hand around the creature’s neck.
Do you feel me? he thought, channeling his will into the creature’s neck. Do
you know what it is I offer?
The creature tore its head away and ran into the wood, head shaking and lips torn back away from its teeth.
One brief, short moment later, a cry went up and the birds in the trees lifted as though a chorus from some great choir.
Miko stepped forward.
Feasting upon the beast’s flesh from several dozen feet below, the gargantuan monster that was a living plant snaked its tendrils around the horse’s body and began to pull it apart. Piece by piece, tendril by tendril, meat was torn from the dying creature’s body like flesh eviscerated from a fish under the gentle guide of a filleting knife and its organs devoured within brief moments. The plant’s sickly, vine-like tongues guided flesh toward its needle-like teeth and absorbed it with careful, calculated bites, its green mouth of flora closing, then pulsing around flesh. When the creature’s mouth opened, revealing the beautiful viscera inside, it looked as if a platter of food had just been placed within the confines of a pig—rich, creamy, dripping from the thing’s mouth and soaking in its pit, and as Miko watched the plant feast upon his beast of burden, a flicker of pain in his heart and a slight of doubt in his mind, he couldn’t help but feel as though he had entered a nightmarish world—a land governed not by law, but nature—and that by doing so he had tested not only his endurance with the Gods, but the fate that rested within all creatures sentient and capable of thought.
Sleep well, he thought, already pitying the stupid creature that had once been his mount.
Turning, he began his trek into the wood.
Time seemed different beneath the canopy of such breathtaking things. As though nonexistent—a breath not made, but taken—light shifted about the forest like fine rays etching across the surface of a porcelain doll, revealing not only glimpses of the beautiful world, but horrible atrocities upon the wary mind. At times it would become so dark that he could not see without the aid of a magical orb, while others it seemed so bright that the light would simply swallow him whole. Such erratic changes in the lightning eventually forced an ache that bloomed behind his eyes and echoed throughout his skull.
Such pains, he mused, for such a trek.
Though displeased with his current vantage, he could deal with such burdens.
Come nighttime, however, things changed.
In pitch-black darkness and tired beyond physical composure, Miko settled down at the foot of a tree and tried to decide his next course of action.
What shall I do? he thought.
Though he was more than capable of forcing his body onto a high branch with the aid of magic, he was not sure it would offer any further protection.
The ground was barren. Few plants grew here, but what few did could inflict tremendous pains if a single, misplaced step brought one’s foot onto the surface. Not only would he have to contend with this, however. The creatures of the wood would not bid him welcome.
I am as alone as I can be, yet here I am wishing I were not.
Impure, tainted, alight with blood cursed and yet sanctioned—should he encounter a creature of the wood, stepping across its invisible boundary and into its territory, it would not pause to bid him welcome. Instead, it would likely cut him down, as only the pure and innocent lived here, not the cursed and wicked.
Pushing himself to his feet, Miko cast an orb of light ahead of him and watched as the clearing burst into fine, pink splendor.
A deer-like creature with an intricate flourish of antlers stepped forward.
“Fear not,” Miko said, “for I am not your enemy. I am as you are—born not of choice.”
The creature raised its head. Black eyes radiant in the light streaming before it, it bowed its head and pawed at the ground with its hoof, then turned its head up at Miko. A slight smile crossed the Elf’s lips as he looked upon the thing. As beautiful as it was, it must have led a hard life, with such long legs and awkward hooves. How it had survived its childhood he did not now, as such creatures were prone to clumsy tendencies when faced with irregular bumps in the road.
Reaching forward, Miko pressed his palm to the creature’s forehead.
“Give me your thoughts,” he said. “Your hopes. Your dreams.”
It came before him like a splash of water—splendid, cold, abstract in nature but familiar in construct: a city of gold washed over his vision and sparkled throughout his mind as would gems richly adorned atop a queen’s head. For some time he thought he could not view the very thing this creature had seen, as the light was too bright and the splendor too great, but finally, after what felt like eons, he was able to make out the city’s high walls, its teeth-like spikes and its breathtaking front gate. Like an archway to the Gods, built in stone so grand and pure it appeared to radiate amongst the shrubbery, it opened up and allowed him one brief look at the city to come, that of which appeared golden and filled with treasures beyond any mortal’s compare. The buildings numbered aplenty, the road carved in dirt, and the Elves who walked upon it seemed all the more proud, beings whom, by all respects, could be considered something like demigods amongst the living This is where I’ll go, Miko thought, to summon the Elves and bring them to
battle.
The connection with the creature slipped.
When he returned to his true form—when he was no longer in the creature’s mind and standing in its place—the deer-thing looked up and sprinted into the bush.
Though he knew it wouldn’t last long, it had served his purpose.
Gathering his strength, channeling his energies, he summoned his orbs of light and continued on.
He passed bones on his way through the forest. Like ruins littered across sparkling sands, they seemed to glow in the pale, natural light that managed to burst through the trees overhead and light them in its porcelain splendor.
When he looked upon them, a sense of dread began to overwhelm his body, but he managed to contain it and instead looked about the area.
As he expected, it was nothing more than a graveyard.
Rising out of the earth as though grand and made of things not unlike human grounds, the place where creatures came to die beckoned him forward with simple will alone.
It is strong here, he thought. Death.
There were places in the land where the worlds bridged and sometimes, things could come back to life. He imagined this place was one of them. With bones peeking from its mounds and black earth littering the clearing, it appeared lost and without reason, purposeless and inane. What had buried these things here he didn’t know. The Abroen was known for such strange oddities—for creatures that chose not to speak, but only remain. They were said to create these things, but he had never heard of anything like this—this graveyard, this place of mortal pleasures and insufferable death.
Is something here, with me?
He felt no presence in the trees, no hand at his back or sliver in his mind.
Were there something hiding nearby, he would have been able to sense it— unless, of course, it was stronger than he was.
Turning, he briefly surveyed the area before continuing along the path, his heart sinking the further he went along the road. Animals had cleared this path before them with hooves and feet and claws. Anything more was covered in shrubbery, shadowed by high grass and masked by encroaching trees.
There would come a day, he knew, when no one would live here. As the world of man ended, and as the rise of sentient species once more fell as they had in the past, these woods would be claimed by the next generation, the next turn of intelligence in the world. He imagined a pig would one day rise up on both feet, then dress itself in hats and fine shoes, and he saw snakes and colorful beetles becoming something so much more, metamorphosing into creatures with monarchies and empires and gold and gems. They, too, would one day look upon the lost relics of the world and ponder on just what had happened, on what great things had destroyed the ones that had come before them, and they would wonder just what exactly had garrisoned them into such places that seemed reckless and without any sanctuary at all. It would seem, to them, that those who existed before were stupid, and that for their stupidity they had burned the world asunder. But it would be their ignorance that would mask their thoughts, as it was with all sentient species that in order to create, one had to take. From the wood came homes, from the dirt roads, from the animals food and the sun life in which all things existed.
It was this, Miko knew, that governed the world, as experience had showed that for any intelligent thing to thrive it eventually had to suffer themselves upon others. This, he knew, substantiated all intelligent life, and for the ones to come next to think such things was to impose upon themselves ignorance that they would one day come to know as false. It was not, however, ignorance that killed mortal creatures—it was life: grand, splendid and pure, in which the old succumbed to death and the new were given to the world.
While such thoughts unsettled him, as he like everything else feared death and how it would one day come, Miko had no need to worry.
Very soon, he would enter Lesliana and beg for the help they were not likely to receive.
Snaking his hands beneath his cloak, he continued to walk.
 
*
 
Germa came in the form of heat and lack of air. Lips capped around his canteen and sweat pooling down his forehead, Odin ripped his shirt halfway off and gasped as the heat radiating from the desert seemed to swallow him whole.
Sitting in front of him, shirt already off and tied around his head, Nova cast a look over his shoulder and offered a measly smile.
I know, he thought. It’s your fault you ran ahead.
How they’d managed to escape so easily was beyond his measure, but he didn’t necessarily care. Nova had left with his own injuries—he said his balls ached and his nose was easily broken. His handsome features would remain, it seemed, but his lip would likely bear a scar from the shoe that had cracked it open.
“Are you all right?” Odin asked.
“I’m fine,” the man said. “Just hot.”
Though discomforted by Nova’s silence, his friend hadn’t bothered to elaborate on the conditions he’d been in. For three days they’d been traveling through the Dwaydorian Lowlands, crossing the hills and skirting amidst the faint edges of woods, and only recently had they entered the Germanian country. Not once had Nova spoke of his torture, his trial, his failure. Odin imagined it was simply because he was embarrassed at being caught, so he didn’t bother to press him on it.
He’ll tell, in time.
It could be their secret—no one else would have to know that Nova had gone back to Bohren.
Especially not his wife.
Draping his arms at his side, Odin leaned back in his seat and sighed when the giant horse below them offered a grunt in response. He hated putting the creature through such an ordeal, but until they could secure a second horse from either nomad tribesmen or a town, the horse would have to do.
“We should stop,” Odin said.
“Why?” Nova asked.
“We’ve been on this horse for the past three days.”
“They may still be following us, Odin.”
He’d never seen anyone following them before. Then again, it was said that the mind could process things out of order, such was the complexity of the thinking thing’s conscience, but that didn’t lead him to believe he might not have seen something.
Oh well, he thought.
Not wanting to argue with a sick man, Odin pressed his hand to his friend’s back and sighed when he felt knots beneath his fingers.
“How bad are you hurt?” he asked.
“Bad,” Nova said. “I’m fine though.”
“They didn’t cut you, did they?”
“No. Just kicked me around.”
It was no conciliation he wanted, but it was better than hearing he’d been sliced open for information.
“I didn’t think you would come for me,” Nova finally said.
“Why?” Odin frowned.
“I figured you’d just think I was bullheaded and go on without me.”
“I’m scared to death about this whole thing and you think I’d go on without you?” Odin asked, provoking Nova to respond. “What are you? An idiot?”
“A damn fool is what I am.”
“Exactly!” Odin cried. “Don’t think for one minute that I’m not your friend, Nova Eternity, and don’t think that I would never risk my life for you.”
“You did,” Nova said. “You have.”
“Exactly! Which is why if you ever do anything like this again, I will kill you.”
“Is that a promise?” Nova chuckled.
Odin couldn’t help but laugh.
That night, after they’d been off the horse for the first time in days, Odin wet a cloth from his canteen and padded the fresh blood from beneath Nova’s nose.
“It isn’t really that bad,” Odin said, reaching up to test the severity of the break. He grimaced as Nova made a face. “Sorry.”
“It’s all right,” Nova grunted, tears staining down his dirty cheeks. “Can you fix it?”
“Do you trust me to?”
“Yeah?”
The anatomy more than clear in his mind, Odin reached into the Ether below, braced his fingers on either sides of Nova’s nose, then drew his hand back. The man screamed as tissues, cartilages and muscles rearranged themselves at the peak of his head, but not once did he lash out or try to knock Odin aside. It was as though he knew that such a response would likely tear his nose away, as he remained quiet and complicit despite the tears that streamed from his eyes. That alone was enough to make Odin thankful. The image itself nearly made him falter, as horrible as it was, with flesh bursting from Nova’s face in thick tendrils of yellow and gold and staining his mouth in blood, but Odin managed to compose himself as he continued to reassemble the cartilage beneath him, creating what he considered to be one of the most perfect recreations of human anatomy he’d ever encountered.
When Odin finally finished and Nova’s nose looked as it did in days past, fresh blood gushed from his face and onto his hands below.
“Shit,” Nova laughed, reaching up to pinch his nostrils. “I can’t believe you just did that.”
“It must’ve hurt like hell,” Odin sighed.
“Yeah, it did, but at least I’ve still got my pretty face.”
You stupid bastard.
Unable to control his laughter, Odin leaned forward, slapped his friend’s arm and prepared to light the night’s fire.
“I’ll make dinner,” he said. “I don’t want blood in our soup.”
Later that night, long after Nova had fallen asleep and Odin lay awake, he stared at the fire and tried not to let his eyes slip from the flames and to his friend’s body.
What did they do to you? he thought.
This time, his gaze slipped and he couldn’t help but look upon the horrible revelation that was his friend’s back. Tattooed in shades of not only red, but black, blue and purple, he looked to be a painting, a masterpiece not created by man, but the gods, and melded within the perfect, human form. How he’d managed to endure such tortures, much less survive them was beyond him, but regardless, all that mattered was that Nova was alive, well, and would one day return to his family.
I can’t believe how stupid he was.
Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin draped his arms down by his waist and locked his hands around his knees, rocking himself to the sound of the cracking embers and the distant calls of birds. So far, yet so close to the desert offered him a unique vantage across the horizon, for he saw not only dead trees, but the beginnings of what was known to be the largest desert so far north.
At his side, Nova grumbled and rolled over onto his back.
Odin grimaced.
When his friend offered nothing more than a low snort, Odin sighed and attempted to reach over and touch Nova’s shoulder, but stopped when the man reached up and ran his knuckles across his nose.
“It’s all right,” he whispered.
“Eh?” Nova asked. His eyes parted, but quickly closed when they gazed upon the fire. “What’d you say?”
“I said it’s all right. You don’t have to worry about anything.”
“I know,” Nova sighed, burrowing deeper into his bedroll.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not really.”
All right. Whatever works for you.
He watched Nova stretch his arms, then roll onto his stomach, his breath deep and his sigh an even deeper exhale.
When Odin turned and looked back at the fire, he couldn’t help but feel as though he’d let his friend down.
“You should be up here,” Nova said. “With me.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Odin sighed, keeping a steady hand on the reigns.
“You’re the one who’s hurt.”
Besides, he thought, nodding as Nova frowned and turned his attention to the road before them. We’re going to kill the horse if we keep riding it double.
Though he knew the creature was strong, it could easily cave to the pressure of two grown men’s weight should they continue to ride it like they had. How it managed to continue in its current condition was beyond Odin, but when he’d offered the creature an apple and it took it without so much as a snort, he’d smiled and known then and there that everything was going to be ok.
A presence touched his body.
Odin looked up.
Human, a gruff voice said.
Odin blinked. He turned his head, tried to locate the source, then frowned when he couldn’t find who it was that had spoken.
“Something wrong?” Nova asked.
“No,” he said. “I—“
Here.
He turned his head down at the horse. When the creature blinked at him, a slight trickle of unease flowered in Odin’s heart and shot vines up his throat, locking his voice and constricting his vocal cords.
You, he thought, then swallowed the lump in his throat. It’s you, isn’t it?
Yes.
How do you know how to speak?
I hear. I know.
“You sure you’re all right?” Nova asked.
“It’s talking to me,” Odin said.
“Who is?”
“The horse.”
“You didn’t tell me you were an animal mage,” Nova mused, reaching up to run a hand through his hair.
“I’m not,” he said. “I—“
Can hear my thoughts, the horse finished, causing Odin to nod before he could continue his thought. Your burden is thanked.
Thank you, he said, reaching out to run his hand across the horse’s face. Are
you all right?
I am old, but well.
Who taught you to speak?
An old one back home.
Though the thought initially threw him off, Odin supposed it made sense in its own strange way. Animals could communicate with one another—they spoke in voices not heard by most humans, so it was natural for them to share their knowledge with one another when they learned something else.
That, however, didn’t leave out the ignorance of bliss, the arrogance of knowledge held only by oneself and no one else.
It’s amazing, he thought, if only to himself. To think that there’s a whole
other plane just waiting to be discovered.
“Odin?” Nova asked.
“Yeah?” Odin replied.
“I’ll switch spots with you here soon.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said.
He walked until night fell.
Tired, exhausted and more than ready to collapse, Odin settled down in the spot Nova prepared to make camp at and forced himself not to black out. His legs were on fire and his hips felt as though they were burning, hot candlewicks dripping with wax and sending sheering globs of pain throughout his body.
I can’t, he thought.
When he found he couldn’t finish the thought, he lay back and closed his eyes.
What felt like days later, he opened his eyes to find Nova sitting before a burning fire, a pot of something cooking above its glowing flames.
“Nova,” he said, throat parched and without moisture.
The man pushed a canteen forward. Odin accepted it without a second thought.
“We’re short three canteens and a pack of food,” Nova said, accepting the water when it was passed back to him.
“We’ll be ok though,” he said, “right?”
“Yeah, but we may have to start scavenging for food soon.”
It wouldn’t be too hard to do. Though he knew little about the surrounding area and the edible plants that were bound to grace it, he was more than sure he could find something in the book that had been packed especially for them.
They wouldn’t go hungry, though how they would get extra water, he didn’t know.
There has to be a river that runs through here, he said. Right?
With the desert so close, how could he hope for water?
“We’ll be fine,” Nova said, reaching down to grasp Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”
“I’m not,” Odin said. “At least, I’m trying not to. It’s the lack of water that bothers me.”
“We’ll find some, don’t worry. And hey—if we need to, we’ll just go up along the coast and get some.”
“That’s another detour,” he sighed.
“If we go along the coast,” Nova said, “it’ll eventually lead us to where the entrance to the Mines are.”
“Huh?”
“You didn’t look at the map?”
“Not… particularly.” He’d skimmed it, briefly considering the route that ran through Germa and straight up through Kegdulan, but he had never looked at the annexes Miko had attached along with it.
“The entrance to the mine we’re supposed to head to is along the coast,”
Nova shrugged, leaning forward to look at the contents of the pot. “It’s almost done.”
“I’m not worried about the food. I’m worried about what we’re doing.”
“Why?”
Because I’m still not sure about this, he sighed.
He’d never been sure about asking the Dwarves for help. Though Miko had went to great lengths to consider it, it seemed helpless to ask for assistance when they might not even believe that a threat against Ornala could mean a threat against the other human kingdoms, much less the mountains.
Does he want the world, he thought, or just Ornala?
Regardless, if Herald really was entering Denyon—and with, as was said, an army—then it meant more than just a simple war against the kingdom.
Ornala was great, but not mighty. A force of just a few thousand men and creatures would pose a great enough threat.
“Odin?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” he said, lifting his head.
“Everything’s going to be fine, buddy. Don’t you worry.”
“I’m just worried about the Dwarves offering their help.”
“So am I,” Nova sighed. “Don’t feel alone, bud. I’m scared shitless too.”
 
*
 
The forest opened to an awe-inspiring sight.
Standing before him as though crafted from the greatest stones in all the land were the walls of Lesliana. Towering above him and beckoning a sigh of relief, Miko stepped forward and viewed the sight before him. As though carved in pearl, then seemingly bathed in gold, the walls resembled what Ornala could have very well been from a distance—a capital made of glistening stone. Howeer, this place was nothing of the sort. It was not of greed, of capitalism made from the pennies of men so poor they could abrely afford to eat at night, and it was nothing of human nature that he had ever come to know. No. This place, this beautiful Lesliana, was of nature, of Gaia’s green earth and her pool of water that lay beneath the cliff the city was set before. It would never succumb to the likes of human nature, of death, destruction and reinvention, for it was created by the holy, the might and the just.
It’s so, Miko thought. So… so…
The words, though not spoken, seemed to catch in his throat as he looked upon the place he had only been to some three times in his life. He couldn’t even begin to describe the sight, such was the monolith of sentient ingenuity that stood before him. Not once had he ever seen anything like it. Of gold, of silver, of copper, brass or quartz—at either side of the opening gate, two towers capped with gold spheres looked out into the forest, while in the distance, where the second gate stood, iron lay bare over its surface, tempting his eyes with teeth pushed into the ground like a great predator to a kill. The entire structure, as secure as it was, did its job well. To dissuade any from entering was to protect the kingdom, one of the few final strongholds of Elfkind, and for purpose alone, the construction itself kept any without any true intent from even daring to enter.
They would never, he thought, for this is too grand.
With nothing more to do, think or say, Miko stepped toward the gate and raised a hand.
Someone in the eastern watch tower looked down at him.
“Who are you!” the pure Elf called, leaning over the banister that separated him from life and a long, eventual fall toward death. “What is your name, and what business do you have here?”
“My name is Mikaeisto,” he said. “And I have come to ask your kingdom for help.”
He was escorted through the gate and led toward an outpost. Head hung low and face invisible under his guise, Miko was told that before he was allowed to come into the city, much less to see the queen, he would have to undress before a court of judgment to reveal his true identity and nature.
“You don’t trust me?” Miko asked.
“We feel who you are,” the Elf from the outpost said. “We just do not know what you are.”
When the court arrived dressed in fine blues, reds and greens, Miko pulled his hood from his head and looked upon the males and females before him.
One of the females gasped.
“Halfling,” the guard said.
Miko turned his eyes on the male. “Yes,” he said, “I am.”
“You are spawned from cursed loins,” one of the court said, hands trembling as she looked upon him. “You should not be allowed in this place.”
“Do you fault me for who I am, or what I am?”
“You are the product of an illicit affair of the races,” the male who appeared to be the head of the court said, raising his eyes from Miko’s now-bared hands to look him in the face to grace him with a stare Miko knew was full of intent and possibly overzealous pride. “Who is your father, and who, dare I ask, is your mother?”
“I knew neither of my parents. I was raised by an Ogre.”
“An Ogre?” one of the few female members of the court asked.
“An Ogre,” Miko nodded, uneasy at the final and most painful memory of his mother. “She is no longer with us.”
“Our condolences,” one of the court said.
“You say you want to see our queen,” the head of the court said, rolling his shoulders to skew his silver robe over his shoulders and down his arms.
“Why?”
“The human kingdom is in danger.”
“Danger?” a female frowned.
“An exiled nobleman is attempting to send an army against the country of Ornala.”
“What business of this is ours?”
“Why should we meddle in human affairs?” another asked.
“This nobleman,” Miko said, “has been going in and out of Denyon.”
Not a soul said a word.
“Come,” the head of the court said. “We will request your audience be made immediately.”
 
*
 
They came across a nomadic village shortly after they left the mouth of the country. Dressed in robes so fine and layered it hurt Odin to look at them, as his body was hot and content with the lack of a shirt he wore, they first made move to indicate their presence by pointing in their general direction, then by figiting with what were obviously weapons at their sides.
Shit, Odin thought.
“Odin,” Nova said, shifting in his place in the saddle. “You see what they’re doing… right?”
“I know,” Odin replied.
“Then why aren’t you—“
The men drew swords, ornately-crafted knives and a manner of other bladed weaponry from their sides before they began to cross the distance between the two of them.
“Odin—“
“I heard you, Nova.”
I can’t hurt them, he thought, trembling, his sword arm instinctively falling to his left side where his blade lay in easy reach. It’ll be an act of war.
To even defend himself after pushing in through a country whose borders were most obviously closed to Ornalans was to break a treaty which, though silent, stated that warring coutnries would not pass through one another’s territory, and while not intent on doing something illegal or forceful within the country of Germa, surely the Kadarian king would think otherwise when reports of two men, one of whom was the king’s champion, entering their country came to his ear.
As the Kadarian men continued to cross the yellowed grasslands just outside the desert, their movements swift and their eyes intent on them, Odin felt within his gut a growing sense of unease that began to spiral into his throat and spill bile up his esophagus.
“Odin,” Nova said once more.
“I know,” he replied.
Raising his hand, Odin clasped his palm into a fist, then opened it again, spreading his fingers as if his act alone would stop the men currently advancing toward them. “Stop!” he called out, once more eager to reach down for his sword, but unwilling to do so. “We mean you no harm!”
“You! Ornalans!” one of the Kadarians called back. “What business do you have in our country?”
“None!” Odin said. “We are merely passing through.”
Before him, Nova shifted, hands fidgeting with the cords of leather in his palms.
Don’t say anything stupid, he thought, lowering his hand.
If anyone was to provoke the situation further, it would be Nova.
When the men and their slight caravan of horses, donkeys and what appeared to be some other humped species of quadruped creature stopped before them, Odin let out a deep breath and allowed his eyes to wander their bodies, his gaze particularly falling on the blades within their palms.
“You say you are passing through,” the Kadarian said, hand fidgeting with the blade in his side. “But you are more obviously Ornalans.”
“I am Ornalan king’s champion,” Odin said. “My name is Odin Karussa. I seek safe passage through your country in order to pass into Kegdulan.”
“What business do you have there?”
“It is not your business to know.”
The black man’s lip curled down into an indecisive frown.
Maybe not the best choice of words there, Odin.
Maybe so, but his and Nova’s business was of no importance to anyone besides him and the Dwarves’, especially not to the Kadarians.
“I wish you purchase a horse from you,” Odin said, eyeing the mounts that stood behind the group of men. “I will pay good money.”
“What use is money to us when we are but nomads?” the Kadarian laughed.
“Besides—why should we give Ornalans something they already have?”
“We’ve run into trouble along the way. Surely you will not leave two men, especially one so injured like my friend, without an extra mount?”
Frowning, the black man turned his attention back to his troop, sighed, then returned his eyes to Odin. “How much?” he asked.
“Three gold pieces.”
The nomad’s companion looked up. He frowned, reached back to scratch his neck, then jumped as the donkey behind him sneezed. “I don’t know,” the man leading the horses said. “It seems a bit—“
“Low,” his companion added.
“Look,” Odin said, lowering the gold pieces at his side. “I don’t know what I’m going to have to offer you, but I’m willing to part with no more than five gold pieces. Does that sound like a deal?”
“We weren’t planning on selling them,” the man said, “they were supposed to go to—“
Odin narrowed his eyes.
If they aren’t going to give you the horse, he thought, there’s nothing you can
do.
In response to his thought, he jingled the bag in his hand. “That’s my final offer,” Odin said.
The man looked down at the money in Odin’s hand.
A short moment later, he offered the reins and a saddle to a horse with red fur.
“Didn’t know you had a pair of brass balls,” Nova said, drawing up alongside him as they bid the nomads farewell and continued onward.
“I grew them while on the boat to Ohmalyon,” Odin grinned, reaching up to scratch his head. “What do you think?”
“I think you did well,” the man chuckled, smacking Odin’s arm.
Laughing, Odin accepted some of the load on his previous horse and stuffed the bags with whatever else they could find. Though their water problems were as of yet unsolved, he felt at least a little better knowing that he wouldn’t have to push Nova’s horse any further than they had to.
The steed below him—likely Kadarian-bred, given its short fur and its lack of any true tail or mane—whinnied under its breath and shook its head.
As the day continued onward, a sense of peace unlike anything he’d ever felt overcame him.
“Shit,” Nova said, eagerly scooting toward the fire as Odin both lit and prepared it. “Where’d this come from?”
“I don’t know,” Odin said, lifting his head.
His eyes immediately fell to the distant desert and what appeared to be the sparkling twilight of Kadarian sand. Even without the constant, illuminating source of moonlight, it seemed to shine like diamonds etched across the surface of a hill, twinkling and sparkling as though backlit by something far greater and more beautiful than any distant moon. The sight initially disheartened him, as he realized the sand was probably the cause for the sudden chill, but he shook his head and channeled just an ounce of extra energy into the fire.
It’s not going to hurt me any, he thought, looking up as Nova prepared the bedrolls.
“I’m gonna try to make biscuits tonight,” Nova said, setting the pot and the ingredients at his side. “I’m not gonna promise they’ll turn out well, but at least it’ll be a little different than soup.”
“That’s fine.”
“That was some pretty fancy handiwork you did back there,” Nova said, beginning to assemble the potholder.
“Thanks,” Odin said.
“It takes a lot of effort to work a horse out of a man, especially for the amount of gold you did.”
“I know. I still feel guilty about it.”
“Hey—the king gave you money for a reason, didn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“Which means that whatever travel expenses you have, he’ll pay for. Right?”
“Right.”
“So don’t feel guilty about it. You did what you had to do. Besides—if we kept going like we did on that horse, it’ve probably keeled over by the end of the day.”
Settling down before the fire, Odin extended his hands and sighed when the magicked flames licked warmth across his palms.
“How much longer do you think it’ll take to get to Kegdulan?” Nova asked.
“Beats me,” Odin said. “It took us… what? A month or so to get here?”
“Something like that,” Nova said.
“I mean, other than our little side trip to Bohren and all.”
“I don’t want to talk about that,” the older man sighed, shaking his head.
“What, Nova? Not man enough to admit to your mistake?”
“I’m man enough to admit what I did was stupid, but seriously, Odin, come on—you can’t blame me.”
“You ran off without telling me goodbye or what the hell you were doing, then got yourself caught by the enemy!” Odin growled, restraining himself from hitting Nova only because of the welts on his back. “You’re beat to hell, you could have died, you almost had a broken nose and you split your lip apart. Oh, and to top it off, you could’ve gotten yourself killed.”
“Yeah, but you—“
“Saved your ass,” Odin said, standing. “Yeah, Nova, I did. But what if I hadn’t gotten there in time?”
“Don’t say that.”
“Why? You too afraid to think you could’ve been killed?”
“It’s not that—“
“To admit that you could have gotten tortured—“
“Odin, please—“
“To think that you could have died and left your wife behind?”
Nova said nothing.
For several long, painful moments, Odin stood there with his hands balled into fists and his heart thumping in his chest.
Good, he thought. Think about it. Damn you, you fucking think about it or else
I—
When Nova’s face fell into his hands, Odin’s heart dropped. Into his stomach it went, skipping a beat as it fell and momentarily shocking him out of his anger.
“Fuck!” Nova screamed. “Fuck!”
Odin fell to his knees beside his friend.
As Nova bowed his face into his shoulder, crying the hardest Odin had probably ever seen him cry, he couldn’t help but feel guilty for summoning such emotions in his friend’s heart, for conjuring forth the image of horror that would likely haunt him for the rest of his life during any moment of weakness.
When Nova lifted his head and said two words, it changed Odin’s entire perspective and made him realize that not only was this outburst needed, but necessary.
“Thank you,” Nova said.
He resumed to bawl shortly after.
 
*
 
Seated in the Lesliana Inn with a quilt draped around his shoulders and a book sitting open in front of him, Miko looked up and sighed when he heard a knock come at the door. A short moment later, it opened and a young Elf came in, strikingly-beautiful in appearance, but broad-shouldered and masculine in build. “Sir,” he said.
“Yes?” Miko asked.
The fawn regarded him with eyes unsteady and without focus. Though he already knew it was his eyes and his hair that startled the boy into silence, Miko tried to push it past him and nodded when the young fawn stepped closer into the room.
“You have been summoned,” he said.
“To the queen, I assume?” Miko asked.
“Yes sir. I have been asked to escort you to the castle.”
“All right then.” Miko stood. He set his book to the side and stepped forward, at first unsure whether or not he should set a hand on the young Elf’s shoulder, then confident in his decision. He smiled when the fawn turned his eyes up to him. “Your name is?”
“Delnis, sir.”
“Delnis,” Miko smiled, walking with the young Elf as he led him out of the room. “That’s a beautiful name.”
“Thank you.”
“Where are your parents?”
“They live in one of the villages outside the city,” Delnis said, descending the stairs slowly, as to not lose Miko in the throng of people situated about the bar. “I came here to train as a soldier.”
He’s so well versed.
Then again, he couldn’t necessarily judge his past experience’s on this young fawn’s behavior. In the years he’d spent with not only Odin, but Nova, he’d become used to contractions and the widespread variety of them throughout their dialogue. White Elf custom was to eliminate such things from speech, as words in pure form were meant to be beautiful, not harsh. It was no wonder why he’d received strange looks in the brief time he’d been here.
Oh well, he thought. It doesn’t matter.
As Delnis led him out of the bar and through the city, he couldn’t help but take notice of how much the world of White Elf culture had changed over the decades. Once a long, long time ago, they’d lived in wood hollowed out and structured cities across entwined colonies of trees. However long ago that was, he couldn’t and didn’t know. Regardless, it was breathtaking to see the city in hues of gold and pearl, some chalk-grey and others the color of onyx.
His eyes fell to a handsome shirtless Elf hovering over an anvil and the sparks shooting from the sword he currently stood constructing, then his attention lifted to a flower shop across from it and laughed at the harsh contradictions the two shared.
“Sir?” Delnis asked.
“Yes?”
“Is something wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” he said, straightening himself out as he gathered the attention of not only a few, but several Elves. “Let’s keep going.”
“Yes sir,” Delnis said.
While they continued navigating the long, nearly-empty roads, Miko couldn’t help but marvel over the ingenuity in some of the buildings. Though such things as power, steam and electricity didn’t exist this far south of the Hornblaris Mountains, they seemed unnecessary when compared to Elven society. Not once did he see a steam-powered pipe or a flying machine, nor did he see a bulb from which light was harnessed by glowing mushrooms.
None of this existed here in this strange, exotic world, and not once did one complain about the ethics of everyday life.
It isn’t needed, he thought. It’s not— Before he could finish, a building rose up before him, stopping his mind and, possibly most importantly, his heart.
It may have been the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, not only its form, but eccentricity. Some would have described it as a crown, a fountain upon which the entire Elven society existed, but to him, it looked like a pair of hands poised together at the wrists. Fingers spread eagle, thumbs and pinky-fingers touching, it extended into the sky to a miraculous height Miko found hard to comprehend before completing itself in one single, downward flourish, like a bell descending from a rope to marvel before the eyes of an entire society. Such a thing was enough to stop him in his tracks, and for several long moments he simply stood there staring at it, eyes close to weeping and heart fluttering about his chest like a giant butterfly in these very woods.
Can it be? he thought. Can it really, truly be?
“Sir?” Delnis asked, turning to face him.
“Is this it?” Miko asked.
“That is it, sir. Lesliana Castle.”
Miko closed his eyes.
Bowing his head, he took a deep breath and continued along with his young friend.
It was beautiful—far too beautiful.
“She’ll see you soon,” a guard said. “Wait here.”
Nodding, Miko set his hands in his lap and watched as the guard walked off.
Unsure what to do in a room where nothing but two chairs and a table with a lone candle existed, he merely sat there and waited for whatever was to come, heart weary and soul growing more and more pained by the moment.
It’d been so long—far, far too long. He couldn’t imagine what the female would say.
Does she remember? he thought.
Of course she would—few of his kind walked the world, much less someone like him. Not once had he heard of another porcelain-skinned beauty with eyes and hair so dark it threatened to push the day away, nor had he ever heard of an Elf with nails so pale some thought they were colored. No—he was true, exotic, foreign beyond composure and incomparable beyond doubt.
Few would believe he existed unless they looked upon him with their own two eyes.
In his heart, mind and soul, he knew that the queen would remember him.
Brace yourself. Calm your mind. Still your soul.
One breath in, one breath out—again and again he composed himself with this very ritual, breathing as though he was set to bless himself beneath the water, until finally his beating heart stilled and the butterflies in his mind ceased to exist.
When nothing arduous stirred within his body, he opened his eyes.
The doorknob turned.
Voices stirred beyond the threshold.
I know, a female voice said. Do not patronize me.
Your ladyship, you should not, another voice began, then stopped as it was cut off.
Miko breathed.
The door opened.
She was perhaps the most beautiful creature he had ever laid eyes upon.
Fair, exquisite, magical, majestic—she looked to be a Goddess who had fallen to earth with long, blonde hair and features so striking he could hardly believe he was looking upon a living, breathing thing. Cheekbones high, nose proud, nostrils set perfectly against the tip of her septum and lips so fine and pure he dreamed of touching them with not only his hands, but his lips. Such a sight before him was enough to set him afire, and had he less control, he knew his body would have stirred to reveal the desire that laced not only through his bones, but his veins, charging him with energy that could very well have been compared to lust.
Ahmleyana, he thought.
He stood, then immediately fell to his knee. “Your highness,” he said.
The Elf’s fingers curled around his shoulder. He dared not look up, for such an unprovoked act could disrespect the queen and send him sailing out of the room faster than he could have imagined, but when her grip on his shoulder tightened, he dared one look forward.
When her eyes captured his—when green so fine and pure it could not have compared to any living emerald looked upon him—his heart began to beat within his chest.
“Mikaeisto,” she said. “It has been too long.”
“Far too long, my lady.”
Miko stood. He reached forward and took her hand in his. Though delicate, her bones were strong, incomprehensible in the sense that this could really, truly be a woman, as it seemed than an Elven doe bore features similar to birds and were not meant to be handled so inappropriate. Not a flaw graced her hands as he traced her flesh with his thumb and not a thing felt out of place when he bowed his head to kiss the exquisite ring that adorned her finger.
“Thank you,” he said, “for granting me audience.”
“Do not thank me.” The Elf drew her hand away. “Seat yourself.”
He did. First crossing his arms across his chest, then thinking better and setting his palms in his lap, he looked upon the White Elf queen and watched as she seated herself with more grace than he could ever possibly imagine.
One leg kicked up and over her knee while the hand with her ring fell to her thigh, revealing just the barest glimpse of flesh beneath the folds of her awe-inspiring skirt.
So beautiful, he thought. So, so… beautiful.
“What is it you come to my kingdom for?” Ahmleyana asked.
“I come to you because the human kingdom is in danger.”
The queen pursed her lips. Her beautiful features darkened a shade, so much so that in brief moment, Miko could see her as something other than Elf—human, possibly, with weakness so real she could have truly aged.
Will she answer our plea? he thought. Will she?
The Abroen lay no more than a few hundred leagues away from the kingdom of Ornala, sequestered within a space known as the Great Divide that was so tight, thin and filled with trees it seemed no cities, much less people could exist. Depsite that, though, this thin space came ample opportunity. A carefully-calculated push could easily send the Elven people up in arms.
Bracing himself for the worst, Miko took a deep breath and waited for the queen to respond. As he waited, hands resting in his lap and eyes set straight ahead, a sense of unease overcame him under her intense gaze. She appeared to be looking into his very soul, gauging not only his actions, but emotions.
Such a thing would have made him squirm were he in lesser company, but somehow he was able to restrain himself from such human movements and remained firmly in place.
“Your highness?” he asked.
“Why should the Elven people grant assistance to the humans? They have never been one to cooperate when we asked for help.”
“That was ages ago, my queen. Humans were ignorant in years past.”
“As I am aware.”
“A nobleman has betrayed the Ornalan King.”
“I have been told.”
“This nobleman has been seen entering in and out of Denyon.”
“Denyon?” Ahmleyana frowned, lips curling down to the point where fine lines could be seen around her mouth. “Why would a human venture into such a wicked land?”
“We do not know. A small farming town was attacked by what I can only call a living cloud. The entire populace is gone. Reports say it is now under control by our enemy.”
“Which is?” the queen asked.
“Herald Monvich of Dwaydor.”
Pursing her lips, the queen set her feet to the floor and leaned back in her seat. Though dignified, graceful and articulate even in such a vulnerable position, he couldn’t help but frown at the sight of her in such a state.
She’s unsure, he thought.
“Your highness,” he said. “May I continue?”
“What more do you have to say?”
“The human king of Ornala has sent me here to ask for your assistance. Not only he, but his champion believe that should Herald be moving such a force in and out of Denyon, he may be aligned with things far greater than we know.”
“Denyon is wicked,” the queen agreed. “Evil, spiteful, blood-thirty—I can only imagine what horrors live there.”
“Yes, my queen. A scouting group who went to the town I spoke of before was attacked by flesh summons.”
“Flesh summons?”
“Yes, your highness. Flesh summons. This leads me to believe that there may be Drow in their midst.”
At this, the queen frowned. Since the audience had begun, her appearance and her beauty had only continued to deteriorate. Her majesty, once unparalleled, now rivaled most common Elves, and even then her expressions were only serving to make her lesser—not ugly, he would say, but weak, frozen in a state of shock and likely anger.
“Necromancy is forbidden by the high court,” the queen finally said, lacing her fingers together. “You say that it has been used in the human kingdom?”
“I myself and my party were followed by a flesh summon. It was magicked to speak.”
“And what did it say?”
“It told us to run.”
Ahmleyana frowned. Once more her beauty faded. Shadows lined her cheeks where normally there were none and her eyes seemed hollow, pits in her skull and wells in her mind. Frightening was not the word he would use to describe the Elven queen, but at that moment—when she looked to be nothing more than a creature with human emotion—Miko couldn’t help but look upon her as weak.
“I do not know what to make of this,” the queen said, standing. “Thank you for your time, Mikaeisto.”
“What is your answer?” he asked.
“To what?”
“Ornala’s cry for help.”
“I do not know,” the queen said.
When she turned and started for the door, Miko’s heart sunk. He couldn’t have come all this way for nothing—he just couldn’t.
Act now, before it’s too late.
“Your highness,” he said.
The queen turned. “Yes?” she asked.
“Will you speak with me again,” he said. “Before I leave?”
“I will.”
As the queen left the audience chamber, leaving behind not only lost answers, but unsure emotions, Miko couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread in his heart.
If the Elves weren’t even willing to notice their cry, how would Odin and Nova coerse the Dwarves?
 
*
 
“Water,” Nova breathed, falling to his knees to the pool before them and drinking as though starved of moisture.
Leading not only his horse, but Nova’s to the pool, Odin sighed when he kneeled down and drank fresh water for the first time in days. Throat parched and lips cracked, the moisure made him feel alive and as though he’d just drank an elixir that healed not only his wounds, but the pain in his heart.
Finally, he thought, splashing his face with the moisture. After so many days.
Where such a stream had come from he couldn’t be sure. His first recollection led him to believe that it was one of the many fabled streams that supposedly ran the length of the Three Kingdoms from the Hornblaris Mountains and toward the western side of Ornala. It would, of course, explain the fish, as they seemed to number aplenty even though they were quite small, but it didn’t explain why this point of the river had managed to reveal itself above the earth.
Maybe it’s fate, he mused. Or maybe it’s a miracle.
Either way, he wouldn’t complain.
“You all right?” Odin asked, laughing when Nova raised his head after dunking his face in the pool.
“More than fine,” Nova said. He stripped his shirt from his chest and dipped it into the water, sighing as he padded his underarms and chest with it. “You fill the canteens yet?”
“Working on it,” he replied.
Odin filled each of the thirteen canteens as full as he could before he bowed his head and drank until his stomach felt as though it would explode. Content with the bloat he now felt, Odin leaned back and allowed the horses free range of the greenery and water before them. Though it was still midafternoon, they would likely be stopping for the day, if only to relax from the hard days’ worth of travel.
Besides, he thought. I can finally clean Nova’s bruises off.
He imagined they hurt fairly badly, being so black and blue, but somehow the man managed. He even waded into the water a ways and sighed as it swallowed him up to just below his arms. “You coming?” he asked.
“In a second,” Odin said, lifting his head to look at the horses. “Bet you guys like this, huh?”
The horses whinnied in response.
Though Nova’s horse didn’t speak, it seemed to offer a slight nod in response.
Funny, he thought, how it’ll talk one day and not another.
Stripping his clothes off his body, he waded into the water.
The day seemed to end quickly as they waded through the water and bathed as though they’d never touched such moisture in years. By the time night fell and the crescent moon lay halfway across the sky, they were sitting before the fire with quilts wrapped about their bodies, fresh fish boiling in a pot and biscuits steaming at their sides.
“So good,” Nova thought, breathing in the smell, “to have fresh food.”
Nodding, Odin reached down, took a biscuit in his hands and almost moaned when he felt the bread melt in his mouth.
At their side, the horses whinnied as the wind came up.
“I wish we had blankets for them,” Nova sighed, looking over his shoulder to stare at their mounts.
“They’re close enough to feel the warmth,” Odin said, looking down at the fire before them. “Besides—they’re tough. They have fur.”
“I know, but still—it sucks how cold it gets here at night.”
Yeah, Odin thought. No kidding.
A little more than depressed at the idea of their mounts freezing, Odin pulled the quilt from his back and walked over to his mount. He draped the blanket over its shoulders and laughed when the creature bowed its head into the curve of his neck.
“Thanks,” he whispered, pressing his face to the horse’s snout.
The horse whinnied in response.
Shortly thereafter, Nova stepped forward and draped his own blanket over his mount.
They returned to the fire and the night that beckoned them.
 
*
 
Rest did not come easy for him.
Lying in perhaps the largest bed he had ever been in with a cloth over his naked waist and his arm set over his brow, Miko forced himself not to think of his meeting with the queen by drowning his thoughts in color. Blues, purples, pinks, shades of white, hues of grey, the utter and tangible source of darkness—all exploded in his mind as twisted rainbows meant only to calm him. Instead, though, they turned to firestoms. In these infernos, he saw not only his friends, but a kingdom torn asunder by the hands of corpses and razed to the ground through fire, buildings destroyed and rivers stained red with blood.
Stop, he finally decided after what felt like several insurmountable moments of torture. Do not allow this to control you.
Regardless, it did, and the visions only continued to get worse. In one he saw Odin’s chest impaled on a stake, while in another he saw Nova torn apart by wicked, hellish hounds, first striped of the flesh on his hands, then of the meat on his throat.
No. You can’t let this happen.
A catapult fired a burning load of rock into the side of Ornala’s castle. Debris cascaded down around the last stronghold in the entire country and killed entire families. The spear-point tips of the towers fell, crushing homes and scattering inhabitants like ants; glass exploded and impaled those hovering close to the castle; walls came down in one mighty swoop and crushed anything that happened to be huddled too close for comfort. Children, even, bore swords at this moment, and as the enemy men stormed the grounds, they slaughtered the youth whole, leaving no mercy to the young, restless or innocent.
When Miko opened his eyes, light pierced through the window above him.
A dream? he thought, pushing himself up.
Running a hand through his hair, he tried to compose himself at this impossibly-early hour of the morning and stood to make his way to the bathing chamber. Once there, he began to run a bath, fascinated by the ornate fixture of vine-like pipes that glowed pale blue as they forced water into the tub.
“Magic,” he whispered.
The static in the air overwhelmed him.
Reaching up, he set his hands over his ears, sighed, then took a long, deep breath.
Release your anger. Calm your thoughts. Unlock your mind.
When the breath passed out his lips, all sound ceased to exist.
Opening his eyes, Miko looked at the slowly-filling tub before him.
“She will be here soon,” he whispered, settling himself into the pool. “Don’t worry yourself.”
He lifted a bar of soap and began to wash himself off.
A knock came at the door.
“Sir?” a familiar voice asked.
Miko opened the door. Delnis appeared, fair hair done back into a braid and blue eyes sparkling in the midafternoon light. “Yes?” Miko replied.
“The queen is ready to see you.”
Miko slid his sword into its place at his side and followed the young Elf out the door.
“We are willing to aid the Ornalan Kingdom,” Ahmleyana said.
Miko braced himself for any further psychological attacks. Hands braced at the small of his back and feet firmly in place, he looked upon the Elven queen with respect and admiration he had never felt in his life. Today, she looked beautiful. In this he saw compassion and understanding he had not expected from a queen pitying a cursed Halfling.
She’s a beautiful person, he thought. A beautiful soul.
“Are there any conditions?” Miko asked.
“Not that I currently see,” the queen said, sliding her hand along the frame of a chair before seating herself in it. “You are currently working for King Ournul of Ornala, are you not?”
“I am,” Miko said, waiting for the queen’s nod before he, too, seated himself.
“What is it he asks from us?”
“Your military force. As much as you can offer.”
“When, and in what ranks?”
“Within the next three months. Whatever you can send.”
“I am sure your king is aware that our forest is more than vulnerable should we send a majority of our military force,” the queen said, setting her hands in her lap. “As I am sure you are.”
“I am, your highness.”
“Which leads me to beckon the question… what does the king offer in return?”
“His cooperation.”
“His cooperation?” Ahmleyana laughed. “Since when have humans been cooperative with Elves?”
“I have seen the king’s kindness. His trust is strong.”
“Are you sure he is not pitying you?”
Pitying me? he frowned, unsure how to reply. When a moment passed without any word from Ahmleyana, he frowned, leaned forward and set both of his hands on his knees. “I do not see any reason for him to pity me,” he finally said.
“You are a Halfling, Mikaeisto. He may pity you for your curse.”
“It is as much a blessing as it is a curse.”
“Being different?” the queen asked.
“I am not blind to what I am, your highness. I only ask that you see me as an individual, not as a group.”
“I imagine that is hard for you, given your lineage.”
It is, he thought, but only nodded.
Standing, the queen reached forward, clasped Miko’s hand, then pulled him up with strength expected though still surprising. “Come,” she said. “We have much to discuss.”
 
*
 
The mountains rose before them like giants lumbering in the distance. Old, cold, darkened in this early hour of the morning and intimidating in scope, they stared upon them as though sentient and knowledgeable of their presence. Such a sight so early in the morning when it would normally be light out was intimidating, but up close—so near to the very place the sun rose each and every day—the darkness seemed absolute. Not a shard of light broke through its peaks and offered them a look at what was to come, nor was there a draft of wind warm light and comforting in nature. They could have been alone, two men lost in the world, and forever they would wander in darkness perpetual, banished by humanity to the place where even the small dare not dwell within the highest peaks of the world.
“This is it,” Nova sighed. “We’re here.”
The Hornblaris Mountains—home not only to Dwarves, but to so many other, unknown things.
Am I really ready for this? Odin thought. Am I?
How he could answer such a question was beyond him. He knew nothing of allegations, of debate, coercion, or words large and full of purpose. Obtaining the horse had been a fluke, a ploy bought not in words, but gold, and with so much money nestled not only in their pockets, but their mountains, how he would ever convince the Dwarves to help them was beyond him.
Regardless, he couldn’t focus on the questions. Instead, he would concentrate on answers, the only true thing he could hope to accomplish when debating creatures known to be not only ignorant, but arrogant.
Kicking his mount into gear, Odin ushered the horse forward with a simple thought of thanks and sighed as a cold draft of air snaked its way down the mountains and toward them.
Like a banshee, it hit hard, nails bared and teeth extended.
When Odin stopped shivering, he couldn’t help but laugh.
“What’s so funny?” Nova asked, voice wary and filled with question.
Nothing, he thought. Absolutely nothing at al.
“It’s just,” he began, then started laughing again before he could finish.
“We’ve been going all this time… and now we’re finally here.”
“Yeah,” Nova said, extending his word as though unsure. “I don’t see your point.”
Does it matter?
“Give me the map,” Odin said.
Fumbling at his side, Nova took his time in finding the very parchment, but secured it from the saddlebag, he immediately slid it into Odin’s hands and sighed as another cold wind came up.
All right, Odin thought. Let’s see here…
Trailing his finger across the surface of the map, Odin fingered through the annexes Miko had included until he found the one that would mark their current location. He pulled it free from the twine, twisted it about until he had it right-side up, then sighed when he found that they would still have one, if not two days left to go.
“Something wrong?” Nova asked.
“No,” Odin sighed. “It’s just… we still have a little ways to go.”
“Oh well. Not much we can do about it, right?”
“Not really.”
After securing the map at his side, he rubbed his hands together and channeled warmth not only through him, but Nova and the horses.
“That you?” Nova asked.
“Yeah.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it.”
 
- - -
 
It seemed colder at the foot of the mountain. So close to the tip of the world, to the very place the sun rose every morning, Odin thought he could see snow when the afternoon began to wane on. This, however, was quickly refuted by Nova, who said it was not snow he was seeing sparkling atop the mountain, but gems.
“You’ve never heard of that?” the man asked.
“No,” Odin frowned, still unsure about his friend’s proclamation. “Well, wait.
Now I remember. We saw them when we came in from Fisherman’s Point.”
“Yeah,” Nova said, steadying his horse in place and pointing to a sparkling point on the mountain. “It’s gems up there, not snow.”
“Why haven’t the Dwarves gotten to them?” he frowned, still unclear of the principal as to why there would be so many sapphires, emeralds, rubies and a variety of other stones left untouched by the Dwarves.
“They say that so far up, there isn’t any air to breathe—that if you even try to get up there, you’ll choke to death like you would from smoke.”
“That’s… unsettling,” Odin said, shivering as once again a cold wind came up.
“You’re telling me,” Nova said. “Just imagine how much gold in gems is up there.”
Thousands? Odin thought. Maybe more?
Though it didn’t particularly matter, such an idea forced his mind into higher places and his senses into overdrive. He imagined not only rubies, sapphires and emeralds, but other, even more exotic gems—topaz, garnet, onyx, possibly even pearl, though he wasn’t particularly sure if pearls could be found anywhere other than the ocean.
They probably can, he mused. Who’s to say it can’t happen?
No one could argue the logistics of anything being anywhere at a particular time. Sure—they may have only found pearls in the ocean, but that didn’t mean the creatures that created them couldn’t live on mountains. Maybe, just maybe, they had evolved, changing varied on the dynamic scope of nature and flourishing through natural selection. So high up, what was there to endanger them, if not the air itself?
“Hey, Odin,” Nova said.
“Yeah?” Odin asked.
“Want to make a wager?”
“On what?”
“The first Dwarf we meet.”
“All right,” Odin frowned.
“I’ll bet you the first Dwarf we run into will scream that we’re trying to steal his treasure.”
“That’s ridiculous, Nova. You know that’s just a stereotype.”
“Fuck stereotypes. That’s all I’ve ever heard about Dwarves.”
That’s what you call a stereotype, Odin thought, but didn’t say anything.
When he reached out and shook Nova’s hand, he couldn’t help but laugh.
 
- - -
 
Fresh snow cascaded around them as night fell and the day was shadowed in darkness.
“Huh,” Nova said, reaching up to test the flakes as though unsure if they actually existed. “Snow.”
“Yeah,” Odin frowned, crouching down to begin to assemble the fire.
Though he’d never thought they would run into such difficulties, he couldn’t necessarily blame himself—it hadn’t snowed on the way through Ornala, and it had been much too warm in Germa for clouds to develop during the day and shower moisture upon the night. How was he to know there would be snow in Kegdulan?
Because it’s shadowed, he thought, by the mountains.
Either way, he couldn’t necessarily concern himself. Instead, he arranged the firewood in a circle, struck a stone to his flint, then sighed as the fire began to bloom to life.
“Where’re we putting these horses?” Nova asked, leaning down beside him.
“I don’t know,” he said, looking up to survey the area. “You may have to put the nails down.”
“I don’t really trust ‘em.”
“Neither do I, but it’s the only thing we’ll have to do.”
While Nova led the horses a few paces away from camp and began to secure them in their place on the side of the hill, Odin prepared to assemble the night’s dinner. When he opened the bag that held their relations, he sighed when he came out with only a few pieces of jerky and stale biscuits.
“Nova,” he said.
“Yeah?” the man replied.
“We need to get something to eat.”
The deer lay in the distance. Head held proud, antlers towering from its skull, it turned its head just in time to catch Odin looking at it from his place in the distance.
Stay, he said.
The deer’s ears flickered.
He released from his hand the concentrated shot of air.
Upon impact, the deer’s head snapped up, then back.
As it struck ground, it appeared as though they had their night’s dinner.
“We’re getting closer here,” Nova said, leaning over the map.
After a filling dinner of venison, they sat over the map looking over not only the annexes, but the in-depth details of how to navigate through the mines and approach the Dwarven city of Ehknac. Head spinning, eyes crossing from the amount of neat handwriting written on the sides of each individual page, Odin leaned back when he felt his eyes were about to slip out of his head and reached up to rub his temples.
“A lot of shit to go through,” Nova said, turning his head up to look Odin in the eyes.
“Yeah,” Odin sighed. “It is.”
They would get there, in time, though it would be difficult navigating what Miko described as ‘Thor’s Hammer,’ in which the journey would first begin along a winding section of cliff on one side and a depthless canyon on the other, then as a bridge hewn from stone. Said Hammer, as long and dangerous as it appeared to be, was formed by Dwarven hands and as such was safe to travel, though its handle extended throughout the depthless canyons until it led into another cave-like path. There, the map said, the path would lead them to the first major Dwarven city, which was clearly marked with a star and what appeared to be an exclamatory point.
We can do this, Odin thought. Don’t worry yourself.
There was no way they could take the horses through the mines. Not only would they serve as a hindrance, but they may very well get them killed were they not careful to keep them in check.
“We’re coming on this in three days,” Nova said, reaching out to cup Odin’s shoulder. “You gonna be ok?”
“I’ll be fine,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Don’t worry about it.”
Though he didn’t bother to mention how terribly afraid of heights he was, he didn’t think it was necessary. Such information would only lead Nova to believe that he was incapable of proceeding into the mountain and as such not only make their journey awkward, but troublesome.
Bad enough that you’ve never climbed a tree.
Maybe, just maybe if he had taken a dare as a child and tried to climb the highest tree in Felnon, he wouldn’t have the deathly fear of heights he had.
The meat sizzled at their side.
“Food’s ready,” Nova said.
At that moment, Odin couldn’t help but wonder if he still had an appetite.
He dreamed of insufferable depths in a mine so dark he could barely see three feet in front of them. Torch strung forward, magicked hand lighting a path for Nova behind him, he moved along a long, winding path that led to what appeared to be a thin, stone-carved bridge and desperately tried to maintain his balance as the path dipped and the road snaked into an intricate flourish. Once, when he stepped too far forward, he slipped and would have fallen had Nova not reached out to catch him, and in response nearly lost his sense of reality and almost began to cry.
It’s all right, Nova’s dream-self said. Everything’s going to be all right.
When a pair of glowing red eyes looked at them from the darkness, Odin jolted out of sleep.
“You all right?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position. “I am.”
Staring into the fire, surprised at not only its strength, but veracity, Odin pushed his hands forward and channeled just enough energy into it to bring it to a fever pitch. Flames curling toward the sky, sparks lashing from its surfaces, he reached down to lock his hands before his knees and sighed when his stomach made an unsettling rumbling sound.
“Stomach problems?” his friend asked.
“Maybe,” Odin said. “I’m not sure.”
In truth, he wasn’t. How was he to know if the pains in his stomach were caused not by the dream, but the meat they’d just eaten? He doubted it was the latter, mostly because they’d spent a painstaking amount of time preparing the food, and though the former seemed the most likely for his answer, he couldn’t help but feel as though the dream had nothing to do with his physical ailments.
There isn’t anything you can do about what’s coming ahead, he thought, forcing himself to smile when Nova winked and offered him a grin. Just don’t
worry about it. Not much else you can do until then.
“Nova,” Odin said. “Can I admit something without you freaking out?”
“What is it?” the man frowned.
“I’m afraid of heights.”
Nova had no response.
Behind them, one of the horses whinnied as the snow began to fall once more, but the sound did little to deter Nova’s unsure gaze and his slightly-trembling lip.
There you go. Now you’ve done it.
“I’m… not sure what to say,” Nova said, turning to look down into the fire.
“I’m scared shitless about what we’re about to do.”
“I know.”
“I’m afraid of leaving the horses.”
“I’m sure we can leave them off in a town. There is a village near the entrance.”
“I know.”
“And I’m sure the mines aren’t as bad as Miko made them out to be.”
How do you know?
How could anyone know? Unless they’d entered the mine, no one could say how steep their path was, how much it wound to and fro or if it offered them any respite in the form of handholds. No— nothing and no one could determine their route unless they had previously took it.
Which is highly unlikely, considering it’s a human village.
“Hey,” Nova said, reaching over to squeeze Odin’s shoulder. “Maybe we can find a guide while we’re at the village.”
“You think?” Odin asked.
“I’d be surprised if we couldn’t,” Nova said.
With that, Odin settled back into his bedroll and closed his eyes.
When the glowing red eyes looked back at him, he knew sleep would not come easy.
They came to the town of Arbrinder the following dawn. Eyes bleary and unfocused from the lack of lighting, they initially stumbled upon the village without truly realizing they were there. Carved and styled much like the wood of Fisherman’s Point, the town assaulted them with darkened wood and structures not completely human. Odin could already tell that the city had to be home to more than humans based solely off how small some of the homes were.
“Dwarves in a human village,” Nova mused, stepping up the pace alongside Odin.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “It’s… different.”
“Different?” the man laughed.
“I’m just not used to it. I—“
The first Dwarf Odin had ever seen looked up from her place near a clothesline and stared at him as though he was foreign and completely monstrous. At about four feet tall with a small, stocky build, stout shoulders and large hands, she looked as though a human infant would possibly in the first five years of its life, though from the length of her hair and her womanly features, she had to have at least been thirty, if not forty years of age. She stared at them with eyes deep yet strikingly-beautiful, watching both Nova and Odin as they came forward and approached upon their horses. Upon seeing her, Odin could do little more than stare, but he eventually fell out of his shock and raised his hand in greeting, which the Dwarf quickly returned by raising a hand of her own.
“Where you boys from?” she asked, lifting her head from her work.
“Ornala,” Odin said.
“The Golden Country? What’re you doing all the way up here?”
“We’re actually trying to get into the mines,” Nova said, slapping the back of Odin’s head when he once again began to stare.
“You won’t be getting into the mines with those things,” the woman said, stepping forward. Compared to the horse’s leg, she looked like a baby, much less a full grown woman. “My name is Carmen Delarosa. Who might you be?”
“Nova Eternity,” Nova said, leaning down to take her hand. “And this here’s the king’s champion.”
“A champion?” Carmen asked.
“Yes ma’am,” Odin said, dismounting. He fell to his knee at her side and took her hand in his, startled at not only its size, but its rough texture. He had to keep reminding himself that this was indeed a full-grown woman, at least as full grown as her race could possibly get. “My name is Odin Karussa. We come because our kingdom is in danger.”
“And you’re looking for Dwarf help?” she laughed. “Why?”
Why? Odin frowned, staring into her chocolate-colored eyes and searching for the answers he so desperately wanted.
“I ask because it’s not like Dwarves can fight full-grown men in hand-to-hand combat,” Carmen Delarosa said, laughing and slapping Odin’s shoulder.
“Then again, we Dwarves have our own tricks.”
“We’re looking for any help we can get,” Nova said.
“Tell you what,” the Dwarf woman replied. “Why don’t you boys get yourselves on over to the inn and I’ll meet you, say, dinnertime, at the bar.”
“All right,” Nova said. “Odin? You ready?”
“I’m ready,” he said. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“Call me Carmen,” the woman said. “‘Ma’am’ makes me sound old.”
“I wonder what she wants,” Odin said, nodding to the waiter as he carried forth a platter of food.
“She’s probably bringing someone who can help us,” Nova said, grabbing the waiter’s arm. “Hey, waiter—bin more liquor, will you?
“Yes sir,” the man said, skirting off into the kitchen.
Lifting a piece of chicken from the platter, Odin slid the morsel into his mouth and sighed at how it crunched beneath its teeth. He couldn’t remember having food so good in the past several weeks, much less ever.
Just goes to show you how long we’ve been on the road.
After shaking his head and steadying his thoughts, Odin continued to eat as though starved and without comprehension of his stomach. Nova, eating much the same way, ordered more drinks, then laughed as a waitress carried a fizzing bottle about four feet long over.
“Don’t drink too much,” Odin said, nodding as the waitress filled his cup.
“I won’t,” Nova said. “Don’t worry.”
“Pour me a glass of that wine,” a familiar voice said.
Odin looked up. Carmen Delarosa stood with her hands on her hips and what appeared to be a mace dangling at her side. “Carmen,” he said.
“Good evening, boys.”
“Evenin’,” Nova said.
“Are you joining us for dinner?” Odin asked.
“If you’ll have me, sure.”
“Here you are ma’am,” the waitress said.
“Thank you honey,” Carmen said, sliding a piece of copper into the waitress’
hand. She turned her dark eyes on Odin and smiled when she caught him staring. “I’m guessing I’m the first Dwarf either of you have ever seen.”
“Pretty much,” Nova said.
“You’ll have to excuse me,” Odin said. “I always seem to do this when I meet someone who isn’t human.”
“You’ve friends on the outer races?” Carmen asked.
“An Elf Halfling.”
“We’ve also met a few Ogres,” Nova added.
“Sounds like the two of you are adventurers.”
“Sort of,” Odin said, smiling as Nova smacked his leg and laughed. “You said you wanted to meet us after I mentioned having someone lead us through the mines.”
“Ah, yes.” Carmen lifted a piece of chicken from the platter and nibbled the end of it before setting it down on a napkin. “I’m here to let you gentlemen know that I, Carmen Delarosa, will be leading you through the Dachtan Mines.”
“You?” Nova barked.
“Yes, me. Did I stick a toad in your ear while I wasn’t looking?”
“Excuse him,” Odin said. “We’re just not used to women offering their assistance.”
“I’ll have you know, Mr. King’s Champion, that I’m quite well known for my exploits in the Dwarven world. Why, who do you think slayed the Drake of Ehknac?”
“A drake?” Nova asked.
“I thought dragons didn’t exist,” Odin mumbled.
“Oh, they did—still do too, if I remember correctly.”
“So you’re a warrior,” Nova said, reaching over to lift, then kiss her hand with his sauce-stained lips. “Excuse my rude behavior.”
“You’re excused, just so long as you agree to let me lead you through the Mines.”
“Are you willing?” Odin asked.
“Oh, I’m more than willing. Besides—I’ve been meaning to make the trip myself anyway, though the damn Angels have been making it hell to get to and from anywhere.”
“Angels?” Nova asked. “What do you—“
“You haven’t heard of the Hornblarin Angels?” Carmen asked. When both Odin and Nova shook their heads, she laughed and took a long, hearty sip from her glass of wine. “They’re a race of winged creatures that live in the front part of the mountains, most specifically in the canyons surrounding Thor’s Hammer.”
“Have they been attacking people?” Odin frowned.
“Oh, not just attacking—killing, sometimes sending them falling to their deaths, and anyone who knows the canyons know that they’re supposedly endless. You’re apt to die of starvation before you actually hit the bottom.”
At that moment, the red eyes Odin had seen in his dream flashed before his vision and inspired a terror so great he choked on the food he was eating. He pounded his chest, grimaced, then swallowed, sighing when it went down but discontent with the feeling that something may have very well went up his nasal cavity.
“You all right?” Nova asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Sorry.”
“There’s ways to avoid them,” Carmen said, “so don’t you boys worry.”
“We’re not,” Nova said. “Right, Odin?”
Though he couldn’t reply for fear of betraying his true feelings, Odin gave a slight nod.
“Finally,” Nova sighed, collapsing into one of the beds. “Peace.”
At least for tonight, Odin thought, settling down on the extra bed in the room.
Taking a slow, deep breath, he looked out the window and sighed when he saw the last tendrils of light fading in the distance. As he’d expected, it had started to snow, though that would make no real difference once they entered the mine.
What’ll it be like?
He could imagine it already—dark, possibly speckled with fabled, growing mushrooms, home to giant insects seen only in glimpses and, as Carmen Delarosa had said, the Hornblarin Angels. Whether or not they were truly what he’d seen in his dream he couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that a pair of eyes had looked back at him—a pair of red, glowing eyes.
You should have asked about them.
What purpose would that have served other than to unnerve him even further? He already had doubts about walking through the mine, much less for one or two days at a time, so he saw no need for an in-depth description about the Angels or just what they were.
A race of winged creatures that live in the front part of the mountains.
From the way she’d spoken of them, she made them sound sentient, or at least partially so. Why they would want to attack humans or Dwarves was beyond him, but if they were truly creatures, as she’d so simply put them, he couldn’t necessarily blame them. Animals acted on instinct—disturb the nest and you’re bound to face the mother.
“Nova,” he said.
“Yeah, bud?”
“You’re not worried about going into the Mines, are you?”
“Oh, I’m scared shitless.”
“How come you haven’t said anything?”
“Because I didn’t want to worry you,” the man said. “And besides—no point in saying you’re scared. Hell, we have a woman coming with us. That gives us no excuse to be chickenshit.”
Odin assumed it didn’t, but even then, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could suppress his fear enough to actually overcome it once they stepped foot on Thor’s Hammer.
You have the whole night to rest on it, he thought.
Though that gave him no good will, at least he could sleep tonight—maybe, if his thoughts allowed him.
With dawn came not only a knock at the door, but the greatest sense of dread Odin had ever felt in his life.
Rising from his place in the bed, Odin crossed the room and opened the door to find Carmen Delarosa dressed in raveler’s best. In trousers much too long, a tunic equipped with what looked to be several daggers and throwing stars, and gauntlets upon her wrists, she looked to be a woman on a mission, a woman that could very easily lead them through the Mines and protect them from anything that got in their way.
“You ready, boys?”
“Gettin’ there,” Nova said.
“Do you have a family here?” Odin asked.
“Oh, yes, I do. My husband’s human.”
“He is?” Nova frowned.
“Uh huh.” Carmen leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t worry. I get asked that all the time.”
“How do you guys… uh—“
“Nova!” Odin laughed.
“It works either way,” the Dwarf shrugged, stepping further into the room.
She took count of their two packs and their weapons lying at their sides.
“Beautiful weapons, boys.”
“Thank you, Carmen.”
“No need to thank me. I know a good blade when I see one.” She drew the mace from her side. “This, though…”
It didn’t need much description. As a mace, it was perhaps the most beautiful blunt weapon Odin had ever seen. Molded in dark steel, tipped with sharp barbs and adorned with blue sapphires in between the nooks where the barbed points rose to complete the crown of the weapon, she held it in her hand as though it were a prize worth fighting for, an armament he thought could be heralded in legend and told of throughout the ages.
If it’s really true, he thought, she’s already something of a legend.
Carmen Delarosa, Drake Slayer of Ehknac—it had a nice ring to it, regardless of her stature, and seeing her hold her weapon, he could see that she truly was a warrior, not just a nobody trying to make a name for herself.
As Nova finished preparing and smoothing the erratic hairs on his chin, Odin bent down and slung his pack over his shoulder, sighing as he realized that in no more than an hour, they would be entering the very place he’d had nightmares about.
Oh well. You can get through this. Trust me.
“Do we need to bring torches with us?” Odin asked.
“Don’t worry,” Carmen smiled. “I have that covered.”
They stood looking before the opening of the cave as though it would be the last place they ever entered. Near hysteria but somehow managing regardless, Odin steadied himself with one long, deep breath and looked down as Carmen reached into the pack at her feet and pulled out a jar of something.
“What’s that?” Nova asked.
“A friend,” the Dwarf said.
She lifted the capped jar to reveal a translucent slug. Wiggling feebly, it raised itself up on the back half of its body and seemed to wave at Odin with its dozens of tiny feelers. The sight alone was enough to make Odin smile, despite his unease, and the innocence of it all even managed to make him feel a bit better. “What’s he for?” Odin asked, reaching out to set a finger on the glass.
“He’s to light the way,” Carmen said.
“He glows?”
“He does more than glow, my friend. He shines.”
Not sure what else to say, Odin watched the Dwarf progress toward the opening of the cave and tried to steel himself for the journey ahead. The fact that the face of the cave looked like a beast’s open jaw did nothing to reassure him.
“You gonna be all right?” Nova asked, pressing a hand to his shoulder.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “I’ll be ok.”
Maybe, if I’m lucky.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped forward, toward the cave that would likely drive him insane before he even stepped foot in it. He had to keep telling himself that no matter what he did—no matter what horrors lay within, both living and inanimate—he would eventually reach his goal. After so many long months on the road, it was the only thing that was keeping him steady, much less in any decent frame of mind.
It’s all right. You’ve got a guide with a glowing slug and you have your best
friend at your side. Nothing can go wrong, right?
He tried not to think about it.
When Carmen stepped into the darkness, the slug in her jar glowed to life.
“Nothing to worry about,” Nova laughed, clapping Odin’s back. “Right?”
“Right,” he said.
As he took his first step into the cave, it seemed as though his lungs had stopped working.
It took Odin no more than a moment to draw his first breath of air.
His fear only continued to escalate. As they progressed into the cave, leaving behind not only the light of mid-morning, but the clean, pristine air, Odin’s heart began to flutter and palpitations began the chorus of dread throughout his chest. His lungs the cellos, his heart the drum and his rasps of breath the harp, he became a living, breathing instrument with each and every step. In front of them, Carmen hummed a tune that, while foreign, seemed to correlate with the very sounds his body was now making, and though completely silent in nature, he couldn’t help but feel as though his mind was screaming out for help.
The darkness absolute in front of them, he carried on, one hand braced against the rock and his feet as close to the mine’s wall as possible.
“It’s not too bad once we get going,” Carmen said, speaking for the first time since they’d entered the cave. “The worst part comes up in about a day or so.”
“How long do you think it’ll take us to get there?” Nova asked.
“Two days, maybe three if we go slow.”
We’re taking our time, Odin thought, but kept his mouth shut.
Were they to go too quickly, he knew it would only serve to further his anxiety.
Shaking his head, steadying himself in place, Odin took a slow, deep breath before he continued to follow Carmen throughout the mine. Before them, the jar glowed as though a miniature sun trapped within the confines of a globe, lighting not only the path before them, but the mines around. Moisture snaked the surface of distant rocks and stalactites bowed down as though wax dripping from a candle maker’s pot, while in the distance, what appeared to be Dwarf-hewn mining marked the rocks on the far, distant side, though how they’d managed to get there was beyond Odin’s measure, as there seemed to be no easy way in order to navigate the walls in order to get to those particular sections of the cave.
Doesn’t matter, he thought. Don’t think about it.
Then again, thinking about such things was the only solution to the fear coursing through his body. It kept him not only from dwelling on their current situation, but the pits to their side.
One step, his conscience taunted, and you will fall.
No—he wouldn’t fall, not in a longshot. Carmen led the way, her small form guiding them throughout the darkness with her glowing slug. There was no possible way he could fall—unless, of course, he tripped, or stumbled, or misjudged a step, or slipped on a puddle of moisture that, though not here now, could be soon.
“Odin,” Nova said.
“What?” he asked.
“You’re shaking.”
“I’m scared,” he finally said, the words stopping Carmen in her tracks. When the Dwarf turned to look at him, he let out an uneasy laugh and tried to compose himself. “Sorry, guys, but I can’t help it.”
“It is a bit frightening,” Carmen mused, looking down at the jar in her hands.
“Would it help if you carried the slug?”
“No. That’d only make it worse.”
“Pray tell?”
“I don’t know where to go.”
“Ah.” Carmen nodded. “All right then. If you’re scared, just think of it this way—it doesn’t get any worse, at least not until the hammer, and even then, the path has been carved into a bridge. There’s support beams on either side of you once you get there.”
“See?” Nova asked, slapping Odin across the back. “Everything’ll be fine.”
Odin could only hope so.
After an undeterminable amount of time, they settled down in a hollowed-out grotto and prepared to rest for the night. Slug glowing before them, meats, cheeses and breads laid out on a platter, they ate in silence and without any real content. Nova eventually began to make small talk with Carmen, mostly about family life and his future aspirations of fatherhood, but Odin hardly paid attention. He was having a hard enough time keeping his food down.
At least you’re not throwing up.
He’d heard of nerves so horrible that bile could rise in your throat and stain your mouth in phlegm, and while he didn’t currently suffer from that, it seemed as though it would soon come, creeping up his throat like a spider and laying its eggs of doubt.
“Hey,” Nova said, reaching out to touch his arm. “You ok, buddy?”
“I’m better than earlier,” Odin confessed, taking a deep breath and shoving the last of his bread in his mouth. “I’m sorry I’m such a coward.”
“You’re no such thing,” Carmen said, pressing her finger to the jar as the slug leaned forward and seemed to embrace the tip of her digit. “Everyone has a fear they can’t control.”
“Do you have one?” Nova asked.
“Yes, of course.”
“I’ve never been a fan of thunderstorms,” Nova said, “especially not after I nearly died in one.”
“I’m scared of horses,” Carmen sighed. “As silly as that sounds, I’m always afraid of being stepped on by one, though I guess I can’t blame myself, given my height and all.”
“How did you talk to us when we first arrived in Arbrinder then?” Odin frowned.
“Easy—you were away from me. I could’ve easily run into the house if I needed to.”
Nova laughed. He slapped his hand on his thigh and leaned back in his seat.
“See, Odin? We’ve all got something we’re afraid of.”
“So there’s no need to feel guilty about being afraid,” Carmen nodded. “Tell you what—get some sleep. I’ll keep the first watch.”
“All right,” Odin sighed, settling down into his bedroll. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure. I’m not that tired anyway.”
When he closed his eyes—when absolute darkness overtook him—Odin passed out almost immediately.
He lay awake watching the far walls for any sign of movement. Paranoia fueling his mind and anxiety coursing through his heart, each and every flicker of light was a sign, a feather in the night and a pair of red eyes in the darkness.
It’s ok, he thought, drawing the bedroll tighter around him. There’s nothing
here with you.
Maybe Carmen was wrong—maybe there were no Hornblarin Angels, no beauties with white crowns and feathers. Maybe there wasn’t anything here, because this godforsaken place was practically underground and nothing could possibly live here.
But the Dwarves… they live here.
Contrary to that belief, he couldn’t help but wonder if the Dwarves had really been here all along. They had to have come from somewhere, anywhere but here. What kind of creatures could live their entire lives in darkness only to come out as sane and willing as Carmen? There was nothing wrong with her, as far as he could tell, and she seemed as perfectly reasonable as anyone else he had ever met. They said darkness could drive people insane, but if she were any indication of that fallacy, then all Dwarves had to be compassionate, didn’t they?
Who knows.
Sighing, he pushed himself into a sitting position and turned his eyes on the glowing slug in the jar before them. A brief thought occurred to him on whether or not the creature would have to be fed, but Carmen had never said anything, so it wasn’t as though he could put a piece of fruit in the jar for the thing. He didn’t want to kill it, especially not now, in this absolute darkness.
Movement shadowed the far walls.
Odin’s heart stopped in his chest.
What sounded like the ruffling of feathers entered his head and drove his mind into overdrive.
Oh no. No! It can’t be, it just can’t.
“Did you hear that?” Odin whispered.
“I heard it,” Carmen said, rising from her place under the blankets. “Don’t you worry. I heard it.”
Drawing her mace from her side, the Dwarf steadied herself at her feet and progressed a few feet toward the side of the canyon. Stance broad, weapon at her side, she peered over the edge of the cliff and whistled.
It came forth as though a very whisper from the night. Tall, wraith-like, with the white bald head Carmen had once described in the tavern and with a pair of wings so white they could have been birthed from snow—its eyes glowed and its mouth full of razor-sharp teeth secreted a cruel, foreboding hiss as it rose before her and reached out like a long-lost lover. It seemed ethereal, this thing of darkness, and as it extended its hand toward the Dwarf it seemed as though Odin was simply dreaming—that this thing, as terrible as it appeared, was also beautiful, a magnificent display of humanoid evolution birthed from the wings of avians. Carmen, however, had no need for it. As the creature reached for her, its three long black fingers tipped with yellow claws extending and the glow from its unnaturally-large eyes bathing her in horrible red light, she reared her mace back and did the unthinkable.
With one single, strong hit, she slammed her mace into the Hornblarin Angel and sent it back to the depths of hell.
“They’re coming!” Carmen cried.
They swarmed from the darkness as though insects. Dozens, hundreds, possibly even thousands, they rushed the trembling Dwarf and began to assault her with all they had. Odin was hardly able to control his cry of anguish as the woman he thought surely for dead fought her way back toward the campsite. White blood exploded around them and Odin’s eyes stung for a brief moment before he pulled his sword from his side and sent a blast of air at the creatures.
Tumbling backward, they plummeted down, only to return a moment later.
“WHAT DO WE DO?” Nova screamed, killing one of the creatures in midair.
“Hold them off!” Carmen cried. “They’ll leave once they realize we can’t be reckoned with!”
How the hell are we going to do that? Odin thought, tears streaming down his face as he continued to fire blasts of energy into the mob.
Regardless, he couldn’t necessary think of that.
As the Angels continued to press forward, screaming like birds tortured and forcibly plucked of their feathers, Carmen and Nova fought them off as though it was the very end of their lives. It took not more than a few moments for the little Dwarf to be stained in blood and even sooner for Nova to appear as though blessed in the life matter. Odin, unsure of what else to do, created a barrier around the grotto, then sighed as that seemed to hold them off.
“How long will it hold?” Carmen asked, looking upon the creatures as they flung themselves into the shield as though desperate and without compare.
Odin could only stare at the white, magicked field before him.
How long? he thought, the magic already beginning to take its toll. How long
can I hold it?
“I don’t know,” he sighed. “I don’t… I don’t think I can—“
“He won’t be able to hold it long,” Nova said, setting his hand on Carmen’s bloodied shoulder.
“Do this then,” she said, flinging blood off the end of her mace. “Kill them. All of them. Right now.”
“How do you expect me to do that?” Odin gasped.
“Easy,” Carmen said. “Set them on fire.”
Turning his head up, Odin narrowed his eyes at the creatures desperately trying to break through his self-contained barrier and braced himself for what was to come.
He let the barrier slip.
They rushed forward.
In the brief span of a single, tense moment, he turned the barrier from a field to a raging firestorm.
Screams echoed throughout the mine as the Angels’ wings went up in flames. Feathers burning, molting as though in a sick, deathly fashion, they fluttered about the area and sent spikes of pain up Odin’s arms as the now-wax-like things burned into his skin. His pain was short-lived, however, when one of the Angels plummeted down, toward his body and all that encompassed his life.
“Odin!” Carmen cried.
“Look out!” Nova screamed.
Odin thrust his sword up, impaling the creature and killing it upon impact.
Tossing the thing from his sword and into the depths below, Odin looked on as the last of the remaining Angels retreated, toward a place he could not see, but an area he knew they had surely come from.
“What do we do now?” Nova asked.
“Get out of these clothes,” Carmen said, already beginning to pull her hissing jerkin away from her body, “and run.”
They made their way through the Mines as though running for their lives.
Stumbling, almost unable to maintain his composure and trying desperately to remain upright, Odin followed the little Dwarf around curves, bends and juts and prayed to God, if one at all existed, that he wouldn’t fall. To their side, Hell seemed closer than ever, present in the form of a canyon so dark and deep that he couldn’t even dream of seeing the bottom. The slug their only light, it pierced through the darkness, their one true, only glimmer of hope.
“Carmen,” Nova gasped, reaching out to grasp the Dwarf’s shoulder. “We have to stop. Odin’s about ready to keel over.”
More than that, Odin thought, gasping, heart thundering in his chest like a herd of horses across the plains. I’m about ready to die.
“I’m ok,” he said, taking a long, deep breath. “Just get us somewhere safe, Carmen.”
“We’re coming up to a safe spot here,” she said. “You should be able to fit in it.”
Should?
When both Odin and Nova gave her a pair of incredulous looks, she laughed and ran a hand across her bloodied brown hair, slicked white and resembling something like what would adorn an old woman’s head. “It’s a Dwarf safe haven. It may be a bit cramped, given it’s for Dwarves, but—“
“Just take us there,” Nova said.
Nodding, Carmen turned and continued to lead them along the path.
All the while, Odin tried to maintain his sanity.
 
- - -
 
The haven came in the form of a stone door. Held together by an intricate series of locks, pulleys and gears, it looked to be something of the future, a thing in the far off distance and in years too many for Odin to decipher. As he stared upon the structure, both mystified and awestruck, Carmen stepped forward and began to move what appeared to be a large, complicated gear, rotating it about as though the wheel of a ship, then nodded as several pipes hissed and a long, drawn-out groan began. “This is it,” she said.
“We can fit in this,” Nova said, looking at the small opening. “Right, Odin?”
“Right,” he nodded, watching as the stone door opened and revealed what appeared to be a small shack, complete with small, Dwarf-sized blankets. “Is this used often?”
“Sometimes,” Carmen said. “There’s a reason the Dwarves don’t like Ehknac.”
I wouldn’t either after what we’ve gone through.
Choosing to ignore his thoughts rather than confront them head-on, Odin crouched down and followed Carmen into the room, surprised at not only its size, but how warm it was inside. It would already eliminate the need for blankets, that was for sure.
“You all right?” Odin asked, turning to look at Nova.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“I asked because you’re taller.”
“Yeah,” the man laughed. “There’s that.”
The door closed behind them. Carmen secured it with a turn of a few dials and knobs before she set her pack at the foot of a stone bed and settled down atop it. “Well, boys, I guess now we can get some real shut-eye. No one has to worry about anyone or thing getting in here. I set it so nothing can.”
“Can you do that?” Odin frowned. “I mean, if this is a haven?”
“The only people likely to be moving in and out of here are merchants, and even then, they’re fairly well protected. They’ve learned to get around the Angels.”
“I’d hope so,” Nova said, settling down, bloodied blanket in tow. “Ugh. Yuck.”
“It’ll dry sooner or later.”
Nova cast the thing aside.
Spreading out along the floor, Odin tried to contain his sigh of relief, but couldn’t.
At least now they wouldn’t have to worry about getting killed.
The following morning—or what Odin assumed was morning, given the lapse of time and the way Carmen rose to rouse them—they made their way out of the haven and toward the place they called Thor’s Hammer. Heart heavy, mind spinning, Odin couldn’t help but feel dread in his heart as they walked around the bends and curves, kicking blood from their boots and wiping dirt from their thighs.
It’s so… dark.
Despite the light radiating off Carmen’s jar and slug, it didn’t help to dissipate the darkness around them. Instead, wicked shadows danced off rocks and made everything appear aggressive—cruel, harsh, ready to pounce and tear them apart piece by piece. Even the few stalagmites, which appeared nothing more than innocent at their sides, seemed like barbed teeth framed not only by shadow, but the stalactites above.
Like a great monster, this mine seemed to want to swallow them whole.
“How much longer until we get to the hammer?” Nova asked, shocking Odin out of his thoughts.
“Not too much longer,” Carmen said. “No more than a half-day or so, I’d think. We gained a lot of time last night.”
Though not of our own accord.
Shaking his head, Odin steeled himself for the journey ahead and tried not to think about the Angels or the near-death they’d almost thrust upon them.
Their eyes lingered in the back of his mind, piercing through his doubt, and their feathers seemed to glisten before his vision, snow-white in contrast to the pitch-black darkness around them.
He had to keep telling himself that everything would be just fine, otherwise he was bound to freak himself out even more.
“This is it,” Carmen said. “The hammer.”
As they rounded the bend in their path, stepping onto not only what would be their last piece of the mines, but the beginning of the next part of their adventure, Odin looked up just in time to see Thor’s Hammer come into view.
It looked just as it was called. Complete with a straight-forward, direct handle, a rectangle-shaped head that opened up into another passage and carved railing which they could hold on to, the path looked more secure than ever, at least safer than any part of their trip so far.
See? he thought. Everything’s going to be just fine.
“How long will that take us to cross?” Nova asked.
“I’d imagine no more than a few hours,” Carmen said, readjusting the pack across her back.
“What if,” Odin started, then stopped, not wanting to jinx himself. Not keen to superstition, though more than wary of it, he shook his head as if to throw the thought from his mind, but it’d already been caught. Carmen frowned and reached up to run a hand through her hair.
“What if… what?” she asked.
“They come back,” he sighed.
“They won’t come back. They never come this far in.”
“Why not?” Nova asked.
“I don’t know. They just never have.”
“That’s not very settling,” Odin said, reaching down to draw his sword a breath out of its sheath.
“Don’t worry, boys. Everything’s going to be fine.”
I hope so.
With a deep breath and a long exhale, Odin followed Carmen around the last major curve in the road and stepped onto the horizontal support of the Hammer, sighing as firm rock echoed beneath his feet and assured him that regardless of his current position in the world, he had stability beneath his heels.
If only he could feel that way about the Angels, maybe then everything would be just fine.
“Buddy,” Nova said.
“Yeah?” he replied.
Nova clapped his arm across Odin’s back.
Together, they began across the handle, led not only by a glowing slug, but a Dwarf Odin had set his life into.
Pale light flickered across the walls as they settled down for what would be their second day’s pursuits. Barely able to keep his eyes open and muscles screaming in pain, Odin sighed as he not only settled, but collapsed to the ground.
“You all right?” Nova asked.
“I didn’t get much sleep last night,” he sighed, turning his eyes up at Carmen. “What about you?”
“Me?” she asked. “I slept perfectly well.”
You’re a Dwarf. You’re probably used to being underground.
“Is it just me,” Odin said, “or is it getting harder to breathe down here?”
“It’s a bit different,” Nova said.
“Are you having trouble?” Carmen frowned.
“Not really. The air just seems thicker… like it’s dirty or something.”
“It probably is, knowing all the work that goes on down here.”
“Will we be seeing more Dwarfs soon?” Nova asked, looking down at the jar as Carmen set it atop a table-like rock formation.
“Most likely. There may be construction going on. I know they wanted to put a waypoint between Arbrinder and Ehknac, but I’m not sure if they’ve started yet.”
“Is this the first time you’ve been back in a while?” Odin asked.
“Yeah,” Carmen said. “It is.”
While Nova began to sift through the supplies, pulling not only the now-dried, bloodied blankets out, but the provisions for the night’s meal, Odin leaned back against the rocks and closed his eyes. Though his heart fluttered about his chest, he felt as though he could sleep tonight, if only because of the way his eyes felt a thousand times heavier than they usually did.
You can sleep, he thought. Just eat first.
“Odin,” Nova said, nudging a biscuit into his hand.
“Thanks,” he said, opening his eyes just long enough to view the food in his hand before sliding it into his mouth.
“I’m guessing you won’t be taking first watch,” Carmen laughed, folding a blanket out in front of her.
“I will,” Nova said. “You did it last night. It’s only fair.”
“It’s no big deal if I do it. Besides—I’m acclimated to these sort of conditions. I could stay up for days if I wanted to.”
It’s no wonder Dwarves have such strong work ethics.
With that thought in mind, Odin began to think of not only their mining, but their fabled construction habits. They said they carved their cities from stone, birthed in the rock of the very earth, and harnessed the true power of nature in order to better their lives. Electricity, they said, was the future, the very thing that would soon govern their lives, that it would make something out of nothing and in turn give them all of life’s desires. There would be no hunger, they said, because electricity would guide monoliths across the ground to tend the crop, and there would never be a cold soul, they added, because it would heat their homes.
Everything seemed too good to come true.
Is it real? he thought. Is it really too good to be true?
He didn’t know, but he would soon.
Life existed in a place that seemed inhospitable and less than willing to offer passage.
Covering the cave, shining like lanterns on a long, cold light, what looked to be hundreds, possibly even thousands of slugs clung to the walls and sucked off the beads of moisture snaking down their surfaces.
“It’s,” Nova started, then stopped.
“Beautiful,” Odin finished.
He couldn’t help but stare at the picture before him. They could be stars, he thought, in a pitch-black world, yet no one would look upon them as anything more than blips, for in this vast sky of darkness they were no more here and they were there—distant, far away, and millennia off from their cold, shattered world. They appeared like nothing, at least from a distance, but up close they were so much more, as demonstrated in the very slug that lit the jar in Carmen’s hand.
“This is the Glowworm Trail,” the Dwarf said, lifting the jar as though to show the creature within its brethren. “This leads directly to Ehknac. If you look closely, you can see lights burning in the distance.”
Odin could. At the sight, his heart began to tremble and his first smile in days crept across his lips. “Great,” he said, clapping his hands together. “How long will it take us to get there?”
“I imagine not too long,” Carmen said, taking a few steps forward. “Ooh.
Look.”
A giant, bat-like creature swept down and took one of the glowworms in its outstretched claws.
“What was that?” Nova asked, incredulous to the sight they’d just witnessed.
“Just a bat,” the Dwarf said.
“We won’t have to worry about them,” Odin said. “Will we?”
“Nah. It’s all good. Besides—they only go after the slugs. Well, and Dwarves, sometimes, if you get the big ones, but they’ll leave you two alone for sure.”
Hopefully, Odin thought, continuing forward with a flicker of doubt in his mind.
It appeared like a ghost in the night. Illuminated by fires burning not only within their homes, but in the obvious distance, Odin raised an arm over his head and sighed as he felt the warmth radiating from the Dwaren city of Ehknac. At his side, Nova laughed in joy, while in front of them Carmen situated the glowworm at her side, seemingly tightening her hold on it as they advanced upon the city.
“Where do we go from here?” Odin asked, looking up as a few faces appeared in the distance.
“The inn would be the best place,” Carmen said, raising her hand at a stocky Dwarf man that approached.
“Hello travelers,” he said, chest rising and heavy beard rising and falling as he spoke. “What brings you here?”
“We’re here to send a message to the Dwarven people,” Odin said, setting his hands at his side. “What would be the best way to get in contact with your leader?”
“Our king?” the Dwarf asked, frowning. “Well, you’d have to send a message to the capital, but even then that could take a few weeks.”
Great. Guess we’ll be hanging around Ehknac for days then.
He’d have to send a message to Miko—or Ramya at the very least. With the current state of affairs, they could very well be attacked by the end of winter, much less the beginning of it.
“We’re going to the inn,” Carmen said, looking down at the glowworm in her hands. “We had a hard time getting here, guardsman. The Angels attacked us.”
“Those damned things,” the Dwarf grunted, taking place beside them as they continued on into the village. “You lot look well though.”
“We’re fine, thanks to our mage here.”
At this, Carmen slapped Odin’s side, which startled him at first, then sent a bought of laughter out of his chest. He looked at the buildings around them and found that, though carved in stone, they produced some sort of steam, likely the machines that kept their homes warm in this almost-unbearably-cold environment.
It’s not cold, he thought.
Maybe so, but he couldn’t judge this part of the mountain to the previous one. He’d experienced a chill, yes, and he’d had moments where he couldn’t help but suppress a shiver, but that had been way back, when they’d crossed the handle of the Hammer and before, when the Angels had attacked them.
This place though—it seemed immaculate, though polluted by smog that could very well have been the reason for the air being so warm as it was.
Though he knew nothing of weather, he imagined the mountains’ high walls trapped any heat inside, creating a snowglobe effect that retained the heat, but also sullied their air.
Content to think that, regardless of how long they would be staying, they would soon be in stable quarters, Odin bowed his head and allowed the guardsman to lead them throughout the town.
As they walked, his eyes wandering about the city, he couldn’t help but take in the sight of metal chimneys, the steam that drifted from them, and the Dwarven children that ran to and fro. Smaller than infants and at only two feet tall, Odin and Nova dwarfed each and every one of them, which made it no surprise when a group of the children suddenly stopped and stared up at them.
“Woah,” one said.
“Don’t stare!” a little Dwarven girl cried.
The children giggled and ran to hide behind a house.
“This is nice,” Odin said, looking up as what appeared to be a large pig shifted from its pen near a house. “Is that—“
“A boar?” the guardsman asked. “Yeah. We use them as mounts here.”
“How come?” Nova asked.
“Better than horses. Hell, easier to get onto,” the man laughed. “Ah, look— there’s the inn right there.”
Odin looked up.
Carved from what looked to be a colossal piece of stone, the Ehknac Inn appeared before them like some wicked beast from the darkness.
“I’ll see if I can round up a messenger,” the guardsman said. “Feel free to go inside while you wait.”
“Thank you,” Odin said.
Nova made friends quickly. Beer raised and chin drenched with sweat, he laughed as though mad and continued to take shots as the Dwarves offered and encouraged him. Over and over, slight wines to stronger liquors, he drank like a madman, much to Odin’s amusement as well as discomfort.
Oh well, he thought, glancing over at Carmen before he returned his attention to his friend. At least he’s having a good time.
He’d be feeling it in the morning—that much was already for sure. The Dwarves seemed to have a much better tolerance to alcohol than Nova ever would.
“Look at him,” Carmen laughed, sipping her own drink. “He’s fitting right in.”
“Did you expect us not to?” Odin frowned.
“The Dwarves have been uneasy around humans since they came to the mainland,” the Dwarf woman shrugged, frowning as she looked upon her fellow kind and at Nova seated among them. “Many believe them hard, ignorant, foolhardy and greedy, though it’s no wonder when we have so much narcissism within our own kind.”
“I assume all races do,” Odin said, thinking back to Miko and his overzealous nature with Shire. Such memories summoned flickers of unease, especially when it came to the Unclean’s condition, but he’d have to trust that his friend had delivered Shire back safely, regardless of the nature surrounding the situation. “Carmen… can I ask something?”
“Yes?”
“Did you feel pressured to marry within your own kind?”
“Yes,” she said. “And no.”
“Why not?”
“Because I believe that love is without borders. Do you, Odin?”
“I don’t know,” Odin sighed. “I… I’ve struggled with it my whole life.”
“There’s never been anyone that’s caught your fancy?”
No, he thought, saying nothing.
Shaking his head, he lifted his drink to his lips and sighed when the alcohol burned down his throat. A wave of nausea overtook him, and at that moment, he stood and had to steady himself on the table. “I need to go to bed,” he said.
“I can’t wait up for the messenger.”
“I’ll watch your friend,” Carmen nodded. “Dwarves can get a bit riled up during their drinking competitions.”
“Thank you,” Odin said.
With that, he took to the stairs and the room he would soon collapse in.
In a self-induced, alcoholic haze, he woke to a sound room filled not only with his friends, but the remnants of their supplies.
What happened? he thought.
Rolling over, Odin stared at the ceiling and tried to make out the lines in the stone above him. Head throbbing and pain blooming behind his eyes in a wicked fashion, it took him less than a moment to realize that they were not in the Arbriter Inn, but in Ehknac, deep within the Hornblaris Mountains and in the home of the Dwarves.
“I must’ve drank too much,” he chuckled.
At his side, Nova groaned. Something shuffled in the room and Odin rose to face the noise, but settled down when he found it was only Carmen rising and making her way toward the door. “Hello,” she said.
Again, Nova groaned. Odin shot the sleeping man a dirty look and returned his attention to the Dwarf. “Hey,” Odin said.
“Everything all right?” Carmen asked.
“I’ve got a headache.”
“Dwarf ale will do that to you.”
When Nova once again groaned, Carmen pulled a spare pillow from her bed and tossed it at the man’s head. Jolted from sleep, Nova swore and thrashed about until he was on his back, then reached up to hold his forehead as though he’d just been struck by a stone. “The fuck?” he asked.
“Your fault for drinking too much, you idiot.”
“I’m no idiot,” Nova said, pushing himself into a sitting position. The effort seemed almost too much. When he fell back, he lay there with his hand over his eyes, silently cursing to himself.
“Ah well. At least you had fun.”
“At the time.”
“You’ll get over it.” Carmen turned her eyes on Odin. “Want to see if your supposed messenger has arrived?”
Odin reached for his sword.
“Didn’t see him anywhere,” the bartender said, leaning forward to brace his hands on the bar before him. “At least, not to my knowledge, anyway.”
“Could you summon for him?” Odin asked. “We’re in a hurry.”
“Get your hands out of your britches, boy. It takes a lot longer than you think for a messenger to get to and from the cities.”
Sighing, Odin pushed his hair out of his eyes and looked over at Carmen, who offered only a shrug in response. When he turned his eyes back on the bartender, he caught sight of the Dwarf’s muscles shifting under his arms and smiled when the man pushed a glass of water to him. “Thanks,” he said.
“Don’t mention it,” the Dwarf replied. “I’m sure your messenger will be here soon.”
“Did someone say messenger?” a voice asked.
Both Odin and Carmen turned.
Standing in the doorway with a hood pulled over his face and a hand straying to the blade at his side, the figure—obviously a Dwarf, if only from his size alone—stepped into the bar. As he did so, the scant few in the room turned their attention to him, staring with incredulous eyes and frowns on their faces.
Is he familiar? Odin thought, watching the Dwarf progress into the room.
If so, it would make perfect sense for everyone to turn and examine the figure. Though their eyes had only strayed from their place for but a moment, that alone was enough to secure Odin’s thought and his position in the current situation. “I said messenger,” he finally said.
The Dwarf pulled his hood away from his head. Blonde, with strong features and a large, thick nose, the Dwaf smoothed his mustache away from his mouth and stepped up to the bar, taking his seat beside Odin and nodding when the bartender offered him a drink. “What do you need, boy?”
“I need to send a message to your king.”
Once again, all eyes turned, but this time to Odin.
“Our king?” the man asked.
“Yes,” Odin said. “I would prefer not to say anything in public, but if you could—“
“The king’s not going to accept a message from a human without reason,”
the Dwarf said, downing his shot and nodding when the bartender took it away. “Of course, he could always be obliged—“
“I’m not here to play games, sir.” Then, in a lighter voice, he leaned forward and added, “I’m here to summon your people for war.”
Blue eyes shifting, brow furrowing, the Dwarf frowned, his thick lips comical across his irregularly-small face. Such a look, though foreign, unsettled Odin, as it made him feel like he’d just slipped poison into a child’s hand and expected them to eat it.
What is he thinking? he thought.
“War?” the Dwarf whispered back.
“Come to my room. We’ll discuss it there.”
“You’re arguing that the kingdom of Dwarves will suffer because of what will happen,” the messenger, who’d since revealed his name to be Piccolo, said.
“Yeah,” Nova replied, leaning forward. He appeared more haggard than ever, eyes sunk back into his head and face pale.
“What we mean,” Odin said, “is that if you don’t offer your support, an entire country may be seized by someone who’s been in league with Necromancers.”
“Doesn’t bother us,” the Dwarf said.
“You don’t understand, sir. If these people are using Necromancers—“
“Then leave the Elves to deal with it,” Piccolo interrupted, tossing his hand in the air and turning to walk toward the door. “We don’t have any need for magic users, especially ones who bring back the dead.”
“Please, wait.”
The Dwarf paused. Turning, he once again narrowed his eyes and gave Odin a glare that could have frozen him had it a will of its own. “What?” he asked.
“I just want to speak to your king,” Odin said. “Or at least have you send a message to him.”
“It’ll cost you.”
“How much?”
“Fifty gold pieces.”
“Fifty?” he asked. Nova nearly fell out of bed at the word. “Sir, that isn’t—“
“Half of it is for me, the other the king.”
“I don’t think you understand. I’m not allowed to give you—“
“Then my work is done,” the man said, reaching for the doorknob.
Carmen stepped from the shadows and pressed her foot to the door. Piccolo frowned, looked up at her, then looked like he would smack her, but stopped when Carmen gave him a look. “Leave me be, ma’am. I have no problem with you.”
“If what Odin is saying is true,” Carmen said, “than we may very well be in danger.”
“How so?”
“Because men with such power are blind, ignorant, and above all else, stupid. What’ll happen if he decides to go further? Huh? What if he wants not only Ornala and Germa, but Kegdulan for himself?”
“Then that will be—“
“I’ll remind you, dear messenger, that we are but a breath away from the very kingdom that may fall under siege should someone try to take it. Above all else, our king should at least consider sending support, if not acknowledgement.”
“I don’t—“
“Your opinion won’t matter. The king’s will.”
Piccolo said nothing. Instead, he turned to look at Odin, eyes burning with not only hatred, but greed. “Fifty,” he said. “That’s my final offer.”
Odin reached for his pack and began to sift through his coins.
“That’s a hell of a lot of money,” Nova said after the Dwarf had left.
“Dwarves are greedy,” Carmen said. “There’s nothing you can do about it.”
“Well, I know that. I’m just worried about what the king will say.”
“The king won’t say anything if we have the support of the Dwarves,” Odin sighed, leaning back in his seat and looking down at the scant amount of money before them.
“Are you sure he’ll buy our story though?”
“Our king isn’t stupid,” Carmen said. “Greedy, yes, but not stupid. He won’t risk leaving the mountain undefended if it means an enemy may attack us.”
“Which is highly likely,” Nova barked, “considering how crazy Herald is.”
Crazy?
Not once throughout his whole ordeal had Odin ever considered Herald crazy—mad, sure, but never crazy. Men with insane virtues never lasted a breath when it came to organizing tactical warfare: they broke, cracked, sent themselves spiraling to nothing and eventually disbanded themselves in such shapes and forms that their followers simply spun out with them. Were Herald crazy, and were he incapable of such feats, he would have never walked into Denyon, into a land taut and filled with despair, nor would he have ever attempted to take Bohren or the people within it.
Crazy, he thought, turning his eyes up at his friends.
Could Herald really, truly be crazy? He didn’t think so, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t.
“How long will it take the king to get the message?” Odin asked.
“From Ehknac to Donrenborough?” Carmen asked. “A month, one way.”
Odin sighed.
By the time the Dwarves offered their support, it could already be too late.
Odin walked with Carmen along the side of the road. Hands in his pockets, quickly drawing attention, he followed the Dwarf around bends and turns, content with not only his place in the world, but his thoughts and the money no longer lining his pockets.
It seems so much easier, he thought, now that I don’t have money.
No longer did silver line his pockets, tempting not only his heart, but the people around him. Without gold or the need to spend on anything else, he could rest content with the knowledge that within the next two months, the Dwarven king would be responding to them, a simple yes or no from the lips of a messenger bribed and paid in full, and though he felt uneasy at being among such people, he couldn’t help but smile at those around him.
In this world—dark, uncanny and foreign to all of his hearts desires— everything seemed well, full of peace and without any disregard.
“Carmen,” he said, speaking up for the first time since they’d left the inn.
“Yes, Odin?”
“Did you grow up here, or elsewhere?”
“The capital,” she said, turning her head up to look at him.
“What’s it like in Dorenborough?”
“Vast, spiraling, with buildings made in the shape of stalagmites and machines flying in the air.”
“What kind of machines?”
“Flyers,” the Dwarf said, matter-of-factly. When Odin offered a frown, she laughed and smacked his leg, though her hand could have easily hit his ass had she wanted to offer such a touch. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of a flyer.”
“I haven’t,” he confessed.
“They look like birds, almost, but birds with metal wings and a big blade up top.”
How he could imagine something he didn’t know, but when the image came to mind, it wouldn’t leave. It looked to be monstrous, this thing in his head, with a pair of glowing white eyes and a pair of wings that struck straight out and three single, sharp blades connected by a single rod spun atop its body, not only allowing it to fly, but hover in place. No bird this thing was, a catamaran upon which the currents to ride, nor was it anything of the living, breathing flesh. No—this thing was beautiful: abstract and forged in metal, but beautiful.
As he thought of this, rounding yet another turn and passing rows of houses that instead of square looked pyramid-like, he couldn’t help but imagine just what the Dwarves used in lieu of weaponry. He’d seen some with blades, others with axes and few with hammers, but if their knowledge of mechanics was so vast, what use were weapons that could only be used on an enemy of breath away?
They probably have something else, he thought.
He imagined the flyers Carmen spoke of had something—anything—to make them so amazing, otherwise what use were they, if not to transport goods or people within them?
“I can only imagine,” he finally said, when they stopped to examine a group of children playing what appeared to be stones and marbles.
“It’s quite a site,” the Dwarf said. “Once you see it, your whole look of the future changes.”
“If Dwarves have such vast technology, why don’t they share it?”
“The same goes for humans or Elves—why share something that may give your enemy the advantage?”
But we’re not enemies.
Peace reigned supreme along the higher races, at least so far as he knew.
Though Kerma were indignant and dying, and while Ogres were strong but solitary, the other races seemed to be getting along just fine, and though the Leatherskins were always a constant source of unease, there was no way for them to navigate away from their islands. At the very least, none of the higher races on the Minonivnan mainland were warring with each other.
At least not yet.
Sighing and unable to control the purse of his lips that followed, Odin looked down as a marble rolled forward and smacked his shoe.
“Excuse me, mister,” a little Dwarf boy said, taking the marble from its place in front of Odin’s shoe.
“Are you really human?” a little girl asked.
“We’ve never seen a human,” another boy replied.
“Yes,” Odin said, looking down at the group of them. “I’m really human.”
The group of children looked upon him with awe.
As he and Carmen turned to make their way back toward the inn, Odin could feel each and every one of their eyes on him.
“You feeling any better?” Odin asked.
“Yeah,” Nova said, “I am.”
Seated upright with his feet over the side of the bed and his eyes set ahead, Nova looked upon him with eyes bleary and redlined. Lips pale, face only just beginning to regain its shade of normalcy, he looked to be a man sick and dying, not one young and full of life.
He must’ve really drank a lot, Odin thought, thinking back to earlier during the morning, when he’d woken up with just a headache. If one glass could hit
me that hard…
Then again, he couldn’t necessarily judge his tolerance in comparison to Nova’s. The man was nearly twice his size and probably weighed double what he did, if not more, so who could say just how much it took him to get buzzed, much less drunk?
“Sorry about last night,” Nova said, sniffling, reaching up to wipe snot from his nose. “Especially to you, Carmen.”
“Eh, don’t worry about it,” she said, brushing the words aside as though dust drifting before her vision. “It happens to the best of you.”
Smiling, Nova stood and braced his hand against the foot of the bed. First he swayed, as though ill on the waves of the ocean, then he oriented himself into a somewhat-stable standing position and looked at the both of them with a slight grin on his face. Odin thought it looked stupid, goofy in comparison to Nova’s usually-handsome demeanor, but the sight made him smile and forced him to step forward into his friend’s one-armed embrace. “The messenger leave today?” Nova asked, moments after they broke apart.
“I imagine so,” Carmen said, seating herself on one of the smaller chairs in the room.
“It’ll take him a while to get back,” Odin sighed.
“Ah well. We can hang out here until then, can’t we?”
Though quick to make assumptions based not only on their current timeframe, but the fact that the enemy could easily be encroaching on the kingdom, Odin nodded and tried to maintain his sigh when it threatened to break his lips. He imagined it passing through the folds of flesh as though breath on a warm summer’s day, bees in the air and flowers in the morning, and while imagining this, he thought of peace—retribution, they said, for all the horrible things that happened in the world.
Do we really have time? he thought. Do we?
Either way, there wasn’t much he could do.
Breaking apart from Nova, he went to seat himself on the bed, all the while trying to push away thoughts dark and bleak.
Beneath a slumbering mountain so old, cold and filled with doubt, days seemed like years and breath the passage of moments. It was said that in places where darkness took precedence over light—where the sun didn’t shine based not only on purpose, but location—that creatures exhibited time in different frames. As light did not guide them, and as days could not be measured in moments when the sun both rose and fell, adaptation need be acquired in order to make things seem normal and without regret, for creatures with minds broader than the average mole need not survive without it.
While Odin couldn’t necessarily be sure how the Dwarves could stay underground, much less for long and extended periods of time, he couldn’t help but feel his nerves growing as the countless days continued to move by.
He went to bed when he was tired, not when the sun went down, and he woke when his body summoned him too, and while more than willing to explore the town and excited to learn about not only Dwarven culture, but their religions, lifestyles and weaponsmiths, Nova preferred to stay inside, much to Odin’s disappointment. Try as hard as he may, through either books thrown at his head of sheets pulled off his waist, Nova would not budge. He was, as Carmen soon came to describe, a sleeping bear.
What? Nova would ask, after startled from a book or a pillow.
Why the hell are you sleeping! he would reply.
There’s nothing else to do, the man would grumble, then fall back asleep.
Already pessimistic about receiving support from the Dwarves and more than ready to lose his mind—when it finally felt as though it would cave into his throat and come out his other end—Odin fled from the inn with Carmen at his side. He followed her around bends in the road, curves in the path and slants in the stone, all the while grateful for the little Dwarf’s presence and her persistence to be an active part in his life.
“I could go back with you,” she said, speaking up for the first time since they’d left the inn.
“What?” Odin asked.
“To Ornala. You know… journeying across the countryside, fighting bandits, slaying monsters…” She paused, then swallowed what could have possibly been a lump in her throat. “Riding a horse.”
Laughing, Odin reached down, gently slapped the small of her back, then rose to his full height, seeking out the turn in the road as silence once again overtook his life and plunged him in the dark.
“I was being serious,” the Dwarf said.
“I know,” Odin smiled. “I’d love for you to come, if you’d be so inclined, though I don’t think we’d be going back by horse.”
“How come?”
“Takes too long,” Odin shrugged. “We’ll probably just end up on a cargo ship on the way back.”
“That makes it no fun,” Carmen stammered, digging her heels in the ground and looking up when they came to a dead end. “Oh.”
One simple word couldn’t describe the sight before them. In their haste, and during their reckless conversation, they’d come upon a graveyard that appeared to be made not for the public, but the fallen, Dwarves killed in battle. Inscribed upon each grave were a series of runes, each more than likely foretelling the names of the fallen and the dates upon which they died.
“Carmen,” Odin said.
“Yes, my friend?”
“I’m afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Dying. In the war.”
“There’s not much to be afraid of,” Carmen said, straightening her posture and looking ahead of them. “I know I shouldn’t be one to say that, given that I’m married and all, but…”
“What?”
“It would be an honor to die for a cause I feel is great,” she said, turning her head up to look Odin straight in the eyes. “You know why, Odin?”
“Why?”
“Because I would be dying for the safety of my husband. I don’t know if you know this, Odin, and I’m sure you don’t, because you don’t live in Arbriter and don’t seem like the type to snoop, but my husband… he’s blind. He has the Sight, sure, and in some strange way, it allows him to see my face, though he’s said he could never lay his hands on a sword because the human kings would never allow a blind man into battle.” Carmen paused. She looked upon the first stone in the graveyard and sighed when her eyes traced the length of its sword. So enraptured was she in her thoughts that, at one point, her lips pursed and her eyes closed, only to produce one single tear that showed just what was going through not only her mind, but her heart—her pure, honest heart.
She’s golden, Odin thought, watching not one, but two tears snake their way down the woman’s face. She’s something I want to be.
He would die for his people—not only for his family, for the father who’d raised him well, or for his friends, but for the people of his kingdom, the ones who had come to know his name as though he was a member of their very own family. He would take up his sword and raise his shield, don his armor and wear his helmet, and when that war came, he would raise his fist and cry for victory, for blood to be shed for not only the honor, but sanctity of the kingdom.
When he looked upon Carmen’s face—when he saw her draw her mace and salute the tombstone before her—he saw the very person he wanted to be.
A warrior, he thought.
“Someone who would give their life.”
Bowing his head, Odin closed his eyes.
For the first time in what could have been not only years, but his life, he prayed—not only to the Gods and to the things that supposedly watched over them, but for his friends and his kingdom.
“Nova,” Odin said, applying pressure to his friend’s arm in order to try and wake him. “Can I talk to you about something?”
“Huh?” the man asked, opening his eyes.
Unsure how to feel, Odin shrugged and turned his eyes back to the flickering fireplace on the opposite side of the room. Stomach in knots, mind in tangles, he sighed, shook his head, then took a deep breath in order to regain his lost air.
“What is it?” Nova finally asked.
“I just wanted to talk about it while Carmen was gone.”
“Well?”
“I’m afraid, Nova—I’m really afraid.”
The man said nothing. Once more, Odin sighed, but this time the beast came back. In full force and bearing both tooth and nail, it ripped at his chest and threatened to pop his ribcage from his body. He could imagine it now—a beautiful viscera, pink and bleak, full of color yet fleshy in hue: his insides would be beautiful, as they should be in such complex things, yet he also imagined how ugly they would be once free of their cage. The human instrument, they said, was to remain intact, that a missing limb could kill within moments if not cauterized and a stomach wound spelled mortal death.
With that assumption, he imagined the beast inside him—werecreature, gryphon or possibly even dragon—tearing him apart from the inside out, eating his heart and then his brain.
Think. Focus.
“Odin,” Nova said.
“Yeah,” he replied, nodding, taking another deep breath.
“I’m afraid too.”
The man encircled his arms around Odin’s chest.
Is this, he thought, but couldn’t bear to ponder any further. Tears made their way down his face and dripped onto Nova’s fingers like water spilt from a freshly-made dam. His eyes were slopes, his nose the unused pathway along which the water would spill. In this revelation, and as he continued crying, his heart beat a million times its usual pace, while his mind felt as though it were ready to explode. He couldn’t help but feel childish in that very moment, with his friend’s arms around him and tears spilling down his cheeks. He had everything in the world to worry about, yet hardly anything to lose.
This war, he thought, will change the world.
Tens, hundreds, possibly even thousands would die, both on their side and off.
What would Ornala look like stained in blood?
Soon, Odin imagined, he would find out.
“Rumor has it the next shipment from Denborough is due to arrive in the next week,” the bartender said, sliding a glass of ale across the bar.
“What does that mean?” Odin asked. At his side, Nova shook his head at the offer of alcohol and instead asked for food. “Does that mean the messenger will be coming?”
“They like to go in and out in groups,” Carmen said. She, too, seated herself in the barstool next to Odin. “Three brandies, sir.”
“Three?” the bartender laughed. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, woman?”
“As sure as I know there’s a pecker between your legs, good sir.”
Laughing, Odin lifted his glass and set it to his lips, sighing when the alcohol burned down his throat and into his stomach. Though a bit unsettled at the fact that they’d already been waiting for such a long time, he couldn’t help but feel comfort at the fact that soon, they would have their answer.
Possibly.
What if, for some reason, the Dwarven king didn’t want to send an answer through a messenger and instead wanted a direct audience, a heart-to-heart across the surface of a long table or in the midst of a grand court? They couldn’t afford to waste two months in this land, in this great country of metal and machines, and they especially couldn’t sit around and wait for an answer to come, the gold lining in a regular pocket filled with silver.
It’s all right, he thought, downing the rest of his drink with ease he never could have expected. You don’t have to worry about anything.
His message had been direct: We are messengers from the Royal Court of
Ornala. Our kingdom is in danger, as yours may very well be if you do not send
assistance.
Though he’d gone on to elaborate in more concrete detail, he felt as though his words had been clear: send help, otherwise your kingdom may very well perish.
“Odin,” Nova said, reaching over to set a hand on his back. “Everything all right, buddy?”
“I’m fine,” he said.
Truth be told, he couldn’t help but feel the beast in his heart. It slept, a child in the corner of a room with a blanket in its mouth, but soon it could very well rise and attempt to destroy him from the inside out.
Don’t worry about it. Just focus on what’s going on around you right now.
When the bartender returned with Carmen’s brandies, Odin ordered one himself.
“Carmen,” Odin said. “You care if I ask you something?”
“Go ahead,” the Dwarf said.
“What made you want to become a warrior?”
They walked along the side of the road. Hands in their pockets, eyes set ahead, they watched children play with piglets and marbles and stones. To one side, a group of ten-odd Dwarflings kicked a ball to and fro, while at another a group of what appeared to be teenagers sparred with wooden rods and poles. Such a sight was fascinating to him, as he’d never seen Dwarven combat outside of Carmen’s with the angels. Though short, stocky and not generally built for lithe and agile fighting, they seemed to have a movement of their own—a direct, harsh combat style made not in the length of weapons, but the force in which they hit. One boy sent another’s wooden sword flying in the air, while another hit his sparring partner so hard he went sailing to the ground in a fit of cries. As Odin watched this, eyes downcast and hands jittering within his pockets, Carmen smiled and slapped his leg, which instantaneously shocked him out of his reverie.
“What made me want to become a warrior?” she asked. “When the Drake killed my family.”
“I didn’t know,” he sighed.
“We were travelling the route from Ehknac to Dorenborough when it attacked the group we were traveling with. See, back in the day, we used to have to deal with a lot of Drakes. You can say we eventually went on to annihilate them, but it doesn’t necessarily matter—you think you kill everything and it’ll usually still be there, as things underground tend to have a necessary need to adapt in order to survive. Anyway, that’s not the point.
The point is, we were traveling with a mercenary group that protected the travelers and we were attacked by Big Blue, the oldest Drake anyone was said to know. He was a beautiful creature, the color of sapphires and with eyes like steel, but… well, let me just say it this way: He killed my father with a single blow and struck my mother into the wall hard enough to break her spine. I still remember the way it sounded. You don’t forget a sound like that.”
“I imagine.”
“And then my little brother… oh, Odin. You don’t know how thankful I am that he died quickly and painlessly.”
Odin looked up as the party of sparring teenagers began to clear. Carmen, who’d since chosen to take a moment to regain her composure, allowed herself a deep breath and reached out to touch Odin’s hand. He accepted the touch, even though it only encompassed the tips of his fingers, but he felt as though it would help the Dwarf continue her story.
“When I turned twenty-one,” she said, “when all Dwarves are considered grown and capable of adulthood, I took my father’s mace from his place above the family mantle and swore I would kill Big Blue. People thought I was crazy—they tried to commit me into a Sisterhood, which I’d imagine is much like the nunneries you humans have in certain places in your world. They said I was crazy, that I would die trying, but I’d already lost everything, so it wasn’t as though I had much to lose.
“I set off to kill Big Blue by myself. I traveled the horrid bends and turns that led to the place he was said to live and found him near death. He was an old creature, much too old to still be alive, but somehow he managed. So when I pulled my father’s mace from my side, the very weapon I now wield, and asked him to say his final goodbyes, he only raised his head, looked me in the eyes, then lashed out and tried to bite me.”
“I imagine he didn’t,” Odin mumbled.
“No, he didn’t. You know what I did, Odin? You want to really know? I struck him in the face with my fist, then brought my mace down on his head. And I didn’t stop there. I hit him over and over again with that damn mace until his head came free of his neck.”
Before, when he’d first heard of such a tale, he’d imagined it as nothing more than fallacy, a story devised in order to make her seem more important than she really was, but after seeing her in combat, and after hearing the very story she now told, he knew that it could not be anything but real.
“They called me a hero,” Carmen continued, “but I don’t think heroes are women who kill dragons or men who save kingdoms.”
“What do you think a hero is then?” Odin asked.
“I think a hero is someone who stands up to make the world better,” the Dwarf said, “because you know what, Odin? I made our world safer the day I killed Big Blue, and though I’m not one to give words of praise to just anyone, I have to say I’m pretty damn proud of what I did.”
Odin said nothing.
A hero, he thought, is someone who makes the world a better place.
He could live with that sentiment—and if it really were true, if heroes really were people who made the world a better place, then he may well be the hero everyone claimed he was.
 
- - -
 
“How was your walk?” Nova asked.
“Fine,” Odin said, seating himself on the bed beside his friend. “You ok?”
“Yeah. I’m fine. Why?”
“You’ve been quiet the past few days.”
“Not much to do,” the man shrugged, stretching his arms over his head and bringing one down across and around Odin’s shoulders. “Where’d you guys go?”
“Just around,” Carmen said, hopping up onto her own bed. “They made these beds too damn big.”
“Kind of hard to get up onto, ain’t they?”
The dirty look Carmen shot across the room forced a laugh from Odin’s chest. Nova, who’d ended the statement with a stupid grin, laughed and slapped his hand on his thigh, then stood to cross the room and kiss the Dwarf’s hand. “Excuse me, my friend. I meant no harm.”
“Oh, I know, boy. Don’t you worry.”
“Can I ask something else?” Odin asked.
“You can.”
“How old are you?”
“Sixty.”
“Sixty?” Nova laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“I kid you not, my friend. I’m not a day over one-hundred.”
“How long do Dwarves live?” Odin asked, curious as to not only the woman’s age, but the longevity within the race’s family.
“Depends,” Carmen replied. “I mean, a lot of us live to be four-hundred—“
“Four hundred—“
“Years old,” she finished. She waited for Odin to respond any further. When he didn’t, she smiled, slapped Nova’s arm, then leaned back against the wall, bracing her head against the corner that both the bed and the natural wall made before she continued. “Some of us can live longer than that though. Our king is near six-hundred.”
“Does that have to do with being royal?” Nova frowned. “I mean, the age thing?”
“Don’t ask me. All I know is that some of us live longer than others, though I’m sure the two of you are very well aware of that.”
Nodding, Odin set his hands into his lap and looked into the Dwarf’s eyes. In them, he saw nothing but youth, a young woman in a position where age didn’t matter or take a toll on her body. Were she a human, and were she confined to the aspects of humanity itself, she would be nothing but an old woman, possibly a grandmother of three if not four children. Her hair would be grey, Odin thought, and tinged with silver, while her eyes would have possibly resembled the color of burnt almonds—dark, but not completely black. Such a notion that occurred to him made him realize how ignorant he was in regards to the world around him.
There’s so much, he thought, yet I hardly know a thing.
Shaking his head, Odin smiled, and though as forced as it was, he couldn’t help but be content with his newfound knowledge.
“Getting closer,” the bartender said.
“You’ve been saying that for the past three days,” Nova said, accepting a slight shot more than diluted with water. “When’re you gonna be right?”
“When they arrive.”
“Humans,” a Dwarf at a nearby table said. “Always belly-achin’ about something.”
“What’d you say?” Nova growled.
“Nova,” Odin growled back, wanting to reach over and smack his friend across the back of his head.
“You humans are only concerned about how you get something and when you get it,” the Dwarf at the table continued, raising his black-haired head to look Nova straight in the eyes. “You’re greedier than we Dwarves are.”
“And that’s saying something!” his companion laughed.
“Look,” Nova said, making a move to step forward, but stopping when Odin’s eyes held him in place. “Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?”
“We would if you didn’t make such a spectacle about it.”
Growling, Nova bawled his hand into a fist and started across the room. The Dwarves, though small, rose to meet the challenge, though Odin stepped forward and grasped his friend’s wrist before he could move any further.
Come on, he thought. Don’t be such a dumbass.
How or why Nova thought he could take on a pair of Dwarves more than a third his size was beyond him. The most he’d be able to do was kick them, and even then, they’d probably draw knives. The sparkling silverware across their plates seemed impossibly large at that very moment, tri-pronged forks gleaming like tridents and knives resembling miniature swords.
“Nova,” Odin said.
“Knock it off,” Nova replied.
Carmen stepped forward and delivered a slap to the back of his knee.
“That’s enough. Come, boys—let’s retire to our room before we get ourselves into any more trouble.”
“This is stupid!” Nova cried. “How the hell are we supposed to work with such ignorant fools?”
“Hey, hey!” Carmen cried back. “Don’t stereotype all of us based on what some drunken idiots say.”
“Sorry,” Nova sighed, “but I don’t see how we’re going to be able to work with them. I won’t march into Bohren with people who will stab me in the back.”
Who says we’re marching back to Bohren? Odin thought, but said nothing.
With a slow, deep breath, he calmed himself down enough to reach over, take his friend’s hand and squeeze it just the slightest. Though he would not speak his mind, as it would only serve to further upset Nova and possibly force himself back down the stairs to resume the fight, Odin couldn’t help but feel a pang of doubt in his heart at the recollection of not only his friend’s face, but his bruises. Most were gone, though some peeked out over the collar of his shirt, testimony of not only his capture, but abuse. The red spoke of blood, the black of doubt, the purple of hurt, while the faint traces of blue told of not only liberty, but tears, shed in the face of such horrors that Odin couldn’t even possibly imagine.
Does he know, he thought, that Bohren may be a lost cause?
Regardless, he couldn’t think about it.
Closing his eyes, Odin leaned back and let the world die out around him.
When a knock came at the door early the next morning, Odin didn’t know what to expect. At his side, Carmen rose in a tangle of sheets and started to make her way toward the door, while across the room Nova raised his head and beckoned a look of question. Odin mouthed, I don’t know, then pushed himself up.
As the door opened and revealed the one Dwarf they’d been waiting on for more than two months, Odin’s breath caught in his throat and a gasp escaped his lips.
Is it, he began, but couldn’t finish the thought.
“Odin Karussa,” the Dwarf said, stepping into the room. “The king has heard your plea.”
“And?” he asked.
“It is with great honor that I deliver the very message you have been waiting for this entire time.”
“Get on with it,” Nova groaned.
“He has agreed to send forces over the winter’s tide.”
No. It couldn’t be.
Had he heard correctly? After all the time—after all this miserable, dark time—had he really heard what the Dwarf had said with a sound mind and peace of heart?
“He really said so?” Odin asked.
“Yes,” the Dwarf said. “He did, and he will, sir. The forces are mobilizing as we speak.”
“We have to go,” Odin said, jumping from bed and beginning to shove his clothing into packs. “Come on, guys! We have to go.”
“Hold your horses now,” Carmen said, laughing at her words. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
“The king. We have—“
“She’s right,” Nova said, climbing out of bed. “We’re in no rush to get back.”
“How do you—“
“There has been no word of attack,” the Dwarf messenger said. “You need not fear.”
Fire burning in his heart, eyes weeping from not sadness, but joy, Odin looked down at the sword lying near his bed and felt a thread of hope begin to trickle from his brain to his wrist.
Fingers flushing, wrist throbbing, he knew in his heart and mind that they very well may win the coming war.
 
 


 





 
Chapter 10
They crossed Thor’s Hammer and the Ehknacian Mines with little trouble in the world and no doubts in their minds. No Angels flying and all the glowworms in the cave to light their way, they broke from the mines into the blinding white light and raised their hands to cover their eyes.
The light, Odin thought. It burns.
As his eyes began to adjust, revealing a world not only of the natural, but of the living, the lingering shapes of Arbriter appeared on the horizon. First came the houses, with their slanted roofs and their pointing peaks, then came the roads and the children that played amongst them. Dogs ran back and forth, cats hissed at their foes, and men and women of all shapes and sizes walked the very paths Odin imagined could soon lay stained in blood were the war to progress and the land shadowed in darkness.
This is it. This is what you’re going to have to do.
“Carmen,” Odin said, bowing his head to look at the Dwarf at his side. “Will you be all right riding with me to Fisherman’s Point?”
“On a horse?” she asked. When Odin nodded, she sighed, took a deep breath, then gave her approval in the form of a single thumbs up. “Yes, my friend. I believe I will be just fine, so long as I have you and sir Nova at my side.”
“There,” Odin whispered, brushing his Cadarian mount’s snout with the back of his hand. “It’s ok. It’s so good to see you.”
“You hearing anything from this guy?” Nova asked, thrusting a finger back over his shoulder. His horse stared on at Odin with plain, demure eyes, though he felt no connection or any form of thoughts streaming into his consciousness.
“No,” he said. “I’m not.”
“You hear animals?” Carmen asked. “Amazing.”
“It is,” Odin replied, looking up as a stable hand approached. “Do you remember me?”
“Yes sir,” the boy said. “You’re Odin Karussa, the Ornalan king’s champion.”
“Thank you for taking care of our horses,” he said, sliding one of his few remaining gold pieces into the boy’s hand.
“Suh-sir?”
“Take it. It’s yours.”
With enough money to feed his family for not only days, but possibly years, the boy turned and skittered off to the inn. Nova smiled, clapped Odin’s back, then leaned forward and began to prepare his horse for the journey ahead of him.

“You ready for this, Carmen?”
The Dwarf only nodded, then turned and made her way to the place she called home.
“Elrig,” Carmen said. “This is Nova and Odin. They’re the king of Ornala’s men.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man said, shaking first Nova’s hand, then Odin’s. “Both of you.”
“The pleasure’s ours,” Odin said, looking down at Carmen.
As her eyes strayed from her husband’s and caught Odin’s in their enrapturing stare, he saw a form of happiness he’d only ever witnessed in one other place—in Katarina, at the castle, when she’d sat across from Nova at a dining table and looked at him with eyes both soft yet gleaming. Such a sight made Odin’s heart skip a beat, but once it aligned, he turned his eyes up and looked at Elrig, noting not only his handsome features, but the unease plastered across his face.
She’s told you, he thought, and now you hate me for taking her away.
“I know what you have to do,” the man said, blind, milky eyes looking upon him in ways that both startled and unnerved Odin. “I know what Carmen has to do.”
“I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, reaching out to take the man’s hand. “She doesn’t have to come along if she doesn’t want to. I know she has a place here.”
“I also have a place elsewhere,” Carmen said, reaching up to take her husband’s hand. “That place is on the front lines, making sure my husband stays safe.”
“I wish you wouldn’t go,” Elrig said, crouching down to take Carmen in his arms, “but I know what you have to do.”
“Thank you,” Carmen said, planting a gentle kiss to his lips.
Looking upon them, Odin couldn’t help but feel like the worst human being in the world. Here he was—a warrior, a champion, and a man of not only stature, but dignity—taking a blind man’s wife away. It didn’t matter if that man could see beyond the realm of light and color; he was still blind, incapable in ways Odin could barely imagine. How willingly he was letting his wife go surprised him. He’d expected much more, especially in the form of tears and rage. That, however, was not present in the least. Elrig seemed at peace with not only his position, but his wife’s decision.
It’s amazing, Odin thought, how much someone can be at peace with the one
they love.
“I guess this is goodbye then,” Elrig said, looking into his wife’s eyes. “At least, for now, anyway.”
“This isn’t a goodbye,” Carmen said. “This is a ‘see you later,’ and don’t you think anything else.”
“I won’t. Don’t worry.”
With one final embrace, Carmen told her husband goodbye and started down the road, toward the end of Arbriter and the path that would eventually lead to Fisherman’s Point.
As they walked, Odin’s heart began to beat hard inside his chest.
One, it began. Two. Three.
The day began with the sun in the sky, as if predicting not only the mood and predicament upon which they would embark for Fisherman’s Point, but the future and what it possibly held.
Hands encircled around the reins, back against Odin’s stomach, Carmen looked on with a sense of awe Odin could only describe as childlike. Mouth agape, eyes wide and a grin plastered across her lips, she looked to be no more than ten and atop her father’s favorite steed, having the time of her life and no longer afraid of the very creature she had once feared.
Everything’s going beautifully, he thought. Absolutely fucking beautifully.
“Hey, Odin,” Nova said, falling into place at his side.
“Yeah?”
“How much further you think we have to go?”
“The innkeeper said only a few days,” Carmen said, speaking for the first time since they’d started off. “I mean, I’ve been there and back a few times and it’s never taken more than three or four days at the time.”
“Unless the weather gets bad,” Odin said, watching the distant clouds with a frown on his face.
“Don’t worry about that,” Nova laughed, slapping his back. “Besides—a little rain never hurt anyone.”
No, but a little rain would slow them down. Time was of the essence in this particular moment, especially considering the circumstance and what all was about to happen. War, he knew, would come on swift wings, and once airborne it would catch the current and head straight for the capital.
Stop worrying about it.
Still—he couldn’t help but worry. It fueled his mind, ran his heart, escaped his brain and made the world go wrong. Worry could be one of many things: the man at the door, the girl in the night, the loon on the lake or the monkey in the tree, but it could never be nothing. Worry: a beast often seen, but never understood, a creature of the night so vast and indifferent no man could truly look upon it and recognize it for what it truly was.
Because they don’t know, he thought. They really don’t know.
Steadying himself, Odin tightened his hands around his portion of the reins and looked down at Carmen, smiling when she turned her head up to look at him. “Something up?” she asked.
“No,” he lied. “Nothing’s wrong.”
If only he could live with such sentiments.
“It’s not usually this dark,” Carmen frowned, tilting her head to the sky as Odin and Nova prepared the night’s campsite.
“What do you mean?” Nova asked.
“The stars,” the Dwarf said. “Where are they?”
Odin turned his head up.
What? he thought.
Just as the Dwarf had said, there were no stars in the sky. Like a blanket, they seemed completely gone, smothered to death either by cloud or some greater force he could not understand.
“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Odub said, drawing his attention away from the sky and to the campfire now alight in front of him. “Come on, Carmen—let’s get dinner started.”
“All right,” she said, stepping up to the fire.
While Nova cooked, arranging not only meat into a saucer pan, but vegetables and other spices, Odin watched the sky to try and discern just what was blocking the stars. So far, he hadn’t seen any movement that could indicate clouds, nor did he feel anything that could have attested to magic.
The only other thing he could think of was far more sinister—so sinister, in fact, that it forced a chill up his spine and a black globule of pain at the front of his vision.
Stop.
It couldn’t be the living cloud, it just couldn’t. What purpose did such a thing have to be all the way here, in Kegdulan, two countries away from wherever its master was stationed?
Is it controlled, he thought, or free of its own accord?
“Odin,” Carmen said.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Stop looking at the sky.”
He did just that.
As Nova passed his dinner to him, Odin couldn’t help but once more look to the sky. Carmen quickly noticed this and slapped him, but for whatever reason, he didn’t return his attention to the dinner Nova had painstakingly made in front of them. Something was moving up there, in those damned clouds, and by God or Gods or whatever existed, he was going to find it.
What, he thought, then stopped.
A flicker of movement lay in the far clouds.
“Odin,” Carmen said. “Eat before I—“
Two shards of light pierced the darkness, then cut through the night as though swords through the flesh of some pale creature.
“What,” Nova said, “the fuck.”
When the shards of light shined upon them for just one brief moment, Odin’s heart sunk into his stomach.
“We need to leave,” he said, shoving his food into his mouth. “Now.”
They continued on until they found a cave. Cold, in darkness and not in any position to be sleeping, Odin struck a magical fire to life at the tail end of the cave and sighed when his friends came into view.
Everything’s all right, he thought, looking up at the horses at his side.
Whinnying and obviously distressed in their current predicament, they kicked their hooves up and down from the ground as if to dig into the earth and escape within it forever. Carmen—who’d since shown a brave amount of determination when it came to interacting with the animals—stepped forward, but stopped when one of the hooves came up and nearly struck her in the chest.
“No,” she said, shaking her head, raising her hands and waving her arms before her. “It’s all right. Be calm.”
Nova’s horse grunted. It bowed its head and accepted Carmen’s touch across its snout.
She’s something special, Odin thought, glancing at Nova, who only shrugged in response.
“Carmen,” Odin said.
“Yes?” she asked.
“Do you know what that thing in the sky was?”
“I’ve never seen anything like that before,” she said, stroking the horse’s nose and sighing as its breath parted her bangs.
“We saw something like it in Bohren,” Nova said. “When they took my hometown.”
“What was it?” the Dwarf frowned.
“Miko said it was a living cloud,” Odin said. When Carmen offered a frown in response, he laughed and settled down on the cave floor, crossing his legs and pulling a quilt around his shoulders. “He was… is… my mentor.”
“Where is he now then?”
“With the Elves,” Nova said.
“Ah. An Elf.”
Or close enough to it, Odin thought, shivering as a draft drifted into the cave.
“Hey,” Carmen said, stepping away from the horses and settling down in front of the fire. “Any way you can make this thing warm?”
Odin channeled energy into the flames and willed warmth to be born from them. In light, it came, and radiated off them from all ways and angles. When the Dwarf rubbed her hands together and pushed her palms toward the flames, he smiled, looked over at Nova, then offered him a reassuring nod.
Everything would be fine.
If he didn’t believe in that, he knew it wouldn’t be.
Dawn came with darkness and grey clouds. Lightning striking in the distance, rain showers dotting the distant mountains, and thunder rolling across the sky, Odin tried to maintain his composure in the face of such darkness and imagined himself at home, in Ornala, with Miko and his father possibly at his side.
He’ll come, he thought. He has to.
Surely his father wouldn’t stay in Felnon were war to progress up the Ornalan Plains—he would be in the capital, where royal guards surrounded them and knights took sentry up along the walls. His father was by no means a stupid man, and though he was ignorant in respect and arrogant in nature, that did not mean he would willingly put himself in harm’s way unless he had the need.
He’ll go when he knows I’m back.
“You ok?” Carmen asked, reaching up to poke at the underside of his chin.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, smiling when her finger touched his flesh. “Thanks.”
“For what?”
“The poke. It feels good.”
“That’s… strange,” she mused, but shrugged and went along with it anyway.
Nodding, Odin adjusted his grip on the reins and watched the far mountains. Lightning flashed across the horizon like chains whipping about the air, first in the shades of blue, then in hues of pink. Such a sight unsettled him, as it was said that lightning of such color was of the hottest variety. It
can start fires, they said, and burn entire villages with just one spark.
Regardless, he couldn’t necessarily trouble himself with lightning, its flashing or just how hot it was—before them was a journey that could be completed in two days, Carmen said, if they braced themselves for long, hard travel.
If anything, he knew he could push them as hard as he needed to.
Rain came that night and pushed them to the sides of the road. Under the cover of nothing more than trees, a few scant bushes and a couple of shrubs that appeared to be forever locked in one another’s embrace, they prepared a campsite wet and miserable, a home for shrews, insects and other lowly things.
“This isn’t going to be comfortable,” Carmen said after several moments of trying to smooth a bedroll out.
“Not comfortable,” Odin said, lighting a fire with the palm of his hand, “but better than nothing.”
From their place near the bushes, the horses whinnied. Odin pitied them not only because he could do no more than will the radius of the warmth to expand, but because they would have to endure the weather unprotected, without any buffer from not only the rain, but the wind.
At least we’re here, he thought, below it.
At his side, Carmen burrowed into her bedroll until she could almost barely be seen. Nova passed her a biscuit, which she took like some small rodent, then passed one to Odin. He accepted it with little more than a bitter shrug.
Cold food almost never tasted good, especially not in the rain.
“I imagine we’ll be there soon,” the older man said, turning his attention up to Odin when he lifted his head to eat the biscuit. “You ok, bud?”
“I’m fine. Just cold and tired.”
“Aren’t we all?”
No need to tell me.
Sighing, Odin finished the biscuit, settled down into his bedroll and prepared for a long, wet night.
“Ugh,” Carmen gasped. “This mud.”
It littered the road like swamplands near the Felnon marshlands. Dark, coagulated, swimming like creatures known as bottom-feeders and snaking around the horse’s hooves—it seemed as though it would do everything to stop them, but to no regard. At Odin’s side, Nova swore as the horse’s hooves sunk into the ground, then as he navigated the creature to the side of the road, to the more stable ground that his horse seemed to have little trouble on.
Great, Odin thought. This is all we need.
If one of the horses were to break a leg, there wasn’t anything he could do for them. He knew nothing of animal anatomy, of the biological and skeletal makeup that created such fine, ingenious creatures. Sure—he could look at the creatures and see where the long bones connected, where the joints formed and where the muscle lay beneath the surface of the skin, but not once had he ever seen an internal diagram of such great structures.
With that thought in mind, Odin guided his horse to the opposite side of the road.
In response to the juggling wave of movements the horse made, Carmen gasped, leaned back and braced her feet against the sides of the horse’s neck.
“Damn,” she breathed, looking down at the mud. “How do you humans deal with it?”
“We just do,” Nova shrugged.
“This is why living beneath a mountain is a good thing. No mud to worry about.”
No. Just canyons.
Chuckling, Odin braced his hand against the curve of Carmen’s upper back and allowed her to steady herself against it as they continued navigating the bumps and juts in the road. Though there was no rain, the moisture in the air seemed to cling to each and every surface. At one point, it felt like miniature animals were swimming across his skin, their pool upon which to live, and at another it seemed as though his hair was melting to his scalp, so hot the air was that his head seemed an exit for steam developing in the bowels of his being.
I hate this.
Then again, he doubted he could hate it as much as Carmen could—she kept swearing and mumbling under her breath every other moment.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin braced himself for the long and probably-difficult journey ahead.
In but a few days’ time, they would be at the front and center of Fisherman’s Point.
If only the weather would let up.
It looked to be everything he remembered—exotic, whitewashed, in hues of brown so white and grey it appeared to be blasted by the sand itself.
Fisherman’s Point rose like an iconic sentiment in a great speech and delivered unto him a notion of movement. This is it, it seemed to say, as they drew closer and closer to the place they would soon leave from. This is the
place that will change your life.
“You ready for the ocean?” Nova asked, laughing as he drew up alongside both Odin and Carmen. “It’s nothing like the mountains.”
“I’m ready for it,” Carmen said. “Don’t you worry.”
As they progressed into the town, they drew the attention of not only the children, but the men and women standing or walking alongside the roads.
One little boy pointed to Carmen, the shortest woman he had probably ever seen, while another girl asked if ‘that little person’ was really real. In response, Carmen raised her hand, waved, then blew a kiss to the little girl, which instantly delivered unto her a smile that could have easily been compared to the greatest treasure’s throughout the land. While some pointed, and while others turned to talk to one another, the presence of three strangers, especially one a Dwarf, seemed to shock the small community and turn their worlds upside down.
It’s all right, Odin thought, looking upon the Kegdulanian people with a sense of respect and longing. It’s just us—two Ornalans and a Dwarf going to
war.
“Sir,” a teenaged boy said, running forward and stopping his horse with a simple wave of the hand. “Sir Odin, sir.”
“You know me?” Odin frowned.
“Yes sir. You’re the Ornalan king’s champion.”
“How do you—“
“The king sent a message. He already has a boat chartered for you.”
How did he… why—
Before he could finish, the boy turned, ran down the road, then gestured them toward the path Odin knew led to the docks.
“What’s he doing?” Carmen frowned.
“Leading us to the docks,” Odin said, pushing his horse into his trot. “We’re leaving. Now.”
The captain of the ship greeted them with little more than a grunt and a nod. Chartered to deliver supplies, not people to Ornala, he merely shrugged his shoulders in response to Odin’s introduction, then turned and continued to survey the deck, all the while giving them the worst cold shoulder Odin could have ever imagined.
Peachy, Odin thought, wanting to deliver the insult, but knowing more than well that he shouldn’t.
“He’s sure in a good mood,” Carmen said, as if predicting his thoughts.
“I was just about to say the same thing,” Nova mumbled.
“Shh!” Odin hissed. “Be quiet. We don’t want him hearing us.”
“We’re the king’s men, Odin. He can’t—“
“It’s still his ship you knucklehead!”
Nova frowned. He reached back, rubbed the curve of his neck, then laughed when Odin offered him a wink and a grin. “He say where he wants us?” the older man asked.
“In one of the spare rooms down under. We’re ‘privileged guests,’
remember?”
This time, it was Carmen’s turn to laugh.
“Privileged guests my ass,” the Dwarf said, looking around at the ramshackle room. “It looks like someone let a bunch of dogs in here.”
True—though the room was indeed ‘privileged’ in its own respects, it looked much like Carmen described: a dog’s nest, complete with scratched wood, no beds and too small for two people, let alone three.
“Oh well,” Odin sighed, setting his pack down in the corner of the room and beginning to unload his things. “At least it’s better than nothing, right?”
“I’d rather sleep in the storage quarters with the horses than here,” Nova mumbled, “but yeah, I guess it’s all right.”
“It’ll work for me,” Carmen said. She seated herself on the floor in the corner and looked about the empty room, eyes wide and curious, as though she was still taking in the lack of pleasantries within the small space. “Did he say when we were leaving?”
“Soon,” Odin said.
“How soon is ‘soon?’”
“I’m guessing by the time night falls, if not sooner.”
As if beckoned by his very words, the ship dipped, then began to drift.
“See?” Odin laughed. “Told you so.”
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Carmen grumbled.
He tried not to laugh as the Dwarf bowed her head and began to count something under her breath.
Standing at the bow of the ship, looking out at the horizon and the ever-vast ocean before him, Odin braced his hands against the railing and sighed when his eyes wandered to the coast. Breathtaking, beautiful, rife with cliffs and swarming with gulls—it looked to be the jawbone of some great, soaring monster that had bedded down for the day. Water splashed at its lips and plumed from the nostrils that were the twin peaks that jutted out from Fisherman’s Point, creating the impression that this land really was real— that, in hindsight, it truly was an entity, a living creature which rested atop the world and made not only the lands, but the rivers, forests and leaves.
In looking at all of this, Odin couldn’t help but feel small.
This is it, he thought.
No more than a year before, when they’d been sailing toward the gulf of Ornala, he’d once thought the same thing—and over the year, he’d echoed the same sentiments in his head time and time again. This is it, he would think, before preparing to take the jump he’d once envisioned the sun made each time it fell toward the horizon; and once he’d taken that jump—once he prepared himself for what was to come—he would realize that not only was this it, but it was really, truly it, the one thing that would change his life forever.
In the scope of his life, so many things had defined him—his flight from his father, his imprisonment in Ornala, meeting not only Miko, but Nova, the mage brothers, Captain Jerdai, Able, Ardut, Blaine and now Carmen, fighting Kerma, a berserk Ogre, Naga, Marsh Walkers and even the Hornblarin Angels—and each time something had defined him, he had changed. No longer was he the little boy afraid and unsure of the world, the young man incompetent and less than willing to face the things the future held. Now a man, tall and broad and with hair on his face, he could face whatever was set before him, and though he had his fears, doubts and concerns, he knew that he could take whatever it was that was coming before him.
War—a three-letter word, one he knew would define his future, and though he knew he was apt to not only lose people, but friends, he knew that somehow, he could face it.
When a hand graced his shoulder, shocking him out of perhaps the worst reverie he had been in for the past few days, he turned his head to find Nova standing at his side. “You ok?” his friend asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, taking a deep breath. “Don’t worry about me.”
“You know I do, bud.”
“I know.”
“So why are you always telling me not to worry about you?”
Because I don’t want you to bear my burden, he thought. Because I don’t want
you to think anything is wrong.
That, however, was impossible. Whenever he said not to worry or that he didn’t care, he was just giving someone a reason to worry. A beast, he called it, clawing in his chest, and a beast, he knew, that could fester within the heart of man—he wished such anxiety on no one and no thing, for he knew the effects it tolled on people and just what it could do to their consciousness.
“Nova,” Odin said.
“What’s up, buddy?”
“I’m not sure if I’m ready for this war.”
“Neither am I, Odin. I don’t think anyone can be ready.”
When Odin opened his eyes, a flicker of doubt began to play in his heart.
Though he wasn’t sure of the future, at least he could prepare for it.
“Hey Carmen,” Nova said. “Let me ask you something.”
“Yeah.”
“You intend on fighting in this war, right?”
“Of course I do,” the Dwarf said, lifting her head from the massive book that was almost half her size. “What do you take me for?”
“I dunno. I was just wondering—“
“Is this going to be a comment on my height? Because I’ll have you know, Mr. Eternity, that I am more than capable of breaking the enemy’s legs.”
That Odin didn’t doubt. The glistening head of her mace peeked out from her side, and in the faint twilight streaming through the window, he had no doubts about the lengths it could go in breaking a man’s knee out of its socket.
I saw the angels, he thought.
A beautiful woman, covered in blood, the head of her weapon glistening as though dipped in honey—he’d seen her fight, had seen her swing her mace and kill without hesitation, so he had no doubts she would make an excellent soldier on the battlefield. Nova had a right to question her place though— how a woman so small would avoid getting trampled would be a sight to see, but he didn’t necessarily want to think about it, not now, not in his current position.
When nothing is going on.
He didn’t want to imagine the wintery, Ornalan plain covered in blood, bathed in life and covered in filth, but already his mind conjured images of crows flying ahead and diving down to feed upon the flesh of the dead. Their beaks would be full, he knew, of flesh—some would eat the eyes, others the tongues, some the faint lashes upon the faces of those who no longer had use for them. Such feasts were eloquent upon the field of battle. How it would be handled afterward was anyone’s guest, but he could already see wagons and the bodies piled upon them.
Shaking his head, not wanting to think of it any further, Odin pushed himself to his feet and wandered to the sole window in their room.
Outside—in the long, never-ending ocean—he thought he saw a twinkle of light appear on the horizon, something caused not by light, but by something reflecting it.
What is, he thought, then stopped.
Something—or, more like, someone—waved back at him.
“You see something?” Nova asked.
A flick of a tail greeted his vision, then was gone.
“I,” he started, voice fading as he watched the last of the ripple fade in the water. He waited a moment, then took a deep breath and expelled it. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?” Nova laughed. “You either see something or you don’t.”
That’s the thing. I’m not sure what I just saw.
Unsettled and more than unsure of what had just happened, Odin settled down on the floor and let his mind wander in his thoughts.
“It’s so big,” Carmen said, steadying herself on the foot of the railing.
“Careful,” Odin said. “You don’t want to fall.”
“I’m not going to fall, buddy. Look at me.”
True—he couldn’t help but smile at the way she was posed. Arms clasped around a support beam and legs twisted about, there was no possible way she could fall unless she willingly released her hold, something Odin doubted she would even dream of doing.
She’d be fish food before she even hit the water.
“What’d you think the first time you saw it?” Carmen asked, looking over her shoulder to stare Odin straight in the eyes.
“I thought it was beautiful,” he said, bracing his hand on the railing just over Carmen’s head. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”
“Can I ask you something, Carmen? I mean, something about being a Dwarf and living under the mountains?”
“Every question is worth asking.”
Though he doubted that sentiment to the highest degree, he shook his head, then asked, “How did you live underground?”
“Underground?” Carmen frowned.
“I mean, under the mountain. I could barely stand not seeing light or knowing whenever it was light or dark.”
“You get used to it, especially when you’re born there,” Carmen shrugged, untangling her limbs from the support beam and hopping down at his feet.
“It’s not like you have need for day or night under the mountain.”
“How did you sleep?”
“Like you did,” the Dwarf replied. “You slept when you were tired and didn’t when you weren’t.”
Which is what I imagined, he thought, nodding in response.
Slipping his hands into his pockets, Odin turned his head up to the sky and smiled when he saw what looked to be a falcon flying overhead. Wings spread, head raised high, he had just enough time to see its beady eyes reflecting sunlight back at him before he returned his attention to Carmen.
“Pretty,” she shrugged.
“How long have you been living in Arbriter?”
“The past few years.”
“How did you meet your husband?”
“Elrig was brought to us when he went blind,” Carmen said, settling down on the deck and crossing her legs. She waited for Odin to join her before continuing. “Some of our scientists—people who invent things, if you don’t know what one is—thought that maybe we could restore someone’s sight by creating machines that reflected light back into your skull. I don’t know the logistics of it, but supposedly there’s a single vein, receptor, something that guides your vision back into your brain, so when Elrig went blind, he offered himself as a test subject.”
“That willingly?”
“He said he was desperate for sight, but by the time he got there, he was telling us that he could see everything around him—not in color, but in different shades of light.”
“So he sees… light?”
“Light and shadow,” Carmen nodded. “At least, that’s how he explained it to me.”
“That’s got to be an interesting way to live.”
“We took a liking to each other fairly quickly. I was already well-known because of what I’d done, so he naturally wanted to meet me, though what I did wasn’t much in respect. I just wanted the thing dead, you know.”
Revenge, Odin thought, preferring to nod rather than speak.
“Anyhow,” Carmen continued, “we met, got to know each other, fell in love, then got married a little while after that. Not much to it, really.”
“I asked because of how different it is out here and under the mountain.”
“It is. Part of me loves living under there, because the world seems more in focus—you’re not worried about what time you get up or what time you go to bed, just on whatever work you’re doing and who you’re doing it with. I imagine that’s why our forefathers liked it so much. We had all the time in the world under the mountain.”
All the time in the world.
He could agree with such sentiments. With no need to get up in the morning or go to bed at night, who was to say when you could sleep and when you couldn’t? If work was the goal, then work; if life was the aspiration, then live; if love was the desire, then love—it was as simple as that, just as Carmen had said.
Smiling, Odin reached forward, took the Dwarf’s hand in his, then squeezed it.
“Something you want to tell me?” Carmen asked.
“No,” he said. “I just haven’t been around a lot of women in my life.”
“I can imagine. Being a knight doesn’t necessarily give you easy access.”
“You’re a good person, Carmen. I hate to think that people might look down on you just because you’re a woman.”
“That happens,” Carmen sighed, turning her head down. “I mean… people think us women are just good for doing the laundry, having babies, cooking dinner at night, but there’s so much more to us than that. We can be great— we can be heroes, fighters, people who make a difference in the world.”
“And you have,” Odin said, “and are… at least, you have in my life.”
“You really mean that, Odin?”
“I mean it,” he smiled. “Really, Carmen, I do.”
Turning her head up, the Dwarf offered Odin a smile that warmed him to the bone.
In seeing such a spread of confidence, he couldn’t help but laugh.
Come time for whatever it was to happen, he knew he could count on her on the battlefield.
The days that followed were bleak and filled with nothing. Endlessly drifting across a vast blue ocean, it seemed as though, like under the mountain, that time didn’t exist, and though the sun rose, then fell across the horizon each morning, every afternoon and every night, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though he was stuck in the exact same spot as he was before they left.
I’ll get over it, he thought, bracing himself against the railing. Everything will
be just fine.
That he knew, though how he came across such knowledge he didn’t know.
He felt no tension in the air, no static on the wind and no hand at his back, nor did he sense any dread coming forth on swift wings. Everything he usually associated with such feelings was null, nonexistent and, so far as he knew, nowhere to be found.
Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I have nothing to worry about.
Maybe, but in his current situation, he had the entire world on his shoulders, bearing down on him with the intensity of a distant star falling from the sky.
Shaking his head, Odin turned his attention to the Dwarf at his side, who stood in her usual position looking out and watching the dolphins jumping alongside the ship. Hand over her eyes to shield her face from the overhead sun, he watched her short, neck-length hair whip about her face and at the curve of her spine, smiling when her mouth split into a grin at the sight of a dolphin jumping, then twisting through the air.
“Quite the site,” Carmen said. “Such friendly fish.”
“They’re not fish.”
“Oh?”
“They’re mammals. They breathe air.”
“So they’re like a big, cuddly pig,” she said, nodding as if to confirm her thoughts.
Though Odin couldn’t necessarily agree with the comparison, he nodded at the sentiment and stepped back away from the railing. Behind him, he heard the arrogant captain calling for someone to turn the sails, but beyond that, silence ruled his life.
If only it would rule my mind too, he sighed.
After sliding his hands into his pockets and watching Carmen dismount from the support beam, they turned and started back toward the single room they’d been offered, but not without taking one look back at the dolphins behind them.
“Everything all right?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said. “Why?”
“You’ve been kind of quiet the past few days.”
However unwilling he was to speak about his feelings, Odin could not deny that he had, in fact, been quiet. Usually he joked with Nova, or at least engaged in casual banter, but over the past week he’d remained to himself, withdrawn from not only the world, but the one man he considered the best of his friends.
One of the only people who really understands me, he thought, frowning when Nova’s sad eyes narrowed to take his expression in.
“You want to talk about it?” the man asked, beginning to extend his arm as if to reach out to him, but stopping before he could do so. “I mean, about what’s bothering you?”
When he saw that Carmen was firmly asleep in the corner of the room, Odin sighed, crawled across the short distance that separated his and Nova’s sleeping arrangements, then settled down beside his friend, all the while feeling the same sense of dread bearing down upon him.
You can talk to him. He’s not going to care what you say.
“I’ve already mentioned that I’m nervous about going back,” Odin said.
“Right,” Nova nodded.
“But… I’m worried about some other things.”
“Like what?”
“Miko, for one, and my father. I’m also worried about Parfour and your family.”
“My family’s in Ornala, so they’ll be fine. And I highly doubt you have to worry about Parfour.”
Unless he becomes a field missionary.
It was customary in times of war to send men or acolytes of God onto the battlefield. They said prayer was the greatest medicine—that the Gods, so high and mighty, could deliver upon mortal men grace that saved them from life-threatening wounds. How this was possible Odin didn’t know. He imagined some of it had to do with magic, false prophets born from the hands of jesters, though whether or not it was true, he couldn’t be sure.
What if Parfour chose to become a field missionary though? What if, due to his faith, he believed that a God would protect him, bathing him in light so hot and miserable that no enemy dare swing his sword, less it melt in his very hands?
If he wants to do that, Odin thought, then that’s his own damn business. I
can’t stop him if he wants to.
That only left the matter of his father, and though he knew the man was much too old to be wearing a full suit of armor and heading into battle, he knew how bullheaded he could be when it came to certain matters. He would surely protect his kingdom, if given the chance, but would he back down if he thought against it?
“Odin,” Nova said.
“Yeah?” he asked.
“You’re thinking about something.”
“Yeah.”
“You get real quiet when you think.”
Because I’m trying to sort it all out, he thought, but only smiled in response.
Because I’m trying to figure out what to say so I won’t say something stupid.
Regardless of the reason, he steeled himself as the ship swayed against a coming wave and settled back into place.
“I think everything’ll be fine,” Nova said, reaching out to take his arm. “You just have to stop worrying about it.”
Things were much easier said than done.
Closing his eyes, Odin leaned back and prepared to sleep his worries away.
The Ornalan coastline appeared like a gem atop the grandest of crowns. As he had not only once, but twice before, Odin braced himself at the bow of the ship and watched as the gulf of his home country came into view, sighing when he saw what appeared to be several hundred tents lined up on the outskirts of the castle grounds lingering in the distance beyond the outer district.
It’s them, he thought.
Who they were was anybody’s guess, but were he to ponder upon such things, he would imagine that they were men, soldiers of war who’d traveled not only from neighboring cities and villages, but possibly from even Kegdulan. If the Dwarves were to keep their promise, they would arrive within the next month, and if the Elves had agreed to lend their support, they, too, could possibly be beneath those folds, so grey and green, white and beige, gold and brown. All the colors of the kingdom lay in clear view, and though such a sight not only disturbed, but frightened him, Odin felt peace knowing that they had support.
Maybe we really can win this war, he thought.
Then again, who was to say that this ‘war’ was actually anything but? They knew not how many men Herald had, how many troops and mages were at his side, nor did they know the forces which he conquered. They did know that he had Necromancers, as evidenced by not only the flesh summon, but the attack on the Bohren investigation squad, and they knew that he led enough of a force to not only draw royal attention, but investigation.
Who knows what they have.
In the end, all he could hope was that the people they were with had enough strength to face whatever was put against them.
Closing his eyes, Odin bowed his head and tried not to think about the war.
“Odin!” Daughtry cried, rushing down the hill that led to the dock as the boat came into view. “Odin! Odin!”
“Sir!” Odin called back, raising his hand in greeting. At his side, the anchor came down and sent a spray of mist in front of his face, momentarily veiling his magic instructor in rainbows as he ran across the short bridge that led toward where the boat was now docking. “Is everything—“
“You have to come, quickly! We’re already being assaulted!”
“By who?”
“Herald.”
Turning, Odinlooked at not only Nova, but Carmen and tried to maintain his composure as the ship’s steps slammed down onto the dock. Already his heart was afire, his mind racing in his skull and his joints flaring in their hollows. It couldn’t be, it just couldn’t. This war couldn’t have already begun, not without the Dwarves at the ready.
“Where?” he asked, bowing his head before his king as they took leave from the boat.
“They’re advancing upon the Ornalan Plains. We fear they may breach the Dwaydorian Borders before the end of the week.”
“The week?” Nova cried.
At their feet, Carmen shuffled about nervously, only looking up when Daughtry turned his eyes down and took sight of the Dwarf. “Who is this?” he asked.
“Carmen Delarosa at your service, sir!”
“Why are you carrying a weapon, woman?”
“She’s a soldier,” Odin said, clasping his hand around the mage’s arm.
“We don’t have time to worry about this,” Carmen said, rushing up the dock and toward the hill. “Come! Hurry! You must fill us in!”
“We’ll go,” Daughtry said. “Now. To the king’s office.”
“We have troops here, here and here,” Ournul said, placing markets to signify the Ornalan army at the foot of the Dwaydorian Border. “Here,” he added, lifting a small, purple marker, “is where Miko and his troops have been conscripted into the Elven army.”
“Miko’s leading a force?” Odin asked. Nova merely blinked at his side, while Carmen crawled up into a chair and leaned forward to view the map before them.
“Yes. He is.”
“So the Elves are with him then?”
“He’s leading a troop of battle mages to try and push through the defenses their mages have set up.”
“How many mages are on the field?”
“Of our own, or the Elves’?”
“Our own.”
“The kingdom has had a shortage of mages for the past hundred years. We have only a hundred or so men, and half of those aren’t even trained.”
Dammit, Odin thought, cursing under his breath as he looked not only at the map, but at his frantic king before him.
Taking inventory of both the enemy and ally markers before him, he trained his eyes across the map until he came to not only Sylina, but the distant towns near the Elna border. Though they’d yet to come under any preliminary attack, it was all too likely that they, too, could soon succumb to the enemy forces.
“How many are there, sir?”
“I do not know, Odin. Pray for a miracle, son, because right now, that may be the only chance we have.”
“Where is Parfour?”
“What?” the king asked.
“The boy from the island,” Odin stressed. “Where is he?”
“He’s on the front lines, Odin I was told he couldn’t stand by and watch as men of God were slain without mercy.”
“What all are there? What all are we facing?”
“Everything,” the king said. “Everything, Odin. Everything.”
With his heart slowly slipping into the recesses of his stomach, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then turned and made his way toward the door. “I’m going,” he said.
“Where?” Nova asked.
“To the front lines.”
“You can’t leave my side,” Ournul said. “Odin, you can’t—“
He was already out the door before his king could finish.
“You’re crazy,” Carmen said, taking a few steps back as Odin pulled a mount from the stable and prepared to pack the few scant supplies a stable boy had prepared for him. “You’re going against your king!”
“My king isn’t going to decree whether or not I should stay here and wait for my friends to get slaughtered,” Odin said, securing the saddle at the horse’s stomach and bracing himself for a lecture as he saw not one, but two guards stepping out the entrance to the castle. “Tell me something, Carmen.”
“What?” the Dwarf asked.
“Are you coming with me?”
“Of course I am! I’m not leaving you to go by yourself.”
“Neither am I,” Nova said, appearing behind the two guards as though a wraith bent forth around the shadows.
“What about your family?” Odin asked.
“They know what I must do.”
What if you die? Odin thought, tears tugging at the corners of his eyes. What
if you never come back?
“You’ve at least seen them,” he said, looking up as the two guards approached.
“Sir Karussa,” the guards said, saluting him with their hands over their hearts. “The king has requested that you return to the castle immediately.”
“Tell him to fuck off.”
“Sir, you must—“
“I’m not leaving my friends to die!” he cried, shoving both of the guards back.
Behind them, Dora appeared in the doorway. Upon her face the world and all its horrors lay visible. Eyes stark, lips pursed, cheeks flaming red likely from unease and rage, she advanced forward as though ready to kill him in the very spot he could stand.
Great, he thought, looking back at his horse and preparing to mount it at the last possible moment. I’m going to get the lecture of my life.
“Odin,” the king’s assistant said, stepping forward and around the guards.
“Just wait a moment.”
“I can’t wait. I—“
“You can’t go into battle unless you’re properly briefed, much less equipped.”
“I can be briefed on the front lines.”
“Not from there. You’ll be knee-deep in blood by the time you step foot near Dwaydor.”
“Have any of Dwaydor’s leaders defected to the enemy?” Odin asked, expelling a held-in breath. “Have our forces sold us out to the enemy?”
“No. Only Herrick Monvich’s army has refused to cooperate. He’s in jail as we speak.”
“What about the Dwarves?” Carmen asked.
“What about them?” Dora frowned.
“They’ve agreed to send forceds,” Odin said, frowning when Dora turned her eyes back up at him. “Please tell me you know about the Dwarves.”
“We don’t, Odin.”
Dammit!
How they couldn’t know was beyond him. He’d tried to send a message via magical means, though how it couldn’t have arrived he couldn’t be sure.
However, if magical interference was being used to tie up communication, that would make enough sense.
“All right,” Odin said, returning his focus to the young woman in front of him, whose face appeared lost and all the more conflicted in that very moment. “How soon can you have suits of armor made?”
“For all three of us,” Carmen added, jumping in place.
“I have no idea,” Dora said. When Odin made move to jump onot his horse, the young woman reached forward and grabbed the tail end of his shirt just before he could jump. “Don’t you dare run off on me, Odin.”
“Dora—“
“I’m not the king. I’m your friend.”
Are you? he thought. Or are you just someone who’s looking out for the king’s
best interest?
“Come inside,” the young woman continued. “You’ve been at sea for a month now. You can’t leave yet.”
“Why not?”
Are you afraid of something?
Of course she was—she had to be. Here she was, in a position of power directly beneath the king, having to deal with a country under siege. Who knew what had to be going on in her head, what had to be raging in her mind, and for that Odin stopped to consider her strength—how, in her eyes, he saw passion, and how on her lips, though chapped, he noticed a tremble, that of which seemed to paint her entire demeanor in something much more. Here he was, the king’s champion, staring upon a woman he had served with for an entire year now. He had not the relationship with Dora he probably should have had, but here he stood looking into her eyes. Once so powerful but now so fragile, she seemed ready to shatter—break, dissolve, and ultimately disappear in all but a moment’s notice.
It was at that moment, in staring directly into her eyes, that Odin realized that should he leave now, he could possibly be endangering not only himself, but his friends.
“Get the blacksmith,” Odin said, looking up at both of the guards as Dora’s grip on his arm slackened. “Tell him we need hhim here, now.”
“What you’re asking is impossible,” the blacksmith said, turning his eyes up to not only look at Odin, but the king’s assistant. “I can’t make a decent set of armor in three days, much less three sets of them.”
“You have to make it as soon as possible then,” Odin said, looking down at the ironworks and the tools laid before them. “We need to get to the front lines.”
“We can do with lesser quality armor if it means you’ll work faster,” Carmen said.
“I don’t make armor that’s bad quality, ma’am. It’d kill a soldier.”
“You need to make us something,” Nova said. “We have to get out of here.
And soon.”
“I understand that, sir, but I have to consider—“
“Do what you need to do,” Dora said, then turned her eyes up to the party.
“Come—eat with me and the king. You too, my lady.”
“I’m not a lady,” Carmen said. “At least not in the sense you may be referring to.”
“That I understand,” Dora said, a smile painting her usually-hardened features. “It’s an honor to meet you, ma’am.”
“Carmen Delarosa, Drake Slayer of Ehknac at your service.”
Dora’s eyes widened.
When Carmen had finished laughing, the four of them turned and started for the castle.
“You need to eat,” Ournul said. “You can’t get yourself worked up like this.”
True—while Odin did need to eat, he couldn’t help but feel guilty over eating food that should have likewise gone to soldiers on the field. He couldn’t imagine eating such a meal feet away from dead, rotting corpses and the fighting of your fellow men, but regardless, he managed to force a biscuit into his mouth and downed it with a healthy dose of wine.
I’m going to need it, he thought, nodding as the king poured him yet another glass of the forbidden elixir.
At his side, Nova picked at his food with little interest, while Dora remained standoffish with her arms crossed over her chest, watching the people before her as though they would die in their place. Carmen, meanwhile, ate like a king, devouring not only the fried chicken, but the meats, vegetables and potatoes with enough fervor to match all three of them.
How can she do it?
Though he couldn’t fathom how the woman was able to eat in the midst of such chaos, Odin imagined it was because she knew no one as close to the action as he and Nova did. With not only one of their great friends, but the boy they rescued on the front lines, it made enough sense that he had trouble eating, much less even thinking about doing it.
Shaking his head, Odin took another sip of wine and grimaced as his head swam in his skull.
“Don’t drink too fast,” the king said.
To test the man’s response, he downed the rest of his wine. Ournul only shrugged, then bowed his head to look at the barely-eaten food on his plate.
You can’t do this either, sir. Don’t tell me that you can.
“You gonna be ok?” Carmen asked, looking up from her feast.
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said. “So long as I get on the road within the next few days. I’ll go by myself if I have to.”
“You’re not leaving without us, Odin.”
“Especially not me,” Nova said, standing. He shoved what little of the biscuits he had remaining on his plate into his mouth and clasped both hands around Odin’s shoulders. “It’ll be ok, buddy. No one’s going to die on us.”
How do you know? he thought.
When tears began to run down his face, he bowed his head and silently hoped for the safety of the one man and boy he cared about more than anything else in the world.
“Are the mages from Jerdai’s ship there?” Odin asked.
“I’d imagine they are,” Ournul said, crossing his arms over his chest. “We ordered the draft and initiated the magical search within all the villages in our kingdom.”
“What about Ramya? Blaine? Ardut?”
“Ramya is here, with me. Healer Ardut should be in the field with them, as I imagine the young soldier named Blaine would be. He was one of the first parties sent to Dwaydor to establish a border.”
What’ll happen if they die?
Though he held no real close interpersonal connection to Blaine or Ardut, Odin feared for their safety, such as everyone did when they grew if only partially attached to someone they’d worked with. As goofy as the boy was, Odin couldn’t help but like him, and Ardut had taught him so much—he couldn’t imagine what he’d do if anything were to happen to them.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin set his arm across his brow and looked up at the king. In such a vulnerable position—on the bed, legs spread eagle and one arm raised up—he could easily look like a man in distress, reduced to the likeness of a child due not only to stress, but worry. At that particular moment though, he didn’t necessarily care about vulnerability or mortality— all he wanted was for his friends to be all right.
“Sir,” he said, closing his eyes.
“Yes, Odin?”
“How is our armor coming along?”
“I believe the Dwarf’s set has already been made.”
“Good,” Odin said, reaching down to run a hand through one of the dogs’
long, soft fur. “What about me and Nova’s?”
“Yours will likely be next.”
“Then I’ll go alone.”
“No you won’t.”
“You can’t—“
“I can do whatever I want, Odin.”
“I could always just leave,” Odin said, throwing his legs over the side of the bed. “You can’t force me to stay here.”
“No, but how would it look if the champion abandoned his king?”
Bad, he thought.
Choosing to remain not only silent, but indifferent on the manner, Odin leaned forward, braced his hands between his knees, and took another deep breath. His chest felt like a cage of pain, a trapeze of doubt and a carnival of worry, and his mind, as usually calm as it was, seemed ready to burst from the hollows of not only his eyes, but mouth, ears and nose. The ache blooming behind his vision was enough to force his eyes from the window, away from the light that so casually streamed through it as though it had every right in the world.
It does, he thought, trying as hard as he possibly could not to look into his king’s eyes.
However, when Ournul reached down and touched both of his shoulders, Odin couldn’t help but turn his attention on his king.
When their eyes met—when Ournul’s nearly-black pools gazed into the red fires within his head—he imagined the king felt the very things he felt now: all the pain, suffering and angst that currently fueled his being and stung his very heart.
“You will get there,” Ournul said, “and you will do just what it is you have to do.”
It looked like the wake of a funeral—dark, glistening in light, in porcelain hues so fine and dark it made his heart tremble with unease. First the chest piece expanded into an intricate pair of swirls over the breasts and then tapered out to a long, strong torso, beneath which the faulds fell as though skirts on a great woman’s dress. The boots appeared to be sickly, bound to the ground in illness and blood, while the sides of the gauntlets curled back into a sickly flourish that, Odin imagined, would serve as very useful weapons should he manage to lose his sword in battle. Beneath this was chainmail which ran from the buttocks to the ankles, then across the chest and down to his arms. In spite of all of this, perhaps the most striking thing of all was the helmet. Skull-like, with a plate that fell over his entire face and covered his eyes with several interlinking pieces of chain, it looked to be nothing more than the head of some great, exotic creature, long-dead and weathered by the elements.
“This is it,” the blacksmith said, smacking the breastplate with the palm of his hand. “And that there over there is the beginning of your bodyguard’s armor.”
Bodyguard? he thought, then remembered Nova and how he so valiantly stood by his side.
Nova’s headpiece looked to have been stolen from the greatest rams that could have ever possibly been seen near the Hornblaris Mountains or the peaks descending from them. The great horns that curled down both of its sides, though heavy, would arguably serve to stabilize the massive weight that would likely bear down upon Nova’s head.
“Lighter than it looks,” the man said, lifting the helm with one hand, “like a feather.”
“It won’t kill him if he gets struck on the head, will it?”
“Not with this it won’t.”
“What about his face?”
“I’ll add a plate to it, son. Don’t you worry.”
“What about the Dwarf’s armor?”
“Lighter than metal. I imagine she won’t be given much notice, which will probably serve to her advantage, so I made her a set of the thinnest stuff I thought would keep her safe.”
To the side, he took notice of an ensemble of raven’s-blue metal and smiled when the light shined off the proud shoulder pieces that looked to be made in the image of a falcon. Though he was unsure if Carmen had seen her armor, he imagined she would be happy upon seeing it.
“Why didn’t you make something simpler?” he asked.
“The three of you will likely be assigned key positions in the field, so I wanted to make something recognizable.”
“Won’t that serve against us though?”
“Only if you let it.”
If I let it, Odin thought, running a finger along the curve of the belt. A firm metal band rounded the right side of his leather, given that he was left handed, and would more than allow him easy access to his sword come time for the battle.
“Thank you, sir,” Odin said, reaching forward to take the man’s hand. “Sorry for disturbing you. I just wanted to check on your progress.”
“Don’t worry about it. Sir Eternity’s armor should be ready within the next two days. If not, I won’t charge your king for it.”
“All right. Thank you.”
“We’ll be leaving soon,” Odin said.
“Says who?” the king asked.
“The blacksmith.”
Standing before the king with Nova and Carmen at his side, Odin clasped his hands behind his back and looked on at the very man he would soon be leaving to fight in a war that they may very well lose. Breath catching in his throat, heart pounding in his chest, he tried to compose himself as he stood before his king, though he already knew his attempts were weak and pitiful in respect. Nova, on the other hand, seemed to be more than well off, regardless of the fact that he would soon say goodbye to a wife and a father-in-law he may never see again.
You won’t die on me, he thought, will you?
No. Nova was too skilled a warrior and too arrogant a man to die on the battlefield, much less in a position that would make him unable to see his family again. He would die for them, yes, and he would die for anyone whom he felt deserved the right of his honor, but he would never needlessly throw himself into a situation that would get him killed.
That, however, only left Carmen. The blacksmith had already said that he had altered her armor in the slightest due not only to her advantage of height, but also likely because of her size. He knew she was capable of battle, had seen her kill in cold blood without so much as a passing breath, and knew that she could wield her mace or likely any other weapon she chose to, but what would happen if she got overwhelmed, if the tide rushed forward and swallowed her whole?
I can’t worry about it, he thought, securing himself beneath his king’s mighty gaze.
“Sir,” he said, conjuring courage in order to speak.
“Yes, Odin?”
“Grant me permission to take Novalos Eternity and Carmen Delarosa as my bodyguards to the front lines of Dwaydor, alone, without heading forward with the army.”
“Where will that leave me if there is an attempt at my life?”
Don’t patronize me, Ournul. You know more than well that I’m going to do
this. Don’t stop me now.
“Guards,” Odin said. “Two at your door and two within it every night. And Dora. She’s capable.”
“Odin,” the king said, his voice wary and lost of power. “I hope you know that by allowing you to do this, you may very well give me a heart attack.”
“You’ll have to bear it, sir, because I’m going.”
“All right.”
All right?
He’d expected more of a fight, or at least a confrontation in which he stormed out of the room in rage. How he’d managed such a feat was beyond him, but he shook it off and nodded as the king rounded the table and shook each of their hands in turn.
“I’ll prepare for your supplies,” the king said. “It should only take you a week to get there. I’ll give you two of the best mounts you can.”
“Who is leading the human troops that are already there, sir?”
“Master Jordan,” Ournul sighed. “Gods be with him, Odin, because I fear that he may not leave with his life.”
“Are you ready for this?” Odin asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Nova sighed.
Seated in the room usually held not only by them, but Miko, Odin watched his friend in the fading light from the single burning candle and tried to gauge his perception on the situation at hand. Hands in his lap, eyes set as straight ahead as possible, he searched Nova’s face for not only a recollection of emotion, but also a memory of hurt.
Has he talked to his wife? he thought.
Of course he had—why wouldn’t he have confided to his wife the fears that dwelled within his heart, the pain in his chest and the likely paranoia growing in his mind? Though he was not currently at her side, nestled together beneath the covers warmed not by the heat of the fire, but love, he knew his friend longed to be there, though why he wasn’t there already he couldn’t be sure. He imagined Nova was nervous and thus did not want to afflict that not only on his wife, but his father in law, though that gave him no reason not to be there. Surely his family would know of his insecurities, wouldn’t they?
Of course they would. The man they love is about to go to war.
“Where is Carmen?” he decided to ask.
“In a spare room to our left,” Nova said. “At least, I think that’s where she is.”
“I wonder how she’s holding up.”
“Better than some of us,” the man chuckled. “Better than me.”
“How come you’re not with your wife?”
“Because I’m afraid to face the reality that I’ll be gone again soon… maybe this time forever.”
“You’re not going to die, Nova.”
“How do you know?”
I just know, he thought, but said nothing.
Turning, he struck a flame atop the tip of another candle and watched the room burst into glorious light. In this new reality—in this new, lightened flame—nothing could hide from the horrible truth the entire kingdom faced.
The horrors, the blood, the blessing of death and the great, finale climax of the human spirit—all could be seen within this very light, and within the contours, lines and hollows of Nova’s face, Odin could see a fear so strong he could barely contain himself when he looked into his friend’s eyes.
Sad, silent, lonely, as though more than willing to die in the very chair he sat in—Nova looked to be everything that fear was made of and more in that one, single moment.
Nova, he thought, heart aching now more than ever for his friend.
“Nova,” he said.
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too, buddy. So fucking much.”
“I’m about chafed to death in this,” Carmen said, examining herself in the mirror in front of them. “Though I do look spectacular, if I do say so myself.”
“You’ll get used to it,” the blacksmith said, setting his hands on the Dwarf’s shoulders. “It’s not too heavy, is it?”
“No. It’s anything but heavy, actually.”
“Good. It’s made out of a special kind of metal I took into consideration when I was planning your design. How do you like it?”
“I love it, sir. Thank you. A woman like me needs a suit of armor just like this. You make me proud.”
“Me too,” Nova said, straightening his helmet atop his head. “I can’t believe the way it looks.”
When Odin turned his eyes up and looked at himself in the mirror, mask and all, his heart skipped a beat and began to flutter about his chest. In that moment of great juxtaposition, where he felt as though he was the greatest man on the earth and anything but, he saw within himself a warrior and a peasant, alive and then dead, a man with a sword and a man carrying a long, great handle. Above else, he saw within himself a corpse—the charred, forsaken remains of a man who had been burned to a crisp in order to deliver him within the next life. In this reality, his mind appeared to beckon him. Here
you are, his conscience seemed to say, on the brink of it all. What, it asked, will
you do?
I fight, he thought, securing his grip around the sword at his side. I fight for
my life.
“I guess this is it then,” Dora said, appearing in the mirror from behind them.
“Dora,” he said. “You should be by—”
“The king will be fine, Odin. There’s guards stationed at his doorway.” She examined the three of them before her, then reached down to clasp Odin’s hand in hers. “You look great, Odin. All of you do. More than great. Like…
heroes.”
Hero—a word he’d heard more than once in his life.
Am I though? He thought. Am I really?
In that moment, he felt anything but a hero.
“I guess this is it then,” Odin said, tightening his grip on his friend’s hand.
“This is goodbye.”
“For now,” Dora smiled. “Goodbye’s for people who are never going to see each other again.”
You don’t know, he thought. You really don’t.
Though his thoughts betrayed his true emotions, and though he knew more than well that he could very well return from his war alive, if not unscathed, Odin tightened his grip on his friend’s hand, then stepped forward, toward the stable hand and the two horses he held at bay.
If anything, he could allow himself one final moment of peace before they began toward war.
“Dora,” Odin said.
“Yes?” the young woman asked.
“Protect the king, will you?”
“I will,” Dora said. “Don’t worry, Odin. I swear on my life that I won’t let anything happen to him.”
That, Odin knew, was the truth.
There would be no stopping Dora if there was an attempt on the king’s life.
Their journey toward the impossible began with sun in the sky and birds over their heads. Laughing, cawing, jeering at the travelers as they made their way not only to Dwaydor, but war, Odin raised his head to view their progress and tried not to let superstition shadow his mind as he sought out the black sheep amongst them.
Not crows, he finally decided, content with the knowledge that they weren’t yet being followed by such death birds.
Crows, they said, would sometimes follow armies of men in glistening armor because they knew it marked not only war, but food, fresh corpses upon which they could feed with the maggots and mice and rats. The thought of such a display unsettled him so much that he swayed in his saddle, though he managed to maintain his composure and instead tightened his grip around the reins.
It’s all right. You don’t have to worry about anything.
Before him, Carmen leaned forward, surveyed the path in front of them, then frowned. At first, Odin couldn’t tell what she was frowning at, as his vantage point was different and as such clouded. However, when he narrowed his eyes and raised his hand to shield them from the distant sun, he caught something flickering on the horizon—a weapon, possibly, or maybe a suit of armor. Whatever it was, it was moving right toward them.
“Nova,” Odin said.
Grunting, the bearded man unslung his scythe from behind him and held it at his side, shining blade downcast and rubies twinkling in the afternoon light.
As the distant figure drew nearer, casting across the horizon not only light, but dread, Odin’s heart began to pound in his chest and his hand wavered toward his sword. Fingers trembling, joints aching in their points, he flicked the brace off the sheath of his sword and drew the midnight blade only a breath, just enough to where he could easily unsling it should it be required.
“I’m ready if something happens,” Carmen said, drawing her mace from her side.
“Good,” Nova said. “We might need it.”
Pray we don’t, Odin thought.
The distant figure drew nearer.
Odin’s breath caught in his throat.
Bloodied beyond compare, scalp seemingly ripped from the top of his head, the figure—possibly a man, though Odin couldn’t tell with the array of skin and hair hanging in the figure’s face face—raised their head and began to sob as Odin looked upon them.
“Who are you?” the figure, now obiously identified as a man, asked, raising his hand to press what remained of his scalp to his skull.
“I’m the king’s champion,” Odin said. “Tell me, who are you?”
“A deserter?” Nova asked, slinging his weapon across his shoulder.
“I’m a messenger,” the man gasped, tears streaking blood and dirt down his cheeks. “I wasn’t supposed to be attacked!”
“Who attacked you?” Carmen asked, lowering her mace at her side.
“Bandits, or someone else?”
“The bloody bandits!” the man cried. His horse whinnied, then tossed its head to the side. Odin caught sight of a gash running along the side of its neck, fresh with blood and oozing the stuff of life along its fur.
What the hell is going on with our country? Odin thought, nodding, snapping his sword back into his sheath. No more than a day out and we’re already
dealing with trouble.
“Your injuries,” Odin said, nudging his horse forward, toward the messenger’s mount. “Remove your hand.”
“You are really the king’s champion?”
Odin pressed his palm to the bloodied remnants of the man’s scalp. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then remembered the anatomy atop the skull and did his best to mend the man’s head, though he already knew it would be slight and not in any way helpful. However, when he drew his hand away and looked upon not only his work, but the messenger’s expression, he saw he had done what he could. No longer did the man’s skin hang from his skull. Though his hair hung in pieces like mange on a dog’s back, he no longer looked to be in grievous pain.
“Thu,” the man gasped, “Thu-Thank yuh-you.”
“The pain will return,” Odin sighed, “but at least not you don’t have to worry about your scalp falling off.”
Reaching forward, the messenger took Odin’s hand and kissed the tips of his knuckles. Shortly thereafter, he pushed his horse into a full-out run and began to make his way up the road.
“You did a good thing,” Nova said.
“I know,” Odin said.
“Are we going to stop?” Carmen asked.
We can’t, he thought, but said nothing.
By moonlight they walked the path, by need they continued on as fools. The horses, though tired, bore their weight, and his conscience, while heavy, managed to maintain the hold he held on the small party around him. How he managed to push them was beyond his comprehension, but Odin imagined it had something to do with the need to get to the battleground—that, and the desire to see not only Miko, but Parfour, Blaine and the mage brothers in which he’d found friends.
Ardut, he thought. Blaine, Icklard, Domnin.
He couldn’t imagine a life without them, much less a life where he found their bodies on the ground. He expected death, knew it would come and accepted the consequences, but he didn’t want to see his friends on the battlefield. He already dreaded seeing the man he’d considered his mentor and friend for the past four years covered in blood—he couldn’t see one of them dead.
Or die.
How did it feel to see a friend die? Was your soul ripped apart, your mind shredded from within, your heart forced from your chest and vomit expelled from your throat—did you cry out immediately, or after, or did you even make a sound? Did you simply watch as men you considered best friends were speared on the tips or swords, or did you react, throw yourself in the path of danger and instead take the killing blow for them? What, exactly, did you do, if not scream and cry until the world could possibly end?
However the case, regardless the nature, he knew he couldn’t think about it.
It would come soon enough.
In no more than a few days, they would be near Dwaydor and at the crux of war.
“Odin,” Nova said. “We need to stop.”
Dawn flickered on the horizon. Bleeding forth, expelling her children, blackbirds broke along the line of trees and ascended the air like lost sprites seeking their flesh of the mortal realm. Like diamonds, they glistened in the light of the new day. Red, yellow, purple, pink, the colors of the morning and the hues of night—in that horrible moment, mind swimming and lids slowly descending over his eyes, Odin realized that they had not stopped for an entire day.
How, he began, but couldn’t bear to finish his thought.
Before him, Carmen lay with her arms draped around the neck of the horse, snoozing lightly and without a care in the world. At his side, Nova appeared ready to keel over, fall off his horse and into the mud. Such sights, though innocent, horrified him. How could he have pushed them so hard, and how, he tried to imagine, had they continued through the night? Had he fallen asleep at one point, into the world of dreams, darkness and nothing, or had he simply disassociated from the world around him, only coming into consciousness when his friend spoke?
“Are you ok?” Odin asked, a yawn threatening to break the curve of his lips.
“No,” Nova said. “I’m fucking tired.”
Odin pulled his horse to a stop. Carmen raised her head, mumbled something, then looked up, eyes bloodshot and nose reddened from the chill.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Odin said. “But we’re stopping.”
“Good,” Nova breathed, jumping off his horse and leading it to the side of the road.
“Were we going all night?” Carmen asked.
“Yes,” Odin nodded, almost unable to admit the confession. “We have.”
Nightmares formed beneath his eyes and bent around the soft curves of his mind. Invading the labyrinths of his thoughts, terrorizing the peasants of his brain, he tried to sleep, but for some reason Odin could not. Always when he closed his eyes he saw a pair of glowing orbs before him, visions from the darkest of things in the smallest of spaces, and because of this, he remained awake, afraid to face not only his doubts, but his triumphs.
When the sun crossed the sky and his companions rose to greet the day, Odin’s head bent and he felt for one moment that he might be able to sleep.
“Odin,” Nova said, grasping his arm. “Wake up.”
“I am,” he said.
Blinking, he tried to take in the image of his friend’s face, but couldn’t. Lines blurred together and colors washed over his vision. At one point, Nova looked to be an ugly creature, a gentleman with a sloping jaw and a too-big nose, then at another he appeared to be the most beautiful creation in the world.
However, when the colors stopped washing over his eyes and the stars ceased to exist, Odin was able to look his friend straight in the amber eyes without a care in the world.
I haven’t slept, he begged to say, tears wetting the corners of his eyes and snaking into his ears. Please, let me sleep.
“We have to go,” Carmen said.
“I haven’t slept,” he said, fighting to keep his eyes open.
“You can sleep on the way. We don’t have time to waste.”
I know, he thought. But…
With a simple shake of his head, Odin pushed himself forward, accepted a piece of jerky Nova pressed into his hand, then bit into the hardened slab of meat with as much effort as he possibly could. Spice exploded over his tongue and warm pleasures delighted his senses, though such things only further served to make him even more miserable.
“Tell me what I have to do to guide the horse,” Carmen said, watching Nova with careful eyes as he went about the camp and gathered not only their supplies, but the remnants of last night’s dinner.
“It’s all right,” Odin said.
“I can do it, Odin. I just need someone to teach me.”
“I’ll tell you how,” Nova said, folding the bedrolls and shoving them into one of the saddlebags. He paused when Odin attempted to stand, but only swayed in response. “You gonna be ok?”
“I’ll be fine,” he said. “Just… just give me a moment to wake up.”
Nova passed over a cup of something. Odin took it, drank, then spit it out when the sickly liquid swam down his throat. “What the fuck is this?”
“Coffee,” the man said.
Great, he thought. I’ll never be able to sleep now.
The moment he crawled atop the horse and closed his eyes, Odin fell against Carmen’s back and began to dream.
Are you ready for this? a voice asked.
Spiders crawled up his spine and long, deadly fingers caressed his chest, while visions so horrible and unimaginable swam over his vision he could barely begin to control himself. First he saw the bones, the blood slicked over the innocent and the pain struck over their faces, then he saw the women and the horrors of the world afflicted upon them. Beaten, raped, abused, tortured—such was the fancy for men so perverted and vile, of creatures not of man, nor Elf or Dwarf. They were beautiful, Odin saw, but horrible at the same time, as their handsome faces and their large, bat-like ears cowered over those naked and trembling and took into their mouths their fingers, their toes, their jugulars, their secret parts. It looked as though a wicked fair in a macabre world had been sprung, with chains and bolts and swords and ropes, and he saw within tents the products of examinations—tests, he knew, to study the condition of the living. Flesh was torn away and bones eviscerated from their cages, while eyes were burned and tongues were slit off. Some of these organs continued to persist once free of their mortal confines. Once, Odin saw, an eye flickered toward him, connected only by a long, fleshy mesh, while a tongue flopped about on the floor of his vision. A child came free of her body as her lower half was cut off, then shoved into a pot, legs twitching and lips silent with screams.
“What is this?” he asked, looking around the bony courtyard.
Idlis flickered ahead. Wings spread, virgin feathers flapping, he appeared to be an angel who had fallen into a pile of mud, such was his skin and the expression of his face. A twin-pronged tongue flicked from between his lips while a barbed tail flapped about behind him, whipping at bones, skulls and ribcages. At one point, Odin became so mystified that he could do nothing but look upon the beautiful thing’s face, so captured in his expression he was, but eventually he tore his gaze away and looked down at the ground before him.
When he saw what appeared to be a child’s skull, he raised his eyes.
The demigod of death extended his split tongue and licked both sides of his lips.
Did you hear me? he asked, lips unmoving, but a beautiful smile spreading across their folds.
“I heard you,” Odin said.
Then why do you not answer me?
“What is this place? I wasn’t here before.”
Above him, chains held what appeared to be a floating church, while at his sides a vortex of purple twisted about them like a tornado filled with light.
Sprites lingered amongst their surfaces, screaming as they were torn from their living plane, but some made it to the church above them. There, he saw, they nestled together, coagulating like birds beneath the hem of a great building. Why they did this he couldn’t be sure, but he imagined it was to escape the horrible place they now dwelled within.
This, Idlis said, is death.
“What is death?”
This.
A lone, shrill cry went up somewhere in the distance and Odin turned his head up to look at the church. From it a creature naked and without fur emerged, chains locked around its wrists and ankles. Its eyes were sewn shut and its long, distended mouth opened to reveal a viscera of beautifully-long white teeth. It turned its head about the area, opened its mouth, then began to cry, much like a wild water bird on the womb of a lake.
Shaking his head, Odin took a few steps back, only to step on the bones of some-long dead creature.
When his foot came all the way down, the skeletal makeup cracked, sending a wicked snap up into the air.
The naked creature raised its head.
Odin swallowed the lump in his throat.
The creature turned and made its way back into the church.
“What is it?” he asked. “That thing.”
Something dead, Idlis said. Something long dead.
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
You ask what that thing is, but you already know its name, don’t you?
Death? he thought, blinking as Idlis nodded and lowered its hands to its naked side. Could that be the very face?
He assumed the thing was Death, the thing closest to the other realm before the Gods as possible. However, when he looked upon the naked creature of chains and blindness, Odin couldn’t help but realize that that very thing up there, in that church, was the thing he feared so much.
“People are going to die,” Odin said, “aren’t they?”
Yes.
“Friends are going to die.”
Yes.
“Can you tell me who?”
No.
“Why?”
Because I do not know who will die.
Idlis’ tail whipped behind him as though he were a housecat impatient with its master. Such a sight reduced Odin to a surreal simplicity that he could barely begin to imagine, much less describe. No longer did he feel confined within a world of so many points, of so many lights or so many reasons. No— he felt as though there were only two things, in this very moment, and in this moment he felt only he, the Demigod, and this very realm existed.
“Are you real?” Odin asked.
Do you believe I am real?
“I don’t know.”
Ask yourself if you truly believe.
“I don’t know,” Odin said. “I want to think you are, but something tells me you’re not.”
Some will believe, others will not. All that matters is what makes them feel
happy.
A light opened behind Idlis.
Odin blinked, shielding his face with his hands.
Know that you are not alone in this world, Odin Karussa, but know by the
power of faith that we really do go on.
The light exploded.
Odin’s vision was lost.
When he came to in the breathing, mortal realm, Odin found that the sun had dipped past the eastern side of the sky and Carmen was talking to Nova in a jovial tone. Though he could barely make out their conversation due to the smoke in his ears and the clouds over his eyes, he imagined they were talking about something happy, something to make the worries go away and chase the demons back into the darkness.
What happened? he thought.
Had he been dreaming, or had he truly been visited by a Demigod—and had, he truly asked, seen the vision of Death, a creature not proud and noble, but naked, caged and enslaved?
Maybe this is what the world is, he decided, pushing himself upright and reaching up to run a hand across his face. Maybe all it is life and death.
“Odin?” Nova asked, a frown painting the curve of his mouth. “You all right, buddy?”
“I had a weird dream,” he said.
“Bad one?” Carmen asked.
No. Not really.
“It was,” he started, “strange.”
“How so?” Nova asked.
“I don’t think I should talk about it.”
“Suit yourself,” Nova said, looking up at the path before them. “We’re getting close to Felnon.”
“Can we make it there by night?”
“I think so.”
“Good. I want to see my father.”
Before I may die, he thought, but chose not to say the words.
It would be the first time in four years that he would be going home.
At the thought, snow began to fall.
This is it, Odin thought. Home.
It looked just as he remembered it to—tall, foreboding, made of logs and the great trees from which they came. The village of Felnon had come from the earth and would, he imagined, one day return to it, though when that day would come he didn’t know. However, he did know that were he not to fulfill his duty to the kingdom—to take arms against the enemy and destroy those who didn’t wish them well—his hometown could very well burn within the next few days, razed like cornfields during a great, magical harvest and devoured by locusts in the fog of a stormy afternoon.
Choosing to ignore the thought and instead focusing on the destination before them, Odin led the way up the road and toward the outcropping of houses that lay alongside the Felnon Forest. Little could be seen from their current vantage, but Odin could already tell that the majority of the population was already gone—to war, possibly, or as refugees to Ornala.
“It’s quiet,” Nova said.
“Yeah,” Odin sighed. “It is.”
In front of him, Carmen leaned forward and marveled at the ingenuity of a water tower arranged alongside the road. Though the creek currently ran dry, it would soon be running with water, which would then possibly freeze and once again break the very thing that supplied much of the town’s fresh drinking supply.
Such thoughts eventually led his mind astray, toward his childhood and the dark past it carried. Though he remembered little of those days, he did remember loneliness, that of which his father had tried to curb through awkward attempts at socialization or playground games. Oftentimes though, such things had led to him getting hurt, or worse, belittled.
They thought I was a monster, Odin thought, because of my red eyes.
At the bottom of the tallest hill of Felnon—directly up the road and to the left—stood a building he had not stepped foot in for more than five years.
Father.
Heart quickening in his chest, Odin forced his horse into a full-out run.
Carmen, who hadn’t been expecting this, went flying forward and only managed to retain her seat by grasping the mount’s mane. At one point, she began to slip off and screamed for him to stop, but Odin locked his arm below her breasts and pressed her back against his chest.
In no more than a few moments, he would be standing before the very place he had grown up at.
Raising his eyes, he sought out the stables near his home.
The door opened.
His father stepped out.
“Father!” Odin cried. “Father! Father!”
As though startled, the man looked up.
When Odin stopped his horse dead in front of him, he looked upon the face of a man he hadn’t seen for nearly half a year.
Already your beard is grey.
“Hello, son,” Ectris said. “What a pleasant surprise.”
“You’re heading to Dwaydor,” Ectris said. “Aren’t you?”
Accepting the cup of warm tea his father offered, Odin nodded and bowed his head, almost afraid to meet his father’s eyes in light of the current situation. At his side, Carmen accepted a cup of tea for herself, then drank with her eyes watching Odin, though what they held he couldn’t possibly be sure of—indecision, most likely, or unsurety likely caused by the tension clinging in the air.
Like a knife, he thought, s o delicately woven through the breeze.
“Yes,” Nova finally said, breaking the silent omen that seemed to haunt the room. “We are.”
“I expected as much,” the older man said, rounding the table and setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “Stay here, at least for the night.”
“I will, Father.”
“I wish you didn’t have to go,” the older man said. “Hell—I wish I could go.”
“Why?” Odin asked. “So you could be sent to your death?”
When his father didn’t reply, Odin once again lowered his eyes, all the while knowing that he was out of line in the arrogant assessment of his father’s words. He knew his father had once championed to be a knight—had once declared to his entire family that he would one day wield a sword—but not once had he ever put on a suit of armor and declared himself a man of the king’s kingdom. No—his father had wanted to be all that and so much more, but instead he settled down after his wife died and raised a child by himself.
Oh God, he thought. I fucked up royally.
“I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, forcing himself to raise his eyes to look at his father. “Please forgive me.”
“I forgive you, Odin. You speak far too quickly sometimes.”
“He’s young,” Nova said. “He’ll get over it eventually.”
Carmen snorted. Odin imagined tea might have come out of her nose had she not braced her hand over her nostrils.
“You’ve never introduced yourself,” Ectris said, turning his attention to the Dwarf sitting next to Odin. “If you haven’t caught on, I’m—“
“Odin’s father,” Carmen nodded, reaching out to grasp Odin’s hand. “I’m Carmen, the Drake-Slayer of Ehknac.”
“A drake?”
“A drake,” the Dwarf nodded, standing on the chair and drawing the mace from her side. “Killed with this very weapon, right here. Bashed his skull in and took it home as proof.”
“I see,” Ectris said, lowering his eyes back on Odin.
Sighing, Odin lifted his cup, sipped his tea, then turned his attention to Nova, though his eyes offered no reprieve to his current predicament.
Nova, he thought. My good friend Nova. What can’t I count on you for?
Standing, Odin embraced his father for a long, hard moment, then turned to wander deeper into the house. He could already see the changes from the past few years—the rug was no longer in the middle of the living room and a new, stonework mantle hovered over the fireplace. The furniture had also been replaced, now in what appeared to be fine leathers rather than simple cloth pieces. The money he’d sent home had done his father well.
At least he’s fed and happy.
“I like what you’ve done with the house,” Odom said, turning to face the very man who’d raised him his entire life.
“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Ectris said, setting an arm across Odin’s shoulders. “Sit down, son. You must be tired.”
More than tired—damn near exhausted, if he had to describe it, but he couldn’t sit down. Tension already hung thick in the air as it was—he didn’t think sitting down would do him any good.
“Son?” Ectris asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, reaching out to steady himself on his father’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“We’ve been going for the past four days,” Nova said.
“We’ve hardly stopped at all,” Carmen nodded.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “I—“
Of course you’re not. You’re about ready to collapse.
Still—he could manage. He was perfectly capable of keeping himself going no matter the pace.
“Go lay down,” Ectris said, pressing his hands into his shoulders. “Rest at least, before you go.”
“I—“
“I don’t want to worry about you dying out there just because you can’t concentrate on what’s going on.”
“What about—“
“What, Odin?”
“Mother Karma?”
“She’s gone, Odin.”
No, he thought. It can’t—
“She’s been in Sylina for the past few months.”
Odin sighed.
“All right,” he said.
“Go, Odin. To bed.”
Though he doubted he would be able to concentrate on the happenings of the war anyway, Odin nodded and started for the hallway that led to his and his father’s rooms, but stopped before he could get there.
When he looked back at not only his father, but Carmen and Nova, he couldn’t help but shiver.
Sleep came quickly and with a gentle, remorseful hand, though the nightmares that followed delivered upon him agony from which he could not escape. Caught within the confines of his mind, he dreamed of swords, blood and war, of men losing not only their limbs, but their heads to the enemy. In these dreams, so horrible and impure, he saw not only the death of those around him, but the death of the kingdom. Creatures of flesh and death rose from the ground and pulled back with them the living, while in the distance forests began to burn and the moon began to fall—not across the horizon, as he would have imagined, but plummeting, burning through the hemisphere until it fell into the sea itself.
He could have never imagined such a sight.
Beautiful, haunting, terrifying and above all else, euphoric, the moon fell into the sea and in turn thrust it upon the world.
A wave so huge and terrifying Odin couldn’t even begin to see it rushed toward him. Then all was lost.
When the debris disappeared and his vision cleared, he saw only water— pure, black water.
What, he thought.
A pair of silver eyes gleamed in the darkness.
His heart stopped.
The next time he opened his eyes, he found himself in the world of his childhood, curtains drawn and room dark save for the single, burning candle beside his bed.
“I heard you struggling,” his father said from a chair in the corner of the room.
“Father?” he asked.
“Stay there,” Ectris said, gesturing Odin down as he pushed himself up with his elbows. “I was just watching you sleep.”
“You don’t want me to leave, do you?”
“Of course not. You’re my son.”
Of course—how could he be so blind, so ignorant? His father knew his justice, his need for revenge and above all else his need for peace, so why wouldn’t he worry about him going to war and possibly losing his life?
Maybe it’s because I used to think he had no feelings, he thought.
Once upon a time so long ago, his father had thrust upon him an ultimatum that would change his life. In turn, he had revoked that privilege and instead ran away, toward the castle and what would eventually become his future.
Now, sitting in a darkened room with only his father and a candle to guide his way, he couldn’t help but remember his past and all the events that had shaped him.
I’m the man I am today because of what I’ve done.
A tear snaked down his father’s face, disappearing into the fresh frost of his beard and vanishing forever.
“You better not die on me boy,” Ectris laughed, reaching up to rub the tears away from his eyes. “Damn you, you better not die on me.”
“I won’t, sir.”
“Don’t call me sir. I’m your father.”
“But—“
“Odin.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and cupping the sides of his face. “I’m just nervous.”
“As everyone should be.”
“I’m just glad you’re not going.”
“A part of me is too, Odin. A real strong part of me is glad that I don’t have to get in a suit of armor and go out there, even though I once wanted to. I just hate to see you go.”
“At least I’m trained.”
“You’re right. They would’ve drafted you anyway.”
They would’ve, Odin thought, turning his head up to look at his father.
“I would’ve gone to war and died,” Odin said, pushing his hair away from his face.
“At least now you know how to use a sword,” Ectris agreed, standing. He crossed the room in a few brief steps and settled down on the bed next to him. “Son.”
“Yes, father?”
“You best damn know what you’re doing out there, because I want to see you again before I die.”
“You will,” Odin smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m not about to die in this war.”
“Is everything all right?” Nova asked.
“Yeah,” Odin said, adjusting his breastplate across his chest. “Why?”
“I dunno. You seem a little… well… off this morning.”
Though he said nothing, Odin could agree with his friend’s sentiment, if only in part. It already felt as though his past was rushing past him, never to return and forever lost to the world, and he couldn’t help but feel as though his future was dark and foreboding. If the visit with Idlis was any indication, death was in his foreseeable future.
But whose though?
Nova’s, Carmen’s, Miko’s, possibly one or both of the mage brothers? What of Parfour, who knew how to spar, but not really fight, or Ardut, who would likely be on the sidelines cauterizing amputated arms and healing fresh wounds? And, he wondered, what of Jordan, of the man who had taught him to fight and whom had trained him through all those isolated years in the tower? Just who, if any, of his friends an allies would die?
You can’t think about it, he thought, turning as he heard the door to his father’s room open, then shut. It’s not ahead of you right now.
Regardless, his heart felt like a barbed construct from which needles pierced into his very being.
“Son,” Ectris said, nodding at the armor across Odin’s chest.
“Father,” he replied.
Carmen peeked up from her place on the couch. In but a short moment, she thrust herself over the piece of furniture, then onto the floor, from which she did a complete roll until she stood at Odin’s side. “Nice entrance,” Odin smiled.
“Thanks,” Carmen said, looking up at Ectris. “Sir.”
“Carmen,” he replied.
“Good morning to ya.”
“Good morning to you too,” Ectris smiled, returning his eyes to Odin. “I assume you’re leaving, since almost all of you are dressed.”
“We have to,” Odin sighed, reaching out to grasp his father’s hands. The crinkling metal made him grimace. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. You’re a soldier, a warrior for the king’s kingdom. By God, Odin—why aren’t you with the king?”
“Because he’s too stubborn to leave his friends behind,” Nova said, wrapping his arms around Odin from behind. “Just like me.”
“I don’t think I’m that stubborn,” Odin laughed, looking down as Carmen began to assemble herself into her suit. “You need some help?”
“No,” the Dwarf said, her voice echoing out from the armor as her head disappeared inside it. “I’m ok.”
“You look like it,” Ectris laughed, stepping forward to help Carmen adjust it across her chest. “You’re a very beautiful person, Carmen, but a much more beautiful woman.”
“A married woman, more like it,” Carmen laughed, slapping Ectris’ shoulder.
“Thanks for the compliment, old-timer.”
“Carmen!” Odin laughed.
“She has her right,” Ectris smiled. “I’m getting old.”
“You still look young as ever, Father.”
“Thank you, son. I appreciate that.”
Once Carmen had arranged herself within her suit of armor—breastplate, greaves and all—Odin lifted his meager pack over his shoulder and made sure to adjust his sword at his side. Once done, he started to head for the door, but stopped before he could begin to make his way there.
This may be the last time you see him.
“Father,” he whispered.
“Yes, Odin?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too,” Ectris said, setting his hands on his shoulders. “Thank you for coming to see me, Odin. You don’t know how much it means to me.”
As he turned and made his way toward the door, Odin couldn’t help but think he did know just how much it meant.
The moment he opened the door, a tear began to snake its way down his face.
He wiped it off before anyone could see.
“I’m getting nervous,” Nova said.
“Yeah,” Carmen added. “Me too.”
“You’ve been nervous the whole time,” Odin said, adjusting his hold on the reins. “You just haven’t thought about it until now.”
“A little reverse psychology there, huh?” Nova laughed, bringing his horse closer to Odin and Carmen’s.
Not really, Odin thought, but said nothing in response. It’s only the truth.
People never worried about things until the very last minute—they put it off, hoping that someone or something would take their problems away, that by some miracle of God, Gods or Nothing, it would simply vanish. In truth, however, that thing never really went away—it only manifested, growing before ultimately descending upon them in a brief, rash moment.
And then it popped, he dared to think, grimacing at the image of such things being let out. And the world was torn asunder.
Why such beautiful words came to mind now of all places was beyond him, but he didn’t dwell on it. Instead, he turned his attention on Nova and smiled when the man’s eyes found his in the ever-encompassing slant of the plains lands. “That had to be hard,” he said.
“Sorry?” Odin asked.
“Leaving your father like that.”
“More than anything else in the world,” he sighed.
“I know how it feels,” Carmen said. “I mean… in part. I never got to say goodbye to mine. It’s my only hope that my family knew I loved them before they… you know… went.”
“We know,” Nova said, reaching over to pat the Dwarf’s back. “And I’m sure they knew too.”
“I hope so.”
“I think they did,” Odin said. “I mean… your family usually knows you love them.”
He thought to add, Most of the time, but chose not to not only for his own wellbeing, but Carmen’s. Her past held depth that he couldn’t even begin to imagine. He didn’t need, nor want, to push any buttons.
Sighing, Odin raised his head and looked at the road before them.
Soon, he thought. There will be war.
There would be blood on the ground. He already knew it.
The first of the refugees from Dwaydor came with screams in their hearts and blood running down their faces. Sword drawn, hand on the reins, Odin watched as mobs upon mobs of women, children and the elderly came running from down the road. Some held babes, others pets and animals, but all bore the same look of fear and terror upon their face.
“Sir!” an old man cried, throwing himself toward Odin’s horse. “You have to help us!”
“What’s going on?” Odin asked.
“The city’s been breached. The king’s men are dying.”
No. It couldn’t be. The walls couldn’t have been breached, the men couldn’t be dying. It was impossible. Dwaydor was heavily fortified, a war-ready town by all definitions.
No.
Where were Miko, Parfour, Icklard, Domnin, Blaine and Ardut, and what about the human forces Master Jordan lay against the enemy? They couldn’t be— A scream came from up the road.
The old man turned to run.
As Odin’s eyes concentrated on the chaotic scene before him, he caught sight of just what it was the Dwaydorian people were running from. Flesh summons—most fresh, some old and pulled from long-rotting graves— chased after the human people. Some ran, some merely stumbled, but all were painted in gore, hanging flesh and emaciated torsos. One woman went down. In response, the summons fell upon her, tearing at her limbs with tooth and nail.
“I’ll get ‘em!” Carmen cried, throwing herself from the saddle.
“Carmen!” Odin cried. “No!”
The Dwarf drew her mace and hit one of the creatures in the head. Down it fell to the ground, then deeper it went when she delivered upon its head a blow that cracked open its skull. What once used to be a woman now lay permanently dead, while what once used to be a man threw itself toward Carmen with such force Odin thought it would surely knock her dead.
Odin screamed.
Carmen raised her arm.
When the thing’s teeth clamped down around the metal, she brought the tail end of her mace into its face and fractured its nose.
“Come on!” Nova cried, flinging himself from the horse and taking position beside Carmen. “Odin! Odin!”
This can’t be happening, he thought, unable to pull his eyes away from the flesh summons eating the screaming woman before them. It can’t be.
Carmen screamed for him to come down.
Odin lowered his sword.
When Nova swung his scythe forward and took the head off one of the creatures, Odin’s mind came into focus and his breath caught in his lungs.
Throwing himself from his mount and willing the horses to run not by word, but thought, Odin took place beside his friends and thrust his sword into one of the advancing corpses, eviscerating the freshly-risen body with force that he couldn’t even begin to imagine. When it continued to twitch as it fell to the ground, he brought his foot onto his face and cried out as blood sprayed his face and shrouded his vision.
No.
Swiping his hand over his face, he thrust his sword out again, chopping the arm off one of the armorless creatures. It screamed, fell back, then came forward again, only to have its knee broken off and its face smashed to pieces under the pressure of Carmen’s mace.
“Where are they coming from!” he cried.
“I don’t know!” Carmen called back. “I can hardly see anything.”
Swearing, Odin thrust his right hand forward and sent a blast of pressurized air toward the advancing mob of flesh. As one, they flew back, a chorus of screaming rage, and together they fell down, some with fractured limbs, others with broken necks.
“You have to go for the head!” Carmen cried. “That’s the only way you’re going to kill them!”
Odin braced himself for the mob to come back. Weakened by his previous assault, he gathered his energies about him and channeled them to both sides of the road. Once alight, the field shot up into the air, then exploded in a brilliant display of light, flowering the dark sky like chain lightning exploding about the clouds.
“COME ON!” he screamed, waving his hands toward the enemy. “COME THE
FUCK ON!”
A corpse screamed and rushed toward him.
Odin slammed his hand into the creature’s face. Once down, he thrust his sword into the thing’s skull, then brought it up to slash at another one of the creature’s face.
To his right, Nova’s scythe came down and cut an older undead in two.
At his left, Carmen broke two knees, then killed one of the creatures on the spot.
A chain of green and red light went up at the road in front of them.
Odin looked up.
Is that.
He need think further to confirm his answer. Appearing together in only jerkins and cut-off mages robes, Icklard and Domnin advanced up the road and blasted aside corpse upon corpse with both magic and pressurized air.
Above them, two canaries flew up, then down, then around their faces, telling what Odin imagined was the statistics of the battlefield in front of them.
They’re using magic to see where the enemies are.
“Odin!” one of them cried, though which he couldn’t tell. “Look out!”
Odin turned.
What appeared to be a corpse bloated beyond compare rushed forward, a butcher’s knife in its outstretched hand.
In a single, intricate flush, Nova brought his scythe around and cut the creature in half.
Pus exploded out before it. Carmen cried out as it covered her.
“You’re here!” Domnin said, rushing toward the three of them. He looked down at the body of the bloated corpse, then at the form of Carmen, who stood brushing the yellowy bile from her body. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine!” Carmen cried. “Fucking disgusting!”
“What’s happened?” Nova panted, sweat running down his face.
“They took the city,” Icklard breathed, reaching up to brush his hair out of his eyes. “The Necromancers magicked the dead and swarmed us.”
“There was nothing we could do,” Domnin sighed.
“Where’s Miko?” Odin asked. “Ardut, Blaine, Parfour?”
“Last I saw, Miko was leading the Elves in a counter-measure against the Necromancers.”
“Though how they’re going to get there is beyond me,” Icklard said.
“Why!” Odin cried.
“Because,” the mage brothers said, then as one they looked behind them.
Odin looked up.
A wave of undead shambled forward.
*
“My lord!” a young Elf cried, eviscerating an advancing corpse and turning to face him. “There are too many!”
“There are not,” Miko said, backhanding one of the female creatures, then slicing her head off with one clean blow. “Where are your senses?”
“Damned my senses! We cannot hold them! Half of our troop is already dead!”
“We are to kill the necromancers creating these vile creatures,” Miko said, looking down at the trembling pile of flesh below him. “Cutting them to bits will only stunt them, for now.”
“What do we do?” another, red-headed Elf asked. The brown-eyed creature raised his head and looked Miko directly in the eyes. “How will we get there when there are so many?”
“You are battle mages. We will do what we must.”
Raising his hand, Miko channeled his will into his palm and nodded as purple light exploded from his wrist. From this light he fueled his rage, then his horror from the current situation, and pushed back any who came before him. Then together, as one, the battle mages began to channel their own energies not into Miko, but the barrier around them.
“We advance,” Miko said, stepping forward, “like this, until we find those damned Necromancers.”
“Yes sir!” the troop cried.
They began to make their way forward.
*
Slinging his sword out in front of him, Odin cut down a corpse and looked up as Domnin raised his staff and knocked one of them in the head. Already he had suffered wounds of the flesh and would, he imagined, be scared. A sickly bite lined the side of his neck and blood ran from a wound on his shoulder, snaking through his fingers and creating rivers along his arms.
Muscles tensed beneath his skin, bulging out unlike anything Odin had ever seen, and veins in shades of purple and blue pulsed not only at his hands, but at his temple.
“Are you all right!” Odin cried.
“I’m fine!” Domnin called back, blasting one of the creature’s with his orange magic. “Icklard! The plan!”
The younger mage brother nodded.
Together, they thrust their palms forward and created a firestorm before them.
Caught in the flames of orange and green, the flesh summons screamed and scrambled—not, Odin knew, of their own accord, but of a Necromancer’s. His or her attempt at scattering the five of them did little, as whenever one of the burning corpses rushed forward, Odin blew it back. Eventually, he found himself able to push them away with little more than a passing thought and began to laugh at the image of each corpse being flung back and away from them.
Yes! he thought. I’m doing it! I’m really doing it!
*
With the magical barrier fueling not only their fears, but their desires, Miko led his troop of seven battle mages across the blood-soaked field and toward the source of radiating dark energy along the lowlands. Sweat beading down his forehead and braided hair slicked with moisture, he tossed his head to the side and growled as one of the advancing corpses attempted to bash through on the side of them. In response, he killed it on sight, snapping its neck with a simple will and nodding when his fellow Elves began to pulse blasts of energy off of the shield.
This may be it, he thought. This may very well be it.
His plan, according to his instructions, had been to cross the field and kill the five Necromancer scouts the Elven intelligence had reported back. He knew them all to be Drows, as naturally gifted as they were, and had to be, as normal, human men couldn’t conjure the energies needed to produce such massive amounts of undead. How so many could have been made in such a short amount of time was beyond him, but as he began to think about it, his conscience began to slip, and soon, he knew, would the barrier did he not continue to maintain it.
Concentrating his energies not only on the path ahead of them, but the barrier around them, Miko steeled himself in his place, lowering his sword to his side and raising his palm in the air. His light—his will—burned bright from his palm to his elbow and would, he imagine, only continue to light his body as they advanced across the lowlands.
Turning his head, he looked on at the creatures clawing at the orb of magic around them.
“On my count,” he said. “Three, two, one—“
*
A blast of magical energy so vast and wide it covered the entire eastern sky exploded in the distance.
Raising their hands to shield their eyes from view, Odin and his group looked on as what appeared to be a mushroom rose in the distance. In shades of green, red, blue and yellow, but most importantly purple, it began at first as the head and then the stalk, then crawled into the sky as though a forest on fire. Its imprint remained, as strong as it was, and the overwhelming amount of power on the eastern horizon made the hairs on Odin’s arms and neck stand on end.
“That had to have been them,” Icklard said.
“Who?” Odin asked. “Miko?”
“And the battle mages,” Domnin said, looking at the bodies of the dozens upon dozens of corpses below them. “Damn.”
“They were all Dwaydorians,” the younger, red-headed brother said, placing a hand to his heart and taking a long, deep breath as he considered the bodies before them. “Gods bless their souls.”
“Where is everyone else?” Odin asked.
“Master Jordan is leading the humans on the western side,” Domnin said, pointing to their left, toward where not even a single tree lay in the distance.
“The Dwarves haven’t yet arrived.”
“They’re coming!” Carmen cried, thrusting her bloodied mace into the air.
“Just you watch. Us Dwarves will save the day!”
“If they’re coming from the west,” Icklard said, “they’ll flank the enemy.”
“If they get here in time,” Nova said.
Not wanting to be as pessimistic as his friend, Odin started forward and kept his sword at his side.
Parfour, he thought. Blaine, Ardut.
Where they were was anyone’s guess. He imagined Domnin nor Icklard would know of their whereabouts, given their sudden flight down the road.
He could only hope and, dare he think, pray for their safety.
“Where did you come from?” Odin asked, blasting a corpse as it came running up the road.
“The city,” Domnin said.
“What happened?”
“We were swarmed by the undead,” Icklard said, looking down at the bodies of the once-Dwaydorian people around them. “We weren’t expecting such a large force, so we simply walled the city up and tried to hold them off.
However, we were flanked when we least expected it. We were lucky to have gotten out alive.”
“You saved a lot of people,” Nova said. “Good on you.”
The brothers nodded.
Together, they continued forward, toward the city and the horrors it would offer.
*
“Heathen!” one of the Necromancers cried.
“Bastard, bloody filth!” another called out.
“Who are you to call me filth?” Miko called back, cutting one of the corpses down as it advanced toward them. “You, men, who bring back the dead to do your work. You are nothing but cowards.”
“Silence fool!” a woman cried.
A blast of black flame flew toward him.
Raising his hand, Miko conjured a shield before him and absorbed the blow before it could even begin to reach him.
A spike of unease flared in his gut.
Their magic, he thought. Is strong.
“You can’t kill us,” Miko said, leading his troop of battle mages forward. “We outnumber you eight to five. Surrender, now.”
“Never!”
How ugly they were to face such a fate. Skin blackened, seemingly-charred not from sun, but depravity, eyes burning in shades of red, black and purple, they looked nothing like his brethren, his fellow Elves whom he looked so much alike. His skin was fair, pure in the greatest of ways, while the men and one woman before him appeared to have been born from the darkness themselves. They were evil, he knew—monsters, it could be said, of their own accord and their blasphemous ways. They would die by his hand, whether by sword or fire, and he would assure the land that they would no longer exist come time the night fell.
“You will never kill us,” the female Drow said, ugly ears flickering as though they had minds of their own. “You know why, bastard child? Because you don’t have this.”
The ground before them surged up.
Miko stumbled back.
Exploding from the very ground that had once been lush and filled with life, a creature so ugly and poor came forward and echoed from its dead lips a roar of rage. Epic, gargantuan, crafted in the form of what Miko assumed could only be a dragon, the dead thing—made up of nothing more than human bone and dead, rotting flesh—spread its wings and lashed out at all of them.
He raised his sword.
The bone claw clashed with steel.
He thrust his hand and magic forward.
The tip of the creature’s claw flew off.
“Come, my friends!” Miko called, stepping back into a perfect row with them. “We can kill this beast.”
“How, though?” one of the Elves asked.
Miko set his eyes on the glowing orb of energy within the dragon’s ribcage.
“There!” he cried. “In its ribs. Strike at its heart.”
The battle mages rushed forward.
Flame and claw and sword, mace, javelin and staff lashed about the air and created what Miko could have correlated as a symphony—first the cry of steel and the scream of flame, then the rising flush of the dead thing’s awesome roar. Miko flushed his head down and around as one of the creature’s claws came toward him, then blasted a flame directly into the dead thing’s face. Its crudely-misshapen jawline exploded and its head went back with an ethereal cry of pain.
One of the Elves flung himself on top of the dragon.
Almost a breath later, he went down, face destroyed by flame.
“Go! Yvelle, Narrowin! Kill the Necromancers before they destroy us all.”
The beautiful, fair-haired Yvelle and the strong, hawk-like Narrowin threw themselves over the dragon and toward the Necromancers conjuring it.
Intent on destroying the pyre of souls forced to create this unearthly creature, Miko raised his sword, knocked what remained of the thing’s paw away, then lunged forward and stabbed its sternum. Though strong, his sword did little to penetrate the ribcage.
How am I going to destroy this thing?
Yvelle and Narrowin would have to kill one of the Necromancers—that was the only option. But even then, with one or two of the bone-conjurers dead, would that mean they would defeat this thing? Did that really, truly mean that this creature would fall?
It’s worth a try.
Jumping back, he conjured around himself the broken bones and threw them back at the dragon.
As though struck by a weight ten times its own, the creature reared up on its back legs and swung its head about like a pendulum. Struck repeatedly by the very bones it was born from, it roared and raged about, thrusting its tail around and about. One of the Elves was struck back and into a tree, while a second ducked just in time to avoid being hit. This Elf used the moment to create a defensive orb around himself which not only deflected the tail, but broke the tip of it apart.
“Good!” Miko cried. “We can do this!”
The blue, glowing soul-pyre inside of the dragon’s chest faded.
“One is dead!” one of his companions cried.
“Together!” Miko called.
As one, a blast of purple, yellow, blue and red light surged forward.
The creature’s ribcage broke apart.
Every sprite within it went flying.
*
It looked to be as though the sky was raining in color. Sprites too innumerable to count spread across the horizon and seemed to sing as they were set free from the very thing that was being destroyed in the far distance, a choir of Heaven and Angels blasted from a great trumpet and echoing across the land. Though Odin could not see the construct which had held these poor, damned things, he imagined it was something great, awesome in appearance but evil in purpose.
Whatever it is, he thought, it was just killed.
*
The creature fell as though a lifeless automaton freed from the very machine which it was purposed. Bones breaking apart, distended skull exploding forth, bones rained down around them and the four remaining Elves who had fought the creature surged forward to join their two companions.

Miko looked up.
The bones came to life.
Swinging about him not only his sword, but his skirt and cape, Miko caught the freshly-magicked constructs in the air and hurled them toward the ground upon which the Necromancers stood, then ran forward.
As bones rained down upon him, threatening to end not only his existence, but their possible advantage in this war, Miko flipped to the side, twirled about the air, then caught one of the sharpened spikes in his hand and threw it at one of the Necromancers.
The Drow raised his hand to shield himself, but it was too late—the third of the five Necromancers went down.
Yvelle twirled his javelin about his head and struck his opponent’s sword.
“You are weak,” the sole female Drow said, drawing a whip from her side and snapping its cord across her fingers. “You are of blood impure and tainted.”
“I am nothing like you,” Miko said.
The Drow flung her whip forward.
Miko ducked.
The barbed cord flung about the air and struck him across the face, drawing blood from his cheek.
“Your blood runs red,” the creature said, “while ours is black.”
“I am proud of who I am!” Miko cried, striking the cord out of thin air and shooting a plume of flame in the sickly creature’s direction. “You do not scare me!”
“Then die in pity!”
A wave of energy came toward him.
Miko wrapped himself in magic.
The energy came down and immediately yellowed the grass around him.
Death magic, he thought.
With the knowledge that she’d just tried to kill him with a simple, sickly aura in mind, Miko lunged forward and struck the horrible creature in the sternum. It cracked in response, and when she went sailing backward, limbs flailing and scream flailing from her throat, Miko struck her in the chest with his sword and ran her into the ground.
When he was more than sure that she was dead, he cut her open from heart to skull, then pulled his sword free before decapitating her.
The last remaining Necromancer died on the tip of Yvelle’s javelin.
“We must aid the humans,” Miko said. “They are in great peril.”
*
“Sir!” Parfour cried.
“Stay back, son,” Master Jordan said. “We are to be overwhelmed.”
The towering creatures before them snarled and barked with rage. Faces painted with blood, green-and-black skin knotted with muscle he could barely imagine could exist, they leered and taunted and stabbed at them with fingers sharp and without compassion. Their faces were harsh, sharp and pointed at the jaws and cheeks, and their teeth were many—fanged, lecherous and pooling down from beneath their upper lip. In staring into their darkened eyes, it seemed the whole world had burned asunder—that the mighty who lived would not withstand their purpose or their might. Even the grace of God could do little to still Parfour’s trembling soul as these creatures, these great, awesome Leatherskins advanced upon him, and as they did so, he felt in his heart a tremble, one of whih shook his entire being and forced the staff in his hands to shake in tune with the very fears.
“Orcs,” a young, fire-haired man Parfour had come to know as Blaine laughed, holding his spear steady before him. “Fucking Orcs.”
“We’re going to die,” Parfour said. “Aren’t we, sir?”
“Not if we’re strong,” Jordan said.
Holding his staff steady in front of him, Parfour took a slow, deep breath and tried to brace himself for the rushing advance that was bound to come sooner rather than later. All these creatures were doing now was taunting them, beckoning a response or a first reciprocating action, and in it Parfour saw nothing more than bluffs meant onlt to draw them out.
Stay back, he wanted to say, but held his tongue steady.
They were the mouse, he knew, and they the cats, meowing, purring, licking their fangs, the creatures of blood, of filth and war. He had heard of them, once upon a time, and knew that their sole intent was to kill or be killed in the process. They lived for nothing more than war, and for that, he knew, they could only be stopped in death.
“Sir,” Parfour mumbled.
“Yes?”
“They’re coming.”
As one, the horde surged forward.
*
A sickly war cry went up in the distance, jarring Odin not only from his thoughts, but movement.
“What… was that?” Carmen asked.
Domnin pointed.
A series of dark shapes lit up the far horizon, rushing to what looked like a small group of humans.
“Are those,” the Dwarf started.
“Yeah,” Icklard said. “Orcs.”
“They have Orcs with them?” Nova asked, mouth agape.
“They are keen for war and bloodshed. They were likely promised our land.”
“Or our women,” the elder brother sighed, crossing his arms over his chest.
Tightening his grip on his sword, Odin made move to go forward, to help the men that were likely just about to be slaughtered, but stopped when he felt a hand on his shoulder.
When he turned, he looked into the eyes of someone he hadn’t seen for almost a year.
“Miko,” he breathed.
Beautiful, charming, streaked with blood and bearing across his cheek an open flesh wound, the Elf stared down at him and tightened his hold around his armored shoulder. “We killed them,” he said, leaning down to press his lips to Odin’s brow. “Friend.”
“You’re ok,” Nova asked, blinking as Miko, too, kissed him. “Killed who?”
“The Necromancers creating the summons.”
“It was them who created all these creatures,” a blonde Elf said, stabbing his javelin into the ground. “Though from the looks of things, it looks like we have more to deal with.”
Odin nodded.
He started forward without another word.
*
The world was ablaze with blood and screams and rage. Staff raised to bear the fearsome brunt of swords, Parfour kicked out and struck an Orc in the groin, only to be struck back hard enough to turn his head completely to one side.
I can’t believe it, he thought. I’m a missionary and I’m getting attacked by
Orcs!
“Stay sharp, boy!” Master Jordan said, spearing the creature who’d just struck him on the tip of his sword. “You can’t be phasing out like that.”
“Yes sir!” he cried, striking an Orc in the face. It merely shook its head and slashed at him, but not before he raised his staff and deflected the creature’s blow. “Sir yes sir!”
At their side, a voice cried out.
Parfour raised his head.
The young, fire-haired man had blood running down his face.
It took him less than a moment to realize he’d just been struck.
*
“We’re coming!” Odin cried, pumping his legs as fast as he could. “Master Jordan! Master Jordan!”
“We are almost there,” the blonde Elf said, rushing forward and toward the group.
“Stay strong!” Miko cried. “We can conquer them!”
*
The young man whom Parfour had once considered a great man fell to his knees with blood snaking down his hands. Head downturned, hair falling in his face, he looked down at the slash that covered his entire frontside, then up at the Orc who lingered above him.
Master Jordan made a move to slash forward.
The Orc brought his sword down one last time.
Struck in the heart, Blaine died without another word.
“No!” a voice screamed.
Parfour looked up.
Odin, Nova and Miko rushed forward.
*
Odin danced the dance that only warriors danced with his sword and his arm. Skewering one Orc, slamming his fist into the next, he killed one and then another just in time to see the young man he’d quickly bonded and become friends with die right before his eyes.
“NO!” he screamed. “NO!”
Master Jordan’s sad eyes could be seen for just one brief moment before his head came clean off.
“Run!” Odin screamed, thrusting himself forward and in front of the men who bore little to no armor. “Run! Run!”
“Odin!” a small voice cried.
Odin turned his head just briefly to see Parfour lingering behind him.
Raising his sword, Odin deflected a hit just in time to avoid getting crushed by a sword that appeared to be made purposely large and with a flat, barbed tip. He pushed the boy behind him to the ground, brought his knee into the creature’s gut, then stabbed it repeatedly.
“Die!” he cried. “Die! Die! Die! Die!”
The creature turned its head up just in time for Odin to ram both of his outstretched fingers into its eyes. The film before him first exploded, then caved in around him in a sickly mix of blood and fluid as he sunk his fingers not just tip, but knuckle-deep into the thing’s face. It screamed, torn from the world by darkness, and reached up to try and pull his hand away, but Odin continued to stab it in the gut and thrust his fingers into its face as his companions dealt with the creatures around him.
“This,” he whispered, leaning just close enough so the dying creature could hear him, “is for Blaine!”
He ripped the sword out of the thing’s gut. “And this,” he said, “is for Jordan!
He kicked the creature away from him. Down it went in a fit of screams, clawing at its face as its entrails slipped from his gut.
Bowing down, Odin took the sword of the man who had trained him to be a warrior and threw it at one of the Orcs rushing toward him.
Its head snapped up.
Blade embedded in its neck, it went down without another word.
“Are you all right?” Odin asked, taking hold of Parfour’s arms. “Are you ok?”
“I’m fine,” the young man sobbed, falling against Odin’s chest. “Blaine, Master Jordan—they… they—“
“I know,” Odin sighed.
As the last of the Orcs went down, he bowed his head and tried not to look of the bodies of not only his friend, but the one man who’d taught him so well.
Later, after the battle had died down and they returned to the camp, Odin stood before a soldier and tried his hardest to maintain his temper in light of the recent skirmish.
“A proper burial can’t be assured,” one of the men said, raising his head from its place near the dying fire. “We’re lucky to be alive.”
“I’m the king’s champion!” Odin roared, grabbing the man’s collar and tearing him from his seat. “You do as I fucking say, otherwise I will kill you!”
He drew his sword and held it just before the man’s neck to prove his point.
Tears burning down his face, heart thundering in his chest, he ground his teeth together and dared himself not to push the sword into the man’s jugular.
“Do it,” he growled. “Otherwise I kill you.”
The man ran off without another word after Odin released him.
“Your anger,” Miko said. “Control it.”
“I can’t.”
A familiar face looked from near the main tent in the area. Odin sighed when he saw that at least one of the men he considered a friend was alive.
He’s fine, he thought. Thank the Gods he’s fine.
“Ardut!” he said, raising a hand in the air and making his way across the camp.
“Shh,” the Kadarian said, gesturing toward one of the men lying near a fire.
“He’s asleep.”
“Sorry,” Odin sighed, reaching up to wipe sweat from his forehead. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. You don’t look to be though.”
“Blaine and Jordan are dead.”
Ardut’s face paled. “What?” he asked.
“Blaine was cut down,” Odin said, tears threatening to break the surface of his eyes, “and Master Jordan had his head cut off.”
“My God,” the man said. “Are you—“
“All right? No. I’m anything but.”
“You’re not injured though, are you?”
“No. But Miko is.”
The Elf stepped forward. In nearly-naked glory and revealed to the world, he quickly drew the attention of not only the men injured, but the ones standing around him. It was a sight enough to see an Elf, but one with purple hair, lashes, eyes and lips? That was unheard of.
“Your face,” Ardut said.
“Is only a flesh wound,” Miko replied.
He closed his eyes as Ardut guided his hand over and along the wound, sewing the wound with proficiency Odin had seen only once before, when he’d mended the one Ohmalyon boy’s arm. When Ardut finished, it looked like nothing more than a rash crossed Miko’s face, though Odin imagined the wound probably hurt much more than such a thing.
“Thank you,” the Elf said, pressing his forehead against Ardut’s.
“It is my honor, sir.”
When Miko stepped back and disappeared into the campground, Odin settled down next to his Kadarian friend and proceeded to weep. His tears many but cries silent, he reached up and at first attempted to wipe them away, then shook his head when he found that he couldn’t. They came too quickly, he knew, and they would not stop, so he allowed them to come and sighed when not only Nova, but Carmen settled down beside him.
“It’s all my fault,” Odin said. “If only I were there sooner.”
“You can’t blame yourself,” Ardut said, pressing an arm across Odin’s back.
“Odin—“
“I can’t help it,” he said.
“Don’t,” Parfour said.
Odin looked up. Though as covered in blood as he was, the boy appeared unscathed, though his weapon bore obvious signs of damage and use. Blood lined its bulbous tips and scratches had been edged into its surface—where, he knew, swords had struck it.
“Don’t what?” Odin asked.
“They’re in a better place than this one,” the young boy said.
Shaking his head, Odin bowed his head into his face and continued to cry.
He was too young, he thought.
Dead at seventeen—Odin couldn’t imagine such a thing. In his near nineteen years of age, he had learned so many things, had met so many people. How it felt to face the final moments of your life when you were so young he couldn’t even begin to know, but should he imagine—and that he did—he thought that it might be like seeing a light flickering and dying in the distance: you saw it once and never again, a Fairy poised on the tip of a leaf just before she turned into a butterfly. But was it true though—did you really see your whole life flash before your eyes the moment before death?
And Master Jordan—his sad eyes had shown testament to a fate he seemed to know the moment before his head came clean off his shoulders. How could such a strong, well-trained man just die like that? Had he known what was coming and accepted it for what it was, or had he been caught in a moment of passion, a moment where he saw one of his men die and in turn was used because of it?
Though he knew not what the world held, and though his answers could not be found, Odin took solace in the fact that Nova, Miko, Carmen, the mage brothers and Ardut were alive.
If he could not have that, he knew he would have nothing.
“We’re going to take Dwaydor back,” Miko said.
“How?” Odin asked.
Newly appointed as the commander of the human forces in the absence of not only Master Jordan, but any other willing candidate, Odin looked upon the local area map with discrepancy he knew he shouldn’t have so soon after his friends’ deaths. His mind in shambles, his soul in bits, his heart felt only one thing in that moment—rage. But somehow, someway, something told him that direct anger and violence was not the solution to this problem, that for reasons regardless than death, he had to keep his mind focused and his heart clear of contempt.
Bracing his hands against the table, Odin sighed and looked at the tally of troops before them. “What happened to all the human forces?” he asked.
“A good majority of them were killed when we first came in,” Jordan’s second-in-command, a stout man named Hammer, said. “We were ambushed by the undead.”
“So that leaves us with the Elves on the opposite side and what remaining humans we have here.” Odin tapped on the eastern side of the map, near where a bold red triangle sat in all its horrific glory.
Great. How are we going to do this?
With so few forces and even fewer reinforcements, it was a feat to even think of taking the town back, much less actually going out and accomplishing that. How they would do it was beyond him, but he imagined Miko would pull the rabbit out of the hat and figure something out. The way the Elf’s eyes narrowed and crossed over the map made him realize that regardless of their losses, there was still hope in this seemingly-hellish situation.
“We weren’t expecting our own dead to turn on us,” Hammer sighed, reaching up to run a hand across his forehead. “We weren’t expecting the Orcs either.”
“How did you manage to get the troops away?” Odin asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
“We ran. It’s cowardice to say it, but we did. That’s the only reason we’re all alive.”
And the reason my weapons teacher is dead.
Shaking his head, Odin seated himself on the log stump that had taken precedence as the head chair in the tent and tried to keep his emotions in order. A serious part of him wanted to cry, while another more logical part said crying would do no good, that tears for a lost friend was only pity for someone dead. Such open displays of emotion were often useless, he knew, but he couldn’t help but feel the beast of regret in his chest, the agony of loss in his mind.
“You all right?” Nova asked, setting a hand on his back.
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said, reaching up to rub the center of his temple, where a headache bloomed just beneath the surface of his skull. “Don’t worry about me.”
“He has need to worry about you,” Miko said. “You lost two people you cared about.”
Yet I am the man whom everyone expects to lead the humans in this war.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, standing, as if to prove his point through actions alone.
“What we need right now is a way to tally our forces.”
“I’ll make a headcount on the Elven side, if that would help.”
“It would,” Odin nodded, watching the Elf turn and begin to make his way for the threshold. Before he could get there, however, a pang of hurt echoed across his ribcage and he reached out to grasp his friend’s arm. “Miko.”
“Yes?” the Elf asked.
“I… I’m glad you’re safe.”
“I am too.”
The Elf ducked and exited the tent.
“Want me to help you take the headcount?” Nova asked.
Odin did little more than nod as he made his way out of the tent.
They seemed to have a force of five-hundred able soldiers. Fifty or so of them were injured, but could possibly fight, while another twenty were in no way capable of standing, much less holding a sword. When asked about the condition of some of the soldiers, Ardut said some would survive the night, while others would simply bear scars and could more than easily take up arms and fight.
“You’re saying we have fifty extra men who can fight,” Odin said, looking down at the parchment between his fingers. “Am I right in that assessment?”
“You would be right,” Ardut said, running a hand across his clean-shaven skull. “I would recommend they use bows, at the least, but they can fight if they’re willing.”
They’ll be willing all right, Odin thought. We didn’t lose five-hundred men for
nothing.
Where the other four-thousand boys and men they were supposed to have been was beyond him. He imagined they were in Ornala, or at least near it, protecting the capital from a possible sea assault. Ornala’s one main flaw was its bay, the portal to all that was good and the back entrance that could be easily accessed and exited. Though he doubted there would be a sea assault, he could easily see why they had so few forces in the field, though Odin imagined that, given the amount of tents he’d initially seen upon entering the harbor, they would soon have reinforcements coming in from the north.
“The bodies,” Odin said, raising his eyes to the field and the corpses that lay in the distant.
“What about them?” Ardut frowned.
“We can’t risk having them magicked by Necromancers. We’ve learned our lesson.”
“So what are you suggesting?”
“We burn them,” Odin said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”
He tried not to look upon the tormented faces of men young and old as they were wheeled into pits and prepared to be burned. An exodus in all respects, it appeared to be the end of the world, humanity digging itself into the ground to live as moles and bugs. Head-deep and counting, the pit only continued to get deeper, as did Odin’s doubts as he watched the men build a grave for all of those lost.
So many, he thought. So, so many.
Before him, Parfour stood with his head bowed and his hands in the air.
Fingers flushing, lips whispering words beneath his breath, he paced back and forth across the slowly-growing pit with a sense of ease that Odin found almost impossible to imagine. With so much death in the air—not to mention the stench, tension and agony—it was amazing people could even stand nearby, much less immerse themselves in it.
He’s an acolyte. He must have dealt with this thing before.
Just what all did Parfour know about death? Did he know the secret meanings, the great beyond, what actually happened and the moments that transpired just before all thought ceased to exist? Did he speak with God or Gods, his teachings and practices allowing him a divine connection, or did he simply pray, hoping for guidance that may or may not come? Odin had once thought such things ignorant in spirit and arrogant in nature, something that only weakened and did nothing to strengthen the resolve, but after seeing such a sight, he couldn’t help but feel as though something had to exist, if only to guide those departed souls to something greater than what life had to offer.
All those sprites, all those spirits, all those dead, shambling souls—how could nothing exist when it was the very essence itself that compelled such dead flesh?
“Odin,” a voice asked.
Blinking, Odin cleared his vision to find Parfour before him, a flask of water in his hand and a pale expression across his face. “Yes?” Odin asked, focusing on the young man’s face.
“Are you all right?”
“No. I’m not.”
“I’ve been praying.”
“I know you have.”
“Have you?”
No. I can’t.
Couldn’t would actually be the better word, considering his moral circumstance and his lack of any true spirituality, but he didn’t want to tell that to a boy who’d just spent the last part of the hour pacing back and forth in front of hundreds of dead men. How, he questioned, could one pray when it seemed that all matters of faith had been lost by blood?
Sighing, Odin reached up, ran a hand through his hair, then tore his eyes away from the pit of death before turning and starting back for the tent.
However, when the boy’s hand fell to his arm and his fingers tightened around his bicep, he stopped in midstride and couldn’t help but look back.
“Let me go,” Odin simply said.
“I can’t,” the boy replied.
“Why?”
“Because you’re hurting too much.”
Odin said nothing, instead opting to look into the boy’s hazy eyes to try and decipher the intent within them. Though he knew Parfour held nothing but good intentions, the fact that he wanted him to confront his emotions rather than shelter them was a terrifying aspect, a scope so incomprehensible he could barely begin to process it. Parfour wanted something he simply couldn’t offer—acknowledgement: pure, honest acknowledgement.
“Please,” he said. “I have work—“
“I know you do, sir.”
“Don’t call me sir.”
“Odin.”
Nodding, he reached up, pressed his hand over the boy’s, then attempted to pry it away, but to no avail. Parfour’s fingers only tightened around his arm, a bitter pressure in a harsh atmosphere.
Tell the boy to let you go. He can’t disobey you.
Of course he couldn’t—as one of the king’s men, he could easily throw this priest, this acolyte, in jail for disturbing the peace and interfering with a royal engagement, and though he didn’t want to threaten the boy with such punishment, his heart was in a place to do just that.
Control your anger, Miko had said, voice long lost in his mind. Use it to your
advantage, but don’t allow it to control you.
“Parfour,” Odin said, expelling a deep breath.
“Just,” the boy said, then stopped.
“Just… what?”
“Let me pray for you.”
“All right.”
Odin watched the boy bow his head and reach up to clasp his arm with his other hand. Fingers intertwined, head bowed nearly to his shoulder, Parfour took a slow, deep breath, then silenced all attempts at breathing, as though he’d just become a fish underwater and could breathe through his cheeks.
In the moments that followed, the world seemed to close and nothing but the two of them existed. There were no men in pits, no wheelbarrows bearing bodies, no hurt man sobbing for his brother, his friend, his father—there was nothing, nothing at all. Silence was bliss.
“There,” Parfour said, drawing away from him.
“Did you do it?” Odin frowned.
“Pray?” the boy asked, then waited for Odin to nod before smiling. “Yes. I did.”
Though Odin didn’t pray, and in that moment believe in much anything at all, he could feel content with the fact that at least one boy, one man, believed.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked.
“I’m tired,” Miko said. “My magic wore me out.”
“How could it have worn you out?” Odin frowned, not sure whether or not to believe the Elf’s statement. “I mean, you’ve been fine in the past.”
“I haven’t used such high amounts of energy before.”
“But what about—“
Before he could finish, Odin shook his head and decided it was better he not question his friend’s statement. Instead, he chose to think about it in favor of actually asking and couldn’t help but remember the two times he’d seen such a display of magic—once at sea when fish and sirens had tried to swallow them whole, then in Neline, when they were attacked by the Kerma.
That mushroom cloud, he thought.
Miko couldn’t have produced that himself. Sure—Odin had seen trace fragments of the Elf’s magic in that cloud, had even felt them from such a vast distance away, but there had been other colors intermixed there as well.
However, that thought didn’t settle well with him, as when he looked into his friend’s eyes and tried to gauge the emotion there, he could see nothing but pain, exhaustion, and above all else, fear.
Not once in all his years with the Elf had he ever seen him look so afraid.
This is bad. Really bad.
“You should get some rest,” Nova said, coming up from behind Miko and pressing his hands to the Elf’s shoulders. “You’re hurt.”
“I’m fine.”
“He’s right,” Odin said. “You did get slashed today.”
“I said I’m fine, Odin. Don’t worry about me.”
How can I not worry about you when you look like you’re ready to pass out?
Shaking his head, Odin sighed, stood, then made his way over to the makeshift bed of a single sheet at the side of their tent. There, he lay down and tried to close his eyes, but the first time he did, the glowing aura of the burning fire outside their tent entered the darkness of his vision and beckoned him to remain awake. Why, he didn’t know, but he chose to lay there instead of trying to fall asleep in favor of whatever superstition rattled his mind and dwelled within his heart.
Tomorrow, they would be attempting to take Dwaydor back from the enemy.
God bless their souls.
Odin woke to the sound of dying embers and crackling flames. His mind a mess and his chest on fire, he pushed himself into a sitting position and rubbed his hands over his eyes, rolling his fingers over the surface of his eyelids in a feeble attempt to shake away the haze of sleep that lay over them.
He couldn’t be sure as to why he’d woken, but he imagined it was for something important. Someone didn’t wake up in the middle of the night just based on impulse.
Or so you think.
Chuckling despite the horror about his heart, he stood and wandered out of the tent.
There, sitting in front of the fire, awake amongst a throng of sleeping men, was Parfour, head bowed and hands tangled in what appeared to be a circlet of wooden beads.
“Parfour?” he asked.
The boy looked up. By firelight, his blind eye appeared to be glowing, a single orb of luminesence in contrast to the darkness of his opposite eye, a sight that both bothered and provoked Odin’s attention.
He’s still awake, he thought. He’s troubled.
Troubled wouldn’t be the word to describe a boy who likely bore the weight of every single death upon his shoulders. How could such a young man deal with the reality of this hellish situation, when men around him were dying and he was expected to offer guidance to souls believed to be damned?
When the young man didn’t answer, Odin stepped forward, taking extra care to navigate around sleeping men, then settled down beside his friend.
At first, he remained silent, staring into the dying fire and trying not to think about the reality of the boy’s current situation. He laced his fingers together and set them between his legs, content with the silence that currently ruled the world. However, when Parfour remained quiet for an undetermined period of time, in which it seemed that he was sitting there for no reason at all and without any intention whatsoever, Odin raised his eyes to look the young man in the face.
As their eyes met, seemingly looking into one another’s soul, Odin thought he saw a slice of fear within Parfour’s pale eyes.
“I couldn’t sleep,” the boy finally said.
Odin nodded. He set his hands on his knees and leaned forward, willing the fire back to life, then settled back in his place on the ground and crossed his arms over his chest. He wasn’t particularly sure what to say, but he didn’t think that mattered—not now, not when everything around them was so silent.
You’ll have to say something eventually, his conscience said. You know you
have to.
No I don’t.
He’s your friend. What’ll he think if you just sit there and don’t say nothing?
“I woke up because I heard the fire crackling,” Odin said, pulling his eyes away from the orange flames to look his friend in the eyes. “How long have you been up?”
“I don’t know. I laid down, but I don’t think I even went to sleep.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”
“Still… I feel for you.”
“Thanks, Odin.”
Nodding, Odin turned his eyes back into the fire, but stopped when he saw the distant shape of Dwaydor on the horizon. Its walls were high, like a great round arena, and its gates were vast. He couldn’t tell if they were open or closed in the current lighting, but he imagined they were open, left that way after the refugees’ initial flight from the flesh summons. The enemy couldn’t have commandeered the city already—it was much too soon after the initial assault to even begin moving forward.
They lost too many forces.
Then again, if he thought about it in a logical way, they’d barely lost anyone.
So far as he knew, most of the dead they’d encountered were of their own, and the Necromancers and Orcs were nothing more than a distraction, pity forces used to slaughter anyone the corpses hadn’t.
Nearby, the corpse fires burned on.
When the smell of fresh death entered his mind, Odin knew he would never forget it.
Dawn came with the crux of light and the piercing hues of blue. Grey in the distance but paling further out, it looked as though tears were being spilled down a vast, pearlescent face and spreading not only to its cheeks, but its neck, staining its face and forever marking the horizon with its distant light.
It’s so… calm.
They always said there was calm before the storm, the great crescendo before the big finale. If that were the case, this was perhaps the greatest calm he had ever experienced.
Standing beside him with his hands in his pockets and his eyes set ahead, Nova let out a short grunt and reached up to scratch his head. “Kinda scary,”
he said. “Huh?”
Odin nodded. He needn’t express his feelings to share them with his friend—they marked his face, skewed his expression, tore him to pieces inside and out. Were he to try and speak, he imagined nothing would come out, nothing but short whispers and light gasps of breath.
“Good morning,” a voice said.
Odin turned. The tent flap shifted and Miko emerged from beneath its folds, hair pulled back and chest naked save for the slight bangs spilling down over his shoulders.
“Morning,” Odin said.
“Mornin’,” Nova replied.
“Are you ready for what we’re about to do?” the Elf asked, placing a hand on each of their shoulders.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Odin said, sighing when he looked to the body pits that now resembled nothing more than smoking barrels of nothing. “Sir… can I ask you something?”
“Yes, Odin?”
“What’ll happen if we can’t take Dwaydor?”
“Nothing.”
Odin could hardly imagine that such a simple word could answer his question, but there it was, floating in the air like a bird in a tree. It needed no further explanation or clarification—it simply was, a thing standing idly by and marking their situation in the boldest, truest light.
He’s right. Nothing will happen.
“What I mean,” Miko said, “is that we’ll have to wait for the Dwarves.”
“We don’t even know when they’re coming,” Nova sighed. “And it doesn’t seem like the Dwarves or anyone from Kegdulan have showed up.”
“They could be tied up in their own combat, Nova.”
“I know, but…” The man shook his head. When he offered no further response, Miko sighed, pursed his lips together, then tightened his hands on both of their shoulders.
“Let’s not worry about it,” he said. “Come—we should dress and prepare for the engagement. The Elves will want a definite plan.”
They were the most beautiful things Odin had ever seen—tall, handsome, with eyes like hawks and features so strong and bold they seemed to be etched into the skin itself. Not one had a flaw about his or her face, save for old scars or wounds from the previous day, but each was beautiful in their own way, majestic in spite of the situation and awe-inspiring in the face of such horror. He caught sight of Yvelle, the javelin-wielding Elf from Miko’s battle mage troop, and nodded, to which the beautiful creature replied with a nod of his own.
At his side, Carmen crawled on top of a wooden stump and greeted him with a nod.
“Where were you?” Nova asked.
“Sleeping,” the woman said.
“Where?”
“Out by the fire.”
“Which one?” Odin frowned.
“Doesn’t matter,” the Dwarf said.
“You had me worried.”
“Sorry. I’ll try not to do that again.”
“We need a plan,” Yvelle said, raising his voice over Carmen and Odin’s casual banter. “We should not dawdle.”
“We’re not,” Miko said, looking down at the map before them.
Dwaydor was made up of a single, circular wall and a sphere-like inner structure. Four gates lined its exterior—one on the east, west, north and south sides—and within it were several channels that seemed to have been made with security in mind. Mini-gates and enclosures locked off the rest of the city, where guards and militiamen could be placed, making it perhaps one of the safest cities Odin had ever seen. It was a wonder that the town had been attacked, let alone conquered, but each gate left an opportunity open to attack on all sides.
“We can swarm them from each side,” Odin said, tapping his finger at the northern gate.
“How do you propose we do that?” Yvelle asked, adjusting his javelin against his shoulder.
“We split our forces apart,” Miko said, “and attack from each side.”
“We are going to need a good deal of soldiers to do that.”
“This is what I think we should do,” Odin said, taking a few circular pieces and setting them on each of the four gates. “We obviously need to come in from all sides, like Miko said, but we’re going to have to coordinate our attack and make sure we don’t get trapped within the inner gates.”
“Obviously,” Yvelle agreed.
“We need four different groups to go in. I say me and Nova go in from the northern side. That leaves the other three sides.”
“I’ll go in the western side,” Carmen said.
“A Dwarf?” Yvelle laughed.
“What do you take me for, Elf?”
“I take you for—“
“Carmen will take the human forces in on the western side,” Odin said, cutting the blonde Elf off in midsentence. “That only leaves the southern and eastern sides.”
“I’ll go in the southern side with the battle mages,” Miko said.
“And we’ll go in on the west,” a voice said.
Odin turned. Icklard and Domnin stood in the threshold, arms crossed over their chests.
“You’re sure?” Odin asked, narrowing his eyes at the two of them.
“We’re sure,” Domnin said, reaching up to scratch the tuft of beard at his chin. “Right, Icklard?”
“Right,” the younger brother agreed.
“Then it’s settled,” Odin said. “Me and Nova go in on the northern side, Carmen goes to the west, the Elves take the south and Icklard and Domnin the east.”
With that plan firmly implanted in his mind, he leaned forward and began to arrange markers across the map.
Odin stood with his sword drawn and his eyes to the road. Nova at his side, twenty-odd men behind them, he looked upon the northern entrance of Dwaydor and tried not to imagine the horrors that could very well lie within.
His heart beat like a hammer in his chest and the beginnings of a headache began to flower at the sides of his temples, but somehow he managed to restrain it as he began forward and toward the one place he was set on taking away from the enemy.
Stay calm, he thought. Use your anger to your advantage.
For Jordan, for Blaine, for his injured friends, companions and compatriots, for his country and the land that had been so visciously been torn by war—he would march into that city and kill anyone who stood in his way. Upon his sword they would be speared, then gutted like pigs, and from his fist he would deliver unto them such merciless beatings that they would wish they were dead. It was no questioning his intentions, no wonder his anger, and for that he knew he could be strong, if only because in his heart, mind, soul and marrow, he knew he could do the very thing he was about to set out to do.
“Odin,” Nova said.
“Yeah,” he replied, keeping his eyes set ahead.
“You sure this is the right thing to do?”
“What do you mean?”
“Going straight ahead like this.”
“We’ll be fine,” he said.
“Sir,” another man replied. “What if we get flanked?”
We won’t, he thought, but said nothing.
Straightening his posture, he continued forward, all the while hoping that his friends and companions would be just fine.
*
“Do you feel something?” Carmen asked.
“What?” one of the human men replied.
“I don’t know. Something… in the air.”
She couldn’t tell what it was. It felt like an anomaly of some sort, like static electricity in heavily-concentrated areas in the Dwarven mines, but she knew for a fact that it couldn’t be such a thing—electricity didn’t exist this far west, not yet, anyway.
Unless they have renegades on their side.
It wasn’t completely uncommon. Dwarf politics were fickle and hot with tension. Even the slightest argument could lead to full-out banishment from not only the mines, but mountains. It’d only take one Dwarf with a schematic and a few precious crystals to create what the one advantage the Dwarven people had to themselves.
Praise Thor that’s not the case.
Steadying her mace at her side, Carmen focused on their pursuit across the hills and tried not to let her emotions get the best of her, though she already knew that wouldn’t be the case. The thick air and the even thicker tension seemed to want to drown her with its presence alone. She could already imagine it—she, a Dwarf, being so overwhelmed by emotion that she would fall as though struck a mortal blow, and there she would lie, dying, while the human men trampled over her.
They could only see her because she was straight ahead. They thought her weak, small, a woman who knew nothing more than laundry and child-birthing, but she would show them. She hadn’t killed the Drake of Ehknac for nothing, nor had she stood idly by when they had been attacked by corpses.
No—she was no ordinary woman, no stereotype in a world of no ones. She would stop at nothing to prove her case to the men who thought her to be nothing.
I’ll show them, she thought. And when they come, they will know the hell that
is Carmen Delarosa.
*
“I don’t like this,” one man said.
“I don’t either,” another replied.
“It seems like we’re being set up for an ambush.”
Domnin tried to push the men’s words out of his mind and focused on the objective ahead of them. With no more than three or so-dozen feet away from the western wall, they would soon be upon the city, though what exactly would happen he couldn’t be sure. He expected this to be their final frontier, the last big push before they waited for the Dwarves to arrive.
“Brother,” Icklard whispered at his side.
“What?” he asked.
“Do you feel that?”
Domnin nodded. He didn’t need to speak in order to explain that, yes, he felt the static in the air, which was so reminiscent of magic that it sent the hairs on his neck on end, and yes, he felt as though there was something greater afoot here—to say such things were ignorant, and above all else, would only serve to cause panic amongst their group.
The only two mages, he thought, in the entire squad of twenty.
He knew the king’s reasoning for such men, for reaching out to boys who displayed notions of the Gift that had been so generously provided upon them. These men behind them were nothing more than sponges, flesh upon which swords could sink. It was never these men who were the heroes, never the ones who blindly put armor on their backs and daggers in their pockets.
No—the people that truly mattered were the mages, the well-trained individuals who spread catastrophe with just the mere thought of their mind and who could bring from the world the water, the fire and the wind of which was so famously foretold.
Shaking his head, Domnin reached out, steadied himself on his brother’s shoulder, then continued forward.
In that moment, he couldn’t help but miss Jerdai more than he had in his entire life.
Everything will be fine, he thought. Soon this’ll all be over and you can live
happily ever after.
He sure hoped so.
*
“Stop,” Miko said.
The troop of seven battle mages and the battalion of twenty-some Elves ceased their movements.
Raising his eyes, Miko scanned the high walls of the southern gate and tried to discern just what it was he was feeling. He could feel something in the air, something vaguely resembling magic, but he didn’t think that was what exactly dwelled within the air.
Something’s happening, he thought. Something not good.
Drawing his sword from his sheath, Miko lowered the curved silver blade at his side and spread his left hand forward. Fingers spread, palm pushed forward, five individual orbs of light lit the tops of his fingers, then flew forward to create an arc and a star. In this constellation, he gauged the area, the town and its map, and found something to be eerily missing.
In a magical hemisphere that should have shown him life, he saw nothing at all.
“Counter intelligence, perhaps?” Yvelle asked, stepping up beside him.
“I’m not sure,” Miko said, lowering his hand and allowing the magical element to die down. “Maybe this isn’t the best idea.”
“What other way are we going to capture the town?” Narrowin asked, drawing his broadsword and holding it steadily before him.
True—there was no other way they could simply take the town. It would require a full search, an entire investigation, and above all else, a forward momentum that they could not afford to lose.
Stepping forward, Miko took a deep breath and passed over the barrier of the town.
Immediately, figures rushed forward. *
“Look out!” Odin cried.
A dozen Orcs in varying shapes and sizes rushed toward them. Sword ready, arm braced forward, Odin ducked and slammed the brunt of his stout frame into one of the creatures, then thrust his sword into the creature’s stomach and disemboweled it with one simple tug.
Behind him, Nova and the other men dueled the creatures with the gigantic swords.
No, he thought.
Nova’s scythe pierced through one creature’s meager armor and tore vertebrae from its spine. Blood and bone spraying forward, the man kicked the creature away from him and offered him a bloody grin from beneath his horned helm. “Kill ‘em all!” he cried, to which the other men cheered in response.
Odin turned.
An Orc rushed forward.
He ducked.
Using his height to his advantage, he slammed his armored fist into the creature’s groin and sliced its hamstring free from its leg. A howl of rage went up and blood sprayed across his fist, but he ignored it and slammed his sword into the Orc’s groin.
When the thing went down, Odin kicked its head as hard as he could and nodded as he heard the resounding crack in its neck.
Good, he thought, dodging another blow, then slamming his sword into another creature’s chest.
Why they were so lightly armored was beyond him. What man would send his soldiers into battle unarmored, vulnerable in the face of danger and susceptible to sword and shield?
Unless, he thought.
He couldn’t finish.
A roar went up in the distance.
*
“Uh oh,” Carmen said.
It stepped from the shadows of the nearby alley with a roar that shook her small being to the very core. Three times as tall as her four-foot frame and bearing the brunt of its weight on its massive, gargantuan knuckles, the chained and ensnared Ogre—brown, bloodied and bearing upon its body constructs of torture and metal—reared its torn head forward and offered the group of twenty-odd human men a snarl that could have resembled a dog’s were it ten times larger than it actually was.
“Lady Carmen,” one of the men asked. “What do we do?”
“Go for its ankles!” she cried.
The men ran forward.
The Ogre reared its fist back and slammed three of them away with a single blow.
When the men went sailing into the nearby walls, their bones could be heard cracking over the screech of their metal.
Carmen took a few steps back.
The Ogre stepped forward, chains clinking and blood dripping from its broken lips.
“Do not be afraid,” she said, looking upon the fearsome creature as though her life itself would depend on it. “We can do this.”
*
Domnin sent plumes upon plumes of flame into the advancing creatures.
One shot here, one shot there, one flame that way and another the other—the Goblins advanced on them with speed and veracity Domnin could barely begin to imagine. Around him, men were frantically kicking out and jabbing their weapons at the meager creatures before them, but to no avail. Most went down, overwhelmed by the sheer number of the creatures, while others had their throats or inner thighs slashed by daggers that appeared to be nothing more than pocketknives. It was hard to even see them, these green-skinned asailants, who looked to be something of sharp-faced witches and whose ears were shaped and lengthened like Elves but were anything of the sort. Even if one was able to see them it seemed at that point too late. Their daggers and stars were much too sharp, far too many and far too quick. It was any wonder some had managed to escape with their lives.
“Icklard!” Domnin cried.
His brother raised his head.
A Goblin rushed toward him.
Domnin braced his arm back, then thrust it forward. The concentrated plume of air that sailed into the creature sent it sailing back into a nearby building, neck broken and body twitching in response.
“What’re we going to do?” one of the men cried, impaling one of the creatures on his sword as it jumped forward.
“Hold your ground!” Icklard cried. “Everything will be just fine!”
*
Human men came at them from all directions. Before, behind, to their left and to their right—it seemed as though everywhere they looked there was something or someone attempting to attack them. At one point, Miko raised his sword and began to kill everything in his path, but soon he lost count of just what he was attacking. Screams from both his fellow Elves and the men before them chorused around him, but his mind was on fire and his heart thundering in his chest as though it would explode out of his body, blocking out all sound good or bad.
Calm yourself. Steel your emotions.
Bringing his head around in an intricate swirl, he flipped his sword in his grasp and eviscerated a man with a simple slash.
“Filthy creature,” one of the evil men said, laughing as Miko became separated from the group and was soon trapped within a circle. “Your head will look great upon Sir Monvich’s platter.”
“Try it,” he said.
The men rushed forward.
Had he been able to see himself fighting, he imagined he would have been a blur of motion. Ducking, jumping, flipping through the air, slashing his arms about—he would have been nothing more than a wisp in a choir of men whose sole intent was to kill, a creature highly evolved and greater than anything or anyone could possibly imagine. His sword sang of blood and earth as it slashed through armor, bit into skin and tasted blood, and his body felt like a machine of envy as each and every muscle in his torso contracted with his movements. At one point he would duck, then another he would jump, while at a second and a third he would twirl through the air as though a child’s toy strung up on a long wire. Each and every time though, blood splashed through the air and around him, painting a picture of gore across the battlefield.
Yes, he thought. This is it. We’re finally— A sword sunk into his leg.
He gasped.
Torn from the air, he fell to the ground with a gash running along one leg.
“What’re you going to do now?” the bitter man asked, stepping forward and waving his sword as though ready to cut him in two. “Can’t get up now, can you?”
He cast a plume of fire against the man’s shoulder.
Screaming, the human turned and ran for his fellow brethren, only further serving the chaos that surrounded them.
“Miko,” Yvelle cried, falling to his side. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he whispered, grimacing as the Elf ran his hand over the wound.
“Don’t worry about me. We have to get to the others.”
“What others?”
“The other teams.”
*
Odin slung his sword over his shoulder and stabbed an enemy in the collarbone. Bone breaking beneath his sword, he pushed his weight into the weapon and snapped his sword free from the Orc’s chest in a spray of blood.
“Is everyone all right!” he cried, slamming his fist into an Orc’s face and thrusting his sword into its chest.
“We’re fine,” Nova said, raising his head.
“What the hell was that?” a man breathed.
“These were sponges,” Odin said. “They were sent here to distract us.”
“From what?”
*
Carmen screamed as the Ogre’s fist came down a mere breath away from her body.
Gotta be faster on your feet.
She swung her mace into the creature’s knuckle and laughed as it groaned in pain.
“Yeah!” she cried. “See that? See that? THERE’S MORE OF THAT WHERE
THIS CAME FROM!”
She rolled forward.
The thing’s fist came down.
In a spray of dirt and rock, she slammed her mace into its groin.
When blood cascaded onto her face, she couldn’t help but laugh.
“Yeah!” someone cried, attempting to distract the Ogre with a rock as Carmen navigated between and around its legs. “Come and get me you ugly fucker!”
That same man was crushed a mere breath later.
This isn’t going to bode well for me, she thought, rearing her mace back to deliver the striking blow to the creature’s ankle.
Before her mace could come down, the thing turned.
Carmen screamed.
Her body flew through the air and landed some feet away.
What the—
Stars circled her vision and the iron taste of blood lined the inside of her mouth. It took her but a moment to realize that, in her flight, her teeth had sunk into her lips, drawing the very blood she now tasted.
Taking a moment to compose herself before the Ogre advanced upon her, she pushed herself up, stood, then took a few deep breaths through her nose, spitting blood as required and reaching up to rub the mixture from her face.
As the creature advanced upon her, arrows littered throughout its chest and crude chains dangling from not only its wrists and ankles, but its shoulders, nipples and waist, she looked upon the thing that was so eager to kill her and realized that it was not in its right of mind. No—this creature, this ugly thing, was no more animal than the very men she now stood and fought with.
It’s been abused, she thought. Beaten, tortured.
The creature leaned forward.
Behind it, two men rushed forward and raised their swords.
The Ogre backhanded both of them, killing them instantly.
With all her might, Carmen slammed her mace into the creature’s left ankle.
Bone smashed under her weight.
“Now!” she cried.
The men with the longbows drew their arrows and shot them into the creature’s chest.
The Ogre groaned.
Carmen slammed her mace into its other ankle.
When it turned, spun and revealed that an arrow now lay embedded in not one, but both of its eyes, she looked on in horror as it began to take its final breaths.
“It’s falling,” she said, stepping backward, stumbling over the body of one of her fellow men and nearly tripping in response. “Get away from it! Get ah—“
She had no way to finish.
The creature fell right on top of her.
*
“There’s no way we can withstand them!” one of the few remaining men cried, looking on at the seemingly-endless swarm of green creatures before them. “We have to get away!”
“We’re not running,” Icklard said, wiping blood from his face.
“Brother,” Domnin said, looking on at his younger sibling’s face. “When were you wounded?”
“I’m fine,” Icklard said, uprooting the earth before them and flinging it at the Goblins. “Don’t worry. I’m all right.”
“You’re gasping.”
“I’m out of breath.”
“You’re not—“
Something whizzed right by his face.
Domnin ducked.
When he turned to look at what had just passed him, he found an arrow embedded in the ground.
“Shields up!” Domnin cried.
The men formed a line and shielded themselves with their bucklers.
Beneath the cover of wood and metal, he listened to the never-ending sound of arrows as they rained from the sky and down upon them. His ears on fire, his eyes burning from the heat around him, Domnin reached out and found his brother’s hand in the wave of men and held on for dear life.
There’s no way we’ll survive, he thought, listening to the continuous clatter of arrows hitting metal. They’re going to wait us out.
If not killed by arrows, they would surely be overwhelmed in a moment of weakness, when the rain finally stopped and the daggers came forward.
Already seven of their men were dead, killed by the very knives the creatures now held, and with only thirteen of them left, it would be a wonder if they would make it out alive.
“Someone has to do something,” Icklard said, crawling forward to join Domnin at his side.
“There’s nothing we can do,” Domnin said. “We’re going to die.”
“Don’t say that, brother. There’s got to be a way.”
“What way? There’s nothing we can—“
“Come on, Domnin. Think. We’re mages, dammit. There’s got to be something we can do.”
As the arrows continued to rain down before them, synchronizing his erratic thoughts to a degree that both terrified and awed him, Domnin took slow, deep breaths and tried to decipher the situation for what it really was.
Here they were, trapped behind a line of shields and flesh, waiting for the arrows to stop and the daggers to begin flying. As mages, they held a particular advantage on the field of men, of swords and blood and bows and arrows, but what they could do he couldn’t necessarily be sure. Something told him that they had to do something—that he and Icklard were more than capable of freeing them from this hellish situation—but at that particular moment, his mind went blank and his breath began to come in and out of his chest at a frightening pace.
I can’t breathe, he thought, smiling, despite the situation they were currently pressed into. Great. I can’t fucking breathe.
“Stay with me,” Icklard said, gently slapping his face. “Come on, Domnin.
We’ve got to do something.”
“What,” he gasped, “can we do?”
“You better think of something quick!” one of the men cried. “I don’t know how much longer these shields can hold.”

“Are they breaking?” Icklard asked.
“Well, no, but—“
“Then give us a fucking minute!”
You have to be joking.
Taking a moment to compose himself, Domnin allowed one meager breath before he turned his attention back on his brother. “Ok,” he said, taking a slow, deep breath. “We currently have about a hundred or so arrows flying at us, possibly more.”
“Which means we need a way to deflect them,” Icklard replied.
“Which means…”
What?
A moment of clarity overwhelmed his mind.
How could he have been so foolish?
“I can create a barrier,” Domnin said, looking down at his hands, which already burned green from not only the thought, but the likely result of his fruitful mind.
“Around me?” Icklard asked.
“That’s crazy!”
“We don’t really have a lot of options here, Domnin.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Someone better do something!” one of the men cried. “They’re starting to break!”
“Ok,” Domnin said, expelling a held-in breath. He looked into his brother’s eyes to try and discern the emotions that lay within them, though when he found absolutely nothing, he nodded and looked up and over the shields just enough to see the Goblins stringing arrows upon their miniature bows and slinging them into the air. “I’m going to channel the barrier around you.”
“Make it thick,” Icklard replied.
“I will. When I give you the go-ahead, you stand up and do something about those archers.”
“What should I do?”
“Start a fire, raise the ground—something to distract them.”
“All right.”
“What’re you going to do?”
“Start a fire.”
“How big of one?”
“Hurry!” the man screamed.
The sound of wood cracking entered Domnin’s ears.
No.
Reaching forward, he pressed his hands against his brother’s chest and began to channel the energy into and around Icklard’s body. His form glowing green, radiating light from his flesh as though toxic and sickly, Icklard tilted his head down and allowed his short hair to fall into his eyes as he began to bond their magic together in ways most mages would have found ridiculous—ludicrous, even, to merge such powers together. That, however, did not dissuade Domnin any, for he knew that together, their powers could do things most ordinary men could never even begin to comprehend.
We can do this, he thought. We can save these men.
“Get ready,” Icklard said.
The men turned their heads to look at him.
With one last, final breath, Icklard threw himself up and into the direct line of fire.
*
Miko limped his way across the battlefield with his battle mages in tow. Leg bleeding, breath rasping in and out of his chest, he was first asked if everything was well, to which he replied yes, then was approached by Yvelle, who set his javelin at his side and reached out to press a hand against his shoulder.
“Stop,” the fair-haired Elf said.
“We need to get into the city,” Miko gasped, grimacing as more blood spilled down his leg. “Now, before anymore come.”
“We should fall back,” Narrowin said, stepping forward. “You’re in no condition to continue further.”
“It’s just a flesh wound.”
“Tell that to your leg,” Yvelle said.
At this, a rolling pain radiated up his leg and entered his thigh, where it soon spread from his hip and up his side until it entered his neck. There, it spiraled, forcing tendrils of pain across the surface of his eyes and tearing his concentration from their current objective to the situation currently before them.
This can’t be, he thought.
However, when he looked down and at his leg—when he saw that he truly was injured beyond a slight flesh wound—he found that, like Narrowin and Yvelle had said, he could not willingly go on without some form of medical assistance.
“All right,” Miko sighed, crouching down to look at his injury. “Work with me here.”
“What do you want?” Narrowin asked.
“Heal me.”
“I will,” a young Elf said.
Stepping forward, the female fell to his side and pressed her hand out and over Miko’s wound. Her green hand glowing, symbolizing her healing abilities to the utmost degree, she moved her palm first in the shape of a sphere, then allowed it to fall until it touched his thigh.
Miko grimaced.
The doe closed her eyes.
A brief fraction of a moment later, the pain in his leg lessened and the wound closed.
“All right,” Miko said, rising, helping the young Elf up and steadying her on her feet. “Thank you, your greatness.”
“It is my honor,” she replied.
“What is your name?”
“Constanance.”
“Constanace,” Miko smiled, setting a hand on her shoulder. “Thank you for your help.”
“What are we to do now?” Narrowin asked. “Progress into the city?”
“There’s nothing more we can do, my friend.”
Miko turned his sight toward the southern gate.
Though seemingly-deserted, it did nothing to ease his worries.
If anything, it made him all the more wary.
*
Odin felt as though something was wrong when he turned his attention to the eastern side of the wall and found that unlike what they’d just experienced, there seemed to be a shortage of bodies or any activity. Unsure what to think and all the more willing to go and investigate, he gestured for the men to remain in place, then started forward, but not without his ever-faithful companion, who adjusted his scythe in his arms and stepped up and at his side.
“What’s wrong?” Nova asked.
“Something isn’t right,” Odin said.
“Whataya mean?”
“There’s nothing going on over here.”
“So? Maybe Carmen’s group didn’t run into any trouble.”
It didn’t make any sense. For them to encounter resistance so great and fierce seemed to go completely against the laws of initiation and just what it meant to fight in a battle. One party always met another, whether it be friend or foe, and always they would initiate battle until one or the other fell to the ground dead. For Carmen not to meet any resistance made his heart flutter with unease and his mind bounce within his head.
Everything’s going to be fine, he thought. Don’t worry about it.
When they rounded a corner, revealing unto them a scene so horrible Odin could barely believe it, his breath caught in his throat.
No more than a hundred feet before them, an Ogre lay dead, a group of men surrounding the corpse.
“Lady Carmen!” one of them cried. “Are you all right?”
No.
Fear coursing through his heart and lighting fire in his chest, Odin broke into a run, Nova directly behind him.
Carmen couldn’t be dead.
You don’t know if she is.
Then again, who was to say that she wasn’t? If the scene before them seemed correct—if Carmen really had been crushed under the weight of a dead Ogre—then everything pointed to the likely conclusion that yes, she was dead, and there was nothing he could do about it.
He couldn’t lose anymore friends. He just couldn’t.
“Odin,” Nova gasped.
“CARMEN!” Odin screamed. “CARMEN!”
“She was directly under it when it fell,” the man said, raising his head as he and five more men tried to lift one of the chained creature’s gargantuan arms from the ground. “There was nothing we could do.”
“Carmen,” Odin said, tears burning the edge of his eyes. He crouched down by the dead Ogre’s side and reached forward to run his hand over its calloused skin. “If you can hear me, please, say something.”
“Get me the hell out of here!”
She’s alive, he thought, flabbergasted.
When his heart once more began to beat in his chest, he stood and watched the group of twenty men come forward to attempt to lift the creature from her body.
“Step back,” Odin said.
“Why?” the man who’d spoken before asked.
Odin pushed his hand forward.
Fire lacing the surface of his arm, instilling within the men around him the knowledge that he was a mage, he spread his influence out toward the creature’s body and lifted it in the air.
Beneath its shadow, Carmen raised her head.
Nova stepped forward and pulled her from beneath the Ogre’s floating body.
When he was sure that none of the men would step forward and under the shadow, Odin allowed the body to drop before them.
“Are you all right?” Nova asked, crouching down at Carmen’s side and taking her head within his hands.
“I’m fine,” the Dwarf said.
Though she seemed anything but, given the state of her appearance and the fact that her eyes seemed as though dazed and without any focus, Odin couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when he realized things would be just fine.
“Someone take her back to the camp,” Odin said.
“What will we do, champion?” a man asked.
“We’re going in,” Odin said, “and taking the city back.”
*
Icklard was immediately assaulted. Arrows cascading down from the heavens as though miniature stars falling through the atmosphere, the blunt heads of the objects struck his skin and instantly rebounded away from his body. Such was his shock in the matter that when he was hit directly between the eyes, he blinked, unable to believe that he was so concretely shrouded in magic, then turned his attention to the three-dozen or so Goblins that were currently shooting arrows at him.
Such ugly creatures, they were, with triangular heads and eyes the color of what many would have termed as piss yellow. Their ears, though Elvish, shared none of the fairer species’ graceful qualities, while in their lips what appeared to be rings sparkled, marking them as both vain and excruciatingly unnecessary. Many giggled as they continued to shoot at him, though whether or not they were aware that they were not hurting him he couldn’t be sure.
He knew them not to be stupid, because they were, of course, capable of war, and of colonizing intelligence, but they apparently couldn’t discern whether or not he was being forcefully hit.
At that moment, it didn’t matter.
Raising his hands, Icklard guided his palms forward and channeled his energies to the distant road in front of him.
It takes but one strike of flint to metal for a spark to be produced.
With magic, however, nothing more than air was needed.
As the world before him began in flames, stirring not only his heart, but the group of Goblins before him, Domnin thrust himself out from behind the shields and threw his magic into the fray. The fire before them glowing orange and green, both in hues of lighter yellows and grass-green, Icklard thought for a brief moment that the flames before them appeared to be a beautiful menagerie of lemons and limes roasting above a fire. Such was the thought that when he turned his attention to the Goblins before them, which appeared to be roasting pigs running about the field, he laughed, then turned his eyes on his brother, who only nodded in response as they continued to burn the creatures before them.
“A spout?” Icklard asked.
“A spout,” Domnin agreed.
With a simple decree, the fire before them turned into a tornado and began to ravish the battlefield. It spun with such intensity that Icklard felt the heat ebbing from its vortex and over his skin, singeing the hairs on his arms and the few on his face. Goblins flew about the air, their arrows now lost from their quivers, and as they flew into the spinning field of magic, crying their last curses before they were lost to the fire, Icklard thought that they were poor, pitiful creatures, though that sentiment was quickly lost when he bowed his eyes and looked upon his fellow men’s shields, which lay covered in arrows that could very easily have broken their line of defense.
All it would have taken, he thought, was one more moment.
When the vortex before them died down until it was nothing more than colors in the air, Icklard took a deep breath.
They’d done it.
Miraculously, they’d survived.
*
“It’s quiet,” Odin said. “Very, very quiet.”
“Too quiet,” Nova replied.
They made their way into Dwaydor with their weapons raised and their hearts more than heavy. The men behind them panting, breathing and sighing, Odin raised his eyes from the bloodstained roads and concentrated on the distant, clear area before them, wondering just why in the world why Dwaydor was so deserted if it had been taken by the enemy.
Something’s wrong, he thought.
If their skirmish with the Orcs and the Ogre’s attack on Carmen’s group was any indication of the state inside the city, then surely they would be swarmed at any possible moment.
With that thought in mind, Odin raised his hand to stop his group.
“Something wrong?” a man behind him asked.
“I’m… not sure,” Odin frowned. “Give me a moment.”
Trailing his eyes first from the road before them, then to the high walls and the snarled open gates, he tried his hardest to discern the situation before them, but when he found nothing but empty space and blood, he felt as though something was truly going to go wrong.
Miko’s group will be coming in from the south, Icklard and Domnin from the
east Everything will be just fine.
If, he pondered, they, too, hadn’t run into any trouble.
Sighing, no longer sure whether or not it was safe to entertain the fantasies that his friends really had escaped unscathed, Odin gestured the group forward and shivered when Nova set a hand on his back.
“You got a bad feeling?” the older man asked.
“A little,” he replied. “I’m not sure though.”
“Neither am I, but we can’t really worry about it.”
As they progressed deeper into the city, passing not only the remnants of skirmishes that included the oh-so-distinguishable blood and even bits and pieces of flesh, Odin looked upon the ransacked city and couldn’t help but tremble in the face of such violence. Pieces of shingles lying in the road, walls pockmarked where arrows had impacted with the structures, trails of gore along the sides of buildings and doors seemingly broken into by not Orcs, he knew, but corpses, if only evidenced by the fact that the structures lay toppled and broken to pieces—he would have described it as hellish, a form of agony that could only come from the most horrible things imaginable, but he tried to shake it off and instead concentrated on the path in front of him.
“Stay sharp,” Odin said, pulling himself from his thoughts. “We might run into some trouble.”
“You think so, sir?” a man asked.
I don’t know, he thought.
Though he could not answer the man’s question, Odin gave a slight nod, if only to assure him that there very well may be trouble on the distant horizon.
Stepping through the last of the three gates that lined the perimeter of Dwaydor’s inside walls, he crossed the threshold into the area where the majority of the houses lay and sighed when he saw what appeared to be a corpse stripped all the way down to the bone.
“They were eating them,” Nova sighed, adjusting his hold on the scythe in his hands. “Stripped to the bone.”
“No kidding,” Odin sighed, reaching up to run a hand through his brow.
“What do we do now?”
“Wait for the others, maybe?”
What what remained of Carmen’s group having followed them in, and with Miko and his battle mages likely progressing much like they were now, it would probably not be much longer before they, too, met up. Icklard and Domnin he couldn’t be so sure of, but were he to guess, they would probably meet one another by the time they stepped into the center of town.
Just keep going, his conscience whispered. There’s nothing more you can do.
What if, by some, miraculous,chance, they managed to run into more trouble?
Sighing, Odin bowed his head and took a deep breath.
When he cleared his conscience, he continued forward, Nova and his men in tow.
*
“It’s horrible,” Domnin said.
Icklard couldn’t help but agree. Gore splattering the walls, bodies lying in the streets and the remaining, straggling corpses that either shambled along the roads or lay twitching on the roads, the scene could be described as a monstrosity, a nightmare born unto the earth and fractured upon their consciences. Icklard took extra care to disable the remaining flesh summons either too dumb or incompetent to attack them, then set them on fire, nodding when their corpses disintegrated to nothing more than ash and regarding his brother with wary eyes as they pushed forward and into the city.
“How much longer will it take us to get into the city?” Icklard asked, turning his attention on the men behind them. “Anyone?”
“We’re getting closer,” one of the men said. “It shouldn’t be much longer.”
Good, he thought. Because I don’t know how much longer I can stand this
silence.
Once in the center, he knew, things would likely go one or two ways—either with them encountering more resistance or the conjoined group of soldiers, mages and men going through each and every home to determine whether or not there was any more danger within the city. If evidenced by their fight with the Goblins, they would surely encounter more foes, but he tried not to think about that and instead turned his attention to the road before them, which, sadly, lay covered in even more bodies.
“They didn’t have a chance,” Domnin said. “What kind of enemy kills innocent people?”
Icklard could imagine such a thing. An enemy who killed innocents, he knew, was a coward, for he was as much afraid of peasants rising up before him with swords and arrows just as he was afraid of a child raising a stone and striking his soldiers in the head. This logic and thinking was what had led the Necromancers the battle mages had dealt with to raise the dead from the graveyards in the distance to attack the city. He knew more than well that people without magic or the knowledge of it would have thought that their recent deceased friends, family and lovers had somehow been bestowed upon by the Gods a second chance at life, thus leading to their eventual return to the city. That thought alone made him realize that once things had been truly realized, much of the city had been wiped out.
All these people, he thought. Slaughtered.
“Icklard,” Domnin said.
“Yeah?”
“You all right?”
“I’ll be fine,” he said. “Let’s just keep going. There’s nothing we can do for them.”
With a short nod, his brother fell into place beside him.
They continued forward, their magic at the ready.
*
Though Constanance had done a very thorough job at healing his leg, Miko couldn’t help but favor his opposite side. His calf throbbing likely not from the result of magic, but the agony of the physical body, he took care in making his way forward and forced himself not to think about his wound. Instead, he concentrated on the very center of town, which lay in the near distance as though a monolith that marked the city for its ventures.
Such a beautiful area, he thought, all but destroyed.
Though he’d done very well to avoid the human settlements in the past, he’d always considered Dwaydor an anomaly that should have very well been scrutinized and allowed the true justification is so rightfully deserved.
Birthed through blood and raised in the art of war, this very city, before the rise of the capital, had been home to warriors, fighters that had dueled for life or death and honor and pride. Much of its interior held the same semblance of its former life, as demonstrated by its arena-like shape. That alone was enough to force trembles of emotion throughout his body, which made him feel as though he was quite smaller than he actually was.
“Yvelle,” Miko said.
“Yes?” the fair-haired Elf replied.
“Do you sense anything?”
“No. I don’t.”
Then we may very well be alone.
No longer sure whether to keep his guard up based solely on the fact that they seemed utterly, purely alone, Miko continued on toward the center of the city and gestured the other battle mages forward.
Behind them, they began to whisper.
Miko raised his head and looked on toward the distant center of the town.
In the very center, near where a fountain lay proclaiming the very existence of the city itself, he saw what appeared to be several human men from the outlying towns of Ornala sequestered together in a small, circle-like pattern, some with their heads down and others with their eyes alert and intense.
“Hello!” he called out.
The men raised their heads.
“You sure this is a good idea?” Yvelle asked.
“We’re taking the city back,” Miko said. “There’s nothing further we can do.”
*
By the time they made their way into the very center of the town, Odin’s breath was rasping in and out of his chest as though he’d just run a marathon.
His lungs tense, his left pectoral muscle throbbing, he leaned forward to brace his hands against his knees and saw in the near distance a group of Elves appear, led by none other than the creature who’d mentored him for much of the past five years.
Miko, he thought.
“Finally,” Nova smiled. “A familiar face.”
“Sure thing,” Odin replied, standing. He pushed his arms forward and rolled his shoulders before raising his sword. “Miko!”
“Odin!” the Elf called back, gesturing the group of them forward. “Have you run into any difficulties?”
“We’re fine, sir. Don’t worry about us!”
To the east, a few lingering shapes appeared on the horizon.
Is that—
Before he could even begin to finish the thought, he saw the telltale signs of Icklard and Domnin in the twin green and orange canary summons that flew overhead.
“Hey!” Odin called, raising his sword and waving it to and fro. “Hey! HEY!”
“Odin!” one of the brothers called back.
As one, the canaries dived forward and began to circle around him. Erratic in their conquest and even more frantic in their search, they barrelled through the air, then flew around his head three or four times before they thrust themselves into the air and disappeared entirely.
After taking both a moment to regain his composure and sheath his sword, Odin rushed forward and into the brothers’ outstretched arms.
“I can’t believe it,” Odin sighed, bowing his head between their shoulders and taking slow, deep breaths. “I thought—“
“You thought what?” Icklard asked, pushing Odin away. “That something happened?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Domnin smiled. “What do you take us for?”
“I just thought—“
“That we got into some kind of trouble.”
“Well, we did,” Icklard said, “but we got ourselves out of it, thanks to Domnin here.”
“You scared the shit out of me though,” Domnin laughed, clapping his hand on his brother’s back.
“What happened?” Odin frowned. “You’re both all right though… right?”
“We got overwhelmed by a pack of Goblins.”
“We thought we were going to die,” Icklard sighed. “But we got rid of them, didn’t we Dom?”
“Sure did,” Domnin laughed.
In the brief moments that followed the declaration of their near brush with death, Odin reached forward, gripped both of their hands, then turned his attention back to Miko, who watched all three of them with eyes solemn yet chillingly-calculated. He thought for a brief moment that he would be swallowed whole by those twin orbs of purple, but when the Elf stepped forward and braced his hand against his shoulder, Odin sighed and sunk back against the Elf’s bare skin. “Why don’t you have any armor on?” he frowned.
“You really should be wearing some,” Nova said, stepping forward.
“No time,” Miko replied. “I’m a mage. I don’t need armor.”
“Perfectly reasonable,” Domnin agreed.
“What we need to do is decide just what we’re doing,” the Elf said, turning his attention to the men sitting near the fountain. “We already know we’re taking back the city, but we need to bring the forces inside.”
“The Elves aren’t here yet,” Odin frowned, “are they?”
“Sadly, no. The ones with me are here only because they came in haste.”
Miko raised his hand and gestured to one of the men sitting near the center of the line of soldiers. “You, sir. We need someone willing to deliver a message.
Will you do it?”
“I will,” the man said, rising from his place and stepping forward. He tilted his head up to look at Miko as he did so. “What’s the message?”
“We need the army camped in the hills to move and station itself within the city. Would you be willing to do this?”
“Yes sir.”
With that, the man turned, started toward the distant gate, then stopped.
“Sir?” he asked.
“Yes?” Miko replied.
“We mean to stay here until the next wave comes, don’t we?”
“Sadly,” the Elf said, “we do.”
As the sun fell and began to mark its passage across the sky, signaling the end of afternoon and the beginning of dusk in hues of pink, orange and grey, the army made their way into the city and began to conscript themselves within the empty houses lining the streets. Careful to make sure that each and every home was safe and free of any form of threat, Odin first instructed a group of twenty men to go from house to house to insure that no one and no thing was hiding out within the structures, then requested the gates lining the city be closed. First the massive, wooden structures that lined the north, south, east and west entrances were shut, then the inner, wrought-iron fences were pulled across the streets and firmly latched with bolt and chain.
Shortly thereafter, watchmen were instated along the higher, wooden walls within the city and armed with bows and arrows. Shortly thereafter, schedules were quickly tasked in order to ensure that each and every man would have an adequate amount of sleep. Throughout all this, Odin felt the burden on not only his mind, but his body, as the weight in his heart had not yet ceased and the deaths of his friends.
By the time he stepped into the city hall, the temporary headquarters for the Ornalan army, Odin felt as though he would pass out from an overloaded mind alone.
“You all right?” Nova asked.
Nodding, but unsure whether or not he really, truly was, Odin settled down in a sprawling armchair and reached up to brace a hand against his brow. A headache forming behind his eyes, stabbing shards of pain into his mind, he looked up to find Carmen sitting in the chair next to Nova, sipping what appeared to be hot chocolate or something of the sort.
“Can I have some of whatever she’s having?” he asked, raising his eyes to look at a man who stood nearby.
“Of course, Commander Karussa.”
While the man went to fetch just whatever it was Carmen was drinking, the Dwarf hopped down from her chair and made her way beside Odin. She looked to be a child, balancing her cup as she did, and though the image was anything but childish, he couldn’t help but compare her to a little girl carefully making her way across a room, intent on not spilling one drop of milk whatsoever.
When she stood directly in front of him, Carmen pushed her cup forward and smiled. “Here,” she said. “Have some of mine.”
Reaching forward, Odin took the glass between his hands and tipped it back, sighing when the hot chocolate slipped down his throat and into his gullet.
“I never got to say it earlier,” Carmen said, drawing him from his thoughts of bliss and ease, “but what you did back there for me… thank you.”
“Don’t mention it,” Odin said.
“I really mean it, Odin. I don’t know how much longer I would’ve lasted under that thing.”
“Were you being crushed?”
“No. Anything but, actually. I was stuck in the small of its arm. I couldn’t breathe.”
“You were suffocating,” Odin sighed, bowing his head and returning Carmen her glass. “If I’d’ve known, I would’ve been there sooner.”
“Don’t worry about it, Odin. I’ll live to see another day. That’s all I care about.”
“Here you are, sir,” the man said, handing Odin a fresh, new glass of the chocolate. “Do you need anything else? Biscuits, jerky, soup?”
“Anything you’ve got,” Odin sighed.
When the man turned and left the room, Carmen frowned, then reached out to touch his knee. The touch, though unnecessary, made him feel as though he at least had one other person in the world.
So it was true, he thought, looking into the Dwarf’s shining brown eyes. Idlis
was right.
Just as the Demigod had said, he had lost friends—and, possibly, might lose more.
“I wish you weren’t here,” Odin said, looking up at not only Carmen, but Nova. “Both of you.”
“What do you mean?” Nova frowned.
“Yeah,” Carmen said.
“A while back… while we were coming down here, anyway… I had a vision.”
“What kind of vision?”
“I was visited by the Demigod of Death. He said I would lose friends.”
“You’ve lost people?” the Dwarf asked. When Odin nodded, a perpetual frown crossed her face and seemed to remain frozen within her features, aging her, he imagined, by several tens of years. No longer did she look like a beautiful young Dwarf, but an aged creature whom, by nature, had lost her husband, her partner, and what remained of her life. “I’m so sorry, Odin.”
“Blaine and Jordan were good men,” Nova said, taking a seat beside Odin and lacing an arm across his shoulders. “You gonna be ok, bud?”
“I don’t know,” Odin said, turning his had up to face his friend. “I—“
Before he could finish, the front door opened.
Odin bowed his head, unable to face a stranger in such a personal moment of weakness.
A brief moment later, a familiar skirt came into view.
When he turned his head up and looked into Miko’s eyes—when he stared into a pair of eyes trapped in a form of darkness not created by emotion, but blood—he felt as though he would collapse in upon himself. His chest a cave, his organs a pool, he started to bow his head, then stopped as the Elf’s long fingers fell upon his shoulders.
“Odin,” Miko said.
Leaning forward, the Elf pressed his lips to Odin’s brow and held them there for several long, painful moments.
I’m so weak, Odin thought, tears burning down his face and into the hollows of his cheeks. I can’t even sit here without crying.
“Are you well?” the Elf asked, drawing his lips away from Odin’s brow, but tightening his hold around his shoulders.
“No,” Odin said. “I’m not.”
“I’m sorry for your losses.”
Reaching up to push his friend’s hands away, Odin sighed, then asked, “Are you all right?”
“My wounds are only of the flesh, Odin. Nothing more.”
Only of the flesh, he thought.
With that very thought in mind, he began to wonder, if only painstakingly, whether or not his mentor had meant to imply that wounds of the soul and conscience were worse than those of the flesh. He could imagine them being as such—flesh wounds eventually healed and scarred over, offering a sense of remorse that could only be seen when looking upon them. Emotional wounds, however, never seemed to go away. Instead, they festered inside a person like rotting flesh until they eventually began one’s thoughts, emotions, possibly even their actions. That alone forced him to realize that his pain, as horrible as it was, wasn’t without merit. He’d just lost a man who’d taught him almost everything that it was to fight and a young man who could have very well went on to do amazing things with his life.
My first fan, he thought, a smile crossing the surface of his lips. The first man
who ever acknowledged who I was as a champion.
As the man who’d previously brought him his drink entered with a platter of food, Odin reached up, brushed his tears aside, then nodded as the food was set on the table before him.
Though his pain was unlikely to go away within the next few moments, he could at least drown himself in the company of his friends.
In the end, that was possibly the only thing that would save him from the hellish agony of loss.
Night came with a swift intensity so hot and fierce it threatened to swallow him whole. Mind afire, soul alight, Odin lay in near pitch-black darkness and listened to the fading sounds of the crackling embers behind him and tried not to throw himself into a pit of panic that would likely throw him over the edge. Nova at his side, Carmen directly behind him, he should have been nothing but fine in that moment, nestled between two of the best friends he could have ever imagined, but regardless of his sanctity, he couldn’t help but feel that he was all alone.
Pushing himself forward, Odin reached up to run a hand along his brow and found himself staring directly at Miko, who sat directly upright with his hands braced along the armrests and his eyes set directly in front of him.
Is he watching me? he thought.
He’d heard of men who were capable of sleeping with their eyes open. How, he didn’t know, for he’d always thought that sleep came with darkness, not light.
Immediately after the revelation came to him, he started to cry.
Miko’s body tensed.
Odin raised his eyes.
When he found the Elf blinking and looking directly at him, he knew he’d been caught. “Sir,” he managed, his voice just low enough to not be heard under the gentle inhale and exhale of breaths around him.
“Come with me, Odin.”
“Where are we going?”
“Outside, where we can have some peace and quiet.”
After carefully rising and navigating around the dozen or so sleeping men within the city hall, Odin and Miko made their way out the double glass doors and into the darkness outside. The torches lit, the night all but welcoming, they made their way out toward one of the distant wrought-iron fences in complete and utter silence. Once, when they passed a guard on patrol, Odin thought for a moment that they would be asked to return to their quarters, but when the man simply nodded and offered a tip of his helm, he smiled in return and stepped up and beside the Elf.
“What did you want me here for?” Odin asked.
“We’ve had this conversation once before,” Miko said, snaring his fingers around one of the wrought-iron poles and looking out and into the distant city. “Do you remember, Odin, when I said that people, especially mortals, often die?”
He came to consciousness in what appeared to be the ship that had taken them to the Tentalin Isles almost two years ago. His heart thundering in his chest, his eyes set directly ahead, he looked upon the face of an Elf so weak and vulnerable he could have possibly crumbled then and there. A porcelain doll, he’d been, nestled at the foot of the window, as he’d often been in days past, and should he have stumbled from the windowsill, he would have broken into a hundred-thousand pieces. In that doll, Odin had saw, Miko appeared to be fragile, a thing breakable and all the less immortal in the world, and in that thing he remembered just what it was that the Elf had said all those long, hard months ago.
We live with the pain of knowing that, one day, those we love so dearly will
one day die.
“I remember,” Odin said.
“I know that it is hard to deal with your grief in times like these. I, too, once went through such things. You should know as well that I experienced it just recently. My mother… that was perhaps the last time I have ever felt the very thing you do now.”
“What’re you saying?” he asked. “Sir?”
“Don’t call me sir, Odin. You know we are friends.”
“Miko, then,” Odin sighed, reaching out to touch his friend’s arm, but stopping before he could do so. “I… I don’t know what you’re telling me.”
“You are blinded by your pain.”
“How can I not be? Two people who meant the world to me just died.”
“You cannot allow yourself to be pushed into a corner and trapped there for the rest of time.”
“What are we doing here then? Are we not in a corner?”
“We are in a sphere, Odin. Things can expand out from here.”
What are you talking about? Odin thought, almost unable to believe his ears.
We’re walled inside a city waiting for reinforcements and you’re saying we can expand?
Had Miko truly lost his mind, or was he just speaking in one of his euphemisms? The world, he could say, was theirs, if only they allowed themselves to claim it. Victory could be had upon an iron throne, a golden platter, a gem-filled chalice, and conquest, he might add, could be dealt in the form of a bloody sword, for they were not the weak individuals they were making themselves out to be. No. They were strong. To think otherwise was ignorant beyond all comprehension, but for Miko to speak as he was speaking… he couldn’t necessarily find truth in the Elf’s words.
“Sir,” Odin said.
“Yes?” Miko replied.
“I can’t shut my emotions off like you can.”
Miko blinked.
In the moments that followed, Odin had the slight inclination to smile, if only because he’d stumped the one creature who had so vicariously tried to deny him the feelings that all living things felt.
“I don’t shut my emotions off, Odin. You should know this.”
“That’s what you’re telling me to do.”
“I’m not telling you this to upset you, my friend. I’m telling you this to save your life.”
“I’m perfectly level-headed.”
“You call yourself this when you cannot remain composed for one moment.”
“Sir,” he sighed. “Miko—“
“Do not think I am being harsh. Think that I am being wise. You as well as I both know that you are trapped in a state of weakness.”
“You can give me a day or so, can’t you?”
“I might be able to, but the enemy won’t.”
Stabbing his hands into his pockets, Odin wanted desperately to scream out that Miko was wrong—that whatever he was saying meant nothing when it really came down to the barest flaws of it—but somehow he managed to remain composed, despite the obstacle currently set before him.
Fight that, Miko.
The hints of a smile pulling at his lips, Odin raised his eyes to the distant walls, where he saw wandering their slanted curves two men with bows in their hands.
“Odin,” Miko said.
“What is it, Miko?”
The Elf set his arms around his shoulders.
As he was pulled back against the creature’s chest, Odin closed his eyes and bowed his head.
“Know that I love you,” the Elf whispered. “Know that I only want the best for you.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to see you die in this war.”
“I won’t, sir.”
“You can’t know that.”
Yes I can, he thought.
His arrogance, his greed, his lust for life and his duty to his kingdom—were he to die, he would be abandoning it all.
In the brief moments that followed, Odin felt a slight rush of air skirt past his body. Whether or not it was something symbolic, he could not know.
The day began with the sound of men crying out to one another.
At first alarmed, then unnerved at the prospect that they could very well be under attack, Odin raised his head and regarded the area around him to find that not only was he alone in sleeping on this cold morning, but that everything seemed to be fine—peaceful, even, despite the sound of yelling echoing out from the street and into the small space of city hall.
I can’t believe it, he thought.
Vision blurry, eyes out of focus, he reached up to wipe his hands across his face like a child after a long, horrible night and pushed himself into a sitting position, where he took a moment to compose himself and debated on whether or not he should reach over and draw his sword. His inclinations led him to believe that nothing was wrong—that despite the yelling, everything was just fine. For that reason alone, he began to calm down, then started to lay back down before a flicker of movement drew his eyes toward the threshold.
A man stepped out.
Odin blinked.
Breath caught in his throat, mind instantly numbed into place, he grabbed his sword and drew it just in time for the man to raise his hands to the sides of his head.
“Hello, sir,” the man said, regarding him with a pair of eyes uneasy yet completely terrified at the same time.
“Who are you?” Odin asked, standing.
“The butler.”
“What’s going on? Why are people yelling at each other?”
“Don’t worry, my friend—it’s just the guards calling out to one another, likely for a shift change.”
For men to call out to one another in such a matter was to deliver all of them a notion of defeat that, he imagined, would bring them to arms—to throw their swords in the air and don themselves in armor, to call out to one another in tones so rash and violent it seemed as though they were being attacked and slaughtered in that one and very moment. Such ignorant behavior would have to be seen to, even if he had to chastise the guards himself.
Still unsure of the prospect before him, Odin sheathed his sword, attached it to his belt, then sighed and reached out to grip the man’s hand. “Thank you,”
he said, when their palms graced one another and spoke of contact easy, light and without tension. “I’m sorry for startling you.”
“It’s no trouble, sir. I should be the one apologizing to you.”
“Don’t.”
“Would you like some breakfast, maybe something to drink?”
“No. Thank you though.”
With the tension out of the way and his heart finally beginning to die down from its rapid palpations in his chest, Odin checked to make sure that his sword was secure at his side, then crossed the distance between him and the door before exiting out and into the cold morning air.
When he stood outside and in the cold, morning air, Odin drew his arms across his chest and shivered as a gust came up and disturbed the place of his hair across his forehead. Sweaty, still a bit unsettled and angry at the sight of the two guards on the northern wall, he thought of starting forward to chastise them for such rash, rude behavior, but something inside told him that doing such a thing at the current point in time would likely be fruitless— as, like the butler said, they were likely only switching shifts.
Bastards, he thought.
At the very least, someone should have told him that there would be such activity going on upon the walls—that, regardless of whatever the danger in the distance, there would be some sort of alarm: a call, of which, to tell each and everyone within the city of Dwaydor that their enemies were on the horizon, heading toward them with swords, spears and bows and arrows.
The sentiment rang so true that when his chest began to catch on fire—when his lungs began to shrivel and burn beneath his ribcage—he thought of strangling the next person he seen.
Bastards.
“Hey!” he called, raising his hand in the hope that even if the guards couldn’t hear him, he would at least draw their attention from the movement alone.
“Hey! Hey! Listen to me!”
“Hello,” a small voice said.
Odin turned to find Carmen sitting on a bench directly behind him, eating what appeared to be a sandwich, stuffed to the brim with meats, cheese and greenery.
I am seeing this correctly, he thought. Right?
“Hello,” he replied.
“You sleep well?” she asked.
“Until I heard them yelling at one another.”
“Boys will be boys,” the Dwarf shrugged, “Even if they are grown men.”
Sighing, no longer content with his position while standing, Odin settled down on the bench next to her and tilted his head back, giving himself a direct vantage to the blue sky above them that extended into the horizon without a cloud in sight.
Strange.
For the sky to be clear so soon after a storm was like sweeping aside crumbs of bread off the table and onto the floor—unwarranted, but necessary, if only because the table need be clean sooner rather than later.
Like that table, the sky seemed to have been swept over, though by what he couldn’t be sure. It had been storming earlier. The clouds should have been rolling in the distance, at the very least.
“Odin,” Carmen said.
“Yes?” he asked, distracted from his thoughts.
“You came in late last night.”
I did, he thought.
Preferring to keep the explicit details of just why he had come back late last night, he readjusted himself in his seat, then shook his head when the Dwarf offered him the other half of her sandwich. Eyes still trained on the horizon, toward the guards who had very likely woken him this morning, he took a deep breath, expelled it, then turned his attention to Carmen, who in response pushed the sandwich into his hands without a second word.
“Here,” she said. “You look like you really need it.”
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Really, I—“
“I could tell that whatever he said bothered you.”
“What?”
Does she know?
Could a Dwarf who knew nothing of the interpersonal relationship he and Miko shared know of his unease, his doubts, his fears and worries? It was highly unlikely, given that she and the Elf were no more than strangers with a parting glance toward one another, but in that moment, he couldn’t help but wonder if the Dwarf held some sort of clairvoyance—a gift imparting upon her the ability to read people from the back, to see within her eyes the personal vision of their visage and the doubts and worries that rested beneath it.
In the short moments that followed, Odin’s heart began to beat faster than it had previously, when he’d thought for a few horrible moments that they were being overwhelmed.
Calm down.
“Odin,” Carmen said.
“Yes?” he managed, the breath he’d somehow held in expelled from his chest in a single, mighty exhale.
“Tell me what’s going on.”
“It’s nothing for you to worry about. Really, Carmen, I—“
“I’m your friend, aren’t I?”
“Yes—“
“Then tell me what’s going on, Odin. I want to know.”
Of course you do, he thought. Because all you want to do is help.
In telling Carmen of his trial, his pursuit, his worry, how in the end would that change he and the Elf’s relationship? He’d once told Nova his fears of his friend’s agony and in turn had been chastised because of it, so would telling Carmen be such a bad thing, if only he kept his mouth shut and his lips pursed?
“It’s something personal,” he finally said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“It seems like you have a complicated relationship.”
“We do, but I don’t regret it.”
“Keeping people like that around can sometimes destroy you.”
“He won’t destroy me.”
“How do you know?”
Because he’s always been there for me in the past.
Shaking his head, Odin stood and was about to make his way toward the distant wall, where he intended to berate the guards for their carelessly-loud behavior, but before he could go any further, he felt a hand at the small of his back and a quintet of fingers around the tail of his shirt.
“Carmen,” he sighed.
“Hear me out,” the Dwarf said.
“All right.”
“I know you’re close to him,” Carmen said, “and I know that you’re bothered by whatever it was he told you—because trust me, I’m nervous just based on the way you’re acting—but I want you to know that you should only believe what you think is right, not what someone else thinks is right for you. You hear me?”
“I hear you,” Odin sighed.
Turning, he started for the distant wall, but once again stopped before he could make it there.
She does have a point.
“Carmen,” he said.
“Yes, Odin?”
“Thank you.”
He continued to walk away, the sandwich in hand.
He met the mage brothers on the outskirts of town. In heated debate and likely arguing with one another over the logistics of a plan they were currently formatting, they looked up only when Odin was a foot away and offered him a pair of looks that could have been compared to someone stepping over their family’s fresh grave—angry, raw, filled with turmoil and, above all else, agony.
All right, Odin thought, watching the two of them and waiting for any further response. When none came, however, he stepped forward, raised his hand, then let it fall to his side. “Hello,” he said, raising his eyebrow first at Icklard, then Domnin when they again did not respond. “Everything all right, guys?”
“Icklard got himself hurt sometime yesterday and he won’t tell me when.”
“It’s not your problem anyway,” the younger brother said, hiking up his left shoulder to hide what was most obviously a bandage. “Really, Domnin—it’s not.”
“Why can’t you just tell him?” Odin asked. “And why haven’t you been healed?”
“First question: Like I said, it doesn’t matter.”
“Like hell it does!” Domnin cried.
“Second question,” Icklard continued, completely disregarding his brother’s statement and staring directly into Odin’s eyes. “I haven’t seen a healer since yesterday morning.”
“You idiot! You should’ve searched high and low if you were injured.”
“I’m fine.”
“No you’re not!”
“Yes, Domnin, I am.”
Before the brothers could begin to let into each other, Odin stepped forward and set a hand on each of their shoulders, holding them a fair distance apart so one or the other wouldn’t land an easy strike. “Come on, guys,” he sighed.
“Don’t fight. You’re both all right, so I don’t see a reason for either of you to be fighting.”
“Whatever,” the older brother sighed, crossing his arms over his chest, then bowing his head. “I guess it doesn’t matter in the end anyway.”
“Exactly,” Icklard replied, ignoring the dirty look his brother offered before turning his eyes on Odin. His features paled over immediately.
“What?” Odin asked.
“You look like shit this morning.”
“I do?”
“Yeah. Like you didn’t get enough sleep last night.”
“I feel fine.”
“You do look a bit under the weather,” Domnin said, “But I suppose all of us do after what happened yesterday?”
“Do either of you know anything about what’s going on outside the walls?”
“We haven’t seen an enemy force since after we established the base here in Dwaydor yesterday.”
“And it scares the shit out of me,” Icklard added, “especially when they were so intent on killing us the other day.”
“Using Orcs,” Domnin sighed, shaking his head. “Well… Leatherskins in general.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if they weren’t enslaving them.”
This is pointless. You’re just wasting time.
Shaking his head, Odin pushed forward and toward the stairs that would lead up to where the two guards stood, leaving Domnin and Icklard to the silence offered only by mutual agreement. Though he hated to chastise the guards for their earlier behavior, he couldn’t have false alarms going up, especially with so much tension already in the air.
Once at the top, he took a deep breath, steadied himself, then started forward. “Excuse me,” he said, gesturing the two guards over. “I need to talk to the two of you.”
“Commander Karussa,” one of the men said, joining his companion in placing his hand over his heart and bowing his head.
“Was that the two of you yelling earlier this morning?”
“It wasn’t us,” the man frowned, turning his attention from Odin to what appeared to be a bell no more than a few feet behind him. “It must’ve been the men who we switched off with.”
“We’re awfully sorry,” the other guard replied.
“I assume that bell is part of the alarm system,” Odin said, stating his question more than answering it. “Right?”
“Yes sir.”
“And it only rings when there’s trouble?”
“It usually only rings when the gates are supposed to be closed,” the former guard said, reaching up to wipe what appeared to be a bead of sweat rolling down his brow. “We thought you were aware of the bell system. We’re sorry if we disturbed you, sir.”
“It’s my fault for not being more conscious of the area,” Odin sighed, reaching out to shake the first man’s hand, then the second’s. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry for the confusion.”
“No problem, Commander. Be well.”
When Odin turned and descended the stairs, the brothers offered him a pair of frowns.
“Everything all right?” Icklard asked.
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said, pushing his way past the two of them.
He didn’t bother to say how horrible he felt.
“Something wrong?” Nova asked.
When their eyes crossed between one another across the room and Odin found that he had nothing to say, he closed the door behind him and secured it in spite of the harsh wind before stepping further into the room. Instantly, as though given a will of their own, his eyes bowed to the floor and at Nova’s dirty boots, which appeared to have been splattered not only by mud, but blood over the past day. The sight alone drove home the reality of the situation before them so much so that when he began to hyperventilate for no reason at all, he felt the notion was merited and as such perfectly acceptable in happening.
“Odin,” Nova said, rising from his place near the wall and pressing a hand against his upper back. “Breathe, buddy.”
“I’m trying.”
“What’s going on?”
I don’t know.
His chest became a weapon of destruction. His lungs its heart, his throat its channel, he twisted into what many would have considered a person of chaos as his breath began to fluctuate in and out of his chest at a horrible pace and his eyes closed to allow him the solace of darkness. First he couldn’t breathe at all, trapped within his body without air, then he couldn’t stop breathing.
His condition only continued to worsen that, at one point, he fell to his knees with his hands around his throat only to realize, with clear and utter clarity, that it was not a condition that had been conjured within his body, but something that he had imposed upon himself.
You have too many things going on in your head, he thought, attempting to compose himself in a moment of weakness so horrible he felt it would consume him. Fight it. Come on, dammit—fight it.
After taking a moment to both breathe and calm the firestorm within his head, he reached out to brace his hand against Nova’s upper arm, then stood and sighed when the weight in his chest finally seemed to lessen.
“You better now?” his friend asked, rising with him.
“A little,” Odin said.
“I know you’ve gone through a lot in the past day, bud, but you can’t let it get to you.”
“I’m trying not to.”
“Is it because of Jordan and Blaine?”
“No.”
Yes.
How could he not feel as though his world was caving in around him? With the death of not only his weapons instructor who had, for the most part, taught him the art of fighting, but a man who had served to help him complete the very task that had started his royal career, it was any wonder that he hadn’t broken down into hysterics yet. That alone, though harsh, was enough to solidify his sentiments and emotions in that very moment, to a degree where when he turned his attention back up to Nova and looked in the man’s eyes, he managed to smile, despite the emotions currently rolling through his body. “I’ll be ok,” he said, continuing to force the smile even though it made the corners of his mouth hurt. “Don’t worry, Nova— everything’s going to be fine.”
“I know you’re trying your best, Odin, but you don’t have to hide anything from me.”
Do I? he thought, staring his friend straight in his amber eyes. Do I really,
Nova?
He’d never considered himself a person who, regardless or not, ran to one of his friends in moments of weakness and told them just whatever it was that bothered him. That alone made him feel guilty in thinking about the conversation he and Miko had the previous night before Nova, as it felt as though with that alone he was betraying their trust.
He’d learned his lesson before.
Regardless of how much Nova pressed him, he would not recant last night’s discussion or the intentions behind it.
Shaking his head, he took extra care to push Nova’s hand from his shoulder, then sauntered over to the row of chairs that lay against the wall.
When he collapsed into one of them, he sighed and closed his eyes.
Though he had no idea how long it would be until they were attacked a second time, he took comfort in the fact that he was not currently pressed toward war.
The day beyond his conversation and partial panic attack with Nova progressed slowly and without any real opportunity. With no enemy force on the horizon or sign that there would be an assault anytime soon, Odin stayed within the ornate confines of city hall and wandered their halls in solitude.
Looking upon their paintings, through books of poetry, at the banisters ornate and carved with the utmost precision and the wallpapers rich and red in texture—he considered the place to be absolutely beautiful, comparable to some of Ornala castle’s more ornate rooms, though it would surely be nothing if Dwaydor was once again taken and uprooted like Bohren had in the past few months.
How, he thought, could such a place be destroyed?
Through fire, through rain, through magic so vast and powerful it could tear the place apart to the smallest particle—he knew the enemy’s strength to be grand, their mages many in numbers and their forces diverse and without any true concentration. Already they had faced Orcs, Ogres, Goblins, Necromancers and flesh summons, but what further could be on the horizon—what greed could be thrust upon them in the forms of vanity and lust?
So many. So, so many.
His chest once again ready to seize up within a moment of passion, he stopped in place and attempted to steel himself from any and all emotion that ran throughout his body.
A short moment later, a figure stepped out from the side hall.
Odin blinked.
Miko stood directly before them.
Oh no.
What could the Elf be doing in city hall, if not but looking for him?
Standing his ground, no longer willing to let the fear of retaliation bind him in place, Odin gave Miko a slight nod and waited for him to say something or step forward. When neither of the two happened, he initiated conversation by stepping forward, giving him a slight nod, then by saying, “Hello.”
Miko watched him with eyes soft yet wary.
Does he know that I’m upset?
Whether or not he did, Odin didn’t know. Either way, he didn’t particularly care, because his conscience was in such a wreck he thought that were he to allow any more unwarranted emotions in, he would very well throw himself into an emotional breakdown.
“Hello,” Miko said.
Unsure what else to say, Odin crossed his arms over the chest and waited for the Elf to continue.
Several tense, silent moments passed.
Come on, he thought.
When he felt as though the Elf wouldn’t continue the conversation, Odin sighed, let his arms fall at his side, then stepped forward and bridged the last few steps between them. “Sir,” he said.
“Odin,” Miko replied.
“I… I want to talk to you about what happened last night.”
“I was insensitive. I apologize.”
Is that all you’re going to say?
After all this time, was that all the Elf thought to say in regards to what had happened the night before?
Like it or not, Odin bowed his head, then turned his head up to look directly into the Elf’s eyes. “Insensitive?” he asked, on the verge of laughing, but somehow maintaining himself in spite of it all. “You were insensitive?”
“That I was.”
“I don’t know if I’ve changed or if you have, but something’s happened between us.”
“You’ve grown, my friend.”
“I sure don’t feel like it,” Odin replied. “Especially when I’m still being reprimanded for having emotions.”
“You should learn—“
“To keep them in check. Yeah. I know, sir. I should, because keeping them bottled up sure seems to have helped you.”
“You cannot allow yourself to become so burdened by your feelings that you begin to lose the ability to stand on your own two feet.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nova told me about your moment of weakness earlier.”
Damn you, Nova. Damn you and your loose tongue.
“I’ve lost two people that meant the world to me,” Odin said, “and had a bad start today.”
“That doesn’t mean—“
“Please,” Odin sighed, raising his hands. “Just… don’t. Don’t say anything for a little.”
Miko pursed his lips.
Odin couldn’t help but think that the gesture came out of conscious decision rather than subconscious thinking.
What am I supposed to say to someone who thinks my emotions are the
weakest part of me?
“I should have known better,” the Elf said, lashes fluttering, eyes then faltering.
“What, sir?”
While expecting a quick and vicious retort, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and awaited the reply that followed, his eyes narrowed to sharp points as if he were a cat peering down at its pray.
He waited.
When Miko fell to his knees before him, Odin let an entombed breath out of his chest.
“Sir?” he asked.
“I should have known,” the marvelous creature continued, “that I was being too harsh.”
“Yeah. You… I hate to say it, sir, but you were.”
“I just want what’s best for you, Odin. Sometimes, though, I overextend myself and think that you can and will act just as I would were I in your situation.”
“That’s… understandable.”
To lay upon someone advice by thinking that they, too, would react to it in much of the same way they would was an indication of something that could have easily been described as ideal. Not all people were the same, he knew, and for that reason alone, he spoke to people as though they were individuals and not connected to him in any simple way. A man could not expect another to react the way he wants them to when imparting advice upon them, so when the man says to remain silent and stop feeling the things he is feeling, it is only natural for the man on the reciprocating end of said advice to tremble in terror and feel as though the world is caving in around him. That very idealism was what Miko had projected onto him the previous night, when he was attempting to reconcile the emotions that he was currently experiencing.
In the end, could he really blame the Elf for being so harsh?
Yes, he thought, then frowned. No. I can’t.
He could not blame Miko because he was, more or less, trying to do what was right.
Sighing, Odin leaned forward, ready to set his hands on his friends shoulders, but stopped when the Elf wrapped his arms around his chest.
“Sir?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, Odin.”
“It’s…”
He couldn’t necessarily say it was all right, that it was just fine to have been given such a response, so instead of saying something rather than nothing at all, he reached forward and wrapped his arms around the Elf’s massive torso.
“Are you all right?” he whispered.
“I’m afraid, Odin.”
“Of what?”
“Of what’s to come.”
Odin sat next to the fireplace flicking pieces of firewood back and forth with an iron poker. Sparks flying, pieces of wood breaking off as he arranged them back and forth, he felt all the more at peace knowing now that Miko’s emotions had come not out of his heart, but out of a necessity to try and further steady him from something that was very apt to overwhelm him were he not careful.
So late at night, not a soul sat up with him, save the wind and the gentle whisper it made across the wooden windows and doorframes.
I’m all alone, he thought.
At his side, Nova dozed in a chair, while on the floor Carmen lay sprawled out and muttering something under her breath. Whether she’d managed to fall asleep or not, he didn’t know, but judging from the way her mouth was partially open, he imagined she was.
On a night like this, he couldn’t help but fear for the future.
When would their enemy come, if not soon?
Maybe, he thought.
Maybe, just maybe, they had decided to retreat—if not only due to the oppressing force, but because of the power of the mages in their midst.
“No,” Odin whispered, careful not to raise his voice over the crackling fire.
“That would be too convenient.”
For the enemy to turn around now and leave without any form of retaliation couldn’t be expected. That in itself was a blind man’s wish, one that couldn’t be thought with any true form of clarity.
“Oh well,” he mumbled.
When they attacked, he didn’t know, but he couldn’t necessarily concern himself with it—not now, not while they were so safe and isolated within the walls of Dwaydor. Sooner rather than later, the Elves were bound to arrive from the south, the Dwarves the east and the human forces from the north.
Together their armies would drive back the enemy into Denyon or whatever foreign place they’d come from, thus securing the kingdom once more and driving them forth to victory.
Can we really hope for that? he thought. Can we?
“Odin,” Nova said at his side.
Odin turned his head up and watched his friend first yawn, then stretch his arms over his head. “Yeah?” he replied.
“You should be in bed.”
“Can’t sleep.”
“How come?”
Too much on my mind.
Though already more than well aware that his friend would likely question his beliefs, Odin shook his head, stabbed the poker into the fireplace one last time, then stood and made his way to Carmen’s side, where a single sheet lay spread out along the floor beside her.
“You ok?” the little Dwarf asked, cracking one eye open.
“I’m fine,” Odin whispered. “Go back to sleep.”
As though given the grace of the Gods themselves, she did just as he asked almost immediately.
Lying down, Odin closed his eyes and tried to think of things better than war.
However hard he tried, he couldn’t dispel the images from his mind.
It would be a long, cold night.
He drew the single blanket up over his shoulders and tried to go to sleep.
“Commander Karussa,” a voice asked.
Odin opened his eyes to find a man standing directly above him. “Yes?” he asked.
“You need to come outside, sir. Now.”
“What’s wrong?”
“The enemy’s holding a messenger hostage.”
The enemy?
Standing, Odin took but a moment to buckle his sword at his side before he made his way out the door and toward the distant wall. A crowd of soldiers already developing—some in armor, some not—he hardly took the time to acknowledge any of them as the man who’d woken him led him through the crowd and toward the stairs that would lead up and onto the highest, outer walls in Dwaydor.
“What’s happening?” he asked. “When did they arrive?”
“This morning.”
“Are they on foot or on horses?”
“On horses, sir.”
Dammit.
Driving his teeth into his lower lip, Odin took a deep breath though his nose and exhaled it out his mouth.
As they mounted the stairs, slowly but surely delivering the two of them to the top of the walls, a spike of unease drove itself into Odin’s heart and wound its way down his arm and into his wrist—where, he knew, an old flesh wound lay dormant and now scarred over.
What, he thought.
Before he could finish, he graced the top stair.
Miko, Nova and Carmen stood no more than a few feet away, hands over the railing and looking down and at the enemy.
When Odin stepped forward to look upon the sight of a messenger bound, gagged and naked save for the wrappings around his ankles, wrists and around his mouth, a vision of the past came to him first in the form of a creature supposedly long dead and with eyes the color of black marbles. In this vision, he heard only two words, but those words alone were enough to deliver him an attack of emotion that would have sent him forward had he not steadied himself.
The golden robe.
The very figure whom the rat had likely spoken of sat atop a grand warhorse in the brief distance that separated them from the outer, wooden wall of Dwaydor. Splendid, marvelous, in hues so bright and vibrant it seemed to sparkle in the sunlight even though the afternoon was perpetually shadowed over by clouds—in his hand, a leash connected to what appeared to be a metal collar around the messenger’s naked neck whipped side to side as the figure in gold flicked his wrist, as though impatient and unwilling to wait for an answer to the very reply he now likely sought, while on this man’s head rested a helm of horrible causes—of spikes that protruded from every side of his head and a veil to cover his upper face. Below, on his knees, the messenger wailed through a gag of what appeared to be dirty cloth, though what exactly it was Odin couldn’t tell. All he knew was that the man in the golden robe had come, just like Shire had said he would.
Is it really him though? he thought, trembling, his shoulders reflexively tightening as the Elf set a hand at his back. Is it really?
Who could this man be, if not a shadow of death?
“Odin Karussa!” the figure called, turning his head up to look at him. “What might I owe for this meeting on this fine, splendid morning?”
“Let him go,” Odin said, tightening his fist at his side. “He didn’t do anything to you.”
“Maybe, but you have something that I want—something that I want very, very bad.”
“What might that be?”
“You’re standing on it.”
Beneath his feet, his shoes, and the very weight his body now bore upon the world was wood, iron and metal, a place created out of blood, sweat and tears. Once molded for the entertainment of others, it now lay solitary against a field of rolling lowlands and rested in a place where men often stopped when headed toward the distant highlands of Bohren or the slanting slopes of the Ela ‘Alna or Elna. To know that what that man wanted was now beneath his feet chilled him to no end.
No.
“Miko,” Odin whispered, turning his head to look at the Elf, who stood in his full glory in his cape, shirt and his hair done back in its intricate braid. “What do I—“
“You can’t give up the entire town, Odin.”
“But—“
“Do you honestly feel as though this would be the proper decision?”
Would it?
Trembling, heart thundering in his chest, he turned his attention down to the messenger squirming on his knees. Tears burned in that man’s eyes, dragging fresh the dirt on his face and into the hollows of his cheeks. He very likely had a family, a wife and children to return home to. To tear him away from that—to deny a family of the man they loved. How could he weigh upon himself that sort of decision?
“Sir,” he whispered.
“I will kill the messenger if you do not answer me soon, Mr. Karussa.”
The man in the golden robe flicked his wrist back and wrapped the cord within his hand.
The messenger stumbled backward and onto his back.
A breath away, the warhorse pawed at the ground with its hoof.
Maybe, he thought.
If he was careful and guided, he could very likely coerce the horses into running off, but where would that leave the man groveling on his back, sobbing and very likely awaiting the death sentence he very well held? Would the man in the golden cloak not hold onto the whip, and if so, would the naked messenger not be caught and dragged to his death?
I can’t.
“Nova,” Odin whispered.
His friend didn’t respond, nor did Carmen, who stood on a stool with her hands braced over the protective wooden railing.
“Answer me now, Karussa.”
The man jerked his hand back once more.
Though mouth muffled, the scream that came from the messenger as he was pulled back and onto what appeared to be a solid rock tore at Odin’s heartstrings.
You know you have to do it, his conscience whispered. You know you can’t
get out of it.
There would be no way out of this predicament.
Odin bowed his head.
Tears burned at the corners of his eyes.
“Listen here!” Odin cried, raising his head and jabbing a hand out toward the men who now sat mocking him with their eyes alone. “I will never give up the town of Dwaydor. NEVER!”
The man in the golden robe tugged the leash back.
The man’s head snapped up, then down.
One of the men alongside the man in the golden robe thrust his javelin into the man’s chest.
Odin screamed. “Kill them!” he cried, raising his hands and sparking to life his Will. “Kill those sons of bastards!”
Miko raised his hand.
A section of the earth rose into the air.
Odin thrust his hands forward.
Fire flew from his outstretched palms.
At his sides, the guards raised their bows and fired.
As the earth fell, the fire flew forward and the arrows soared through the air, they came to a splendid arc within the sky as though they were falling stairs and prepared to descend to the ground.
One horse was caught within the rain of fire and arrows. Another was struck full in the face by the earth.
“Kill them!” Odin screamed. “Kill—“
Before their eyes, a field of gold erupted into the air.
The arrows disintegrated upon impact.
The earth, as whole and powerful as it was, broke into a thousand pieces and sailed through the air around them.
“A mage was in their midst,” the Elf mused.
Odin screamed.
Falling to his knees, he tangled his hands in his hair and began to wail.
A man had just died for his insolence.
There was nothing he could do.
He sat alone in city hall’s waiting room. Hands snared in his pockets, heart thundering in his chest just as it had no more than a few moments beforehand, Odin stared at his feet and attempted to guide himself from the abysmal hell that was currently rolling through his mind.
That poor man, he thought. Dead. All because of me.
When tears began to burn at the corners of his eyes, once again marking him for the traitorous bastard that he was, he shook his head and tossed his hair over his eyes. As though a veil shrouding him like a woman on a wedding day, his tears snaked across his corneas and rolled down and onto the rough curves of his face, which had become all the more enunciated after the long months of travel. No longer was he handsome in respect, solid in nature and proud in stature. After today, it would be any wonder if he could stand, let alone fight in the skirmish that was likely to happen in the following days.
They’ll have more, his conscience whispered. You know they will.
To play games of the heart, the mind and soul was like dangling before a man’s eyes his very life on a thin, golden wire. A pair of shears nearby, ready to sever that cord and kill him dead on sight, what could that man do except sacrifice everything he owned? His family, his friends, his honor, pride and dignity—all could be cast aside in order to save himself, such was the nature of proposition and exchanges in war. Like that wire so fine and gold, a man had been dangled before Odin’s eyes and he had been asked to choose—the city for a life, or nothing for a death.
“How could I?” he whispered.
“There was nothing you could have possibly done to change this situation.”
Odin raised his head.
Standing in the doorway with his arms over his chest and his hands idly resting against his upper arms, the Elf watched him with decisive eyes for a few silent moments before stepping into the room and to Odin’s side. He waited a breath of time, as if beckoning a response, before he settled down in the chair next to Odin, delivering him not only a promise of solace, but a chance to redeem himself for the horrible thing he had just done.
Should I?
In the past, the Elf had chosen to be vindictive and judgmental beyond any shred of comfort. However, he had always apologized for his actions, as unwarranted as they were, so Odin couldn’t necessarily fault or blame him for wanting to help, could he?
I don’t know.
Sighing, Odin bowed his head, laced his fingers together near his lap, then leaned forward to look at the ground at his feet.
“Odin,” Miko whispered.
“Yes, sir?”
“You couldn’t have done anything more to help that man.”
“Something tells me we could have.”
“You saw what happened when we tried to retaliate. There was a mage within their midst.”
“Do you think he was the mage?”
“The man in the golden cape?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t be sure,” Miko said. “From what I understood about the situation, he was nothing more than a decoy to lure our attention away from the true source.”
That would make sense. If thought well and hard about, garbing oneself in an ensemble grand and glorious could very well distract any and everyone from the purpose before them. If a woman walked in wearing a fine gown, she was immediately taken notice of, and were a king to grace himself before the presence of peasants, he, too, was noticed. For a man to be dressed in gold solely to lure their eyes away was a brilliant, psychological strategy, one Odin couldn’t help but admire in the brief moments of silence the Elf offered him.
“I,” he started, then stopped before he could continue any further.
“You what, Odin?”
“I don’t know if there was anything I could have done. I… I could have given—“
“Do you honestly believe he would not have killed that man even if you offered to give up the city? That’s rather irrational, if I do say so myself.”
“How am I supposed to feel?”
“Mourn the loss of that man’s life, but do not allow it to consume you.”
Once again, the door opened, stirring not only Odin’s eyes, but the chill within the room. This time, however, Nova and Carmen stood in the threshold, silent mouths pursed and careful eyes watching him as though their recognition alone would somehow harm him.
“Are we,” Carmen frowned, “interrupting?”
“No,” Odin said. “It’s fine. Come in.”
“I’m sorry you had to see that, buddy,” Nova said, reaching down and wrapping Odin within his arms.
“It’s all right, Nova.”
“No. It’s not all right. It’s anything but all right.”
“Those dirty bastards,” Carmen said, drawing her mace from her side and slashing the air in front of her. “Why, if they’d’ve come any closer, I would’ve—“
“Bashed them in the head,” Nova said, thrusting his hand into the air just as Carmen did the same. “That’s right.”
“We couldn’t have hurt them,” Odin sighed. “There was a mage.”
“I know.”
“I don’t know how we’re going to win this thing.”
“What do you mean?” Carmen frowned.
“There seems to be so many of them and so little of us.”
“Don’t forget,” Miko said, “that the Elves are coming.”
“And they’re magic,” the Dwarf added. “They can flush out any mages within their midst. And don’t forget us! The Dwarves will be here soon too!”
How do they know? he thought.
Were they blessed with the Sight, and were Nova’s gift in full force and not immune to the situation before them, maybe they could know just what would happen—seeing before their eyes a vision of the future—but since they couldn’t, and since Nova had not personally admitted to a revelation in recent past, Odin highly doubted his friend could know whether or not something was about to happen.
“We need to have faith,” Miko said. “And before you say anything, Odin, I’m not referring to religion.”
“I know.”
“Faith is a good thing,” Carmen agreed. “Especially in situations like this.”
“Yeah,” Odin sighed, turning his eyes down and at his feet.
How could one have faith in such a situation?
Though he didn’t know, he knew he couldn’t trouble himself with it.
Kneeling to the floor, he curled up in a ball and closed his eyes.
He doubted there would be any rest for him tonight.
“Odin,” Carmen said, pressing her hands against his chest and lightly shaking his shoulders. “Wake up. Someone’s here to see you.”
What?
Still half-asleep and unable to comprehend the thought fully and articulately, Odin opened his eyes to stare at the Dwarf and found her hair hanging in her face and her eyes alight with what appeared to be excitement.
A smile painting her face, her dimples forming an expression of relief, Odin pushed himself forward and into a sitting position with her help. “Who is it?”
he asked, when his conscience cleared and the fog from his eyes lifted.
“The humans.”
The humans?
What in the world could she have been referring to?
“What’re you talking about?” he frowned, reaching down to grab his sword.
“The general leading the human army is just outside the southern gates.”
“You’re serious?”
“I wouldn’t be tricking you with this kind of thing. Trust me—I’m funny, but not that funny.”
With a short nod, Odin clipped his sword to his belt, buttoned his jerkin into place, then took place beside the Dwarf as she led him around the still-sleeping men and toward the partially-open door.
Outside—in the cool, damp air—he couldn’t help but shiver.
It’s going to rain, he thought, watching the distant clouds as they made their way south and toward the gate.
“When did they get here?” he asked, drawing his attention away from the horizon and setting his eyes on Carmen.
“They only just arrived outside the gates, but we’ve seen them on the horizon for the past three hours.”
“How many are there?”
“Hundreds, maybe thousands.”
Good God.
Their reinforcements had arrived.
Maybe they really could be saved after all.
After taking a moment of recollection to realize that they were finally saved and that they really could possibly win without the Dwarven or Elven forces, Odin pushed himself forward and past the third of the inner gates. Shortly thereafter, he and Carmen crossed the second, then the first, idly looking at the lookout towers nearby and remaining quiet. It seemed as though words would shatter the horizon and bring the sky to its knees, directly above and onto their heads. They would be squished, he knew, were that to happen; and were they to speak, they would sever a crack in the clouds that would surely create a fissure upon which the whole world would collapse.
Everything’s going to be all right, he thought, nodding at a guard as he and Carmen made their way to one of the two pairs of steps that led up and onto the northern wall. Don’t start panicking now.
Were he to lose his conscience at this moment in time, he may very well never get it back.
At the top of the stairs—seemingly, at that moment, atop the world—Odin looked out at the mass of soldiers extending onto the horizon and smiled as they cheered upon his entrance.
“Commander Karussa!” a man near the front of the line cried, stepping forward and away from the line of soldiers. “Hail the king’s champion!”
“Hail the king’s men!” Odin cried back, thrusting his hand in the air. “We’ve been waiting for you!”
“My name is General Amasa,” the man said, pulling his helm back from his head to reveal not only his face, but his Kadarian lineage. “I wish to speak to you as soon as possible, my liege. Will you open the gates and allow us passage?”
“Commander,” one of the guards said.
“Open the gates,” Odin replied, crossing his arms over his chest and viewing the scene before him.
As the gates below them began to shift—signaling not only the arrival of a new dawn, but possibly a better future—Odin could only look out at the horizon and the hundreds upon hundreds of men.
This was it.
They could win.
General Amasa made his way through the throng of soldiers and joined Odin and Carmen at their side. Tall, distinguishable, with dark hair done back in braids and slung over his neck—he appeared something as an oddity among groups of men whose hair had been either completely shaved to the skin or cut to where it only fell below their ears. The sight alone forced trickles of excitement throughout Odin’s heart. Such a man had to be commended for his bravery, especially if he was allowed under the king’s army to grow his hair to such a degree.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Commander,” Amasa said, clutching his hand and pumping his wrist.
“Same for you,” Odin nodded.
“Who might you be?” Amasa asked, descending to one knee and taking Carmen’s hand.
“Carmen Delarosa, Drake Slayer of Ehknac.”
“Good God,” the man said, kissing her knuckles before rising and continuing along the path with them. “You’re something of a legend, my lady. I hope you’re aware of that.”
“Oh, don’t you worry—I know good and well.”
“I assume you came from Arbrinder then, if rumors have been correct.”
“Yes sir. I did.”
“It’s an honor to have you in my midst.”
“And I you, sir.”
Not sure what to think of the conversation currently taking place, Odin kept his lips pursed and his tongue silent, preferring to lead the two of them through the streets and back to city hall rather than interrupt and risk stagnating the conversation. That thought surely in mind, he crossed his arms over his chest, puffed a breath out of his nose, then continued up the road, his mind content and his thoughts running amok at the amount of activity going on behind them.
This is amazing.
While he’d expected some sort of formidable force, he hadn’t expected hundreds upon thousands of men. Teenaged boys, the aged but welcome, men grand in their youth and others greying around the mouth and chin— such a force had to have been assembled with the utmost authority in mind, that of which had to have been formulated simply on the fact that their entire kingdom may very well come under siege if this first push was not established in the proper manner.
“Amasa,” Odin said, interrupting the man when he said something to Carmen in what he could only discern as a flirtatious tune. “How many men are with you?”
“Three-thousand. Why?”
“Three thousand men?”
At his side, Carmen’s mouth dropped open.
Odin’s heart began to thunder in his chest.
I heard him correctly, he thought, trembling, the chill arching from his tailbone all the way up into the base of his spine. I had to have.
“That’s right,” Amasa replied. “I said three-thousand men. Your king was very concerned about the lack of forces up here.”
“I can imagine.”
“How many have died?”
“Hundreds,” Carmen said, shaking her head and reaching up to brush her hand along her chin.
“Have you counted how many exactly?”
“I don’t know,” Odin sighed. “You’d have to ask one of the tacticians about it, but I’m guessing we’re down to at least a thousand, if not more.”
“By God,” Amasa said. “The king sent fifteen-hundred soldiers up here.”
“We were attacked by Necromancers, sir. They flooded the town with fresh dead.”
The Kadarian crossed his hand over his chest and pressed his palm to his heart.
Unnerved at the reality of just what had happened in the days prior to taking Dwaydor for their own, Odin pushed forward and through the last few feet away from city hall and opened the doors without so much as another word. Inside, men either sleeping or close to it raised their heads and regarded not only the three of them, but the amount of activity going on outside, that of which peaked their interest so much that one man opened his mouth to ask what was going on, then stopped when he realized they could only be reinforcements.
“Guh-General Amasa?” a man asked. “Is that… really you?”
“Yes, my friend. It is.”
Amasa leaned forward, graced the man’s hand with his touch, then followed both Odin and Carmen as they made their way through the building and into one of the longer corridors, where Odin turned and led them down the hall, toward an office he knew had to be vacated, if only for the fact that the rooms within city hall had been reserved for tacticians and their plans for the second upcoming skirmish.
Once inside the room—closed, secure and in near utter darkness—Odin turned to face the general before him.
What am I supposed to say? he thought. I know nothing of war.
“I’m not sure what to say,” Odin laughed, glancing out of the corner of his eye as Carmen went about the room lighting candles. “I hate to say it, but I’m new to this whole commander thing.”
“That’s no problem, my friend.” Amasa reached forward and pumped Odin’s wrist. “What I need to know from you is how we’re going to go about engaging them and just what we’re going to do.”
“We’ve been holding out for as long as we can.”
“Pray tell?”
“The Dwarves are coming,” Carmen said, raising her head from the corner of the room.
“We have foreigners coming to our aid?” Amasa frowned.
“Yes,” Odin said. “Both the Dwarves and the Elves.”
“This is unexpected,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest and seating himself at the foot of the massive meeting table.
“How so, sir?”
“I only expected Ornala to be fighting this threat, not the Elves and the Dwarves together.”
“That’s why we’ve been waiting, sir. There’s no arguable way we can simply press forward and deal with them, not if they have mages.”
“Or Necromancers,” Carmen added.
Once the room was fully lit and illuminated by candles which burned the deepest shades of orange, Odin rounded the table, seated himself in the chair next to Amasa, then watched Carmen as she pulled a chair out of place and hopped up into it. At first she sat, misjudging the height of the table, then stood and seemed to regard her place in the world before turning her attention to the human general.
What is he thinking? Odin thought, blinking, a frown crossing his face and nerves beginning to fire off in his heart.
Were he to think naturally and allow himself the dignity to discriminate against men he didn’t know, he would have said that Amasa was uncomfortable with the fact that creatures of different species were coming forward to assist them in their times of war. It wasn’t an ignorant thought, to be sure, as it was perfectly reasonable in the face of things, but he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not the Kadarian had doubts about the logistics behind their decisions to ask for outside help.
“Sir,” Odin said.
“This changes everything,” the general said, raising his eyes from their place at the map sprawled out across the table. “Are they here yet?”
“The Elves and Dwarves? No, they’re not.”
“I’ve been watching for them,” Carmen said.
“And I’m sure Miko has been communicating with the elders.”
“Who?” Amasa asked.
The door behind him opened.
When Miko stepped through the threshold—in the flesh, not in the least hindered by cloaks or anything else to guise his appearance—Amasa’s eyes widened and traveled the length of the Elf’s body before he turned his head and stared Odin straight in the eyes.
“Miko,” Odin said.
“Hello,” the Elf replied, leaning over Amasa’s chair to examine his expression. “Hello, sir.”
“Heh-Hello,” Amasa replied.
“I know this might be hard for you, but don’t worry—I’m your friend.”
“That’s good to know,” the general said, lowering his eyes to his hands.
“I heard you speaking about me,” Miko said, raising his head to look at Odin.
“You were wondering about whether or not I’ve been speaking with the Elves.”
“Have you?” Odin asked.
“Yes. I have.”
“What have they said?”
“They have bridged the exit of their forest and are making their way through the Great Divide.”
“Which means they’ll be here within the next few weeks,” Amasa said.
“Good. What about the Dwarves?”
“I’ve been flashing my lantern at them for the past few nights,” Carmen said.
“I haven’t received a reply.”
“Will you soon?”
“I should, if they’re coming here by mount.”
“They’ll be broaching Bohren then,” Odin sighed, more than glad that Nova was not in their midst.
“Are you planning to strike them on the northern, eastern and western sides, leaving them only open in the south?”
“I’m not sure what we should do, sir. To be perfectly honest, I’ve been trying to figure out how we’re going to make our way out of Dwaydor without getting assaulted head-on.”
“Which is why it’s a good idea to prepare now rather than wait for this to continue any further,” Miko said. He waited a moment, eyes trailing first from Odin, to Amasa, then Carmen, before he seated himself in the chair directly beside the Dwarf. “If you’d like, I can speak with the Elves in the coming days and suggest they flank our enemy. They shouldn’t be too far south at this point in time—at least, I wouldn’t think so.”
“Do we know how large the enemy force is?” Amasa frowned.
“I’ve been told,” Odin said, “that they think there’s five-thousand men.”
“But this isn’t counting how many of them are mages or Necromancers,”
Carmen added.
“Which makes it all the more confusing.”
“This doesn’t sound like it’s meant to be a real push then,” Amasa said, placing his hands on the table. “They’re using mostly human forces, right?”
“And flesh summons,” Miko said.
“Which is why we’ve been having such a hard time dealing with them,” Odin sighed.
“I think you’re right in that regard, Odin.” Amasa tapped his finger over the location of Dwaydor. “If the enemy keeps getting back up after they’ve been brought down, it’s only natural that you wait inside a safe city. Dwaydor is possibly the best-defended location in all of Ornala.”
“So you think it’s right for us to wait for the Elves and Dwarves?”
“I think it’s perfectly right,”Amasa said.
Odin closed his eyes.
When he tilted his head back to look at the ceiling, he couldn’t help but feel as though the world was slowly closing in around them.
It won’t be much longer, he thought.
Soon, the Elves and Dwarves would arrive and they could be rid of this problem for the time being.
Odin walked the streets examining the faces of the men loitering on the sides of the roads. Some settling down after what could only be described as a long haul, others merely wandering like he very well was at this crucial hour of the afternoon, Odin took solace in the fact that he had been lucky not to have been conscripted into the army such as they were and took the time to acknowledge each and every man who looked up and into his eyes. They appeared like sad dogs deprived of food and shelter, abandoned by their owners and left to die in the streets, as within their eyes he saw things of sadness, of brutality and of wish.
What struck him the most out of this and more, however, were the young men. Teenagers, no older than possibly fifteen or sixteen, stood on the sides of the roads, stripping themselves of their armor and reorienting themselves in fresh clothing. It was their faces that seemed all the more haunted by what was going around them, stretched forth and toward the earth. They looked to be men, in this hour—in shades of black, brown and beige—and though they were anything but, the weapons at their sides marked them as warriors, fighters who very likely had not been trained to use their weapons.
What can I do? Odin thought.
If not listening, just what could he do to ease these men’s worries, their fears? He could not still their hearts, for such a thing would kill them, and celebration for their arrival in the form of magic could be seen as childish and disrespectful, so just what form of acknowledgement could ease their minds from the gutters that they all very well sat in?
“Hey,” a man said.
Odin raised his eyes to find a soldier rising from his place near a far wall and making his way toward him.
You shouldn’t have come alone, he thought, unable to directly meet the man’s eyes. Who knows what they could do to you.
“Yes?” he asked.
“You’re the commander here, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I am.”
“We’re hungry.”
“Dinner will be served and spread out sometime this evening,” Odin said, unable to resist grimacing as the man pressed himself forward.
“Well, I’m hungry now.”
“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can—“
The man’s hand wrapped around his neck and pushed him up against the wall.
“Listen to me,” the angry soldier said, tightening his grip around Odin’s neck as though ready to crush him then and there. “Are you listening?”
“Yuh-Yes,” Odin managed.
“If I have to wait until later to get something to eat, why don’t you just have someone open the gates so we can get ourselves a deer?”
The men behind them collectively mumbled amongst themselves.
“Am I right?” the soldier asked. “Am I right!”
Though no one responded, Odin could tell from the looks on their faces that they very well agreed with this war-torn soldier.
“Please,” he said, grimacing as the man not only once again tightened his hold on his neck, but lifted him in the air. “There’s nothing I can—“
“Bullshit!” the man cried. “Bullshit!”
“That’s enough,” a familiar voice said.
Odin raised his eyes just in time to see Amasa slam his fist into the back of the distraught soldier’s neck.
When the man went down to his knees, releasing his hold on Odin’s neck, Odin stumbled back into the wall and took a few deep, unnecessary breaths.
“Are you all right?” Amasa asked, raising his eyes from the downed soldier.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, reaching up to feel his neck. “At least, I think I—“
“Let’s not worry about that now.”
As Amasa reached forward and took hold of his jerkin—not only pulling him from the scene of what could very well have been a violent assault, but from the sight of several men staring and whispering to one another—Odin fell into place beside the general and followed him back through the streets, eyes down and lips pursed, if only because he had not the words to speak.
I could’ve been killed, he thought. I could’ve— Before he could finish, Amasa reached out and steadied a hand on his back.
Odin bowed his head.
“Are you all right?” the man asked.
“I’m fine,” Odin said, raising his eyes when he thought it necessary.
“Are you sure? He didn’t hit you?”
“No.”
“You as well as anyone should know that you’re in a hostile environment, Commander.”
“I didn’t know I would be attacked by my own men.”
“It might be best if you stay at city hall for a while, at least until the troops get settled down. They’ve been going a long way.”
As I see, Odin thought.
When Amasa didn’t offer another word, Odin began to lead them back toward city hall, all the while wondering just what it was he could have done to avoid the situation.
“Is something wrong?” Carmen asked.
“No,” Odin said. “Why?”
“You look a bit… uneasy.”
Rather than say anything in response, Odin bowed his head and let his hair fall over his eyes to shield him not only from Carmen’s gaze, but his own careful, unguided emotions.
You could’ve been hurt, he thought.
Or killed, his conscience whispered.
If he honestly, truthfully thought about it, he could very well have been speared upon the tip of a sword or gutted with a dagger just as easily as he could speak words from between his lips. That alone forced the world upon his shoulders in a way he had only felt a few times in his life—once, after being attacked by the Kerma, and again, after he speared Bafran of the Ocean’s Blue Moon on the end of his sword. In those moments, he had felt as though the entirety of his existence had come down to one single moment.
The blink of an eye, the whisper of a voice, the gasp of a breath—all those things had been felt in those moments, and though he couldn’t very well say that this experience could compare to either of the two before it, he knew that it just as easily could have happened.
“Odin,” Carmen said.
“Yeah?”
“Tell me what happened.”
“I was assaulted in the street.”
“By who?”
“A hungry soldier.”
“Motherfucker,” the Dwarf breathed, jumping from her seat and making her way toward the door. “Just tell me where he is and I’ll bash his fucking nuts in!”
“Carmen,” Odin sighed. “Please, don’t—“
“I’m serious, Odin.”
“I know you are, but that’s unnecessary.”
“A commander getting assaulted by one of his troops is even more unnecessary.”
“Yeah, but—“
As if to counteract his statement, Carmen drew her mace and waved it about the air.
No longer able to argue with a woman who very likely meant to do just as she was saying, Odin reached up to tangle his hands through his hair and found himself almost on the verge of panic. Heart thundering in his chest, mind racing, he once more began to lose his breath, but was somehow able to contain it as though capturing it in a jar made of flesh and all the beautiful things in the world.
One, two, three…
Until somewhere in the dozens he counted, each time taking a slow, deep breath and allowing himself a moment of peace in the form of clarity and darkness. While doing this, he sensed a slight disturbance at his side, then opened his eyes to find that Carmen was standing nearby, mace hanging limply at her side and eyes unsure and frightened. What can I do, they seemed to say, to help you make you feel better?
She could do nothing, he knew, because only he could channel his emotions into something powerful, something more concrete.
“Are you ok?” Carmen asked.
“I’ll be fine,” Odin said, forcing a smile even though it hurt to do so. “I’ve just gone through a lot the past few days.”
“I know.”
“All I know is that it’s not particularly safe to walk around outside by yourself.”
Especially not if you’re…
Odin frowned.
His eyes centered on Carmen’s face.
Oh, he thought. No.
“Carmen,” he said, easing his head down until he could look firmly into her eyes. “You don’t plan on going anywhere by yourself, do you?”
“Well, yes, I do.”
“I don’t know if you should.”
“Well, why?” The Dwarf paused, then frowned. “Is this because I’m—“
“A woman?” Odin asked. He waited Carmen to nod before she continued.
“Yes. It is.”
“I’ll have you aware, Mr. Odin Karussa, that just because I am something to be desired does not give anyone the right to manhandle me as they see fit.”
“I know.”
“As an independent woman, I have the right to walk where I want to, talk how I want to and do just what I want to do. No one will stop me. By God, if they try, I’ll—“
“Bash their nuts in,” Odin smiled. “Yeah, I get you.”
With a short wink, Carmen buckled the weapon at her side, then placed her hands on her hips.
“All right,” Odin said, unable to resist the urge to laugh as he looked at the Dwarf’s small, if somewhat-intimidating-looking frame. “I just want you to be careful, that’s all.”
“I know. After what happened to you today though, I’d say you ought to be careful yourself.”
“Yeah,” Odin sighed, bowing his head. “I know.”
Odin woke in the midst of static. Head buzzing, tongue dry in his mouth, he raised his head to find that the room had become shrouded in pink light and that a fine, foggy mist now lay atop the first few feet of the floor. His first inclination was that he had to be dreaming, for the sight before him was too miraculous to be anything but imaginary. Shortly thereafter, however, he saw Miko standing before a floating apparition and realized that it couldn’t be anything but real.
Raising his head from its place on the floor, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position only to find that around him, Nova and Carmen, too, were rising.
What in the world?
“Ah,” Miko said, eyes flickering in the light streaming from the apparition.
“Here they awaken.”
“What’s going on?” Nova asked.
“It’s Miko,” Odin said. “He’s speaking with the Elves.”
Careful to tread lightly around the men still currently asleep, Odin made his way across the room until he stood directly at the Elf’s side. Once there, he stared into the haze of mist before him and could faintly make out what appeared to be a strikingly-beautiful male Elf, head proud and hair pulled back to reveal sharp, razor-like ears.
“Hello, young one,” the Elf said.
Odin could only raise his hand in response.
“It has come to my attention that the human commander has decided to initiate the first attack on the enemy forces,” the Elf in the haze of mist said, eyes flickering from Miko to stare directly at Odin. “It has then been recommended that we attack from the east and the Dwarves from the west.”
“That’s correct,” Miko replied.
“Essentially forcing them to retreat back to the horrendous location from which they came.”
“Yes, my liege.”
Shivering in the damp chill that seemed to be weighing down on him, as though an oppressing rain from an even deadlier storm, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and stared directly into the apparition’s eyes. Though anything but real in the least, he couldn’t help but feel as though he were talking face-to-face with the beautiful creature, if only because of the way the Elf’s eyes flickered between both he and Miko.
How long can he withstand such power? Odin thought, turning his attention to Miko. He can’t possibly be channeling this thing forever.
Unless, of course, they were sharing the tug and pull of the magic, creating a symbiotic relationship between the two of them. It was like fish who swam with other, larger predators—once the hunter killed its prey, the scavenger could huddle alongside it and claim its own meal.
Not willing or able to think about it in the light of the current situation, Odin set his hands at his side and looked up as Nova and Carmen stepped forward.
“Dwarf,” the Elf in the haze said, turning his eyes down to Carmen when she approached the mist.
“Elf,” Carmen replied.
“Have you been able to contact your brethren?”
“I have not.”
“What of their advance across the human kingdoms of Kegdulan and Germa?”
“I’m not sure, mister… Elf. I haven’t been able to contact them with my lighting techniques.”
“If you cannot see to it that a message will be delivered, then we may have to send a scout to speak with them. Seeing as how you are currently trapped within your city, I believe that would be the best option.”
“Yes,” Miko said. “Will that be all?”
“It will,” the Elf replied. “Be well, Mikaeisto. Farewell.”
As the apparition faded into the darkness, leaving with it not only the static that raised the hair on his arms and neck, but the realization that they would soon be upon them, Odin turned his attention to Miko and tried to examine the expression on his face. Though he could not necessarily tell what his friend thought, felt or desired, he could easily understand that what had just transpired had been a necessary precaution not only to ease his worries about the upcoming skirmish, but to tactically plan just when and where the Elves would be.
At least someone is keeping track.
Here, trapped within the circled walls of Dwaydor, it was any wonder if they would be able to leave or open any of the gates until war was once again upon them.
“Sir,” Odin said.
The Elf raised a finger to his lips.
When Odin opened his mouth to say something further, the Elf gestured him out of the waiting room and into the hall, where the four of them made their way down the corridor and into the vacant office they had used yesterday when discussing the plan about the advance and just what they would do in order to defeat their enemy.
Inside—alone, cold and without any form of lighting whatsoever—Miko spread his arm about the room and conjured four individual balls of light, each of which flew to the far corners of the office and lit the room in splendid yet-subdued light.
“It has been agreed that they will approach the enemy from the west,” the Elf said, turning his eyes not only on Odin, but Nova and Carmen. “That only leaves us one problem—the Dwarves.”
“They won’t be a problem once their army arrives,” Carmen said, hopping up and into a chair so she could better see the gargantuan Elf before them. “I mean, gosh—we’re as able-bodied as anyone else is.”
“She’s got a point,” Nova grunted, crossing his arms over his chest. “Once the Dwarves get here, it should be pretty easy to drive them off.”
“Easy?” the Dwarf laughed. “We’ll corner those bastards and send them home crying to their mommies.”
“We shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves,” Miko sighed. “At least, not now—not until we know for sure what our plan is going to be.”
“It’s settled,” Odin said. “We’ll push from the city with you leading the battle mages, then the Elves and Dwarves will come around and flank them. They won’t know what hit them.”
“I’m well aware of this, Odin. I’m just worried about the consequences.”
“I’m sure everything will be fine,” Carmen said. “Once the Elves get here, they can just blow them up with their magic, can’t they?”
“I hope so, my friend, because if the combined races aren’t enough to drive them from the city, I don’t know what will be.”
Sleep would not return to him after he left the isolated space within the office and settled back down for bed. His heart wary, his mind racing within his head, Odin thought for a few brief moments at the height of it all that everything would stop, regardless of its intentions or just whatever its purpose managed to be. Life, time, the trembling breath easing in and out of his chest, the flickering beneath his lids—it seemed not once, but twice that they would have stopped. Were they to have reason beyond the physical realm, they very likely would have, for such panic was not merited within the minds of man, and though it seemed like his thoughts would overwhelm him, he somehow managed to persevere, despite the fact that blood seemed ready to burst from his eyes.
A pressure developed on the bridge of his nose.
He sneezed.
Odin forced his eyes shut as tight as he could and tried not to think about anything.
At one of his undeterminable sides, someone shifted, then rose.
A short moment later, the door opened and clicked silently back into place.
When darkness began to overwhelm his thoughts, imposing upon him a form of peace he would have rather had in the past few unbearable hours, Odin felt as though he would finally be able to get to sleep.
He prepared for what he felt would be a glorious moment of peace.
When that moment didn’t come, however—disturbed in the form of one man coughing—Odin threw himself from the floor, then buckled his sword at his side before making his way out the door.
In the pale twilight of the new morning—when the sun could just barely be seen peeking out over the highest parts of the Hornblaris Mountains—things seemed peaceful: content, even, despite the fact that there would soon be fresh blood on the ground and meat upon which the birds could feast. The fact that he could even stare at what was the beginning of a sunrise without an ounce of fear in his heart was something of a miracle, considering the circumstances that currently weighed upon him. He had everything in the world to worry about, yet somehow, he was able to block it all away, forcing it into the darkened recesses of his mind that had not and likely would not allow him solace for the rest of the day.
Everything will work out, he thought. You just have to believe.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Odin trailed his eyes from the men sleeping in the streets to the guards standing atop the walls. Faintly, as though a soft disturbance in the swirls of his matted hair, he saw what appeared to be a figure closing, then opening a lantern, which both drew and merited his attention. It was very likely Carmen trying to signal the Dwarves. Whether or not she would be able to see a reply at this morning was anyone’s guess.
When the wind shifted, casting about his chest a chill that seemed to sink into his bones, he crossed his arms over his chest and tried not to think about just what had kept him from going to sleep.
Someone will die, he thought. You know they will.
In the hours and moments following his near-death experience with the angered, hungry soldier, a feeling so dark and vile had begun to develop in his gut he first thought that he had come down with some sort of sickness. In those early hours, he felt as though he would throw up. Several times, bile rose up in his throat and threatened to pour from his lips, though he’d always managed to swallow it down no matter how disgusting or unmerited it was.
Shortly thereafter, however, he had come to realize that this pang—these inhibitions—were likely the result of some sort of omen that seemed to be clouding his existence, much like the cloud he, Nova and Carmen had experienced in Kegdulan, when one moment of shining light descended down upon them and offered what he, at the time, had felt was a miracle. Though that cloud had seemed everything but relevant, he couldn’t help but wonder why he felt as though someone close to him would die.
It’s because you’re worried, he thought. It’s because those close to you have
already died.
Blaine, Jordan, nearly Icklard and Domnin—such great feats of courage in the face of death could very well have produced the notion within his mind, though why he felt such a thing he couldn’t be sure. He knew no vision, no power of clairvoyance, so to feel such a thing was completely beyond him.
In that moment, he considered speaking to Nova about his feeling—to ask whether or not the man knew or felt that something bad was about to happen. Shortly thereafter, however, he knew it would only serve to further complicate the matter.
Though he desperately wanted to do something, he knew nothing could be done.
While the sun continued to rise, spreading its tendrils of light across the sky and chasing away the darkness that hovered over the horizon, Odin bowed his head and shielded his eyes, no longer content with simply going back to bed and trying to sleep the issue away. Things would be fine, he knew, given the time and the ability to recover, but the dread over his conscience would not ease, regardless of the light slowly making its way across the sky.
The sound of footsteps entered his ears.
He released the clasp on his sword.
“It’s all right,” Carmen said. “It’s just me.”
Raising his head, Odin looked up and into the Dwarf’s eyes, sighing when he saw the curve of a smile about her face and her hands hanging steady beside her head. “Sorry,” he said.
“Couldn’t sleep either, could you?”
“Not really.”
“I’ve been trying to contact the Dwarves all night.”
“Have you made any progress?”
“Three illuminations,” she replied.
Odin frowed.
Three illuminations?
Just what could that mean?
“You’re going to have to explain,” he said.
“The number of illuminations you receive back is an indicator of how far away they are,” Carmen said. “In the mines, one illumination means that they are a day away, while two means they are three or four.”
“What does three mean then?”
“That they are likely a week away.”
Which means they’ll soon be in position to flank the enemy.
Both excited and a bit afraid of the prospect that the Dwarves were so close to where they were supposed to be positioned, Odin reached down, clasped Carmen’s hand, then pumped her wrist.
“Thank you,” he said, taking her into his arms. “So much.”
“Eh, don’t mention it,” the Dwarf shrugged, backing out of Odin’s embrace.
“Things’ll be fine. Go get some sleep. You could use it.”
Couldn’t they all.
“Odin,” Parfour said, raising his eyes from the injured soldier before him. “I didn’t expect to see you anytime soon.”
“I’m sorry I’ve been absent,” Odin sighed, reaching down to clasp the injured man’s hand. “Are you well, sir?”
“I am.”
“May I take the missionary away?”
“You may,” the man replied.
Standing, Parfour brushed the dirt of his pants, then reached behind him to adjust the bulbous staff across his back before joining Odin at his side. They made their way out of the hospital and along the road where men lay piled in the streets two-by-two, sometimes even three-by-three. Most simply lazed about, staring at the blue sky and the ever-vast lack of clouds that seemed to be in the air, while some made fires in pits of dirt they’d personally arranged to allow themselves warmth on a cold day. Throughout this walk, and throughout the idealization that he could have but one more moment with the boy he had personally saved almost two years ago, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though the time was running out and that soon, something bad would happen.
Wherever it’s coming from, he thought, I don’t want to know.
“Did you want to talk to me about something?” Parfour asked, raising his voice over the sound of other men bantering with one another.
“Actually,” Odin said, “yeah, I do.”
“What is it?”
How could he so openly declare what it was he wanted to talk to Parfour about? It seemed ridiculous, in his head, to do such a thing, but would a boy of only sixteen, nearly seventeen-years-old see his confusion and therefor correct him on such matters?
Unable to know until he asked directly, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then stopped in the middle of the road, disrupting the evenly-paced pattern the two of them had made whilst walking along.
“Odin,” Parfour said.
“I want you to teach me how to pray.”
“Pray?” the boy frowned.
“Yeah. Pray.”
His lips painted into a cruel expression of his ignorance, Odin sighed, shook his head, then reached up to run a hand across his brow. “This is ridiculous,”
he said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have even brought this up.”
“Don’t think that just because you don’t know how to means you’re stupid in some way, Odin.”
“I’m trying not to, but I can’t help it.”
“Why? Because no one ever taught you to pray?”
I’m nearly twenty years old and I have no idea how to talk to the Gods.
“It’s fairly simple,” Parfour said. “Usually—at least, as I’ve been taught—you need to declare which God it is you’re praying to, but that isn’t absolutely necessary. I’m of the opinion that if you’re going to pray, whoever’s listening will hear and respond in some way.”
“You actually get responses?” Odin frowned.
“Through little things, sometimes bigger ones. Some of these soldiers swear it was my presence that saved their lives when the Orcs overwhelmed us.”
“That’s nice to know,” Odin said.
“Though in all honesty, I think it was fate that saved us. You know—you rushing in and killing them all.”
“I know.”
“It works like this,” the boy said, taking Odin’s hand and ensnaring his fingers together. “You don’t have to do this, but I think it helps drive your purpose further if your mind is set on it.”
“All right.”
“Then,” Parfour said, “you close your eyes and think about what it is you want the Gods to help you with.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
It couldn’t be this easy—it just couldn’t. Prayer, as some said, was an exercise in tolerance, in patience, in waiting. Men often prayed for hours before a beacon that very well marked their faith. Kneeling on the floor, heads bowed, beads of sweat coursing down not only their face, but their necks—in the few brief times he’d ever been in a church or some sort of religious institution, Odin had found nothing but men sitting or kneeling before a stained-glass figurine or before a statue doing, what Parfour said, praying. He’d watched those men wait there for what seemed like years— eons, even—praying to the very thing or things that could very well exist.
While he’d done the same before his knighting ceremony, it hdn’t been what he considered ‘true’ prayer. For him to simply close his eyes, bow his head and ask for guidance seemed too easy, much too easy for it to actually result in any real effort.
Is it worth it, he thought, to try?
Though ignorant beyond all means necessary in regards to such things as prayer, Odin looked Parfour straight in the eyes, then bowed his head and began to think about just what it was he wanted to accomplish.
For hope, for guidance, for victory, valor, strength and pride, for everything it was to be a warrior and for his friends to remain safe—Odin closed his eyes and wished for it all, if only out of conscience, and prayed, if it could so be called such a thing, that his life would not be torn apart by the skirmish that would very likely occur within one week’s time.
God, he thought, Gods, hear my plea.
Together, he and Parfour stood in the middle of the street, heads bowed and hands laced together.
In that insufferable moment, Odin felt as though he had a strong, solid chance in the throng of it all.
Though he’d done what could be considered prayer few times before, he knew in that moment that something could very well exist beyond the mortal plane they dwelled in, if only because of a Sprite and how it seemed to fly across the sky once freed of its mortal cage.
“You’re seeing them,” Miko said. “Aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Odin said. “I am.”
They stood on the highest walls of Dwaydor watching the enemy force moving across the horizon. Likely building or attempting to arrange some sort of fortified defense system from the trees that lay in the far distance, their barely-visible figures moved back and forth with the intensity of what Odin could only described as insects. Ants, fresh from their hills, or bees, stirred from their hives—they crossed vast distances in what seemed like seconds and repeated the same over and over again. The sight alone was enough to bring about the fear of war within Odin’s heart, though why he felt such a thing when he could not necessarily see what they were doing was beyond him. Maybe it was the secrecy that made him so scared, so vulnerable, so unable to stand before them and watch as they did just whatever it was they were doing, or maybe it was the open reality of what was happening before him that unsettled him so much that he felt in his stomach a ball of hurt he seemed unable to shake.
In the short moments after their conversation, a trickle of unease flowered at Odin’s neck and began to weave its vine around his spine.
It’s coming, that thing said.
As much as he wanted to disbelieve it, the gilded thing that hovered just behind him was right. In its shawl of dead flesh, of matted fur and its perpetually-dark eyes, he heard behind him the twang of metallic chains jingling across the ornate carving of its face and dared himself to keep his eyes forward and toward the activity on the far horizon. Such a thing was hard to do when a fear so great and oppressing lay just behind him, though somehow he managed.
Does he see, he thought, what I see?
It was highly unlikely that the Elf faced the same demons he did. They, two completely different creatures, may have been of blood if only by accident, but that didn’t necessarily mean that Miko could see the same things that he saw. They said men experienced things through their own sets of eyes—that, given the idea that everyone saw what a person himself saw, that there would be no difference in forms of hue, color or perception, but if that were the case, then men would not be born without the ability to see color or blind as a kitten freshly born. That idea alone, as frightening as it was, stirred Odin’s heart and forced him to take slow, deep breaths in order to calm himself.
“Odin,” Miko said.
“Yes?” he replied.
“Are you well?”
“Everything’s fine,” Odin said, the lie false but positive through his teeth.
“Don’t worry about me, sir.”
“You’re comfortable with me leading the battle mages for the first assault, aren’t you?”
“You want my honest opinion?”
“Of course.”
“Not particularly.”
“There’s little we can do in regards to shrouding the men we want to take with us,” Miko said, crossing his arms over his naked chest and tossing his head back and his hair over his shoulder. “If we want to strike the enemy at their heart, we must shoot the arrow pure and honest.”
“I know.”
“Do you, Odin?”
“I… I can understand it, sir.”
“I’m glad, Odin, because until the day comes when the Elves tell me they are in position and Carmen is able to find out just whether or not the Dwarves are in range to launch their assault, we must be content with the fact that we have a plan and that we’re going to follow it just as we’ve explained it to the Elves.”
“I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
“People die in war, Odin. You should know this.”
“Are you not telling me something?”
“How do you mean?”
“I mean… do you know if something’s going to happen to you?”
“I don’t have the Sight, Odin.”
“Do you have a feeling?”
“No. I’m confident in my abilities.”
“I know, but—“
“What?”
Odin paused. Lips trembling, heart pounding, he reached forward to lock his hands around the railing before him and bowed his head, unsure whether or not to continue on with what he wanted to say—partially for fear of disappointing his friend, but also upsetting him.
“I just don’t want anyone to die.”
“I know you don’t, Odin, but death is a part of life.”
“I know it is.”
“Do not be afraid for me on the day that it all comes down to one moment.
You will only weaken yourself by doing so.”
Miko turned and began to descend the stairs.
Though Odin was reluctant to let him go, he knew he needed to give the Elf his space, at least for the time being.
If he kept telling himself things would be fine, then maybe his prayers would be answered.
“They’re coming,” Amasa said.
Sprawled out on the table before them as though dead and freshly-lifted of its skin, the local region map lay with its corners pressed down by glass paperweights and its center held in place by indicator markers. Some red, some black, some formed in the shapes of arrows and others in spheres, Odin’s eyes darted over the parchment and took everything in as the general began to place the red spherical markers a fair distance away from Dwaydor.
Inside, several black spheres stood stacked together. Odin half expected them to fall off when Amasa coughed, given their lackluster foundation, but when they didn’t, he took a deep breath, then expelled it. “I know,” Odin said, when he felt as though the air around them had grown stagnant.
Amasa didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he finished laying out the red markers on the expanse of the Dwaydorian Lowlands, then reached for a bag of purple and brown markers. These he laid out in the east and west— indicating what could only be the Dwarves and the Elves.
This man is a genius.
Without Amasa, they surely would not have been in the position to strategically make such arrangements. Though Odin figured he could have very well done the same if given the chance, the fact that the general arranged them with such efficiency made him feel as though he was content in the world and not the rabid, monstrous thing that threatened to implode in on itself.
“Amasa,” Odin said, watching as the man continued to lay the markers out.
“Yes, Odin?”
“You do think this will work… right?”
“It’s a fairly easy maneuver, Odin. Besides—it’s not like we’re leading cavalry against them.”
“I haven’t seen any spearmen anyway.”
“No, but that doesn’t mean we won’t be dealing with any.”
Nodding, but unsure how to proceed further, Odin situated himself in the chair at the head of the table and kept quiet as the general made the final touches to the map, watching him as he first tested the firmness of the parchment, then as he placed the markets to his sides, a mere breath away from the enemy forces. The sight alone was enough to summon the belief that they could very well drive the enemy back within his heart.
This could work, he thought.
Were they to do as they’d discussed, they would open the southern gates come the morning of the battle, from which Miko and his five remaining battle mages would emerge with the human forces cloaked beneath the field of magic. There, they would thrust themselves directly into the enemy force’s heart, which would then hopefully send them scattering to both the east and the west, directly into the Elves and Dwarves respectively.
“And there we have it,” Amasa said, pressing the final sphere down.
With the brown and purple markers now freshly in place atop the map, displayed before them was a haphazardly-laid yet efficient demonstration of the battlefield—including the formations of their allies, the lay of the land, their enemy and the last expanse of the Ornalan Countryside, from which eventually led to the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle and the fabled path that led into Denyon.
“So,” Odin said, leaning forward to examine Amasa’s handiwork. “This is what we’re going to do.”
“If what you and the Elf have discussed it correctly, yes—this is what we’ll do.”
After lifting a triangular-shaped piece from the bag of black pieces, Amasa placed and directed the pyramid in the open space between the enemy and the field before Dwaydor. There, he inched it forward until it touched the center of the enemy forces, which then, by force alone, pushed the other spheres around it to the east and west. “By striking them at the very heart,”
the general said, raising his eyes to look at Odin, “we will leave them only three places to retreat—south, east and west. Given the fact that the Dwarves and Elves are covering two of these three positions, I can easily say that they’ll likely retreat to the south.”
“What if they don’t retreat?” Odin asked. “What if they have mages and try to fight us off?”
“We’ll have to deal with that then, not now. If you ask me though, they’ve probably exhausted most of their mages, if what they’ve been saying was true.”
“The Elves supposedly killed a good deal of them, sir.”
“Yes! Which is exactly why I believe there are only ground forces left.”
I wouldn’t be so sure of that.
Not bothering to speak his concerns openly for fear of disrupting what he believed to be Amasa’s grand plan, Odin leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, taking a moment to survey the work the general had so meticulously done and nodding even though he didn’t necessarily believe that this would be as Amasa was implying.
Like it or not, second-guessing himself was one of the few things he could do in his current position.
Without knowledge of the enemy troops and no way to get it without openly revealing themselves, they had nothing to go on but speculation— which, likely, would serve to uproot any plans they currently made.
I can’t even ask the Elves.
If he himself couldn’t send a magicked bird or summon to survey the battlefield, it was highly unlikely that his fairer brethren would be able to do the same.
“Have you spoken with the tacticians?” Odin asked.
“I will, soon. Right now, I’m more concerned about the state of our troops.”
“They’re a bit unsettled.”
“Of course they are. There hasn’t been war in centuries. We’d be blind to think anything but.”
“I know.”
“You know what I would suggest, Commander? I think you should speak with them. Boost their morale, raise their spirits, make them feel as though they really can win this war wrought with horrific creatures that they’ve both faced and heard of in the past few days.”
“I’m not sure how much that’ll work,” Odin sighed.
“You’d be surprised how uplifting a commander’s word can be.”
“All right then. I’ll do it.”
“Good,” Amasa smiled. “Have someone spread your message through the ranks. I’ll guarantee you that this will do more good than you could have ever imagined.”
“My fellow soldiers in arms,” Odin said, raising his arms and attempting to raise his voice as loud as he could in order for everyone to hear. “First of all, I want to say thank you and welcome to this brief demonstration. It means a lot to not only me, but your kingdom that you are here to defend what is most cherished among us.”
Collectively, as one, the crowd shifted. Few mumbled in the presence of the king’s champion, though those that did likely were doing so in order to keep their companions quiet. Eyes intent, lips pursed, hundreds upon hundreds of men stared upon him from his place on the wooden platform at the very center of the city—where, he knew, legends had once been formed, created and sought throughout the ages. The very idea that he could be making history unnerved him to no end, but somehow Odin managed, despite the overwhelming odds that were set against him.
Don’t get scared, he thought. Can’t let the cat touch your tongue now.
How embarrassing that would be.
Taking a moment to compose himself, Odin took a long, deep breath, then expelled it, smiling as he lowered his arms and focused on the crowd before him. “I know what you all may be thinking,” he said. “That this is only the beginning of something that will likely continue on for years on end. I’m here to say that I can’t promise you anything. I can’t promise that this war will be but one battle, that you will go home, that you will see your families and friends. What I can promise, however, is strength—because right now, standing before each and every one of you, I can feel it in my heart. It beats strong. Do you know why?”
He waited a brief moment for anyone to reply.
When none came, Odin smiled and reached up to set a hand over his heart.
“My heart beats strong,” he said, “because I am in the presence of some of the greatest men in the entire country—men who, despite anything set against them, have braved the odds and come through in spite of the darkness that lingers before us.”
This alone caused the audience to mumble. Smiles alight on their faces, mouths open in dialogue, they turned to one another and began to banter back and forth, much to Odin’s relief and excitement. If they could already feel the knowledge that they very well could win, then just what else would he have to say in order to further bolster their confidence?
“People,” he said, raising his voice to its loudest, deepest pitch. “I know I’m asking a lot of you when I say that we have to fight the men who so threaten our country. They’ve already taken Bohren. Its people have been completely uprooted from their lives—vanished, kidnapped, possibly even tortured and still captive within the very horror we call Denyon. I know that some of you are from that town, friends, and might have migrated this way for one reason or another. To this I say, be strong, because we will find your friends, your family, your loved ones. And to the men who do not know of Denyon and who once harbored within Dwaydor’s walls before—will we let the enemy take it again?”
“No!” they cried back.
“Why won’t we?”
“Because we are strong!”
“Yes!” Odin screamed, thrusting his hand into his air and drawing his sword with the other. “We are strong, because who are we?”
“Ornalans!”
“We are the king’s men! We will not let anyone stand in our way. If they put up a wall, we will knock it down! If they throw something at us, we will throw something back! Because who are we?”
“ORNALANS!”
“We, are, Ornalans!” Odin screamed, thrusting his sword into the air. “We hail from the greatest country on the face of the earth, the land where men are free and where our capital shines in gold! We live, breathe and eat independence because through the years, we have been granted things that others have thought our king incapable of—kindness, laughter, security and, by all means, a country to call home. Without King Ournul we would never be here, my friends, because where else would we live, if not here, on our shores, in our forests, on our plains and along our coasts. Who are we?”
“ORNALANS!”
“What are we going to do?”
“WIN!”
“YES!” Odin screamed. “We will win!”
“WE WILL WIN! WE WILL WIN! WE WILL WIN!”
“I only ask one thing from you,” Odin said, lowering his sword and staring out into the heighted crowd. “I want you to go out there… and kick their asses!”
The crowd burst into applause.
Deafened, Odin stepped from the platform.
Soldiers rushed to greet him.
“That was quiet the speech,” Amasa said, raising his head from his place near the back of the crowd.
“I tried,” Odin said.
“Tried?” Nova asked.
“That was amazing!” Carmen said, jumping up to smack his hand.
“I would have to say so myself.”
Odin raised his head to find Miko standing no more than a foot away. A smile on his fair face, his teeth shining in the afternoon light, he reached forward and accepted Odin in a half-embrace before turning and guiding them back down the road, toward city hall and a place they could collectively call home.
“I have to say,” Amasa said, “I wasn’t expecting much when I asked you to raise their morale.”
“I’ve never given a speech like that before,” Odin said. “I mean, when I went to Ohmalyon, I had to speak with the men about our mission, but I’ve never done something like this.”
“Strength comes in moments of great emotion,” Miko said, setting his arm across Odin’s shoulders. “You did well, Odin.”
“Thank you, sir.”
As they continued down the street, Odin met the eyes of men who sat alongside the roads and found that most, if not all of them smiled, or at least offered some form of gesture to indicate that he was there. Some grinned, others nodded, a choice few raised their thumbs or offered triumphans cries in order to symbolize just what he had done for all their morale. No longer did they look depressed and on the verge of death, waiting for what could very well be the end of their lives. Now, despite everything, they appeared ambitious, ready to take on the world and do just whatever they needed to do for their country.
I did it, Odin thought. I really did it.
Odin closed his eyes.
When it came time for the battle to begin, he knew everything would set itself into motion.
The evening before it was all set to begin, Odin sat around a fire with a group of men and Nova and Carmen at his side. Carmen slurping something through a wooden straw just loud enough for it to be audible in his ears and Nova leaning back to tilt his head up at the sky, Odin thought for one horrible moment a flying piece of debris would sail over the walls and strike them, destroying the entirety of their existence and impacting the world of humanity without a leader.
That would be me, Odin thought, sighing, reaching up to brush his hair over his ears. Odin Karussa, the King’s champion, killed by a flying piece of metal.
As horrible as it sounded, he couldn’t help but find humor in the matter.
“What’s so funny?” Nova asked, turning his head back down to look at him.
“Nothing,” Odin smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Must’ve been something good,” Carmen said, slurping on whatever she was currently drinking. “Must’ve been really good.”
“What’re you drinking?” Nova asked.
“Apple juice.”
“Hand some of that shit over.”
Carmen passed the glass to Noa without another word.
While Nova slurped some of the juice down his throat and passed it back to Carmen, who in turn did much the same, Odin wrapped his arms around his knees and looked at the haunted faces around him. Some bemused, others quiet, a choice few whose eyes appeared to be sunk back into their heads—it didn’t necessarily matter which face he looked upon. In the end, they all looked the same: terrified and likely very, very discontent about the situation currently laid before them.
They may die, he thought.
Were they to die, and were they not to return home to their families, their bodies would likely join the countless others that they’d been forced to burn if only to save their souls from the unbearable agony of being ripped back into life. Burned in death and denied the chance at any real, proper burial, it was any wonder they hadn’t come across the graveyard that was said to be beyond Dwaydor’s distant walls—unless, of course, some of the summons in more advanced stages of decomposition had been ripped from that very place, which would make sense if one truly thought about it.
“Odin,” Carmen said, drawing his eyes from the fire.
“Is something wrong?” Odin frowned.
“I’m just wondering if you’re all right or not.”
“I’m fine. Why?”
“You’re being kinda quiet,” Nova shrugged.
What was he to say to her, him or the men before them? Likely there was nothing he could, for his earlier demonstration had been meant to raise their spirits and raise within them the hope of humanity. Instead, all these faces before him seemed lost, as though wandering through a distant, far-off forest and unable to find their way to the light they said existed beyond death. Come
to me, a distant voice should very well said, were it a real conscience entity and able to communicate with those in the mortal realm. I will ease your
doubts, your pains…
“Your suffering,” Odin whispered.
When Carmen offered him a frown, then began to slurp her apple juice back through the straw, Odin turned his attention back to the fire, then bowed his head.
“Commander,” a man sitting directly across from him said.
“Yes?” Odin asked.
“Everything will be fine… won’t it?”
He could only hope so.
The morning began with the sound of blackbirds cawing in the air.
Fluttering about the buildings, peering in through the windows, ruffling their feathers and laughing at the sights before them, the first thing Odin noticed when he rose and began to don his suit of armor was their beady eyes peering at him like robed figures at an executioner’s block. Axe raised, hands at the ready, it seemed as though that at any moment a blade would come sliding down and strike him in the neck. Such was his fear of not only execution, but the next few hours that when Nova pressed a hand to his back, he jumped and cried bloody murder.
“Odin,” Nova said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he replied. “It’s just—“
“What?”
“The birds.”
Nova turned his attention to the far windows and saw, just as Odin did, that several of the horrendous creatures were currently resting on the outer windowsills. Some tapped their beaks on the glass, as if beckoning the two of them forward, while others laughed as though children freshly free from being punished for a heinous crime.
They, he thought, swallowing a lump that developed in his throat.
“Want us,” he whispered.
When Nova offered no reply, Odin reached down, grabbed his helm, then secured it around and over his head, careful to buckle the straps in place so the contraption wouldn’t fall off or forward and likely break his neck.
“Kinda freaky,” Nova said, “ain’t it?”
“Freaky?” Carmen asked. “It’s downright horrible.”
Until the moment she had spoken, Odin had forgotten that the Dwarf was there. Here she was, standing at his side in her suit of armor, yet he hadn’t noticed her in the least.
You’re losing your mind.
“So what if I am?”
“Odin,” the Dwarf said.
“What?”
“You’re talking to yourself.”
It’s just me, the gilded thing said. Don’t worry yourself, dear boy. Nothing will
happen to you.
Regardless of what the thing said, he couldn’t help but smell the stench of death radiating off its shawl of flesh. His skin crawling, the faint and few hairs on his arms standing on end, he reached up to lock his face protector into face and found that he could barely even breathe.
Easy does it, Odin.
With one breath in, then out, Odin leaned down, collected his sword, then snapped it into place at his side. “Where’s Miko?” he asked.
“Here,” the Elf said, pushing both doors open.
“Are you almost ready?”
“That I am.”
Odin stood on the highest wall watching Miko assemble not only himself and the battle mages, but the small group of two-hundred men that would accompany them cloaked to the world. His heart in knots, his conscience in pieces, sweat streamed down his brow and would have blanketed his eyes had he not the face protector over his vision. The sight of his friend arranging his forces alone was enough to force him into a terrible fit. Once more his breathing became erratic and his heart began pounding in his chest, much like distant thunder when repeatedly shot across the sky by nature or God or Gods.
It’s going to be ok, he thought. You know it is.
He trusted the Elf’s abilities, knew that he was more than capable of following through with the selected plan, but just what would happen were the enemy to find out just what they were doing? Though he knew the consequences would be grave, he knew better than to dwell on it, for the idea alone would surely throw him into another fit.
“Miko!” Odin called. “Are you ready?”
“We are,” the Elf replied. “Open the gates!”
At either of his sides, the guards reached down and began to crank the levers that both unlocked and opened the gate.
Beneath them, quaking as though a monster fresh from its sleep, the gate began to open and swallowed the silence of the world whole. The creak its whisper, the groans its pain, the screech its collosal roar in which was said to swallow the world whole—it seemed like at that moment the thing was a living, breathing entity, capable of doing anything and everything in order to deliver its purpose unto the world. The sound eventually became so harsh that Odin reached up and cupped his ears, much to his digress, as he could do nothing to cover them as they were already shielded by his helm.
Stop, he thought.
As if beckoned to do such by will alone, the gate ceased to creak.
Below, in the streets where Miko and the five battle mages stood, Odin watched as each of the Elves spread their hands forward to cloak the two-hundred men that stood back to chest in rows of two alongside the streets.
“You think this will work?” Odin asked, looking first to Amasa, then to Nova and Carmen.
“It has to,” Carmen said.
“It will,” Amasa replied. “Don’t you worry.”
“I’m not,” Odin lied.
Of course you are.
Steeling himself for what was to come, Odin looked across the horizon just in time to see that the enemy was beginning to respond.
Would there be bows and arrows, or simply swords and shields?
Though he didn’t know, he had a feeling he would soon find out.
“After the initial strike,” Amasa said, “we move in.”
*
With his hand braced at his side and his will channeling back and over the group of two-hundred men behind them, Miko marched forward with not only his sword held at his side, but his arm braced forward. Wrist glowing in fiery light, eyes set forward and more than intent in the world, he focused on the expanse of land before them and at the enemies in the distance.
We will do this, he thought.
After their first preemptive strike—which would hopefully trisect the troops just like Amasa had planned—they would have the entirety of the two-thousand-odd human army behind them.
At his side, Narrowin snorted. “Cowards,” he whispered.
“Why do you think such a thing?” Yvelle frowned.
“Because they are.”
“Arrows,” the fairer Elf said.
They flew through the sky was though swallows flying from trees on distant hils. Innumerable in number and twinkling in the early-morning light, they appeared to be anything but harbingers of death as they coasted the air and eventually bowed to greet them with their barbed tips. Instead, they appeared to be stars, twinkling within the brightened morning sky. Miko briefly considered the idea that they were jewels, diamonds floating through the air as they made their way across the horizon, but when Yvelle pushed his hand forward and channeled a yellow energy field around not only them, but the cloaked men behind them, Miko sighed and closed his eyes momentarily as the blunt clinks began to sound around them.
“Thank you,” he said, turning his head to look at the blonde Elf.
Nodding, Yvelle pursed his lips, but said nothing in turn.
“Is everything going to be all right?” Constanance asked from behind them.
“Everything will be fine,” Miko said. “Why?”
“Look.” She pointed.
Three-hundred yards away, a troop of what appeared to be Orcs led by one massive, chained Ogre came into view.
Everything will be fine, he thought.
“Narrowin,” Miko said. “Can you catch the arrows and divert them to the enemy?”
“I don’t see why not,” the more hawk-like Elf said.
With that, the battle mage pushed his hand forward, channeled red light from his wrist, then encapsulated the arrows in a spherical field.
One brief moment later, he flung them forward.
The Ogre screamed in pain, rocking the air and displacing the earth below it.
“This isn’t going to work,” Miko said, watching as one of the Orcs reached up and pulled the arrow from its chest. “Yvelle, Constanance, fall back and continue to channel the energy field.”
“Yes sir,” they said.
Miko raised his sword and stared directly into the eyes of their enemy.
In less than a few moments, they would be upon them.
*
“Orcs,” Amasa said.
“And an Ogre,” Carmen added, craning her head forward to view the scene before them.
What looked to be a thousand glimmering objects highlighted the horizon and cast light back at them. At first uneasy, then disheartened, Odin watched first as the arrows fell, then as they bounced off the magical field of energy he could easily see radiating around the Elves progressing down the hills.
Eventually, what appeared to be another strand of magic turned and hurled the arrows at them, though that seemed to do little effort in order to diminish the enemy forces.
This is going to be bad, he thought.
He hadn’t expected more Ogres, much less ones that had been designated as minimized generals to lead troops of other Leatherskins. Just how many had they conscripted or enslaved into their armies? He couldn’t know and probably would never know, but were he to guess, he would imagine that they had went from Tentalin island to island forcing or enslaving anything they could.
The perfect war, he thought, for the most imperfect creatures.
“You ok?” Nova asked, clapping his shoulder with his gauntlet.
“I’m fine,” Odin said. “Why?”
“You look a little out of it.”
Of course I am. One of my friends is out there facing death.
“I’ll be fine,” he said, sighing as Amasa set a silver-plated hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, guys.”
“They’re starting,” Carmen said.
They all turned their heads forward.
*
Miko twirled through the air and out of reach of the Ogre’s fist as she slammed her fist down and into the ground before them. His legs spinning, his upper body taut and extended to kill each and every Orc that managed to step under his path, Miko took a deep breath, pushed his legs down, then grimaced as his body impacted with the earth, sending tendrils of pain up his legs and through the muscles in his torso.
Once fully grounded, he thrust his sword forward and into an Ogre’s gut, eviscerating her on sight.
“Hold your ground!” Miko cried, alerting not only the battle mages who fought with him side-by-side, but the men that lay shrouded beneath their cloak of magic before them. “Do not push forward until they are all dead.”
An Ogre roared at him, then lunged forward with its barbed sword.
Miko ducked.
The blade flew over his head.
He struck the creature in its armored chest, then decapitated it in one simple blow.
Narrowin jumped forward and struck an Ogre in the chest with his broadsword. “I got you!” the Elf cried, pushing forward and embedding the weapon even further into the creature’s chest. “You cannot defeat Narrowin of the fair wind!”
“Look out!” Yvelle cried.
A sword flew forward.
Narrowin turned.
Miko lashed out and cast the sword aside in midair. “Kill the Ogre,” he said, rearing his sword up just in time to deflect a blow coming from another encroaching Orc. “Only then will we be able to press forward.”
The remaining battle mage that had not fallen back in order to project the barriers lunged forward and through the crowd. Her staff twirling through the air, knocking Ogres back and stunning them with the amount of static radiating from their surfaces, she jumped through the air, onto Narrowin’s shoulder, then jumped up and slammed the head of her staff into the Ogre’s skull.
The creature bowed forward.
Narrowin’s broadsword sunk further into her chest.
With one mighty, final push, the female battle mage jumped off of the creature’s back and speared the thing fully on Narrowin’s sword.
Miko fired a flower of flame toward the Orcs rushing toward him.
“Mages,” one of them breathed, in dialect so harsh and gnarled that he could barely understand it. “Fall back, fall back!”
“Now!” Miko cried. “Release the soldiers!”
As one, the Elves released their hold on the cloak surrounding the humans.
The men rushed forward.
The Orcs stood their ground and Narrowin freed his weapon from the Ogre’s chest.
When the creature fell, upending the earth and sending dust into the air, Miko raised his sword and screamed. *
It began first as a series of waves ebbing over the surface where Odin knew the magical cloak was. In hues of red, yellow, purple, green and blue, they poured over the area surrounding the invisible bodies of the men and mixed together like an abstract artist’s most bizzare paintings and eventually merged into one single, concrete color. Brown, sludge-like and the color of the most despicable things, the radiating traces of magic floated into the air and revealed in full life and color the men who had been secretly smuggled in along with the battle mages.
“Now is the time!” Amasa cried, turning to face the men in the streets below and adjusting his hold on the spear at his side. “For our kingdom, friends! For honor!”
“For glory!” the soldiers cried back.
As they began to make their way forward, pooling from the southern gate and rapidly making their way across the plains, Odin steadied himself in his place on the wall and tried not to sway from the oppressing force that seemed to be exuding from the men running forward. Whether or not it was true and real was anyone’s guess. That, however, mattered very little, as when the last of the men began their run out the gate, Odin descended the stairs with speed he could have never imagined with Nova and Carmen in tow and made his way out the gate behind the two-thousand men that poured forward and toward the enemy.
This is it, he thought.
The second skirmish, the second battle, possibly the end of this engagement—it would go down, here and now, in history, that the combined races had pushed back an enemy that had unarguably been worth fighting.
Here and now, they would defeat this man, this figure in his golden robe.
Odin raised his sword and screamed.
Carmen and Nova did the same.
*
Miko ducked beneath the blade of a swinging sword and stabbed the human man in the gut. Tearing his body in two, kicking what remained of his rapidly-dying form aside, he jumped in the air, twirled, then slashed two men’s necks open and landed on both of their bodies. Bones crunching beneath his weight, echoes of pain traveling throughout their pains, he took but a moment to consider the battlefield before him and vaguely wondered whether or not the Elves and Dwarves had begun their pursuit into the fray.
Does it matter? he thought.
In his heart and mind, it didn’t—at least, not now. He had bigger things to worry about than whether or not his brethren and fellow Dwarves were pressing forward.
“Miko!” Yvelle called. “Look out!”
An arrow flew straight toward him.
Miko extended his hand and caught the arrow just before it could strike his chest.
Tossing the construct aside as if it were nothing more than a piece of paper, Miko rushed forward and toward a group of men bearing swords and shields.
Wait for it.
One of the men raised their shields.
Now.
Channeling his energy down his arm and out through the surface of his palm, Miko encapsulated the shield within a sphere of magic and used it to dislodge the man’s arm from his body. In bloody, screaming pain, the man collapsed to the ground, while above, in the air, his arm and the shield upon which it was floated.
In but a moment, he willed the shield and arm forward.
The first man who was struck by it had his neck instantly broken. The second and less fortune of the group of five had his face crushed, while the third, fourth and fifth were instantly met with decapitation as the shield struck their necks and sent their heads flying through the air.
When the shield cleared the area, Miko released his hold and watched as it fell to the ground.
“Nice handiwork,” Narrowin said, adjusting his hold on his broadsword and easing his way toward him.
“Thanks,” Miko replied.
“It looks as though the plan is being executed correctly.”
True. Faintly, in the distance, he could see the telltale signs of more Elves pushing the enemy further south, as well as what appeared to be a mass of small, Dwarf-like figures edging forward and driving the enemy back to the center.
If things went as planned, they would surely be able to force them away before the night fell.
“Keep going,” he panted, reaching up to wipe sweat from his brow. “There’s nothing more we can do until we drive them back.”
“Yes sir,” Narrowin said.
The Elf rushed forward, broadsword slung toward the ground.
*
“This is easy,” Carmen said, bashing a man’s face in with one simple blow of her mace.
“Too easy,” Nova grunted, muscles in his arms bulging from the strain of the rapid and repetitive swings.
Don’t concentrate on that, Odin thought, kneeing a man in the groin before slamming the hilt of his sword on the back of his neck.
Were he to lose his focus here, he would surely be killed on sight.
Running forward, Carmen and Nova in tow, they made their way through the quickly-diminishing crowd of enemy forces and toward the area where the battle lay more heated and snarled with weaponry. Swords lying through the ground, the heads of spears buried within the earth, it looked to have been an intentional monument created for the sole purpose of honoring the fallen soldiers of war, though it was anything but that. Were they not wearing boots, he imagined, their feet would be sliced open, torn apart and forced to bleed upon the very earth they now stood on.
“Do you see Miko?” Odin asked.
“No,” Carmen said. “But I see the Dwarves.”
Odin looked up.
In the near distance, what appeared to be a flying contraption of some sort circled around and flew through the air.
An explosion rocketed the eastern side.
Odin ducked.
Carmen rushed forward.
“Wait!” Odin cried. “Don’t go—“
“You can’t stop her,” Nova said, latching onto his arm before he could rush forward.
The little Dwarf ran as though her life depended on it.
*
Carmen’s thoughts pounded in her head as above the flying contraptions famed throughout the Hornblaris bombed the area around them. The smell of lighting powder thick in the air, the sight of men with limbs blown off and torn to pieces clear in her eyes, she threw herself forward and ducked as one of the bombs went off behind her and tore a man pursuing her apart.
Take it easy, she thought, easing her head up and around to check her surroundings. You don’t want to get in over your head.
Were she to have been more conscious of said ideal, she would not have run away from Odin and Nova, away from the group and into a field that was likely set to be bombed by more of the flying machines. Regardless, she had to press forward, no matter the state or the issue within the field.
Pushing herself to her feet, she took but a moment to brush off the remnants of powder from her armor, then launched herself forward, into the fray and the few remaining enemies that lay within her sight of vision.
She took one’s kneecaps out from behind.
He screamed in pain.
In one swift, deft blow, she slammed the top of his skull into his brain.
“Hail!” one of the Dwarves cried, rushing forward and waving his axe about the air. He stopped upon coming into contact with her. “Lady… Lady Delarosa?”
“None other,” Carmen said, lifting her bloodied axe from the man’s head.
“What’re you doing here?”
“See those humans back there, the ones in the black and red armor? Those are friends of mine.”
“By Thor and Odin,” the Dwarf breathed, reaching up to adjust the horned helm atop his head.
Above, in the quickly-darkening midafternoon sky, Carmen watched as one of the machines flew forward and toward the southern skirt of the force, near where nothing but enemies remained. Made of metal and crafted in the shape of what could have been considered a boat, the whirligigs positioned on its wings, tail and brass tower spun as though they were constellations vastly moving in the sky and propelled the structure forward as if it were no more than a bird coasting the currents. Their beauty was so intense that at one point, when a bomb dropped and a mushroom cloud of dirt and earth flowered in the distant, all she could do was stare, as the thing turned in a complex pattern and began to circle the enemy, this time firing what appeared to be arrows from its snout.
“Now that’s badass,” she said, thrusting her mace into the air. “I want one.”
“So does everyone, ma’am,” the Dwarf laughed, clapping her shoulder and edging forward. “Come on. We’re almost done here.”
Carmen took a deep breath.
Together, she and the Dwarves marched toward the enemies.
*
Sometime, in the midst of all the violence, chaos and bloodshed, Miko had somehow become separated from the group. In his haste, his fear and ambition to mark himself not only as a beneficial soldier, but to drive the enemy to the west and toward the Elves, he had done the very thing that he had chastised others before him for doing, forcing himself from the group only to be surrounded by a group of madmen.
By the Gods, he thought.
The words a whisper on his lips, he turned in a complete circle until his eyes fell on a figure stepping forward.
“Hello,” the voice said.
Miko’s ears flickered.
The man in the gold robes stepped forward with a Dwarf at his side.
Held within the Dwarf’s hands was a contraption he had never seen, heard or even read about. Long in stature and fledged from what appeared to be wood and metal, its bulbous snout flowered from the stalk of the weapon into a brilliant display of circular metal and cast shards of light from the quickly-darkening sun across his vision.
“Who are you?” Miko asked, lowering his sword as the Dwarf narrowed his gaze on him. “Why is your voice so familiar?”
“You should know. Do Elves forget, or is it just you?”
Miko bit his lip.
So soon after he had driven the enemy off with the mages would he end up stuck in such a predicament.
Can I run? he thought.
He could possibly use magic—if not only to secure his safety, but the likely reality that he would live to breathe another day—but what of the weapon the Dwarf held? Did it contain properties that would nullify his Will, dampen his senses, or was it simply a weapon made for show, intimidation in the face of all that was to come?
Bracing himself for just whatever was to come, Miko narrowed his eyes and stared into the man’s face.
Odin said he was important, he thought.
When the figure laughed and cast his head back, Miko took a deep breath.
Bathed in the light fresh from the sun above him stood a man he had not seen for nearly two years.
Herald.
The youngest of the Monvich family threw his lengthening, ratty hair over his shoulders and flashed a smile that revealed teeth so white they had to have been magically tended to. Instantly, as though something had reached in and wrapped its hand around his organs, Miko’s heart began to thunder, just as his mind began to race in the face of such horrendous adversity.
“Tell me,” Herald Monvich said, narrowing his gaze until his eyes seemed no more than slits in a snake’s visage. “Where is Odin?”
“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Really, now?” Herald laughed. “It isn’t you I want. It’s him.”
“You’ve lost, Herald. Leave now before I kill you.”
“If you even think of taking a step, I’ll kill you.”
“With what?”
A shot rang out in front of him.
Something grazed the side of his head.
When he reached up and ran a hand through his hairline, he came back with his fingers stained with blood.
What the…
“Why yes,” Herald said, his voice harsh nails on a board of chalk as Miko stared at his hand and watched the blood snake through his fingers. “The blunderbuss is quite something, isn’t it?”
“What’d you do to me?”
“Simple. You put a piece of iron into the weapon and click the trigger. Like this.”
The Dwarf fired yet another shot. This time, however, it skirted past Miko’s leg and tore a hole in his intricate skirt. “You plan to kill me,” the Elf said, lowering his sword at his side and centering his attention on the Dwarf.
“I won’t if you tell me where the little bitch is.”
“You leave him out of this. This is our fight, Herald.”
“Really?” the man laughed. “I’d like to see you fare with this.”
“I’m more powerful than you think.”
“Really?”
The Dwarf fired a shot.
Miko raised his hand.
He conjured a shield.
A blast of blunt pain lit up at the side of his chest.
His vision faltered.
His breath exploded from his chest.
His world spun and everything darkened several shades of color.
“See now,” Herald said, stepping forward, the Dwarf shortly behind him.
“Now what are you?”
Miko looked down.
A gaping, bloody hole made up the left side of his chest.
No.
“You bastard,” Miko whispered, blood pooling from his lips and down across his chin.
“You should have told me where the little brat was, Elf.”
“Get away from here.”
“You’re going to die. I hope you realize that.”
“I—“
“You’ve been shot in the lung, you filthy half-breed. No magic will save you now.”
When a breath passed between his lips and down into his chest, what felt like a thousand tiny daggers stabbed themselves into Miko’ss lung.
It couldn’t be.
When Herald passed him with the Dwarf in tow, Miko fell to his knees.
His sword slipped from his hand.
His vision darkened.
He fell, forward, into the dirt.
*
Odin heard the sound before he saw any of its result. Its tenor like the crack of a tree when snapped by the viscious hand of thunder, its falsetto the sound of birds lost and longing of a lake, he turned his attention to the source of the sound and found something he could have never expected.
Stepping forward, garbed in the golden cloak he had seen but two days ago, was a man that he had not seen for nearly two years.
Herald.
“Herald,” Odin breathed.
“That’s impossible,” Nova said. “He didn’t—“
The shot rang out again.
Odin ducked.
Embedded in the ground at his feet, a piece of iron shimmered, its golden hue casting sunlight off its surface and into his face.
“So,” Herald said, now in close enough proximity for his voice to be heard over the sound of the retreating enemy crying over the battlefield. “We meet again, Odin.”
“So we do,” Odin said. “Draw your sword now so I can kill you.”
“That won’t be necessary, Odin. My little friend here has something that can kill you with a single shot.”
“That thing,” Nova whispered. “It’s—“
“One of the greatest inventions that could ever grace the eyes of man or anything of this world,” Herald laughed, spreading his arms to reveal not only the gold of his cloak, but the chainmail in the same color snarled across his body. “It’s already dealt with that pest who rescued you from that damn tower.”
No.
“You didn’t,” Odin breathed. “You… you couldn’t have—“
“Go see for yourself, if you can make it past me.”
Odin fired a blast of magicked air at the Dwarf.
When the weapon flew through the air, firing off a shot near his feet, Odin threw himself forward, toward Herald and his outstretched sword.
“Get away from me!” Odin cried, jumping back just in time for a sword to grace his chestpiece. “You didn’t! YOU DIDN’T!”
“Oh, I did, Odin. I watched him die at my feet like the insolent bitch he is.”
Odin reared his hand back.
Herald struck Odin full in the face at the exact same time Odin struck him.
Memory granted but one persecution.
When Odin went stumbling back and into Nova, Herald reached up, wiped the blood trailing from his nose, then looked down at the Dwarf, who now lay motionless on the ground next to the broken weapon of the next generation.
“You don’t know my power,” Herald said, spreading his arms and slowly falling back, toward the distantly-retreating troops and the few remaining soldiers that pressed forward to surround and protect him. “Don’t test me, Odin. One of your own has already died.”
Odin screamed.
Together, he and Nova rushed forward.
They found Miko lying on his back in a pool of blood. Eyes flickering, his lips opening, then closing as though desperate to draw breath he could not afford, they came upon the scene of his destruction as in the distance men began to scream and as flying machines began to bomb the area. The Elf’s hand— bloodied, harsh and long—reached out to Odin, his fingers extending forward, but then falling short, as if his body held not the strength in order to afford the action.
Throwing himself to his knees, Odin cast his helm aside, then took the Elf into his arms.
“Uh… Odin,” Miko breathed, blood pooling from his lips and down his chin.
“It’s all right,” Odin said, hovering his hand over the wound and trying desperately to remember the anatomy necessary to heal such a wound. “It’s ok. We’re here.”
“There’s nothing you can do for me. I’m… I’m dying.”
“You’re not dying!” Odin screamed. “You can’t be!”
“Hang in there,” Nova said, reaching down to take Miko’s hand. “Don’t leave us now. We’ve got too much at stake.”
“Which is why my final exit from this world is to ensure that the two of you survive,” the Elf whispered, eyelids wavering and closing.
Odin slapped Miko’s face as gently as possible. “Stay with me,” he whispered, drawing the Elf further into his arms. “Stay with me, sir. Please!”
Blood snaked his fingers. Through the chainmail, through the individual rings, it created rivers of death along his palms and sung of days ending and of a life well spent.
In but a moment, Odin came to a horrible realization.
No.
Miko couldn’t breathe. He absolutely could not breathe.
Get a hold of yourself.
How could he when his friend was dying in his arms?
“Ardut,” Odin said, channeling a messenger summon from his Will. “Please, help. Miko’s—“
“Odin,” the Elf whispered.
“Yes?” he asked.
“I’ve held a secret from you for far too long.”
“You can tell me later,” he whispered, stroking the Elf’s hair away from his bloodied brow. “There’s gonna be a later, sir. Don’t worry.”
“My last wish in this life is for you to know who you are.”
“What’s he talking about?” Nova asked.
“Sir?” Odin frowned. “Please, don’t—“
“The night you were born,” the Elf whispered, even more blood pooling from his lips as he raised his hand to cup Odin’s cheek in his palm. “I pulled you from your mother’s womb.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m your father, Odin. I’m the reason why you’re half-Elf… the reason you exist.”
No.
It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t.
After all this time, after all this realization that his mother had been the one to give him his farier nature, Miko had been the one all along.
“Sir,” Odin whispered. “Fah-Father.”
“I love you, Odin,” Miko said, trailing his eyes first from Odin, then to Nova.
“I love you too, Nova. With all my heart.”
“It’s gonna be ok,” Nova said, tears snaking down his face. “Don’t you worry Miko. Everything’s gonna be just fine.”
“No it isn’t, Nova. I… I’m… fading.”
“Staying with me!” Odin screamed. “DON’T LEAVE ME!”
“It’s beautiful,” the Elf whispered, eyes rolling back into his head. “The light…”
“No! NO!”
“I love you. Both of you.”
“I love you too,” Odin whispered. “I love you so much.”
In the brief moment that followed, Odin had but a moment for a tear to fall from his face.
It landed directly on his dying father’s forehead.
When the Elf’s body slackened in his arms—when he forever left the mortal realm and ventured to the impossible, to the beyond and everything or nothing that existed after life as they all knew it—Odin threw his head back and screamed.
As the army ahead of them began to retreat, toward the place called Denyon and where nightmares were born, Odin bowed his head and let out a long, low wail.
Every hair on his body rose.
Tears burned in his eyes.
His breath caught in his chest and ceated a firestorm in his lungs.
On the wind, so faint and horrible, so light and pure it seemed not to exist within their world as before them the enemy retreated, he thought he heard but two words.
Remember me.
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Conclusion
Wow… how’s that for an ending?
When I initially set out to write what should have been the first book in the Brotherhood series, I never anticipated Blood rising to somewhere around the ,word amount, let alone ,. It was for that reason that, when writing, and while debating on its length, I decided that the story had to be split. The book you are now holding— Sword— is the result of what used to be the first ‘former’ book in the Brotherhood story.
You are now at the point where the climax started and the ending came to a screeching halt. Writing that final scene in Sword tore me to pieces. It’s hard to lose something, especially when you’re a writer, and when your characters fall, you fall with them. However—in revising and editing this novel, especially during a tumultuous time in my life, I can honestly say that my family inspired me to drive through this story.
In no particular order:
To my family. Once again, thank you for the love and support you’ve given me throughout my writing career. It means a lot.
To Rhia and Corey—I’ve written more than a handful of books under both of your guidance and shelter. I can’t thank you enough for that.
To my editor, Helen (otherwise known as The Mysterious Vampire
Iguana)— Thank you. Once again your editing services have caught things that needed to be expanded upon and things that needed to be shaped. I can always depend on you for a clean version of any novel.
And last but not least: to my grandmother—my pure, immortal grandmother. One of my biggest regrets is not getting this story to you while you still dwelled within the realm of the universe we call Life. When you moved on (and I’m sure you have,) you left a lasting impression on not only myself, but everyone within the family. Thank you for your love and support.
Even though I’m close to tears writing this, I’m sure you’re up there guiding me through my life. You wouldn’t want me to cry, so I’ll stop now before I’m consumed by my emotions. Thank for being one of my biggest fans.
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CREATURES
Angels – A holy creature of the Gods that is said to raise the soul from the earth and take it to the heavens. Modern, human interpretation has painted them as humanlike and bearing no similarity to other animals, but historical texts have described them as birdlike creatures—entities with beaks shrouding the lower half of their face and with arms crafted as wings.
Blood Beetles – Bloodsucking insects that live in the Tel ‘Enlath Jungle.
 
Cadarian Death Worms – Giant, three-foot-long creatures (resembling worms) that are considered to be one of the Cadarack Desert’s top predators. They dig through the desert by eating through sand and attack their prey with a multitude of razor-sharp teeth that rest beneath five flaps of flesh that cover their mouths. It is said that they are stirred by fresh rain, as with it comes the desert’s local wildlife.
 
Desert Walkers – A race of ghostly creatures that inhabit the Cadarack—whom, in legend, are the descendants of the peoples that lived in the desert before the Kadarians. They are tall, amorphous creatures, generally seven feet in height and completely black in color, that take on humanoid forms, who have no faces and who possess three-fingered claws and feet that can slash through any kind of flesh.
 
Drake – A giant, lizard-like creature of the dragon family. Though incapable of breathing fire, their sharp claws and giant tails lend belief to the legend that dragons really did once exist.
 
Gjiku Wild Cat – A race of red-furred and purple-stripped wildcat that used to roam across what is considered to now be the Three Kingdoms, which were hunted to extinction by man in ancient times for their pelts and teeth.
 
Glowworms – Slug-like creatures that produce their own luminescence, usually of blue coloration. Found in the Ehknacian Mines in the Hornblaris Mountains.
 
Lochna – A water dragon who, in legend, is said to only rise from the deepest depths of the sea once every one thousand years. She resembles a smooth, sleek-skinned snake with large, silver eyes that catch light and reflect it back at whoever manages to look upon her presence. It is said that she is immortal and has existed since the beginning of time.
 
Maelform – A gelatinous creature that lives in caverns and mines, often unseen in the material world due to their inherent need to be near magical sources of energy. They are also excellent properties sometimes used by Elves to amplify magic.
 
Marsh Walkers – Amphibian-like creatures with knotted green skin, large, black eyes and bulbously-tipped fingers. Described as vampires, they are said to take children who wander into their domain and drain all their blood with sharp beaks that hold two sharp fangs inside. Old legend says that the Elves—the most beautiful things to ever walk the earth—evolved from creatures like the Marsh Walkers when they first stepped onto land.
 
Man Eater – I.e, a shark.
 
Nagani – A moral creature that dwells within the Abroen Forest that is said only to follow and hurt those with ill will or intent. Covered in white fur, bearing two crescent-shaped horns upon its head and adorned with three-digit feet like a bird, they are capable of producing vocalizations that can stun their prey and have the innate ability to capture their victims within their glossy, oftentimes-purple eyes.
 
Ohmlayon Boars – Giant pigs with curved tusks and reddish fur that grow to be as large as mainland cattle.
 
Shewolf – A female werewolf, called such because she bears humanlike breasts instead of nipples.
 
Siren – An angel cast from the heavens by the Gods and forced to live in the deepest parts of the ocean. They are said to follow boats and, when free to remain hidden in the water’s shadows, sing songs that lure men into the water with thoughts of sex and pleasure, their sole goal to impregnate themselves to reproduce before dragging them into the depths, never to be seen again.
 
Sprite – A spiritual remnant of something that has passed on. Sprites are most commonly associated with Elves, as it is widely believed that when an Elf dies, its soul turns into a sprite and watches over the things it held close in life. They often take the form of spheres or cylindrical tubes of light, but are thought to be able to change their appearance depending upon their purpose. They are normally found in places of great spiritual reference—most often churches, graveyards, or other highly-symbolic places. Sometimes rogue, a Sprite will follow no direct route if something in its previous mortal life has gone unattended. Essentially, sprites are the ghosts of the Minonivnan world.



GODS AND DEMIGODS
Gods
Gaia (Guy-Ah) – Goddess of Life. She is said to have once been human and succeeded the mortal realm after she healed the dying land and was burned at the stake.
 
Odin (Oh-Din) – The God of Death. He decides whether or not the living live in eternal peace of eternal Hell after they die.
 
Shiva (She-Vah) – God of Snow and Winter. Legend has it that a young man cast himself from the cliffs of Neline due to his father’s disapproval of his relationship with another man, then ascended to Godhood shortly after. In his pain, he turned the once-grand, beautiful Neline into a snowy, desolate wasteland, only sparing the Globe Village long enough for mages to construct a protective orb.
 
Thor (Thu-ore) – The Dwarven God of Plenty. He oversees warfare, farming and the Dwarve’s advanced technology.
 
Demigods
 
Idlis (I-Dulis) – Demigod of Death. His job is to bring the souls of the living into the afterlife, where they are fit to serve trial before the God of Death, Odin.
 
Neferini (Neh-Er-E-NE) – The squirrel demigod of Lesser Life. Her job is to create, destroy and resurrect those lesser creatures within the animal kingdom.
 
Meechu (Me-Chew) – The Dwarf Gjiku Demigod. He serves as a messenger for all sentient life.
 
Tetala and Samona – The cat demigods of insects and flowers. They create balance within nature and allow insects and plantlife to live freely.



      PLACES
Abrohen – A giant forest that is said to be as immortal as the creatures that live within it.
Home to the Elves, it is filled with carnivorous plants and creatures that are thought only to exist in legend. Most who enter fall prey to the enormous roots that tangle the ground, tripping intruders and breaking their limbs. Those few who manage to watch their feet must contend with the plants that live in deep grooves in the ground or animals that take refuge in the trees or other natural formations.
 
Arbrinder – A small Kegdulanian town at the foot of the Hornblaris Mountains.
 
Arrowway – A royal town directly beneath the city of Little Worth (southwest.) It makes up one of the five royal towns of the Ornalan Providence.
 
Bohren – A farming village in the eastern hills.
 
Cadarack Desert – A large desert that extends across the majority of Germa, one of the three human kingdoms that border the coast.
 
Chainfire Passage – A long, winding valley set into a canyon that eventually leads into an expanse of arid lands to the far southeast of the Hornblaris Mountains.
 
Crystal Desert – A wide terrain of desert land in the Far South known for its unnatural multi-colored crystallizations that appear along the terrains that cannot be picked apart by picks or axes. It is home to many nomadic tribes and cultures, most famously the people who originated the religion of New Haven, that of which spread in the early ages of mankind.
 
Dachtan Mines – An entrance of the Hornblaris Mountains. It leads to the Thor’s Hammer Canyon and eventually to Ehknac, the first major Dwarven city in the mountain chain.
 
Dark Mountains – The mountain chain separating Denyon from the west of the world to the east.
 
Deeana – One of the royal cities to the northeast of Ornala. It makes up one of the five royal towns of the Ornalan Providence and is home to the High Court of Magic.
 
Deldon – A small farming village that rests on the high hills above the Deldonian River, next to the Western Shoreline just below where the Ela ‘Alna Pass is.
 
Denyon – (Also called the deadlands, the Forbidden Kingdom and the Dark Country.) A near-uninhabitable wasteland said to hold mad, partially-sentient creatures and monsters.
Its rivers are said to run red because of the blood that is constantly being spilled and little can survive within its black, always-dark kingdom. A trench bordered by forest leads into the main part of the waste, though few travelers ever make it past. It was once the home of a thriving kingdom, but an unknown calamity struck its core and turned the entirety of the populace into flesh-eating creatures.
 
Donrenborough – The Dwarven capital.
 
Drianna – The third Point town in the Dark Mountain range.
 
Dwaydor – A large merchant town that lies at the start of the great Western Plain. It is historically known as Ornala’s ‘arena town’—where, in the past, men and women fought within its circle for fame, fortune and redemption.
 
Dyuna – The island in the Salem Sea where the Drow fled to escape persecution by the High Elven court.
 
Ehknac – The first major Dwarven city inside the Hornblaris Mountains.
 
‘Ela Alna Pass – A long, sloping hill that leads down to the plain that separates the Elna Plains from the lowlands, well-known for its dangerous descents and the Road Runners (see Terms) that frequent it.
 
Elna – A fishing village in the southwest. The majority of the Ornalan Territory’s fish comes from this city.
 
Ends of the Earth – A fabled land to the far south, where it is said magic manifests itself into real forms. Legend say the Fae originated from these far parts.
 
Far South – The land beyond the Abroen Forest.
 
Felnon – A small village that lies on the western straight in the immediate Ornalan territory, well-known for the warriors the small town produces.
 
Fisherman’s Point – A fishing village in the Kegdulan kingdom, originally built and abandoned by Dwarves.
 
Forked Rivers, The – The river formation surrounding the human town of Sylina.
 
Germa – The second seaside kingdom. It lies between Ornala and Kegdulan.
 
Glowworm Trail, The – An area located inside the Ehknacian Mines (of the Hornblaris Mountains) that is covered in Glowworms, thus lighting the path for not only travelers, but Dwarves.
 
Great Divide, The – A valley dividing the Whooping Hills and the Abroen Forest.
 
Harpie’s Peak – A notorious location known to be the home of a nest of Harpies.
 
Harpie’s Summit – The first of the three Point towns along the Dark Mountain chain, the closest to the mountains and the most revered for its regular trouble with Harpies. As such, it has been turned into a fortified outpost acting as a bridge between the Great Divide and the Northern world.
 
Haunted Marshlands – A stretch of dense marshlands that lies in the southwestern Ornalan lands and stretches from Felnon to the Elnan River. It is home, mainly, to Marsh Walkers, as well as terrifying tales of spirits that say to haunt the lands and kill whoever is to enter their boundaries.
 
Hornblaris Mountains, The – The largest mountain chain located in the vicinity of the Three Kingdoms. Most notably, it is home to the Dwarves.
 
Judarin Isles, The – A forbidden chain of islands said to be protected by Gods and Demigods. A layer of mist always surrounds these isles and those ships who enter are said to be torn apart by jagged cliffs and swallowed whole by the tides.
 
Judarin Isle of Pleasant, The – Pleasant is the first island in the Judarin Isle chain. Revered in legend as the source of all life, this island holds a bountiful pleasure of life in the form of both flora and fauna. Four demigods live here—Neferini, the squirrel demigod of lesser
life; Tetala and Samona, the cat demigods of insects and flowers; and Meechu, the messenger demigod of sentient life.
 
Kalen’s Rise – The second Point town in the Dark Mountain region.
 
Kegdulan – The third, northern kingdom bordering the Hornblaris Mountains.
 
Ke’Tarka – A military outpost near the southern end of the Liar’s Forest.
 
Lesliana – The Elven Captial.
 
Lianasa – A small farming community to the south of the Ke’Tarka outpost.
 
Liar’s Forest, The – A forest notorious for housing bandits and other outlaws.
 
Little Worth – One of the royal towns to the northwest of Ornala. It makes up one of the five royal towns of the Ornalan Providence.
 
Martyr’s Ocean – The body of water that borders the Three Kingdoms.
 
Mines of Myr – A supposedly-legendary place that exists to the far south of the Three Kingdoms and the Abroen Forest. Home of the Fae—the Wraiths, the Sprites, the Fairies, Pixie and Gnomes—it is said that within these mines runs a golden river that has manifested itself into a physical construct of the Will and runs throughout the entirety of the world.
 
Neline – A frozen wasteland that was once known as one of the most beautiful places in the world. An angry prince—who, in legend, became the god Shiva (see People)—cursed the land to suffer as he had when he threw himself from the shores after his father threatened to kill his lover.
 
Ohmalyon – The largest, most jagged island in the Tentalin Isles. Both the Ogres and the religious group known as the Tentalin Monks make their home here.
 
Ornala – One of the three seaside kingdoms. Also the capital of the Ornalan Territory, built over fifteen-hundred years ago.
 
Ring of Germa, The – The incomplete ring of grasslands that surrounds the Cadarack Desert.
 
Salem Sea – The sea to the far northwest of Neline, notorious for the location of the Drow.
 
Springfield – A royal town beneath the city of Deeana (southeast.) It makes up one of the five royal towns of the Ornalan Providence.
 
Sylina – A town which borders an unusual river formation in which its tail ends split out into three or more separate branches. Also known as the Three Rivers.
 
Tehkera – A small farming village in the Abroen to the southeast of Lesliana.
 
Temtolac Ruins – An ancient archeological site where the remnants of an old civilization that pre-exists the Kadarian peoples lie.
 
Tentalin Isles, The – The island chain that exists within the gulf of the Three Kingdoms.
Respectfully, the home of the Leatherskin races.
 
The Seaside Kingdoms – See
The Three Kingdoms.
 
The Three Kingdoms – Respectively, Ornala, Kegdulan and Germa. Also called The Seaside Kingdoms.
 
Thor’s Hammer – A canyon-like area within the Hornblaris Mountains that is said to never end. Named after the God of Plenty, Thor, for its hammer-like shape.
 
Three Rivers – Otherwise known as Sylina.
 
Whooping Hills, The – An expanse of highlands to the southeast of Ornala fabled for once being home to the now supposedly-extinct Centaurs. Called such due to the birdlike sounds the wind makes when rebounding off the hills.
 
Yolanda – What was once the capital of the frigid island of Neline, now frozen over.



      RACES
Centaur/Centaurs/Horse People – The Centaurs were once a thriving species of half-man, half-equine creatures that were once said to roam the Whooping Hills and the forests surrounding them. In the finality of their existence, they were driven to the ends of their territories and killed by human armies who thought of them to be the ill-conceived product of horse and woman. For that reason, they were treated as nothing more than animals and killed regardless of the fact that they had their own culture and language. In life, Centaurs (or the Horse People) were said to have been noble hunters and masters of the art of survival, limiting their lives to the insides of caves in societal-like groups and establishing hierarchies with alpha males and females, though whether or not their existence ever really occurred is beyond modern man, as there have been no skeletal remains or proof of their lineage. There is, however, often a legend that some Centaurs have survived and now walk the world in darkness and places humankind has not touched.
 
Drow/Drowven/Dark Elf/Dark Elves/The Scourge – Exiled due to their use of dark magics, the Drow (the general term used by the White Elven community) make their home on a large island named Durna that lies far beyond the Martyr’s Sea. Because of their use of dark magics (i.e, Necromancy, Bone Magery and Flesh Summoning) their skin has been ‘cursed’ to remain dark, thus taking away the pristine beauty a normal, White Elf has, and their minds have been shattered of regular morals and conscience. With black skin and a variation of dark red, purple and maroon hair and eyes, the Drow are fierce creatures that aren’t afraid to war against each other. Their violent tendencies drive them to kill each other off in order for one particular clan to reign supreme. This violence also causes them to resort to cannibalism, particularly in times of war. Drow society is structured by a system of kings and queens, though queens are more common because the males of the Drow race are the main military force.
 
Dwarf/Dwarves – Another of the higher species, the Dwarves (plural) take shelter in the Hornblaris Mountains to the far north. Generally not appreciative of the other races, they prefer the silence and solitude of mountains. The Dwarves are ruled by a king who has descended from the ancient bloodline (which, supposedly, dates back to the beginning of time, when the Gods gave birth to the first Dwarf [singular.]) They spend most of their time mining for gold, eating fine meats and vegetables (which they grow with electrical bulbs that they have manufactured from glowing crystals) and farming in their mountains.
While not immortal, Dwarves are capable of living for hundreds of years.
 
Elf/Elves/Fair Ones/White Elves/Pure Elves – One of the higher species, the Elves (plural) live a simple life in their forest to the far south of the Ornalan kingdom. Capable of living for hundreds of thousands of years (they are called immortal, though there is no proof to show this.) Like plants, they gain the nutrients they need through the sun, thus eliminating the need of gathering protein through animals (which they condemn eating.) The Elves are ruled by a single queen. The queen’s sons hold claim to lesser command positions among their forest. Should the queen give birth to a daughter(s), said daughter(s) is given the highest source of training in the art of magic. Though Elven princesses are rare, the few that exist hold high power over the kingdom of nature. It is said that an Elven princess is able to summon an army of plants and animals to defend herself and her kingdom from the ravages of war.
 
Fae – The Fae are a group of creatures that are born of the world from the magic of the Will. They are commonly believed to have originated from the Mines of Myr at the Ends of the Earth, far south of the Abroen and even the territories of the Crystal Desert. They are divided into five distinct species: The Wraiths, the Sprites, the Fairies, the Pixies and the Gnomes, and are said to have a susceptibility to iron, which kills them nearly instantly.
 
Fairy/Fairies – A sub sect of one of the Five Races of the Fae, a Fairy is an Elven-like creature that grows only to the size of some few inches and bear the wings of either butterflies or the element from which they are born (some of which have wings of fire, grass, water, even light.) They are commonly associated with butterflies, as legend says that Fairies are instructed and taught to turn or appear in the shape of an insect in order to escape detection and safeguard their species’ survival.
 
Giant – A now-extinct race of giant, humanoid creatures that once walked the lands, mountains and deserts of the far south. Most died of lack of food resources due to natural selection. Many also died due to humanity encroaching upon their habitats and therefor killing them because they were deemed ‘dangerous.’ They are seldom heard of in the north, though legends say that men used to kill them with simple swords and spears.
 
Goblins – The smallest of the Leatherskin family, the Goblin can grow anywhere from three to four feet and live up to fifty years. Living in colony-like structures that can be compared to an insect hive, Goblins are ruled by either a king or a queen, the strongest of their pack. They prefer to live in mountains or caves due to their nocturnal nature, but will not shy away from underground caverns. With greenish skin and long, Elf-like ears, they possess little intelligence other than find, retrieve and command instincts. Birth rates are high, with the common Goblin female giving birth to five or six young at a single birthing and the breeding period always active. They are most similar to Orcs in terms of tribal warfare, but unlike Orcs, do not differentiate females from their fighter force. They are omnivorous and will eat most anything they can find.
 
Godly One – A race of creatures that hail from across the Crystal Sea that once enslaved the Elves in their native land. They are seldom described, but are considered to be creatures of immense size and power.
 
Harpies – (Also called Banshees.) An all-female species of half-women, half-bird creatures that exist within the Dark Mountains surrounding Denyon. Bearing the torso of a human female but the face, arms and legs of a birdlike creature, Harpies live in nest groups and reproduce through asexual reproduction, thus making them almost impossible to completely drive to extinction. They are said to come out only at night and hunt anything from wild animals to even the occasional human who may wander within their path.
 
Hornblarin Angels – A semi-sentient humanoid winged species that lives within the Hornblaris Mountains. Six-feet tall and with a pair of snow-white wings, they appear to be covered in soft, black feathers, save for their white, bulbous head, and are almost completely human in appearance—save for their large, glowing red eyes. They live in nests systems generally ruled by an alpha male and female and migrate when populations get too out of control. Though they never leave the mountains, they guard their home territories viciously and have even gone so far as to kill Dwarves and some humans navigating the canyon-like areas around Thor’s Hammer.
 
Kehrama – The Kehrama are a race of semi-sentient cat people that dwell within the forests of the Abroen. Usually living in small prides of up to thirteen individuals, they exist in the deeper and southern edges of the forest and rarely interact with races that are sentient and more knowledgeable than them. Not much is known about them, other than the fact that they appear to be horrors emaciated beyond compare, but they are generally agile hunters and are not often seen within the forests themselves. Few who have ever come into contact with a Kehrama ever live to tell the tale, as their acute hunting methods eventually lead most sources of prey to an early and untimely death.
 
Kerma – A dying race that once thrived over the frozen lands of Neline, the Kerma have been reduced to small tribes that currently live in the ice mountains. No larger than a child and bearing the resemblance of a standing bear (with a skeletal structure that resembles an upright-walking creature,) the Kerma hunt the giant rodents and other mammalian species that roam the ice land. Their numbers have depleted due to a disease that causes tumors that grow on their faces, which usually eat away the face until the eyes, nose, and mouth are gone. Many Kerma die because they cannot eat or find it too painful to do so.
Few seldom die from the rapid decline in brain activity when the tumors appear on the insides of their skulls. Kerma society is ruled by a single tribesman. Should the leader of a tribe die, his son takes control of the tribe. If no heirs are present, the strongest Kerma in the tribe becomes the tribal leader.
 
Ogre – One of the outer sentient races that dwell in the Tentalin Isles, Ogres are large, brutish creatures that are generally thought to be dumb and incapable of organizing societies. Most stand at anywhere from ten to fifteen-feet-tall and live in tribe-like societies in the forests on the island of Ohmalyon. The coloration amongst the Leatherskin family (see
Terms) is dependent on the origin of the individual tribe. Most Ogres range in color from red, dark-green and grey, though lighter colors have been shown to appear on families that have lived closer to large bodies of water or in mountainous regions. In an Ogre society, they are governed by a single Shaman, an Ogre or Ogress that possesses a magical gift (a rare and unusual trait not often found in Leatherskins.) Ogres are highly
 
dependent on one another in society, in which duties are determined for each sex based on capability, not gender. Young Ogres are considered priceless (due to the low birth and success rate) and those that hurt or kill young are often tortured and killed themselves.
While not the most violent in the Leatherskin family, Ogres are the most knowledgeable, securing them an ample place in the Leatherskin hierarchy in terms of intelligence, organizational skills and communication prowess. An Ogre moves by supporting its massively-muscular body on its gigantic hands, which have evolved with tougher skin in order to support their weight and break, then scar over during their youth.
 
Orcs – The most war-driven Leatherskin species, Orcs were, in part, the reason why humanity drove them away from the mainland. Standing at seven to eight-feet tall, their muscular, stocky frames make them imposing creatures, on the battlefield and off. The only Leatherskin species to build forgeries and engage in advanced warfare, they are constantly building weapons and forging armor in an attempt to conquer other tribes.
They are ruled by one ‘king’ or ‘bull,’ under which the rest of a tribe is governed.
Carnivorous, they will eat almost anything, including decomposing bodies. Orc population has exploded due to high rape rates among societies. Males are used as fighters and women as breeders, though an Orc ‘king’ will usually take a ‘queen’ as his mate, who is automatically protected from other Orxs under law. Orxs are almost always dark green or black in color.
 
Naga – A snake people that live within the Tel ‘Enlath jungle. Bearing the face of lizards and crowns of bone, they are humanoid from the waist-up, but their bodies from the waist-down are a single tail that they use as both a weapon and means of movement.
Most are poisonous and depending on their lineage range in colors from anywhere to purples, reds and pinks to more camouflaged shades of greens and browns. They work in caste systems and are usually ruled by a single queen, usually the mother of the tribe or the Snake that has killed another queen to take over her people.
 
Treant – A Treant is defined as any sentient, tree-like construct that can move either by Sprite possession or the use of magic. Rumored to be summoned to life by the very creatures that souls are said to be made of, Treants usually live solitary lives alone like most any other tree would, but have the ability to move, interact and sometimes even speak human and other races’ tongues. They were once thought to have a greater presence within the world, but legend has it that the great fire that once swept across the Three Kingdoms ended the majority of their existences and all but killed them. It is said, however, they still survive within the Abroen Forest, dwelling silently for fear of persecution.
 
Troll – The least-intelligent of the Leatherskin family, Trolls are described as ‘lumbering giants of average animal intelligence.’ Though capable of learning speech, they mostly communicate through grunts and other sounds. They stand from eight to ten-feet tall and have long, lank arms knotted with muscle and short, stocky legs. Most Trolls live alone, though will live in families if bonded to a mate, and live solitary lives away from others.
Trolls possess flesh-toned skin, which fades to grey and white with age.
 
Unclean – The Unclean were a race of rat people that inhabited the Abroen Forest before The Great Purge (see Terms.) Hunted to extinction by Elves because they killed their children, they were commonly known to be tall, ugly creatures with black and grey fur and only the most basic speaking capabilities. Their ability to mimic and replicate sound gave them the innate ability to prey on the Elves’ children, which they quickly took to making
prey when the Elves began to form their homes in more open and less populated areas.
Once found to be nothing more than pests that could not be otherwise controlled, the Elves spent one-hundred years dedicating themselves to wiping each and every one from the face of the earth. Solitary creatures by nature except when mating, the rats commonly took to living in holes and the great trees, though social structures were nearly nonexistent unless governed or housed by females.
 
Undead – The Undead are the remnants of what used to be the humanity that lived within the passages of the land Denyon. Cursed due to an unknown calamity that occurred sometime after the humans rose and began to populate the northern Minonivnan world, they continue to haunt the badlands in a constant search for consumption. They are not created by magic and as such are not bound by the needs of a Necromancer. Unlike Flesh Summons or other Necromantically-magicked creatures, they do not attack without reason. Instead, they crave the flesh of the living to fuel their bodies, as has been demonstrated by past attempts to board away the dead country from the rest of the world. They do not die, but wither away based on the elements and surroundings they are in, and they do not bear intelligence of any sort. Each Undead is only driven by the most primal of urges (to feed) and can only be killed if their head is severed from their body, they sustain trauma to their brain or unless they are set on fire.



     TERMS
Battle Mage – A warrior mage trained to use both weapons and magic on the field.
 
Blood Cough – An illness generally found in children, but fewer young adults. Blood Cough occurs during the spring months. Though there is no physical source, the cough is thought to come from the winds that rise up from the deserts. Blood Cough causes the sufferer to cough phlegm from their throat, though this most often leads to blood being expelled from raw lungs. The sickness is often treated with a mixture of water and medicine. A healer normally dips a cloth into the solution, then presses it to the ailing child or young adult’s mouth and nose, asking him or her to breathe the solution through their mouth, then out their nose. This is thought to lessen the affects of the illness. Blood Cough usually goes away in a few weeks. It is only fatal if severe and untreated.
 
Bone Magery – A sect of Necromantic magic, Bone Magery (or Bone Magic) is the act of magicking bones, normally to create constructs or golems out of the physical structure of living beings.
 
Chill, The –Hypothermia.
 
Dangil Orb – A metal ball with a hollow center, filled with smaller bells inside. Commonly used by Tentalin Monks on the island of Ohmalyon. They are believed to keep dangerous animals and lesser sentient being from encroaching on inhabited lands.
 
Derman – Elven terminology, roughly meaning ‘sir.’
 
Doe (Elf) – An Elven term for a female Elf.
 
Dwarflings – A Dwarven term. Children are referred to as ‘Dwarflens’ until they enter their young adult years, usually around the age of fifteen, and are then called Dwarflings shortly thereafter.
 
Ether – Otherwise known as ‘the endless pool,’ the ether is a place commonly believed to be the source of all magical energy. It is thought that when mages cast spells, they are summoning the energy from the Ether, an infinite source of power said to lurk everywhere and nowhere at the same time.
 
Enlightened Times – The era before the rise of the Ornalan empire. Most famously, it is known as the lawless days, where cities were controlled by state governments rather than a monarchy and when Dwaydor was but one big arena.
 
Fair Ones – A glorified term for White Elves.
 
Fawn (Elf) – An Elven term. All young males and females of an Elven society are referred to as Fawns until they come to age, when then and there they can be referred to as a full-grown stag (male) or doe (female.)
 
Field Missionary – A priest or acolyte sent to the front lines during times of war to offer spiritual assistance to soldiers. Some say their divine power can turn the tides of battle and heal mortally-wounded men.
 
Flesh Summoning – A sect of Necromantic magic, Flesh Summoning is the act of magicking flesh. It is most commonly associated with the revival of dead creatures to be used in combat. Flesh summons are immune to pain, which therefore make them useful aspects in war or skirmishes. A flesh summon is created by conjuring a freshly-departed soul and forcing it to exist inside a dead body, albeit violently and without command other than from its original summoner.
 
Firebug – A firefly.
 
Gaia Magic – A broad earth/animal magic term generally used to describe people who can speak to animals, control plant growth and sometimes even communicate with immortal animal-like creatures.
 
Gift, The – Term commonly used to describe the ability to use magic.
 
Great Dispute, The – An event in time during which humans and Elves feuded over who owned what parts of the Ornalan territory. The conflict ultimately resolved itself when the fairer kind chose to retreat to the forest with the agreement that humans would never build in the Abroen.
 
Golden Country, The – Otherwise known as Ornala.
 
Golden Towns – A series of four towns (excluding Ornala) that rest in the northern Ornala territory.
 
Golem – A creature assembled from the elements and brought back to life through magical means. (I.e, Fire golem—a creature made entirely out of fire; Earth golem—a creature made entirely out of the elements of the earth, normally mud, rock and dirt.)
 
Immortal – A creature (or being) that is said to never die.
 
Kadarian – A black-skinned, human people from the Cadarack Desert.
 
Leatherskin/Skins – A term generally used to describe the outer sentient races that live in the Tentalin Isles. Characterized by their leathery/rough skin. (i.e, Ogres, Trolls, Orcs, Goblins.)
 
Life for Life Law – A law put into effect in the Three Kingdoms countries that states that if one kills another, they themselves shall be killed.
 
Mage – An individual with the ability to use magic.
 
Meera – Elven terminology, roughly meaning ‘madam.’
 
Minonivnan Month – Fifty days.
 
Nafran – An Ogre word, meaning ‘bastard blood.’
 
Necromancy – A dark, forbidden magic that is illegal throughout the majority of the Minonivnan mainland, Necromancy is a broadened term for bringing the dead back to life.
 
Dark Elves (or Drow) are notorious for the darker magic, as it is what’s believed to have tainted their blood and destroyed their good conscience.
(See also, Necromantic.)
 
Necromantic – Of or by Necromancy.
(See Necromancy.)
 
Neven D’Carda – An Elven creature that is neither male nor female, if only by birth or personal pronunciation.
 
New Haven – A religious sect with the belief that only one God exists.
 
Ohmalyon Storm – A weather condition in which a rain or thunderstorm continuously repeats its cycle (due to the circular wind currents that surround the Tentalin Isles) until it drifts toward the mainland.
 
Peacemaker’s Leaf – A plant commonly used to treat nerves and anxiety.
 
Pilgrimage – An acolyte’s passage to priesthood: a quest that involves going on a journey to find God.
 
Purge, The Great – An event in which the White Elves exterminated the Unclean from the Abroen Forest.
 
Rainmelon – A watermelon.
 
Road Runner – Word used near Elna to describe bandits that attack travelers on the ‘Ela Alna road. The term originated from the attack and run tactics the thieves commonly use on traders.
 
Scrying Bowl – A bowl, usually filled with water or tea leaves, used to predict the future.
 
Seer – An individual with the ability to see visions, whether that be through natural means or via the assistance of an object.
 
Sight, The – Term commonly used to describe the ability to see visions and look into the future.
 
Sorcerer’s Streak – A shock of grey hair that lines a mage’s head. It is particularly seen on individuals who express extreme magical ability or have used their powers in ways that has almost killed them, thus destroying the color of their hair.
 
Stag (Elf) – An Elven term for a male Elf.
 
Silent Man, The Legend Of – A tale about a man who dies when, after giving his voice to the God’s and only speaking with his fingers, his hands decay and fall off. Meant to illustrate the ignorance in staying silent instead of asking questions.
 
Tentalin Monk/Acolyte – A religious man/boy who has made the journey to the island of Ohmalyon to sacrifice all but the good of their life. They teach honor, valor, and standard education to any and all boys who end up on the island. They don themselves in long, tannish-brown cloaks and wield staves as weapons.
 
Will (The) – The physical and mental concentration in which all magic is produced.
 
Yamda – An Elven term meaning ‘Halfling.’
 
Ze/Zir – Gender-neutral pronouns.
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