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 Foreword

 


 There’s something incredibly romantic about writing a book that was originally not supposed to see the light of day again. It’s like seeing a star fall—you watch it soaring across the horizon, but you never necessarily have plans to go find where exactly it crashed: where its remnants, fallen to the earth, now lay like shining fragments of metal. Of course, there’s always someone who wants to chase stars. For that reason—and for the fact that, like those star chasers, I blindly run forward into writing without abandon—I think it’s incredibly suiting to write an introduction for this novel.


Blood, or the Brotherhood Saga in its entirety, was conceived in the Fall of 2005. Halfway to fourteen years of age and fully immersed within the fantasy genre, I broke off from the traditional science fiction elements I’d been using in my previous stories to write a tale of magic—where, here, there was fantasy, no other worlds (that the characters know of,) no space travel, radical shift of society and people, etc. Instead, this story told the tale of a young man who wanted to enlist in the military, his biggest dream to one day serve beneath his king.

 I wrote the trilogy of this story in a span of a year, from late 2005 to late 2006, in three books. To this day, my mother still refers to the story as ‘Odin’—the tale of a young man who flees from his misunderstanding father to seek his own place in the world. It quickly became her favorite thing I’d ever written and she demanded more, even though I never got around to printing the original story in its complete form.

 You’ve probably already guessed that this isn’t the original document, story or prose that I wrote some five or six years ago. Why, you question, did you decide to go back to the story if it was so old? Well, my friends, the answer is simple.

 In late 2008 and early 2009, I had a series of vertigo attacks that would leave me crippled for days at a time. When the second and most violent of the attacks occurred at the beginning of January, my parents were advised by medical professionals to take me to get an MRI to see if there was a more serious problem lying beneath the surface. I did just that and within a week was told to come in for a consultation.

 At that consultation, the neurologist in the clinic said a few choice words that shattered my sense of reality: You have a lump on your brain. Given it was only an MRI and not a cultured sample, I was given no further instruction other than to visit the head neurosurgeon at Utah State University to seek surgery so medical professionals could take a sample of the ‘lump’ on my brain. The paranoia within my family was astounding, as one word crept cautiously in the corners of their minds—cancer. It was not, however, the idea of cancer that scared me, but the idea that I would never be able to write again.

 This bump, as it was called, was positioned on the language processing portion of my brain.

 Let that settle with you a moment.

 For someone who is artistically driven—whose sole desire in life is to write stories—to be told that their language processing portion of the brain may be effected by surgery is like being delivered a death sentence.

 In the days prior to my visit with the neurosurgeon, I began to internally debate just what it was that would happen to me after surgery. Would I be able to write, I wondered, or would I simply be reduced to nothing? I had, in fact, been told that my mood would be different for about ‘six months.’ Half of a year is a long time, but in terms of writing, it’s much longer than what anyone understands. The heart, the energy, the power and the desire poured into a book—that takes hours upon hours, weeks upon weeks and months upon months to culminate, and the idea that I would not be able to write terrified me to no end.

 Fearing that I would lose my creative talents, I decided to write the one thing I knew would secure me within my family’s hearts and minds should something happen and I not be myself again.

 That’s why I started Blood.

 Obviously I survived. The first checkup deduced that this ‘lump’ was actually a ‘bruise’ on my brain. The second and third entailed me going and receiving a free pass. The fourth time that was scheduled I decided not to go in. I was, in every sense of the word, healthy.

 During all the stress that 2009 provided for me, with both my supposed ‘brain tumor’ scare and my slowly-emerging Bipolar Disorder, I wrote Blood and tried my best in order to make it great. At the time, I did believe it was great. I’d reinvented and recreated this world in a way it had never been before, but upon a second examination (after it came back from my editor the first time,) I realized that the writing in this book and in that of the sequels did not match up. After having the first conception edited, I decided to rewrite the book in full. I now wholeheartedly believe this is one of the best things I’ve ever written.

 Fantasy has been called my niche. I grew up reading books by Susan Fletcher, Brian Jacques, Tamora Pierce, Christopher Paolini and Garth Nix, as well as experiencing the height of fantasy films such as The Lord of the Rings (which inspired me to dream big.) This solidified my love for fantasy and, eventually, transcended my love to an all-out obsession.

 When I rewrote this book for the third time in 2009, I wanted to do one thing and one thing only—create an exciting, character-driven story, and a fully-fledged, blossoming world. In reading this novel, I do believe I did just that.

 For all you fans of fantasy, I hope you enjoy this book and the story of one young man whom, being so radically different from his peers, eventually runs away to join the military. My love of medieval settings and fantasy literature was what inspired this novel and ultimately made it what it is today.

 Well… I guess there’s nothing more I can say about this. All that’s left for you is to read the book and see whether or not you enjoy it.

 Thank you.


 Kody Boye


 1/15/2012


 


 




 


 



A Note on the eBook Edition

 



If at any time you are confused by a term, you may refer to the Index at the very end of the novel by clicking on this string of text.

 


 




 


 



Prologue

 


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

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


No, he thought.

 It couldn’t be.

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

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


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


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


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


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

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


Still your thoughts. Find a father.

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


No. Let fate take its course.

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

 “Because you are.”

 Once again, the baby cried.


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

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

 Of anything that was most obvious at this moment, he knew he had to get the child out of the rain.

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


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

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

 


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

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

 Before he could fully crouch, the door opened.

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


No, he thought. I couldn’t have—

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

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


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


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


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

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

 “By your hand?”

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

 The human said nothing.


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


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


 “Will you?” he asked once more.


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

 The human man took another step forward.


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


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


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


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


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

 *

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

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


Does it matter? he thought.

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


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


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


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


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



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

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


Mages.

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


What could he have done?

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

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

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


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


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



It’s all right. He’s just different.

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

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


 Outside, the rain turned into a fine mist.


 The baby whimpered.


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


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


 


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


Will Joseph have it? he dared to think.

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

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

 “Here goes nothing,” he whispered.

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

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

 “I’ve become… a caretaker.”


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


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


 “So you said you would?”


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


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


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

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


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


 “It’s a boy?”


 Ectris nodded. He pulled the baby out from under the cloak and showed him to Joseph, careful to keep the child a fair distance away for fear that some form of revulsion would slight the young man’s demeanor.

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


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


 “Do we?”


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

 While Joseph busied himself with the task, Ectris took into consideration the fact that much of his physical interaction with the farmer had been few and short-to-none. He knew, however, that the boy was good for his word. If he said he’d offer milk, he would offer milk.

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

 “All right.”


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


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


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

 “What about the milk?”

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

 “You’re much too kind.”


 “I’m not kind. Just helpful.”


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


 The baby drank.


 


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

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

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

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


He didn’t, Ectris thought.

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


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


 “You didn’t have to do that.”


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


 “Yes.”


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

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


 “He hasn’t complained?”


 “No. He hardly cried at all.”


 “Where is he now?”


 “In the bedroom, still sleeping.”


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

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

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


What?

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


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


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


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

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


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


 “I—”


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



Is that—

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


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


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


 Ectris turned and made his way for the bedroom.


 


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

 Almost immediately after being bought to his chest, the child calmed down, as if Ectris had completely extinguished the fear within the young boy’s heart. 


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

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

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


 “If you trust me with him.”


 “Why wouldn’t I?”


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

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


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

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


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


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


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

 “Is it ready?” Joseph asked.

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

 


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

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


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

 Whomever he found would have to be a trusted source. That in itself would be a problem far beyond the scope of any normal limitations, given his child’s eyes and the fact that he was not normal beyond the standard definition. A pair of red peepers would scare off most any sitter whom he managed to find—if not because of the old legends, then the superstitions that surrounded such children—and while he knew that his son would not harm anyone at this current stage in his life, he knew stupidity ran in many a person, especially those who maintained their lives as farmers, woodcutters or even as common yet perfectly-independent housewives.


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

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

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


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

 With that thought in mind, his thoughts consumed him.

 He drowned in darkness.

 


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

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

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

 A short moment later, he closed his eyes.


 Thunder rumbled overhead.


 He’d just called the child his son.



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

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

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


And a change.

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

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

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

 “It’s scary out there, huh?” he asked, smiling at the baby as he turned his attention outside, at the world that currently lay shrouded in darkness but occasionally offered its own bout of light when lightning struck and lit the world in blue. “It’s ok though. We’re inside. You’re not going to get wet.”

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

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

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


This is what he wanted.

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

 Odin stopped sucking.


 “Full?” Ectris asked.


 The baby burped in response.


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


 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Odin’s red eyes lit up at the words.


 “Good boy,” he said.


 The baby continued to splash.


 


 “How has the baby been?” Joseph asked, lifting his head form his work at milking the cow he currently stooped near.


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


 “He’s taken to the milk, I assume?”


 “Yes. Why wouldn’t he?”


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

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

 “Have you considered a midwife?”


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

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

 “I have no idea where I’d start.”

 “Have you spoken with Mother Karma?”


Mother Karma?

 The frown that crossed Ectris’ face elicited an almost-immediately response from Joseph, who gestured him away from the cows and toward his home, which lay no more than a few dozen feet away. “I’m guessing by your response that you’ve never heard of her.”

 “That name sounds familiar, but…”


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


 “I’ve never heard of her, Joseph.”


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


 “Around the hill?”


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


 “How old is she?”


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


 “That would mean she was thirty.”


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

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


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


 “You mean—”


 “The woodcutter? Yeah. I mean him.”



Barhtolomus, Ectris thought, sighing, thoughts of the man whom had once trained him in the art of woodcutting flooding his mind and skittering away at the corners of his conscience.

 Though he had not the slightest idea how to deal with a woman of Karma’s degree, much less a widow whom had lost her husband to a horrible woodcutting accident when a tree had fallen and crushed her husband to death, he had an infant child at home to consider, one whom needed an experienced woman help him grow up just as much as he needed breath for life itself.

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

 


 At the front door of the house Joseph had specifically requested him to visit, Ectris slid his hands into his pockets and tried his hardest to maintain an even control of his breathing. Thoughts racing through his mind, his heartbeat uneven within his ribcage, he turned his attention up and at the door before reaching forward to knock.

 Halfway there, a thought occurred to him.

 Would she really help him?

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

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

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

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

 “Karma?” he asked.

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


Here goes nothing.

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

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


 “What might you need?”


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


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

 When the door closed, Ectris took a deep breath.

 The hardest part was out of the way.

 


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

 “I did.”


 “By what?”


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


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


 “I have no idea.”


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

 It seemed a perfect time for it to rain when Ectrus was delivering to his child the service of a caretaker that might possibly see him as something more than what he felt the baby to truly be.


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

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

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


 “Ah,” Karma replied. “Close.”


 Ectris nodded.


 It would, he realized, take no more than a simple walk up the road to summon the woman who would have the answers to all his questions.

 


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

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

 “Light would help.”

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

 “His ears,” Karma said.


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


 “His ears are malformed.”


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


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

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


A Halfling? Ectris thought. But how?

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

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

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

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


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


 “An albino doesn’t have black hair.”


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

 Ectris smiled.


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


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


 “Are you capable?” Ectris asked.


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


 


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

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

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


 “Yes?” she asked.


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


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

 “Your compassion knows no bounds.”

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


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

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

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


 “I never thought I’d be a father.”


 “You’ve not a woman in your life?”


 “Not for a while, no.”


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


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

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

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


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


 “He is as much yours as it was his.”


 “Do you really believe that?”


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

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


 “Why is that?”


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


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

 “You do?”

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

 “That things come full circle?”


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


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


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


 Ectris nodded.


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



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

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

 


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

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

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


 “Me?” Odin asked.


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


 “But Father… I’m so young.”



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

 “Better early than never, son.”


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


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


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


 


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

 “Why?” the boy asked.

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

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

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


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

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


How is he—

 Immediately, the progress bloomed before him.

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

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

 When the surrealism of the situation began to wear off and was replaced with a casual, more-even pursuit, Ectris braced his hands against his knees and watched his son stab the dummy directly in the torso—then, slowly, disengage his weapon from the figure before twirling and hitting it right in the neck.

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


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

 The boy deserved better than he did—much, much better.

 “Father?”

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

 “Will you teach me how to fight?”

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

 


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

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

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

 “We will. I promise.”

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

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

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


 “Were you ever a knight, Father?”


 “No.”


 “How come?”


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


 “Why?”

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

 “How?”

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

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

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

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

 “I could’ve, yes.”


 “Why didn’t you?”


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


 “Near Bohren?”



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

 “Did you want to become a solider?”


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

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

 “You think so?” Odin asked.

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

 “Thank you, sir.”


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


 Odin slid another piece of cheese in his mouth, as if prompting silence across the table in lieu of the newly-given situation. 



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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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


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

 A pair of small arms circled around his waist.


 “Father?” Odin asked.


 “Yes?” Ectris replied.


 “Is everything all right?”


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


 “Goodnight,” the little boy said.


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


 


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

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


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

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

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

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

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


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

 That lone instinct sent flutters of emotion throughout his chest and around the curves of his ribcage.

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

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

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

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


I didn’t, he began.

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

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

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


No, Ectris thought. It can’t—

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

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

 “Father,” Odin whispered. “I—”


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


 “But—”


 “I said go, dammit! Go!

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

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

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

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

 His heart began to pound in his chest.


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


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


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

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

 His son, as Gifted as he seemed to be, could not use his magic. If he did, he might not only destroy his father, but himself as well.

 


 


 




 


 



Chapter 1

 


 A god struck his anvil in the sky.

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

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


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

 When the horse finally calmed to the point where she remained placid and nondescript, the young man turned his eyes up and surveyed the caravan before him.

 A pair of red pupils dilated.

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

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

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

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

 It would be foolish to stray away from the group. With bandits, wild animals and other, lesser-known creatures stalking the countryside and surrounding woods, there was any guess as to what would happen were even a grown man to wander away on his own. Here, so far south of any civilization, one was bound to be attacked if they separated themselves from the group.

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

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

 “We won’t be going much longer.”


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

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

 “Don’t be sorry.”

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

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


Just him.

 The cold burrowing into his skin, taking shelter up along his bones and chilling his veins almost to an unbearable temperature, he drew his cloak as tightly around him as he could, bowed his head, then closed his eyes.


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

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


But what if I only warm myself?

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

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

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


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

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

 The men whooped and cheered.


 The boys cried out in joy.


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


 


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

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

 While dozing in between the realms of consciousness, eyes clouded over and head ready to dwell off into sleep, Odin noticed a tiny tear in the ceiling, one of which could seriously hinder their comfort come tonight.


What would he say? Odin thought.

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

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


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


 One moment passed, then two.


 Nothing happened.


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

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


I did it, he thought. I did it!

 The tent flap parted.

 Odin’s breath caught in his chest.

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

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


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

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

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


 “Doing what?”


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


 “No I don’t.”


 “Don’t lie to me, Odin.”


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


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

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

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

 “Father—”

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

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

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

 “Father—”


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


 “I thought you wanted me to fix it!”


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


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


 His father slapped him across the face.


 A throb of pain bloomed in his cheekbone.


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



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

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

 “I… you—”

 “I what, son?”

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


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


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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Sir—”


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


 The man left the tent without taking another look back.


 


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


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

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


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

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


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

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

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


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

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

 When he came to the line of mares and stallions situated on the outer edges of the campground, Odin gestured them to be quiet with a simple wave of his hand, then broached the area where his own mare had been situated. Gainea, as had been named by the Goddess of Life, stood on the outer edges of the campsite snorting and flipping water from her mane.

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

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

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

 When he left the perimeter of the line of tents, horses and carts that made up the caravan, Odin began to make his way through the forest and toward the road that led through the forest, but stopped before he could get there.

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

 Odin turned his attention back to the campground.


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

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

 He would forge his own destiny.

 


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


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

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


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

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

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

 Under the dark, barely-moonlit sky, almost anyone or anything could be watching him. An animal, a bandit, a werecreature, perhaps even a Marsh Walker, an amphibious creature known not so far north but for travelling long distances to hunt prey—practically anything could be watching him within this forest at this given time. To think that he’d only thought of all the troubles a man could run into while alone just a few hours ago seemed to only solidify the notion that he would not be safe until he broke out through the northern road that eventually led to the capital itself.

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

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

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

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

 Odin pulled his horse to a stop.

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


No.

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

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

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


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


 “No,” he said again. “Keep going.”


 This time, she didn’t budge at all.


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


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

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

 Slowly, but assuredly, Gainea began to take her first few steps up the road since pausing in midstride.

 Odin sighed.

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

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


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

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

 


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


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

 After drawing the bedroll tighter around him, he pressed his hand to the fabric above his body and thought, for one brief moment, of channeling his aggression into the warmth he so desperately needed to keep from what he considered would be a sought-after death from damp clothing.


No, he thought. Don’t.

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

 In the end, he decided to suffer.

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

 Halfway through his stream of thought, he stopped.

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


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

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


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

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


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


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


 


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

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

 Leading the mare out into the cool morning air by her reins, he retrieved a blanket from a saddle bag, slid it about his slim shoulders, then mounted the giant beast with a simple jump and step before pushing her into a quick trot.

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


Such a beautiful day, he thought.

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


 His sword came out in but an instant.


 Gainea bucked and kicked the empty air in front of them.



What was that?

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

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

 It appeared from the woods in that very moment, stalking on all fours with its elongated snout extended and its amber eyes gleaming in the fresh morning light. Its elegance, though grounded to its animalistic nature, could not have been matched by any other animal that happened to be in the forest, save for a Marsh Walker deformed beautiful by the constructs of nature, and its limbs seemed to grow an ample sense of solitude as it pushed itself up on its back legs to reveal a full height of some six-feet. It stood nearly as tall as the horse—nearly as tall as Odin was atop Gainea herself—but it did not frighten him in the least, as in that moment it seemed all the less intimidating and all the more breathtaking, a creature of the forest that commanded respect by appearance alone and instilled wonder simply by existing.


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

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


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

 The words, soft and like whispers fluttering amongst the breeze, floated over his head and slid across the mind. A dizzy sense of glee that brought him back to a time when he first learned he could talk to animals overwhelmed him instantly, not only startling him to alert consciousness, but to thoughts of the past—when, while walking along a road, a horse he’d encountered had warned him to tell his neighbor that something bad would happen were he not careful. To think that such an event had transpired and he had been able to experience it was almost crazy, but knowing the logistics of animal magic and how it seemed far-spread within their magically-waning world made him all the more thrilled to know that he could speak with such an elegant beauty as she.

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

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

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

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

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


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

 “I… I am?”


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

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

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


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

 “Yes. That’s what I meant.”


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

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


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

 “I’m more?” he asked. “I—”


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

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


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

 “Yes,” he nodded.


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

 “Because we’re weak,” he said. “We—”


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

 “I… how can you—”


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

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


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

 “Yes.”


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

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


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

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

 


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


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

 There was no feeling of being watched—no tickle at the back of the neck or unease within the confines of his chest. Even if for some reason his senses weren’t true, surely Gainea would’ve reacted to outside stimuli. She was, of course, a horse, and would obviously pick up on any danger that was in the immediate area.

 As of now, nothing was following them. He could have faith in that.


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

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

 No.

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

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


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

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


Make your own path, the voice said.

 “I will,” he whispered.


He may be foolish and nothing more than that.

 “Father is foolish.”


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

 Though he couldn’t place the exact feeling or premonition that dwelled on him, he couldn’t help but feel nervous at the fact that the wolf had implied something far more curious than she had let on. She’d made it apparent that she had, of course, spoken to a ‘man creature’ or something similar in recent past, but how long ago could that have been—a day, a week, possibly even a month?


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

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


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

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


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

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


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


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


 


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

 Even from such a distance—which, to Odin, seemed like nothing, given the fact that he was now closer to Ornala than he had been in the past few days—he could see upon the surface of the outer wooden gate a pair of guards making their way back and forth between the two watch towers that flanked the southern wall. Occasionally, one of them would look the horizon and likely point out something they saw—how, Odin wondered, they couldn’t see him he wasn’t sure—but for the most part, they continued their back and forth pace, almost as if they had nothing more in the world to do.


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

 However true that sentiment rung, he couldn’t help but feel within his chest a growing sense of panic that started first in his fingertips and eventually slid throughout the entirety of his being. A series of shakes—which, at first, began as nothing more than a slight tremble—soon turned into a full-out hysteric fit. Why he cried he couldn’t necessarily be sure, as he felt not an ounce of sorrow or even a shroud of indecision, but as he drew closer to the gate, he began to lose all sense of feeling within his body. Even his hands, bound tightly to the reins before him, remained numb and dead, as if he’d sat or pressed them against the base of his skull for far too long.

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

 Odin closed his eyes.

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

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


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


 “Where is your father, boy?”


 “Further back, with the group!”


 Though it was much too far up and away for him to make out any noticeable expression on the man’s face, Odin felt as though the guard must have frowned, for his face took on a strange disillusion that seemed completely opposite to what his facial appearance should have seemed in the current frame of light.


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

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

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


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


 “Know that you will be watched.”


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

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


This is it, he thought. My new home.

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

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

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

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

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

 “I want to see the king,” Odin said.

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

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


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


 “But—”


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

 “Why?” Odin frowned.


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


 Odin sighed.


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

 


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

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

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


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

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


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


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


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


 “Excuse me,” a small voice said.


 Odin turned his head up.


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


What in the world? he thought.

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

 “Are you sad?”


Sad?

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

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

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


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


 “Are you going into the army?”


 “I’m trying.”


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



Powers?

 “I’m sorry?” he asked, a bit dumbstruck and unsure what to say.


 “You know… powers.”


 “Like what kind of powers?”


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


 Though he couldn’t necessarily respond to the question if only because he knew nothing of his Gift and couldn’t possibly understand how a little girl could judge just by looking at him that he had a magical talent, Odin straightened his posture, gave a smile, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t have powers that can make people happy.”

 “But you do have powers,” she said.


What?

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


 “My name’s Anna.”


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


 “You have powers, right?”


 “Some, yes.”


 “Can you show me?”


 “I’m not sure how to use them.”


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

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

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

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


 His palm glowed white.


 The butterfly disappeared almost instantly.


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


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

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


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

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

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

 


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


He’ll kill me, he thought, sighing.

 Surely if punishment or a near-death experience did not fall upon his shoulders, he would be chastised beyond compare—skinned alive, some would say, emotionally rather than physically, and it would be in that moment whilst receiving the harshest berating of his life that Odin, in the midst of all these people, would feel smaller than he had throughout the entirety of his existence.

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

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


I’ve never worked before, he thought.

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


That’s ridiculous.

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

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

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


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


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


 


 To keep his spirits high and his attention set throughout the day, he watched the bartenders and the people they served as if they were animals currently sprawled out before one another expecting to be watched. Some lifting their hands in grand flushes, others speaking in tones and voices that Odin found almost unbearable to listen to, he watched over the course of several hours as men became too staggeringly drunk that they had to be physically removed from the bar by armed guards and as waitresses carried trays upon trays of food to almost each and every table within the settlement. With each platter set down he felt the familiar stab of pain within his gut—that feeling of which one had gone without food for much too long—and every time he caught one of their eyes he begged, silently, for some form of mercy. Feed me, he would have said, had he the voice or the inclination to speak up and ask for pity. I’m here alone and I’m hungry.

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


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

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

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


What was that?

 Could it have been just as simple as it seemed to be—a wisp of air and nothing more than that—or did the figure that watched him from the shadows seem to have a more deviant purpose: something that, while obscured, could easily be revealed in but a moment’s time?

 Not able to know, Odin pushed himself further back into the chair he currently sat in and turned his attention to the barkeep—where, from his current perspective, he could see the slightly-aged man talking to the waitress who appeared ready to leave and embark home for the night.

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

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


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

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

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


Is that, he thought.

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

 “It appears as though, from what my daughter has said,” the man started, gesturing the little girl to move aside so he could step forward and before Odin, “that you have a bit of a gift yourself.”

 “Yes sir. I do.”


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


 “I tried sir, but my father, he—”


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



What? he thought.

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

 “Understand what young sir?”

 “What you’re saying.”

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

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


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


 “I had a feeling,” Odin said.


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


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


Pages? he thought. Does that mean—

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

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

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

 “Does that mean—”


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


 “And that means—”


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

 


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

 “Wow,” Odin said.

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

 “But daddy! I want to go ahead!”

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

 When the little girl skipped forward and into the darkness, disappearing from view for almost an entirely too long a period of time, Odin’s chest seized up in agony for fear that, from the alleyways sequestered throughout the District, the little girl had been taken away.


No.

 “No,” he whispered.

 Almost immediately after the word passed from his lips, the green butterfly, now with what appeared to be a ribbon-like tail, came into view, then began to circle around the air, assumedly directly above where Anna the little mage stood.

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


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


 “What?” Daughtry asked.


 “I guess they haven’t arrived yet.”


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


 “Felnon.”


 “Ah. The warrior’s village.”


 “You know of it, sir?”


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

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

 “Have you made a wish?” Daughtry asked.


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


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


 “I haven’t, actually.”


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


 Though doubtful that such a thing, especially a superstition, was likely to set off a chain of events in accordance to just what it was he so desperately desired, Odin bowed his head, closed his eyes, then, beneath his breath, began to make his wish.


I wish, he thought, trying desperately to maintain hold on his sanity and beliefs as he continued forward and alongside Daughtry, to be considered by my king to enlist within his royal army.

 Odin tilted his head up.

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

 Above, the shooting stars fell on.

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

 


 He woke beneath a quilt so vast and wide it nearly drowned him to dwell beneath it. Suffocated, as it lay so close to his mouth, and sweating for the fact that the blanket was made in so many layers of fabric, Odin pushed it off his body and threw his legs over the side of the bed, trying his hardest to gain some sense of control over his trembling motor functions and slowly but surely awakening as his mind began to grow acclimated to the air within the room.

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

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


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

 Unsure what to do at that current moment, he pushed himself onto the mattress and onto the floor below, then crossed the short distance between him and the window.

 Outside, he looked upon the Outer District of the most famous city in the entire country and at the stone wall that separated the royals from the peasants.

 Shivering with excitement, he crossed the room, pushed himself into his boots, then exited out and into the hall. From there, he looked up and down the corridor, then, as swiftly but softly as possible, descended the stairs, taking extra care to hold onto the railing for they were steep and not in the least bit forgiving.


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

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

 Unable to think about the consequences of his actions any longer for fear that they would stir him into an emotional fit, he raised his eyes.

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


Has he seen me?

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


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


 “Hello,” Odin replied.


 “Good morning. I hope you slept well.”


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

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


 “It means a lot, sir.”


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


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


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

 “How did you end up finding me?”

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

 “Where did they all go?”

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

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


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


 “I’m sorry to hear that.”


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


 “I can tell you love her very much.”


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


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

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


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


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


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


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

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

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

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


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

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

 “I did,” Daughtry replied.


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


 “That’s correct.”


 “Does that mean the king wants—”


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


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

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

 “What do they want?” Odin frowned.

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

 “But they have the entire desert.”

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

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


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


 “Why?”


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


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

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

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

 “Why is that?” Odin asked.

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

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

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

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

 “No. It isn’t.”

 Daughtry rose and began to round the table. Hands locked at his lower back, head downturned, Odin briefly considered the notion that the conversation had troubled the mage far more than he had initially anticipated, but when the high mage stood directly behind him and set both hands upon his shoulders, Odin tensed and turned his head to the side in order not to face the man’s eyes.

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

 “They’re dying out,” Odin said.

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

 “What about your daughter?”

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

 “How strong is her power?”

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


More than anything I could do, Odin thought.

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


 “Yes.”


 “And you’ll teach me?”


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

 In thinking on those words, Odin couldn’t help but wonder whether his size would play an opposing role in the king’s decision.


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

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

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

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

 “No,” Odin said. “There isn’t.”


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


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


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


 


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


Where are you? he thought.

 Almost near tears not for the fear he felt in his heart, but the emotional conflict that raged within his mind, he crossed his arms over his chest and settled himself on the mage’s front porch, watching the crowd for any sign of the man whom he had willingly run away from no more than a few short days ago.

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

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

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

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

 “Yeah,” Odin said. “I am too.”

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

 “Sir?”


 “Sorry?” Daughtry replied.


 “What’re you waiting for?”


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


 “Yes.”


 “I’ll watch out for him.”


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


 “What makes you think that?”



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

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

 “I feel your pain,” the high mage said, reaching out to press a hand against Odin’s upper back. “It must be hard, not being here without your father.”

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


 “How come?”


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


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


 “I guess.”


 “You guess?” the mage laughed. He tightened his hold on Odin’s shoulder, then rose. “It sounds like he is.”


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


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

 “I can imagine,” Odin sighed.

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

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


 “Oh?” Odin frowned. “For what?”


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



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

 Shortly thereafter, a breath of air dissolved from his chest and threatened to make him suffocate were he not to take another.

 Sighing, then retrieving the breath he’d just lost, Odin crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back in his seat, then turned his head up to the ceiling, where he traced the panels above him while trying to discern just what it was he currently felt—fear, possibly, or maybe even unsurety, perhaps even with a touch of unease at the fact that it wouldn’t be much longer until he stood before the man who ruled the country and tried to gain service into his army.


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

 Though the chances of him actually getting picked out from the dozens upon dozens of other royal children were low, he imagined that, if his magical promise was well enough, he may very well be granted permission to be trained in a tier completely unlike those who had come all the way from Felnon in hopes of becoming heroes.

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


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


 Daughtry made no move to respond.


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

 -

 He stood before a mirror examining himself in the colors of the king’s kingdom. Brown, gold, with yellow trimming at the short sleeves, his waist and upon the heels of his pants, in boots that appeared to have been made out of the highest quality leather and with his hair pulled back into a well-executed braid—he looked like one of the royal children whom hailed from one of the four of five Golden Cities that blanketed the Ornalan Providence from the east and west and could have very well been mistaken for someone of that very sort were one not to know his lineage or just where he’d come from. With Daughtry behind him finishing the final touches on the belt that he’d taken from his personal collection, it would be no more than a few moments before they embarked for the wall that divided the city from royals and commoners and, ultimately, for the beginning of what could only be considered his future.

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


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


 “I don’t know. I’m just… well…”


 “Nervous?”


 Odin chose not to respond.


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

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

 “What is it, dear?”


 “Are you almost ready?”


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


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


 Daughtry visibly resisted the urge to laugh.



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

 Rather than try and decide just what needed representing in this case, he reached down, clipped his father’s old short sword at his side, then adjusted the hilt until it hung perfectly at his hip, angled down to where it dangled just above his knee and shined in the light streaming in through the nearby window.

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

 “Do I have a choice?” Odin laughed.

 The high mage only smiled before beckoning Odin forward.

 


 He stood before the awe-inspiring structure that was the Inner District’s stone gate and tried his hardest not to tremble in the face of something so powerful. Heart flickering within his chest as if it were a bug trapped within a wicker basket, fingers trembling like they’d just been stuck in freezing-cold water, he stared at the gate that would have normally been reserved for large amounts of military forces and tried to concentrate his attention between both the gate and High Mage Daughtry, who currently stood upon the stairs leading up to one of the two doorway entrances speaking to a series of guards about gaining passage into the castle.

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

 “Are you ascared?” the little girl asked.


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


 “It’s ok. Ourney’s nice.”



Ourney, he thought, unable to resist smiling in such a beautiful moment.

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

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


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

 To describe the emotions he was currently feeling would have been to diminish the grandiose allure that currently sprang within his chest. A butterfly, spreading its wings; a bird, taking its first flight; a kitten, opening its eyes for the first time—these things, and more, were moments that could define an individual being’s life and shape them into the thing they would eventually become, so to stand at the gate and imagine if he was ready could have been compared to trying to dive to the bottom of the ocean, a feat only capable by fish and other fish-like creatures. While he knew that he could not dive to the ocean, and while he knew he was no fish who with its fins and flippers could soar to the deepest depths, he imagined he could do anything at that particular moment, even sprout wings and fly.


Father’s not here, he thought, sighing.

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

 Directly above, no more than a few dozen feet away, Daughtry raised his hand and gestured the two of them forward.

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

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


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

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

 No.

 In the bottom of his heart, the heights of his mind, and the small spot in his chest where his heart lay, he knew he could do this, even if the naysayers believed otherwise.

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


Midday…

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

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


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


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


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

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

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

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

 “Pretty!” Anna cried.

 “Yeah,” he said. “Pretty.”

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

 “Your appointment,” Daughtry said.


 “Oh,” Odin frowned. “Sorry.”


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


 “You really think so, sir?”


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


 


 They were escorted, by a series of guards armed to the tooth and nail, through the northeastern entrance and led down a series of halls depicted in flushed colors of red, gold and brown. Paintings adorning their surfaces ever so occasionally in magnitudes that could only have been made by royal men, torch scones hanging on the wills filled with straw but as of yet unlit, Odin found his attention drawn to the far east shortly after his eyes lay on such marvels, where a row of windows that ran along the entire wall looked out and at the royal gardens below and depicted a springtime scene that could have only been possible from such a high ways up. Whilst walking, the guards remained silent, almost as if they possessed no lips or noses, and flanked both sides of their small group perfectly, as if at any moment one of them would draw a weapon and turn and stab one of them to death.


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

 Though he knew more than perfectly well that these guards could disengage him were they really of that regard, Daughtry could slaughter them easily. Such was their unease around the man that the third guard who stood to the high mage’s right managed to stray but a few feet away, toward the wall and the windows that lay ever so near.

 “We’re coming up on the king’s throne room,” one of the guards said, his voice deep and off-kilter. “Be ready.”

 How he could be ready Odin couldn’t necessarily be sure. In that regard, he simply held his head high as possible and prepared for the best—and, sadly but more than possibly, the worst.

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

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


 Odin almost couldn’t believe his eyes.


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


 It began as a single red carpet leading up the throne room. Rich, intricate, with a depiction of the country’s official white flag with twin swords embroidered halfway up the path and the walls flanked on both sides by windows that allowed the light to stream in through intricate brown and gold curtains—Odin found his eyes drawn first from the scope of the room to the very throne upon which the man who ruled the country sat: whom, from his perspective, appeared to be all the more confident in his position, eyes set ahead and staring straight toward him, as if he could see each and every false pretense and unease that lay within Odin’s very hard.


Is that…

 He needed no further explanation.

 When he, Daughtry and Anna stepped forward, flanked by guards on either sides and directly behind them, Odin realized that the man seated directly before them was the king.

 As they advanced, growing dangerously closer with each and every step they took, Odin took in the figure that ruled their country with a sense of awe and desperation that felt to him like asking a parent for something they clearly could not provide. The king—tall, at least six feet, with long legs and a torso that, even beneath his shirt, appeared well-muscled and trained—did not appear to have the standard, flush-white skin that most of their country had, and instead resembled somewhat of a light olive tone that could only be found in gardens maintained and kept to the utmost degree. His eyes, dark brown and nearly black in hue, rested beneath a pair of straight, well-defined brows, while his harsh jaw appeared to have been cut from the finest stone, his lips thin but his smile and temper radiant and strong. Odin found himself trembling in the face of such a fine man, who remained seated even though they approached, and would have turned and ran the opposite direction had it not been for the guards directly behind them.


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

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

 “Heh-Hello,” Odin said.

 The king merely nodded and gestured the guards forward, to stand by his side while he reclined in his seat and braced his hands along the balls of his throne. “Hello,” the king replied, his voice deep, but even enough to where it didn’t sound as though it’d just been forced up a long and dark tunnel.

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

 “My lord,” Odin said.

 “You must be the boy that Daughtry has been talking about,” the king of Ornala said, his voice drawing closer as if he was stepping forward, but his feet remaining on the peripheral of Odin’s vision. “Tell me, young sir—why is it you have come to Ornala?”

 “To enlist in your military.”


 “What is your name?”


 “Odin Karussa.”


 “Stand, please.”


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


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


 A slight tingle escaped into the air.


 The hairs on Odin’s neck stood on end.



What the—

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

 “What is this?” Odin asked, reaching out to touch the surface but finding almost immediately it was physical in nature. “Daughtry? My lord?”

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

 “I… I don’t know how to use it.”


 “Try.”


 Odin extended his palm.


 Just what, he wondered, could he do?



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

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


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

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

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

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

 At his side, Daughtry began to clap.


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


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


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



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

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

 Odin took a deep breath.

 The king smiled. His teeth seemed to shine and bright up the entire room. “Mr. Karussa,” he said, his voice strong and his mouth aplenty, “I would formally like to invite you into the chivalric knighthood of the Ornalan kingdom.”

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

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

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

 


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

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

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


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

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

 As they walked down the halls, navigated by a series of guards who stood both behind and in front of them, Odin took notice of the flames spouting from the torch scones, which licked out and away from the walls as if in a desperate attempt to reach the ceiling and the tapestries that lay no more than a few feet away. Odin entertained himself with this notion but for a few moments, then turned down the hall and began to make his way to a section of the castle completely foreign.

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

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


Woah, he thought.

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

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

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

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


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

 He likely considered them nothing more than meat fodder for the blade and blunt-edged weapon that was likely to arise within the foreseeable future. That notion made Odin feel insignificant, much like an ant standing before a mighty molehill, but when he considered his position within the castle and realized just who and what he was and why he was here, a flush of pride rose in his chest and sparked within his mind a series of dull, glowing orbs that affixed themselves to the insides of his skull and pumped happiness throughout his every core.

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

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


If only my father could see this, he thought, sighing.

 His appetite sated at the very thought of the man he abandoned, Odin bowed his eyes down first at his food, then at his glass filled with what appeared to be some kind of fruit solution, only to look up at the young men around him a short moment later, who turned their eyes up to examine his facial features no sooner than the moment he gave them their attention.

 “Hello,” Odin managed.


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


 “Neither have I,” another added.


 “My name’s Odin Karussa.”


 “What family is that?”


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


 “Where do you come from?”


 “Felnon.”


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


 “I’m a mage,” Odin said.


 Almost immediately, each and every boy scooted away from him.


 Frowning, Odin gave each of the three around him a look—one of which they seemed to ignore, as they cast their eyes down and returned to their food instantaneously—then sighed before standing and making his way toward the door.

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


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

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

 


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


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

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


Or so you know.

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

 None of the pages stirred. 

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


How can he know that?

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

 “Do you have something to say mister…”


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


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


 “Felnon.”


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


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


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


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

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

 “You must be something special then,” the man said, casting Odin into the ring with but one shove of his hand. “Grab yourself a weapon. You’ll be our class project.”

 “What?”

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

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

 “You, sir?”

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

 “But I—”


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


 “I’ve never—”


 “Never what?”

 “Spuh-Sparred against someone before.”


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


 “Well then,” the weapons master said. “I guess this will be a learning experience for both of us, won’t it?”


 Stepping into the sphere, Odin took queue at the northern side of the sparring ring, then bent his knees and arms, just as his father had taught him all those years ago.


If you don’t bend your arm, Ectris Karussa had once said, it’ll be easy to cut it off.

 Though he knew more than well that there would not be limb amputation in but a simple mock battle, he couldn’t deny the fact that were he not careful, the tides could turn against him.

 The weapons master threw a hit at him.

 Odin dodged the first blow and caught the weapon master’s sword on his own blade a short moment later.

 “See this?” the man asked the other boys, bearing as much pressure down upon Odin’s blocked stance as he possibly could. “Watch and learn, young men. You’ll need to know how to block hits and return them if you want to kill an opponent in battle. If you don’t act quick, you’ll have your enemy’s sword in your gut.”

 When the weapons disengaged from one another, Odin lashed out, spinning his sword to distract the weapons master and create a false front in order to reveal a weakness that was likely to come. The man’s eyes darting from sword to figure, then back again, Odin took notice of an exposed weakness under the man’s arm and around his ribcage and noticed that his stance, though awkward, seemed to reveal a natural weakness that could easily be exploited were he to use his size and his speed correctly.


Here goes nothing.

 Lunging forward, Odin ducked under the man’s forward slash, then rolled forward, the brunt of his weight landing at the curve of his upper back and propelling him directly behind the weapons master.

 The man, so stunned by the reciprocating action, had little chance to turn around just as Odin pressed the tip of the blade into the weapon master’s back.

 “See?” the weapons master asked. “That is how your swordfight, gentlemen.”

 In the moments following his defeat, the instructor gestured Odin forward, set an arm around his shoulders, then turned his attention to the young men situated against the far wall. “I’m going to pair you up in groups of two,” the man explained. “I want you to practice striking and blocking your opponent. This is the first thing you’ll need to learn. Develop your own style. Watch the way your enemy moves, examine their stance or fighting for weaknesses that you can exploit. When you ‘kill’ your sparring partner in the resulting duel, you’ll switch with another boy who’s won his own spar. The two that were beaten will fight each other in order to gain experience on their weaknesses. Winners will go on one side, the losers—the dead—on the other. From there, we’ll switch teams until we have enough for a small skirmish. Understand?”

 “Yes sir!” the boys cried, all in unison.

 Odin stood next to his weapon’s master, unsure what to do in light of his recent win. He made a move to walk toward what would be the ‘winning’ side before the man stopped him.

 “Sir?” Odin frowned. “What are you—”


 “Call me Master Jordan,” the man grunted. “That was quite impressive, young man.”


 “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head. “My father taught me well.”


 “You’re but a commoner. Tell me—was your father enlisted in the military?”


 Gradually, over the course of several undeterminable moments, Odin mustered up the courage to shake his head, knowing full than well that his father, whom bore no humility, would not care about the declaration. Since when did one need a knight or a military figure whom had learned through accomplishment and consequence to be a valiant man?

 “Very well,” Master Jordan said. “Not everyone needs to be in the military to know their way around a sword.”


Truth be told, Odin nodded.

 The weapon’s master slapped Odin’s back one last time before proceeding to bark encouragement and insults to the other boys.

 A few short moments later, a massive boy whom had to be some five-and-a-half feet tall felled a quite smaller one with a hard hit to the chest, sending him sprawling onto his back with a violent thud.

 “There’s no need to be rough, Mr. Monvich,” Master Jordan said, stepping forward to assist the fallen boy to his feet. “You don’t need to through your opponent into the dirt.”

 “Why?” the hulk of boy asked. “It’s not like anyone’s going to treat you with respect on the battlefield. He’ll kill you before he decides to let you live.”

 “Very well, Herald, but here, in this castle, we’re not out to kill anyone, especially our sparring partners.” Jordan sighed and shook his head. “You know what to do.”

 “Guess I fight you then,” the boy named Monvich smirked, running the back of his wrist across his mouth to reveal a wisp of hair curving across his upper lip.

 “I… guess,” Odin said, taking notice of both himself, then the other boy, whose shoulders were nearly as broad as Odin’s torso and whose muscles had begun to show. His face, though harsh, also bore a manly distinction that set him apart from the baby-faced, fat-cheeked boys around them—a strong jaw, a squared chin, and that undeniably-manly whisper of hair atop his lip.

 Smirking, Herald stretched his sword arm out, then bent his knees.


 There was no forewarning before he lunged forward.


 Odin raised his sword just in time to block a hit.


 “You might think you can get around me with your height,” the bigger boy said, throwing a few more blows in his direction, “but I’m bigger and stronger than you.”


Like that matters, Odin thought.

 The swords began to soar through the air as though they were birds making their way toward their migratory patterns. Monvich’s blade hard, unruly; Odin’s quick, unmerciful—the wooden swords, though as safely-protected as they were, began to strike one another in ways that began to make them splinter shortly after their use. It would, Odin knew, take but a single hit from the Monvich boy’s sword to severely hurt him in its current state, as it seemed serrated now instead of sanded-down and protected by natural papers. At one point, Odin realized that a crowd had developed around the circle and that people were watching them, but only glanced at the group briefly for fear that should he distract himself, the bigger boy would find the opening he’d need.

 “That’s it!” Master Jordan said. “See, boys? This is how a swordfight should be.”

 Monvich’s sword slid up along Odin’s blade and nearly hit his shoulder. In response, Odin swung his sword to the side, then ducked when the bigger boy put both his hands on the practice weapon’s hilt and swung it down like a hammer.

 “I’ll get you,” the bigger boy panted, chest heaving, cords in his neck bulging and face sparked red.

 Soon enough, Odin knew, Monvich would be much too worn out to continue.


They always said the bigger you are the harder you fall.

 The weapons master moved away from the boys and began to walk the sphere the two of them stood in. He circled them, eyes alert, movements swift and precise. His body appeared to say, Don’t pay attention to what I’m doing. It seemed a far-cry of distraction, for even Odin had trouble maintaining concentration on the battle beforehand as Herald’s blade continued to swing forward and down upon him, much like the hammer he’d recently thought of that only a brutish man’s ample shoulders could weild.

 In but a moment, Odin realized just what he’d have to do.


 Ducking, he lunged forward, then threw himself back.


 Master Jordan stood no more than a few feet behind him.


 Monvich’s eyes darted to the man.



There!

 Odin lunged.

 Before he could even begin to raise his sword to deliver the ‘killing’ hit, Monvich struck out—not with his sword, but his fist.

 Blood spurting from his nose, body flailing through the air, Odin collapsed to the ground with blood covering his chest and pain screaming throughout his body.

 “Hey! Hey!” Master Jordan cried, running forward to grab the bigger boy’s shoulders before he could get any closer. “That’s enough! That’s enough!”

 “I won!” Monvich laughed, looking down at his bloodied fist. “I fucking won!”

 “I suppose you did, but I never told you to use your fist.”

 “You told us to ‘kill’ our sparring partner.”

 Rather than speak in response, Jordan looked down at Odin, then back up to Monvich before saying, “I’m sorry I wasn’t more clear.”

 When the Monvich boy stepped to the other side of the ring and joined in with the group deemed ‘the living,’ Jordan looked at the group, sighed, then said, “All right, boys. Put your practice weapons away and head over to the lake. You need to wash the sweat off before you head in to your afternoon lessons.”

 While the other boys put their weapons away, dusted themselves off and walked off to the lake, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and pinched the end of his nose to still the flow of blood, which rushed forward continuously without any pause.

 “Are you all right?” the weapon master asked, crouching down at Odin’s side.


 “Fine,” Odin grimaced. “I thought you weren’t supposed to care about us.”


 “I don’t,” the man said, “but the smaller boys who fight Herald Monvich are always easy pickings.”


 “I thought we were supposed to fight our opponents like they were going to kill us?”


 “You are, but there’s no reason to unintentionally hurt or injure someone you don’t have to.” The man sighed, then turned his attention up at the fleeting images of the boys. “That young man has a wild spirit, son. He may be a bully, but he’ll make one hell of a knight someday.”

 Though Odin couldn’t respond without betraying his hurt or anger, he managed to nod, then removed his hand from his nose. “I think it stopped,” he said.

 “Good,” the man replied. “Go bathe. You’ve got a while before the first bell rings. Get yourself cleaned off, then head inside for your lesson.”

 Odin stood, looked toward the pond in the distance, and sighed.

 Hopefully nothing would come of this.

 


 Dozens of boys played and swam without a care in the world. Some stayed to the side, nursing fingers that could be sprained of broke. Others fingered cuts and scrapes caused by the rough edge of the wooden swords. It would have seemed, to anyone looking upon this small group, that they were only children—young, unafraid, and all the less ashamed of their naked bodies. Many could have been staring, silently taking note, and not a single one of them would have cared, for they played and splashed and cavorted with one another as if there was nothing wrong with these open displays of emotions.

 He thought it some kind of passage, this nudity and this endeavor. Most every boy had a partner he splashed or waded with. Some discussed the first day of weapons practice and how well it may or may not have been; others pondered over smaller things, particularly the maidens that took refuge at the castle alongside them, tending the livestock in the areas beyond the castle or learning prayers from convent nuns. Some even boasted of their progress with the sword, taking into account that they, unlike the others, were far superior to anyone.

 It wasn’t until that moment that Odin had any trouble or embarrassment bathing with other boys. It was, in the end, all skin—surely what did he have to worry about? However, here and now, worry started to get the best of him, as the boys, though young, showed signs of maturing. Stubble, hair under the arms, around the areolas and down by the groin were only a few of the things he noticed.


You’re going to have to bathe eventually, he finally decided. Just ignore the difference and act like you’re just like them.

 Though he knew in truth and sympathy that he was not like any of these royal children, he could push those differences aside and make his way into their midst.

 After pulling his shirt off, he bent to unlace his shoes, then slid down his trousers and loincloth before wading into the water.

 Hardly any of the boys took notice. Some, curious or interested, glanced at or watched him, but their eyes didn’t stay for long. Their whispers, however, outnumbered any other physical acknowledgement, for it seemed as Odin waded deeper and deeper into the water that he was taken notice of even though he was nothing more than a commoner given a higher degree. It made him feel special, in a way. He’d never had any boyhood friends. Maybe now that he’d grown up a little he could make some.

 Just when he thought someone would begin to approach him, they returned to their own conversation, to the friends they already knew.

 Odin sighed.

 Amidst all these young man with muscles and stubbles, with structures and care and hair in places he hadn’t, he couldn’t help but feel like the ugly duckling of the dest.

 “Hey,” the boy named Herald Monvich said, taking notice of him almost immediately before wading through the water and toward him. “You stirred up a lot of shit over the way I took you out.”

 Dumbfounded and unsure what to say, Odin merely stood there, watching the bigger boy with eyes clouded and a bit dazed.

 “Are you going to answer me,” the bigger boy growled, “or are you too little to do that to?”

 The majority of the boys chuckled. Odin’s eyes darted over them, calculating their motives. He could see the greed in their eyes, the desire that willed them to fight and spill blood in water otherwise clean. Any sort of physical conversation would have surely satisfied them.

 “I didn’t stir anything up,” Odin said, keeping his hands at his side to be as nonthreatening as possible. “You beat me fair.”


 “Yeah,” Herald smirked, “I did, but Master Jordan didn’t think so.”


 Odin stepped back. Herald stepped you forward.


 “I got you good,” the boy said. “Hitting your nose so hard it bled.”


 “You didn’t have to do that.”


 “Shut up! I’m not going to listen to some boy.”

 “You’re younger than I am!”

 “At least I’ve got hair on my chest. By God, a girl has more hair down there than you do.”

 This sent the group of boys into fits of laughter. Some even stumbled and fell into the water, where they emerged to splash others as if no sort of violent confrontation was just about to happen. While the event set off their continued play, Odin and Herald merely stared at each other, eyes ablaze with hate so vast and strong it could have burned the world down.

 “You’re just a bully,” Odin said.


 The boys gasped at his sudden words.


 This time, it was Odin’s turn to smirk.



Got you, he thought.

 “Bastard,” Herald growled.

 Monvich lashed out and grabbed Odin by the neck.

 When he tried to kick out and disarm the boy, Herald slapped the back of his neck, grabbed his long, untended hair, then forced his head underwater.

 Immediately, water shot up his nose and through his mouth.


 Gasping, trying to breath when he obviously couldn’t, water shot down Odin’s throat and into his lungs.


 “You like that?” the bigger boy roared, tossing Odin’s head back by his hair. “Want me to do it again?”


 “Leave me alone!” he cried.


 Herald repeated the gesture, but this time Odin managed to take a quick breath before the boy submerged him. He fought with all his might—tossing, turning, kicking and slapping the water as desperately as he could—but nothing seemed to come from it. Herald then straddled his hips and forced a knee into his lower back, pushing him deeper underwater.


I’m going to drown, he thought, and would have possibly began to cry were he not submerged in the liquid his body would so willingly like to provide. I’m going to drown and no one’s going to know who did it.

 He tried to fight, but the strength had left his lungs, the aggression from his heart and the agony from his mind. He closed his eyes and continued to hold his breath for dear life.


Come on, he whispered. Help me.

 Above, light shined down through the water and cast shards of color across the bed of the pond.


 A fish swam by.


 A group of minnows skirted just beneath his body.


 His fear, his anger, his hurt, pride, sorrow, tears—all strung together in but one single moment to create something so strong and fierce no mortal man would have ever been able to deal it.

 A flutter of movement crossed Odin’s chest and rushed down both his arms.


 The water exploded.


 Herald released him.


 Clawing his way to the surface, his breath all but lost and his eyes stung by pond water, Odin emerged just in time to see a geyser erupting out of the center of the pond, its height vast and its subsequent rain so heavy it surely would have trapped anyone beneath the water had they been there. Boys screamed, ran, grappled for their clothes as they rushed toward the castle and away from the obvious source of magic that had just occurred. Throughout all this, Odin struggled to push his way onto land and to all fours. He pounded his chest, coughed water from his lungs, then turned his head up just in time to see the tall, stocky form of Herald Monvich turning from his flight to face him.

 “This isn’t over!” the bigger boy screamed, naked and shivering in fear. “I’ll kill you for this, Karussa. I’ll kill you!”

 Water continued to spill from Odin’s lungs as the last of Herald’s taunts faded.

 For a brief moment, he thought he would simply pass out on the pond’s shore, left to his own devices and possibly to the death that would soon follow.

 When the last of the water was expelled from his lungs, Odin took a long, deep breath, then turned his head to the sky.

 The sun seemed to be shining down from the heavens to mark his passage.

 


 Despite the pain in his chest that seemed to swell constantly like the flow of the ocean, Odin went to his afternoon lesson without a second thought. Seated upon a long, wooden bench in the back of the room, where a desk before him extended to the far wall to allow a multitude of boys to sit upon, he turned his attention down to the book before him and realized, with a nervous bout of pride, that he would actually be studying in a situation unlike that of the homeschooling his father had given him.


This is different, he decided.

 Pursing his lips, he continued to watch the boys enter through the doorway and seat themselves along the benches, their hands pressed forward and their attentions set to the front of the room—where, behind a desk and almost unnoticed, a professor sat, his name declared as ‘Artlock’ in pure-white chalk that ran across the board.

 When the morning bell chimed for the third time that day, the professor rose to greet his audience.

 “Hello,” Professor Artlock said, pressing his hands behind his back as he turned his attention toward the still-skittering boys entering in through the doorway. “My name is Professor Artlock, and over the course of the next few weeks and months, I will be outlining a study program that will include all the basic teachings you need to know both as a knight and an individual schooled under the Ornalan study system, including but not limited to: History, Mathematics, the Written and Read word and, of course, basic survival instincts that you should be more than knowledgeable of when you enter the field with your knight master within the next few years.”

 At this, the professor turned and began to scrawl a multitude of lines across the board, those of which Odin found almost impossible to read from such a faraway distance. He considered moving forward to be closer, but when the man turned and offered the room a somber look, he decided it might be best were he not to rise instead.


He’ll say what he needs to, he decided.

 When the professor turned to face them, not a word within the entire classroom was spoken.

 “All right,” Artlock said. “As you will notice, we have today’s book of study set before us. General Studies of History will outline the construction of the kingdom, the Soloman family line’s rise to power and the eventual figures that ruled over our kingdom over the given course of time.

 “Why do we need to study?” one of the boys called out. “We’re knights, not scholars!”

 “A good knight is not a stupid one,” the professor replied, opening his mouth to reveal bright teeth. “It is for that reason that you will divide your days both with training and general reading, as well as completing the assigned homework and returning it to me each and every morning. Are we understood?”

 The boys gave slight, collective nods and murmurs of approval.

 “Very well then,” Artlock said, turning to face the board. “Now, I would like you to turn to your General Studies of History book and flip to the table of contents, where we’ll be looking over the origins of our country and just how the capital was created.”

  

 Over the course of the next few days, Odin went to weapons training and afternoon schooling without much trouble. With no threat of Herald Monvich’s reappearance anytime in the near future, he found himself settling into a routine that both comforted and settled him despite the unease he felt around his royal, more-prestigious peers. Early mornings before training was spent with Master Jordan, improving his skills in a private, practiced environment, while afternoons lay spread out before him like a grand dish meant to be sampled and tasted. Most homework was done easily and in the hours before dinner, turned in the next day and graded efficiently and without much trouble. He was referred to by Artlock as, ‘Exceptionally well-read’ and praised on almost each and every piece of parchment for his intelligence and the fact that he seemed just as capable as the royal children around him in spite of the fact that he did not bear any royal blood at all.

 On one particularly-rainy day, when weapons training was cancelled and replaced with an extra-long schooling session, Odin found himself in a predicament where he felt as though he needed to talk to an authority figure for fear that should Herald try to assault him again, he might end up dead.


But you’re not a tattler, he thought, sighing. What are you going to do about that?

 Either way, he needed to come up with a solution—now, while it still dwelled on his conscience.

 When the extra-long study session reached its halfway point and Artlock allowed the boys to walk the halls and stretch their legs, Odin approached the desk and waited for the man to turn before confronting him directly.

 “Hello,” he said.


 “Hello, Odin.” Artlock smiled. “I must say, I do enjoy reading your assignments. You’re so well read.”


 “Thank you, sir.”


 “What can I do for you?”


 “I was actually wondering if I could have permission to go talk with High Mage Daughtry,” he said, crossing his arms over your chest. “I just don’t know where to start.”

 “What reason might you have to talk with Magic-Master Daughtry?”

 “I’m one of his students and… well… I need to talk to him about something personal, if that’s all right.”

 “Though I’m reluctant to let you leave class, especially when we’re deep into reading on our history, I know you’ll do perfectly well in catching up on your own time. Please—go right ahead. Ask a guard to escort you to the magic offices.”

 “Thank you, sir.”

 With a quick bow of his head, Odin turned and made his way out into the hall—where, directly beside the door, he approached a guard and asked to be escorted to the magic offices.

 “The magic offices?” the guard asked. “What reason do you have going there?”


 “I’m a mage, sir.”


 “Oh.” The guard paused. “All right then. Follow me.”


 The man led Odin through several interweaving halls that over the duration of their walk began to grow increasingly obscure. The windows all but gone so deep within the castle, the halls bearing little-to-no form of decoration and the wallpaper dour and appearing as though it had not been kept up for some time—Odin found himself wondering why, of all the important places within the castle, these halls would go untamed, but regardless, he brushed it off and pushed himself forward, through the hall and toward a series of rooms that lay lit with each individual magic master’s name emblazoned in gold ink upon the wooden doors.

 “Here you are,” the guard said. “I trust you have rightful permission to be here, otherwise I may have to report you.”


 “I can be here, sir. Thank you for leading me.”


 The man gave one last nod before turning and making his way back down the halls.


 Knowing not in the least how he would return to his afternoon classes without an escort, Odin shook his head, leaned forward, then knocked three times before returning to his original position.

 Moments passed without any visible change in his position.


Come on, he thought. Don’t have made me come all this way for nothing.

 Just as he was beginning to think it would be best to leave and try to return to his classes, the door opened, revealing Daughtry’s tall, lanky form. “Odin,” he said.

 “Sir,” he replied.


 “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in class?”


 “Actually… I wanted to talk to you about something. Something private.”


 “Come in, come in.”


 After stepping forward, into the room with the magic master and waiting for him to close the door behind them, Odin seated himself in the chair opposite the desk, then pressed back into it, unsure what to do or say in order to initiate the conversation.

 “So,” Daughtry said, seating himself in his chair. “What might you be here for, Odin? And my apologies for not arranging study time between the two of us—I’ve been awfully busy trying to figure out just what and where I should start teaching you.”

 “It’s all right, sir. My problem is… well… more about someone than about something.”

 “Pardon?”

 Sighing, Odin dug his fingers into the plush armrests and leaned forward. With a bit of a tremble in his voice, he said, “I got into a fight with a boy the other day.”

 “You did?” Daughtry asked, waiting for Odin to nod before he continued. “For what, might I ask?”

 “For… well… him hitting me in the nose so hard it bled and getting in trouble because of it. That’s not all, sir. He… he tried to drown me.” Odin paused and took a deep breath.

 “Drown you?” the mage asked, the stricken look on his face one of pure horror and outrage. “Who did this, Odin?”

 “I’m not a tattler, sir.”


 “That doesn’t matter. What he did was attempted murder.”


 “I haven’t finished my story.”


 Daughtry paused, waiting for him to continue.



All right, he thought. How am I going to tell him this?

 Rather than dwell on the specifics, Odin took another deep breath, expelled it, then said, “My magic went off.”

 “In a fit of fear, I take it?”

 “I guess. All I know is that just when I thought I would drown, the boy let go of me and I swam up to the surface to find the middle of the pond erupting in a geyser.”

 “That’s some pretty impressive spell casting there, young man—though I must say, that sort of uncontrolled magic can be extremely dangerous, especially since you have no control over your emotions or how you can relate them to your magic.”

 “I know,” Odin sighed. “I shouldn’t have done it—”


 “You couldn’t control it.”


 “But I was convinced he was going to drown me. What else what I was supposed to do?”


 “You did what you believed was the right thing,” Daughtry replied, “and that, I believe, is the only thing you could have done. Boys trying to drown boys… that’s absolutely ridiculous, Odin, and I wish you’d tell me who did it, though I do have to say you’re quite a valiant man for sticking to your morals.”

 “Thank you, sir.”

 “I’ll arrange for us to start magic practice as soon as possible. You should return to your class, while the day is still young. Thank you for coming and speaking with me though. It’s much appreciated.”

 “Thank you, sir.”


 Odin reached out, shook the man’s hand, then rose and left the room.


 The whole while he walked the halls, he couldn’t help but wonder just whether or not his future would continue safely.


 


 The moment Odin returned to class, all eyes were on him, as if he had committed a heinous crime which could not be justified. Nervous, unsure and even more unwilling to admit difference to the young men around him, he took his seat in the original position he’d been in before, bowed his head, then crossed his arms over his chest, unable to meet the professor’s gaze or the eyes of those around him.

 His thoughts jumbled within his head, his concentration set on things other than the history being explained before them, Odin tore his attention away from the professor and attempted to read the fine lines of scrawled text within his book, but found even in that moment it seemed impossible to do.


Come on, he thought. You can do this. You know you can.

 Rather than try on focus on the things that were plaguing his mind, he turned his attention back to Artlock and found once more that almost every eye in the in the room was upon him.

 “Odin?” Artlock asked.


 “Sorry,” he replied, bowing his head. 


 “You need to listen, Mr. Karussa. I won’t explain things more than once.”


 “Yes sir.”



Great. Now you’re going to get punished for not paying attention.

 He couldn’t necessarily blame himself though, considering the conversation he had just partken in with Daughtry and the emotions that had come with it. He assumed that Artlock, judging from his personality, would possibly leave him alone, as he’d always been good in class before, but without any prior knowledge of the professor’s behavior he couldn’t necessarily be sure. In response, he turned his attention on the board of text set into the wall before them and tried to concentrate, if only to keep out of trouble.

 When the afternoon classes came to a close and the pages were ushered down the hall and back toward their individual quarters, Odin found himself longing for home.

 To think that he had come all this way only to have thoughts of going back was ridiculous.


It’s all right, he thought. Everything’s going to be fine.

 Inside his and the other year-one pages’ room, he lay in bed with his eyes set toward the ceiling and tried to sleep despite the fact that many of his peers were doing their best to thwart those attempts. Fighting, talking, squabbling, some punching and kicking each other in arguments inane and without purpose—Odin found himself drawn to the thoughts of what he and Daughtry had spoken of earlier and how such fickle emotions were able to take hold of him without any prior consent.


You can’t help it. 


 Even so, the fact that he couldn’t control his magic scared him to no end. What if, in a fit of emotion, he happened to hurt or even kill someone? What then, he wondered, would happen, if not life in prison for murder or some other insidious sentence? What did they do to mages in the current day and age? Surely they didn’t burn them, as such witch-hunting had long since died out, especially in the old kingdom, but was there a punishment for equal opportunity for men and women who killed others with powers of the Will?

 Not knowing how to react, Odin pushed himself into a sitting position and turned his attention on the doorway at the other side or the room—which, from his current perspective, was cracked open, and slowly being pushed forward.

 A short moment later, a guard appeared. “Odin Karussa?” he asked.


 All activity in the room stopped. Once more, all eyes were on him.


 “Yes?” Odin asked, perturbed at the fact that awkward situations were becoming a staple in his life.


 “You’ve been requested to come down to the courier’s office. You’ve been sent something.”



Sent something? he thought. But who—

 The idea that his father had sent him a package alight in his mind, he thrust himself forward, off his bed, then to the guard’s side, who instantly turned and began to lead him down the hall.

 Things, it seemed, were beginning to look up.

 Maybe everything would be just fine.

 


 “This is… curious,” the courier said, raising his narrowed eyes from the obviously sword-shaped package before him.


 “Why?” Odin frowned.


 “Pages aren’t normally sent packages, especially not weapons.”


 “Who does it say it’s from?”


 “That’s the thing—no one. It’s only addressed to you.”


 Stepping forward, Odin pressed the flat of his hand against the obvious cross in the hilt of the sword and fingered the packing parchment beneath his fingers, almost unable to believe that a weapon delivered to him had been allowed inside the walls. Considering the situation with Germa and the fact that a war seemed ready to break out at any given moment, one would think that no weaponry at all would be allowed within the First, Second and Third inner-gate districts, let alone so close to the castle.


Who could have—

 Before he could finish, his eyes fell to a single piece of smaller parchment that lay just beneath his fingers.


 “May I?” Odin asked.


 The courier gave no response further than a nod.


 Reaching forward, Odin pulled the piece of parchment free from the packing paper, then unfurled the note.



You may not know who I am, the piece of parchment began, but I know who you are. Please, accept this gift and put it to good use. He will need a friend in the years to come.

 “A friend?” Odin asked, turning his eyes on the sword that lay no more than a few short breaths away from him. “Can I open it, sir?”

 “You may.” The courtier gestured the guards forward. “Just don’t try anything with it.”


 “I won’t.”


 Odin tangled his hands in the parchment and began to pull the weapon free of its confines.


 A blade forged in the blackest metals shined in the light piercing through the window and created the impression of a dark night that could not have been anything more than horrific. The hilt—wrapped in dark red leather—ended in a cross, upon the surface of which sprouted a series of pentagons. The first black, the second silver, the third red, they stacked atop each other as if they were pieces of coin and adorned on the topmost surface was what appeared to be a spear and two drinking horns.

 “Is that,” one of the guards began to say, but stopped before he could continue.

 The courier narrowed his eyes.


What? Odin dared to ask, the tension so thick in the air he thought for a moment something terrible would slice through the atmosphere and end his life.

 “I believe so,” the courier finally replied.

 Each and every hair on Odin’s neck stood on end.

 “What?” he asked, shivering, as if a cold wind had suddenly developed somewhere within the mailing office. “What is it? Tell me. Tell me!”

 Stepping forward, the guards took both of Odin’s arms and began to pull him toward the door.


 “Wait!” Odin cried. “Where are you taking me?”


 “You are being placed in the fifth tower for conspiracy against the kingdom,” one of the guards said.


 “What?”

 “That’s what happens when you bring Drow weaponry into the castle.”

 Odin’s heart stopped beating in his chest.


Drow?

 The horrible, the evil, the malevolent, the things that had, at one point, used dark and forbidden magics in order to try and overthrow the Elven kingdom—it was no wonder that the guards were pulling him along, through the grounds and toward the entrance of the castle, then shortly thereafter through the halls and toward a single spiraling staircase that could only lead to the top walls. To think that such a thing had been sent to him was almost madness, considering the light of his current situation, but in that moment, being pulled along behind the guards, it appeared as though the entirety of the world had just been set against him, as if he had just done something horribly illegal in spite of the fact that he had done nothing at all.


No.

 “No!” Odin screamed, thrusting himself away from the guards and crying out in pain when the bones in his shoulders ground together and his muscles screamed in agony. “Let me go! Let me go!”

 “You’ll be released when we get to the tower.”

 “I want to see the king! Dammit! Dammit! I’m a person! I have rights! GODDAMMIT! Let me go you rotten bast—”

 The back of a fist met his face.

 Blood exploded from his nose.

 Stunned and almost unable to believe what had just happened, Odin turned his eyes up to look at the ever-lingering surface of the fifth tower that rose from the very center of the castle and tried his hardest not to cry, but to no avail.

 “Let me go,” he sobbed, trembling. “I didn’t do anything to you!”

 “Maybe not,” one of the guards said, “but that doesn’t mean you weren’t planning on it.”

 When they reached the entrnace of the fifth tower, which stood lone and foreboding as if it were a creature unto itself, a series of mechanisms were pushed and pulled in and out of place. First the guards slid a number of mental beams that were inlaid into the surface of the door aside, then a group of keys were pressed into a circular lock that, with the last key in place, created a complete circle. The process took several long moments, resulting in a form of mental torture Odin found almost unbearable, before the meticulously-crafted security system was disengaged and the door was thrown open.

 It took but a moment for the guards to release hold on his arms and push him into the tower.


 Shortly thereafter, the door slammed shut.


 The sound of each lock and beam being slammed into place echoed within the claustrophobic confines of the small space.


 When he scanned the room to find only a single, dirtied mattress—which likely stank of sweat, tears and even blood—Odin crossed the distance between him and it, settled down atop its surface, then stared at the door and began to cry.

 How could such a thing—such a small, unexpected gift—have landed him into one of the most frightening situations anyone could possibly imagine?

 Although no answers lay in easy reach, and while the single window set into the tower at his side seemed to shine light on his very situation, Odin could only bow his head.

 It couldn’t be—it just couldn’t.

 After coming all this way, was this really what his life would amount to—imprisonment, isolation, and for all he could describe, arrest?


I didn’t do it, he thought, tears spilling down his cheeks and revealing rivers of flesh through the mess of blood and snot on the lower half of his face. I didn’t do anything! I didn’t… I…

 Rather than continue on with his thoughts, he reared back his head and screamed.

 Not a sound, he imagined, could be heard in the outside world.



 


 



Chapter 2

 


 Long, hot, miserable, painstakingly-brutal in its efforts to push him down even further than he already was—the man raised his eyes to look at his fellow companions in the field and found himself dreaming of home and the sweet bed that would rest beneath him.


Ah, he thought, sighing as a cool wind blew in from the northern highlands and gently whispered across his arms. Yeah. That’s it.

 The sun began to set in the eastern part of the sky and slowly but surely the men in the fields began to pack up their belongings and leave. In response to this sudden migration, much like birds when flying from the north to the south, Nova set his garden hoe over his shoulder, stepped out of the near waist-deep dirt and mud, then began to make his way back into town—toward, where, his house lay on the far hill, content and alone away from most everyone else in the village.

 While he walked, making his way along the road and toward the place he called home, he took notice of the semblance of humanity as he passed by families and children greeting the men who had toiled in the sun-soaked fields all day. Women, kissing their husbands; children, grabbing their father’s pantlegs; dogs, barking and dancing beneath their master’s feet—it would have appeared as though this entire community was driven by nothing more than family, a fact that, while pleasant to see, made him feel even lonelier than he had in the past year.


Father, he thought.

 The old man’s death had not come as a surprise, but with its violent ferocity and its sudden implication within his life, it had taken all the more strength and willpower than he could possibly imagine to make it through the past year. Even remaining in that house, old and simple, seemed to stir harsh memories from the grave, almost as if his father were returning from the dead to haunt him each and every night.

 From the corner of the street, a woman lifted her head and offered a simple smile, though made no move to wave.

 Nova bowed his head.


You’ll be ok, in the long run, he thought, hoping what the other men of the village had told him was true. You’ll find someone, someday.

 Sometimes, he couldn’t stand waiting.

 On those long, hard days in the field, ‘someday’ seemed much too far away.

 


 He wanted a wife more than anything—desired, above all else, to hold a woman in his arms and whisper to her that things would be fine: that the world, as horrible and violent as it was, would not open up and swallow the both of them whole. It was for this reason that when he arrived at home and began to disrobe he fell into the blankets before the fireplace and curled around himself his sheets as tightly as he could, already knowing in his heart and mind that tonight would be much colder than it had been in a very, very long time.


Will it rain, he wondered, or will it just be cold?

 Either way, he couldn’t allow his conflicted emotions to control him, less he succumb to a horrible fit of anxiety that was likely to make him cry himself to sleep once more.

 Nervous, unsure and even more frightened for the fact that he seemed so ready to cave in onto himself, Nova found himself looking toward the far right wall—where, upon its surface, his most prized possession lay. A scythe, propped up on three prongs, lay directly beneath the window, while three rubies inlaid within the blade caught the last bit of the sun’s fading light and cast it across the room in brilliant shades of scarlet. 

 Once upon a time, his adoptive father had taken his three most honorable pieces of jewelry and created that very weapon. While only a year had passed from this date, and while his father’s death seemed all the more present in his life, Nova couldn’t help but wonder, in but a moment’s notice, that the man would walk in from tending to the outside chores and greet him as he always did come the time he returned home from work.

 Tears burned at the corners of his eyes.

 Nova sighed.

 “I miss you,” he said, a stray tear sliding from the corner of his eye. “Even though you weren’t my real father, you were the next best thing I could ever had.”

 Resigning himself to his tears, Nova bowed his head into the pillow and closed his eyes.

 In that moment, he prepared for the fate of sleep, hoping it would come sooner rather than later and pull him into the depths of nothing.

 


 Early the next morning, he woke to an aching back and muscles that screamed whenever he used them. Rising, stretching, groaning and moaning over the aches in his body, he thanked the Gods that he had not the need to work in the field today and gathered his dirty clothes from around him before making his way to the door—where, around the back of his home, he would settle himself into the pool of vacant water and bathe to cleanse the dirt and sweat from the day before away.

 After letting himself outside, he took but a moment to consider his distant surroundings and let out a deep breath of air.

 So early in the morning—before dawn, it seemed, and at a time where the only light in the sky existed in hues of blue and grey—not a soul would be awake, giving him the sanctity and privacy he would need to bathe.

 Rounding the house, taking a few moments every few seconds to consider his surroundings and the rocks that bordered alongside the hill, Nova stepped up to the pool, pressed his big toe into the water, then watched as a series of ripples extended toward the far side of the water until, eventually, they all but disappeared in the cracks of rocks that branched out over the skirts of the watering hole.


Here goes nothing, he thought.

 He settled himself in with practice he’d come to learn over his life in living on the top of the hill with his father, first by bracing his arms against either side of the pool, then by lowering himself in as slowly as possible, careful not to slip for fear of cutting himself and dirtying the one source of water that could truly be used for bathing. Beneath his feet, a current, swift and strong, guided fresh water from beneath the ground, though where it came from he couldn’t necessarily be sure, though his father had once said that there were a series of underground rivers that would, one time or another, eventually stop running.


There can’t be water forever, Patrus Eternity had once said.

 Nova shook his head.

 Sinking in until all but the tip of his head was submerged, he closed his eyes and waited.

 Not a sound seemed to exist beneath the depths of the pool, save for the current that whisked beneath him and created a sound much like a man gargling water fresh and tainted with salt. 

 It couldn’t have been a more peaceful situation.

 Reluctant to rise, Nova made way to push himself out of the water, but stopped when a long pair of legs greeted his vision.


What the—

 “Oh!” the woman cried, taking a few steps back as Nova emerged from the pool. “I’m so sorry, I—”

 The rest of her words were lost, as in staring upon her face, Nova found himself captivated by the one and only woman throughout the entire village he fancied. His eyes, wandering, traveled the length of her long, thin legs, to the skirt of her dress that billowed in the breeze, then to her chest—where, though not amply-endowed, her breasts lay small and focused, full and round. Perhaps the most striking of her features, however, was her face. Slim, more over-shaped than anything, crafted with high cheekbones, a small, perky nose and dusted with freckles—she appeared as though a virginal goddess sent from the Heavens to tempt him with her beauty, though in that moment Nova could find nothing but a swell of unease rising in his chest.


Be calm, he thought. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.

 Why he had nerves he couldn’t necessarily be sure, as in that moment he had less to be uneasy about than she did. Coming across a man unexpectedly in a pool, much less a naked one, surely had to have been an embarrassing sight, one of which could have easily swelled the most uneasy of emotions within anyone’s heart.

 “It’s all right,” Nova said, pulling himself out of the water only for her to blush at his nakedness. “You didn’t know anyone lived up here?”

 “No,” she said, shying her gaze away from his nudity. “I didn’t.”

 While Nova dressed, he tried his best to put on the best aura of ease as humanly possible, but found himself all the more embarrassed for the mayor’s daughter in the process. After he finished, he turned his attention first from Katarina, then to the town beyond, which had since began to rise and make their way throughout the day.

 “Are you all right?” she asked, turning her head up to look at him when he was finally dressed. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. If you’d like me to leave, I can—”

 “You haven’t bothered me. I was just bathing.”

 She said nothing. Nova reached out to touch her, but stopped halfway through the process. The idea of such personal intimacy between a commoner and a woman of her status would have seemed dirty, so he chose to keep his hand at his side and instead offered a smile instead.

 “I should get going,” she said, turning to leave. “I’m so sorry mister—”

 “Eternity,” he said. This time, he managed to set a hand on her shoulder without feeling uneasy about it. “I hope you don’t mind.”

 “I don’t.”

 Her words, nearly a whisper, surprised him. Normally her tone of voice was mush stronger than that of which she’d normally spoke.


Does she…

 No. He had to shake that idea from his head, otherwise it was only bound to get him into trouble.


 “I’d like to take you home,” he said. “Or at least into the village, if that’s all right.”


 “I’d appreciate it if you would.”


 After readjusting his shirt across his chest, he fell into pace with her and began to walk down the steep incline that led to the primary road throughout the village. Along the way, both of them received strange looks from their fellow townspeople, but neither of them returned the gesture. Any reciprocation on their behalf would surely just cause gossip, if not full-blown, untrue rumors.

 “So,” Nova said, drawing his word out to get her attention. “What were you doing all the way on the other side of town?”

 “I wanted to take a walk,” the young woman said, turning to look upon him with her most-beautiful crystal-blue eyes. “I never intended to go through the village, but I guess I just started walking and didn’t stop until I had nowhere else to go.”

 “I do that too sometimes. Your mind gets to wandering when you walk and you don’t really pay attention to the things around you, just where you think you’re going.”

 “You’re right.” She paused. “I’m sorry, sir. I never caught your name.”


 “Novalos,” he said, lips parting to reveal a smile. “Most everyone calls me Nova though.”


 “Nova,” she nodded. Then, in a lower voice, whispered, “I’ll remember that.”


 Whether she intended for him to hear what she said he couldn’t be sure. The fact that she wished to remember his name filled him with a sense of pride that he felt he would not have been able to shake even if he attempted to.


Here I go again, he thought, distracting himself from the curves of her body.

 Soon, they’d be leaving the main road and splitting off onto the country path—directly toward the mansion that both Katarina and the mayor’s family lived in on the outskirts of the city, shielded from the public in throes of thorns and iron.

 “Why did you walk so far by yourself?” Nova decided to ask. “It’s dangerous this early. No one would have heard you if something happened.”

 “My father said the same thing,” she laughed. “He’s told me time and time again that he’ll send a stable hand with me should I want to walk, but I need my space sometimes too.”

 While he didn’t particularly agree with her ‘need for space,’ he could understand her point, or at least try to. In all his life he’d never once been under the scrutiny of an unruly father—a man whom, technically, could have been considered a nobleman. His own adoptive father had given him free reign of the town and surrounding land. He couldn’t imagine having to be constantly watched.

 “I don’t think I could be in your situation,” Nova admitted. “I admire you.”


 “Thank you,” she said.


 The blush that brightened her face tickled warmth from Nova’s chest once more.


 “Well, we’re almost here,” Katarina said, stopping near the gate where directly behind it two rows of roses lined the road leading up to the house. “Thank you, Mister Nova. I appreciate your company and your help.”

 “You don’t need to thank me. I just wanted to help.”


 He turned, ready to leave, but stopped when he felt the young woman’s hand on his back.


 “I’ll see you again?” she asked. “Right?”


 “If you’d… like.”


 She smiled. “Yes, Nova. Could you come tomorrow morning, or in the afternoon? I mean, if you’re not working.”


 “I don’t work tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon, if that’s all right with you.”


 “Yes. It’s perfectly fine.”


 Before the young woman could turn to leave, Nova took her small hand in his, lifted it to his lips, then planted a short kiss on the base of her knuckles. “Thank you, madam,” he said, then bowed.

 When he turned to leave, he swore he heard a faint ‘thank you’ beneath the wind.

 


 As he arrived home, a fit of nerves and a construct of unease, he took several long, deep breaths upon entering through the front door and tried to collect himself as decently as possible. For a moment in which he believed everything had been a dream, he began to panic and thus lost his mind to unease. After a moment of recollection, however, all the fear, worry and anxiety seemed to disappear immediately and he was able to smile despite the aftermath of the feelings he’d only just recently felt.


What could it mean? he thought, running a hand over his face. Does this mean she’s interested?

 Then again, who was to say that a woman of such prestige would be interested in him. He was young, yes, but he had no money, no astounding good looks, no house in which to allow her to live and no precious artifacts to impart upon her as gifts and treasures. In looking at himself in the mirror which lay no more than a feet away, he traced his face with his eyes—from his strong, almost-straight brow bones, his low-set cheekbones and his strong, almost-proud nose. That in itself was enough to make him uneasy, for he’d never considered himself exceptionally good-looking, but if Katarina truly was interested, did that mean looks could be replaced and things could be offered instead?


He said, he thought, slowly trying to bring back the past of a conversation that had once taken place between him and his father.

 Patrus Eternity had once said a woman was attracted to one of many things—the way her husband looked at her, the way he showed her his personal affection, the gifts of actions he took upon himself to express his feelings and his confidence that could surely radiate from one’s person were they allowed to speak freely. He had said that a woman wanted a husband who would give her his love—a man whom, by all respects, would treat her kindly—and if one was good to her, she would stick around, if only because she as a woman would know that he as a man would treat her well and not beat her into submission.

 Could, he wondered, he bring Katarina closer if he let his attraction show a little more?

 At that particular moment, he wished he had his father, or at least a married or experienced friend who could teach him how to express intimacy. For that he questioned whether or not the plan formulating in his brain would work. 

 Upon that notice, Nova closed his eyes.

 “Oh God,” he said, looking up at the ceiling, near where no more than a few hundred feet above the roof the pristine-blue sky lay. “Please have mercy on me.”

 He closed his eyes and breathed in the clean air.


Tomorrow, he thought. I’ll know more.

 


 The following afternoon, he stood on the road that led up to the three-story mansion kicking dirt from his heels and waiting for Katarina to arrive. Anxious for her presence and even more unsure of himself, he desperately attempted to peeled dried mud and dirt from a shirt that was dirty beyond compare in an attempt to make himself more presentable, but in that moment—when he found himself almost unable to relax—he began to take into consideration the fact that surely this young woman would know of his financial situation were she to look upon him.


Where could she be, he thought, if not inside?

 Quite possibly she was preparing herself for the day’s excursion. Putting on her clothes, her rings, her necklace, her shoes that looked to have been polished with the spit of the Gods and arranging her hair back into a fine, almost-cordial bun—these were the things that surely a woman of her caliber would have done were she to go on something that could be considered a romantic outing, but who was he to wonder or worry if her progress was slower than his own?


She just hasn’t realized that I’m here yet, he thought. That’s all.

 He could afford to wait just a little while longer. He had, of course, not been here for too awfully long.

 Convinced that time would not be of the essence in such a particular moment, Nova continued to pace, his eyes scanning the area with the veracity of which he imagined wolves or other vicious creatures much have over their prey. Roses, in shades of reds and magentas, lined the path leading up to the house, while the mansion itself boasted nondescript white paneling as if the home had been stained white itself. 

 Were he to have looked any closer, he imagined that he would have seen Katarina preparing for their outing. However, since the curtains of ivory and flesh shrouded his view from the mayor’s secret life, he had absolutely no idea who or what could have possibly been behind those windows.

 If he had but one look, maybe then he wouldn’t feel so nervous.


Patience is a virtue, his father had once said.

 If it were such a virtue, then why did he feel as though his heart was ready to burst from his chest?


 Overhead, the sun began to pass over the sky, shrouded by clouds that threatened to produce rain.


 Nova sighed.


 How much longer would it take for her to come outside?


 When the sun overhead reached halfway across the sky, he decided, with sadness in his heart, that she would not be coming today.


 She’d decided not to walk today—not to, in the least, be seen by a man of such common betrayals.


 It took but a moment for him to realize something.


 She’d given him a pity handout—nothing more than that.


 Turning, he began to make his way down the path and toward the village he called home, all the while dreading the fact that he had come all this way simply to be turned away without so much more than a word in response.

 Just as he was beginning to think not a thing would happen to reveal light onto his situation, he heard the stamp of running feet on the road behind him.

 “Wait!” someone called.

 Nova turned just in time to see an older man approaching the wrought-iron gate, his pace ragged and his breath faint in and out of his chest.

 It took but a moment for him to realize that he was facing the mayor of Bohren.

 “I’m sorry,” Mayor Ketrak panted, setting a hand on his chest as if to still his frantically-beating heart. “You wouldn’t happen to be Mr. Eternity, would you?”

 “Yes,” Nova said. “I am. I’m sorry I was on your property, sir. I was just interested in the flow—”

 “My daughter said that she had plans of meeting you. I would’ve come sooner, but I only just realized a man was supposed to meet her.”

 At this, Nova swallowed a lump in his throat that seemed to grow progressively worse by the moment. The man appeared friendly enough, but that didn’t mean he had intention of letting him slide without some form of humiliation.


All I did was take your daughter home.

 As if given a life of its own, the lump swelled in his throat.


Oh, no.

 Had he associated himself with a girl younger than himself? He couldn’t have. She looked to be his age, maybe even a bit older. Maybe—

 “Nova?”

 “Yes?” he asked, almost on instinct. He swallowed the second lump and straightened his posture. “Sir, I’m sorry, I had no right to—”

 “Oh no,” Ketrak laughed, sliding a hand through the iron fence to clap his shoulder. “You have nothing to worry about, my friend. I appreciate you bringing my daughter home. I’ve told her not to go out on her own, but you know girls—they never listen to what their fathers have to say.”

 “I didn’t want her to get hurt,” Nova said. “Especially since she wandered onto my property. I felt like she was my responsibility.”

 “Well, she isn’t, but I thank you regardless.”

 Ketrak smiled and squeezed the shoulder he’d placed his hand on no more than a few moments beforehand. The man still hadn’t revealed his reason for coming out.

 “Sir,” Nova began, “if I can ask, what reason did you come out here for?”


 He dare not ask if Katarina still had plans on coming out with him.


 “My daughter’s fallen ill,” Ketrak frowned. “She wanted me to tell you that she won’t be going on her walk today.”


 “Oh.” This time, it was Nova’s turn to frown. “I’m sorry, sir—I hope I didn’t give her anything.”


 “You couldn’t have. She just came down with it this morning. There’s nothing to apologize for.” Ketrak paused. He turned to glance at the front door, then at the chains snarled around the gate. “Say… would you like to come inside?”

 “I couldn’t possibly—”


 “Please, do. I know it’s not much, but I just made lunch. Come, join me.”


 “Mister Mayor, I—”


 Before Nova could finish, the mayor of Bohren secured from his belt a series of keys which he used to unchain the gate. Shortly thereafter, he took Nova by the wrist and began to drag him up the road.

 “Isn’t it beautiful?” the man asked, gesturing to the flowers that lined both sides of the road. “My daughter chose the roses herself. They’re her favorite.”

 “You’re beautiful,” Nova agreed. “I mean, your property—it’s quite breathtaking.”

 “Thank you. I’ve had some hard work put into it. My daughter, though, she planted all the trees and flowers when she was younger.” The mayor glanced at Nova out of the corner of his eye. ”How old are you, Mister Eternity?”

 “Seventeen,” he said. “My intentions with your daughter, sir—I’ll stay away from her if you like.”

 “I understand your concern, but you have nothing to worry about. My daughter is only a year younger than yourself.”

 “I’m not a pervert. I mean…” Nova stopped in place. Ketrak did as well. “I mean, I do like your daughter, sir, but I’ll stay away if you don’t want her to be with an older man.”

 “I’d prefer him be with a man than no man. Most of the young women in the village are married off when they’re thirteen, fourteen even. I just want her to find someone she feels comfortable with.”

 “Yes sir. I understand.”


 “And,” Ketrak continued, “she seems quite comfortable around you.”


 Nova must’ve blushed, since Ketrak laughed and slapped his arm.


 “I’m sorry,” Nova said, reaching up to rub his neck. “I’ve never pursued anything like this before.”


 “There’s a first time for everything.” Ketrak smiled, then nodded, gesturing toward the house. “Come. I’ll feed you lunch.”


 


 After they ate a fine meal of freshly-killed venison, vegetable soup and bread, Nova and Ketrak sat at the long table no more than a seat apart, reminiscing over the past days and how the work in the fields seemed to be going perfectly fine despite the awe-inspiring temperatures.

 “Thank you for the meal,” Nova said, propping his spoon against the bowl and leaning back in his seat. “You didn’t have to do this.”

 “I know, but I wanted to.” Ketrak set a hand on Nova’s arm. “I’d let you see my daughter, but I don’t want you catching what she has.”

 “She needs her rest,” Nova agreed.

 “Of course. I’ll give her your regards.”

 Standing, Nova shook the man’s hand and started walking to the door, but stopped when he felt Ketrak grab on to the back of his shirt.

 “Come around again sometime,” the mayor said. “I’d be more than happy to have you here.”


 “I can’t intrude on your personal life, sir.”


 “You’re not intruding if I invite you, now are you?”


 “I… I guess not.”


 “See, then?”


 Nova nodded. “I understand.”


 “All right then. Come over whenever you’re bored or aren’t working. I’ve got an extra room that I reserve for guests. You’re more than welcome to sleep here.”

 “Thank you,” Nova said, once more starting for the door. “Please tell Katarina I care for her health more than some walk.”


 “I’ll be sure to, Nova. Goodbye.”


 “Goodbye, sir.”


 


 Days later, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, Nova went to see Katarina.

 Since recovering from what she had described as a ‘small cold’ that had left her bedridden despite her strength and overall good health, they’d spent a fair amount of time together walking the town and the surrounding areas, though it became apparent rather quickly that the townspeople thought this spectacle mystifying and therefore completely out of the norm. Several times, whilst walking through the streets, the commoners would stop from their place in chopping wood, hanging laundry or tending to pets and children to watch them with eyes unsure and completely stupefied, though each and every time this happened Nova pushed the feelings aside and continued along the way. However, despite all this unsurety, and despite the fact that in his heart Nova felt as though something more sinister was taking place within the hearts and minds of those around him, he couldn’t help but wonder just what they thought of the two of them.

 “Nova,” Katarina said, stirring him from thought.

 Nova turned, a frown crossed over his face. She’d said nothing since they stopped at the top of a nearby hill, looking down at the town and the people within it who appeared to be nothing more than ants surrounding their hill. “Yes?” he decided to ask.

 “Are you all right?”


 “I’m fine. Why?”


 “You haven’t said anything.”



Neither have you.

 He chose not to repeat his thought for fear of insulting the young woman. Instead, he smiled, set his hand over hers, then drew closer so the distance between them would seem less and more intimate. “I was just thinking,” he said.

 “About?”

 “You.”

 When he realized the severity of his words, he swallowed a lump in his throat and turned his head away. Shortly thereafter, Katarina turned her head down to reveal the scarlet that now lined her cheeks.

 “I’m sorry,” he frowned. “I didn’t mean—”


 “No. It’s all right.” She looked up and smiled. “I was thinking about you too. You’re a very nice man.”


 “Thank you. I’ve tried to treat you well.”


 “You do,” she said, looking down at the town and crossing her hands over her stomach. “I appreciate you doing this for me.”


 “I like spending time with you.”


 “I do too.”


 For the first time since he’d began seeing her, Nova set his arm across her shoulders and drew her in close. “Is this ok?” he asked.

 “Yes,” she said.

 After she leaned and adjust herself against his chest, both she and Nova watched the sun’s glowing rays slowly fading on the distant horizon, marking across the world its passage over a full, complete day in which darkness seemed never capable of swallowing the light that seemed to rule both their lives.

 “Nova?” she asked.


 “I’m here,” he whispered.


 She said nothing further.



She just wanted to know I was here, he thought, closing his eyes. That’s all she wanted to know.

 He tightened his grip around her body and thought of all that could come from this.

 


 Love was in the air.

 It could have consumed him, were it a creature of blood and life—a dragon, mythical and dead, returning from the grave to haunt his spirit and devour his heart; a Harpie, young and wild, freshly-born and ready to tear into the world; a monstrous sea creature, lurking beneath the deep, ready to swallow the world whole. These were the things this feeling was made and created of, and it seemed in but that moment, on the last day of spring, that as Nova walked through town and toward Ketrak’s house, he would be engulfed by the very thing that plagued his conscience and ruled his heart.


He’ll come, Nova thought, standing on the stoop of the very house where the woman he loved lived and ate and slept. He just needs to get up.

 The moment he finished his thought, a series of scrapes and clicks sounded from behind the door before it opened, revealing the very well-dressed mayor in hues of purple and blue. “Get in here!” the man said, pulling Nova into the house by the shirtsleeve. “It’s too cold to be outside!”

 “It’s not that cold,” Nova smiled, trying to still his chattering teeth.

 “Sadly, you’re wrong, young man. Come, sit with me.”

 Ketrak led him into the sitting room. There, the mayor gestured Nova to seat himself in one of the fine, leather-and-plush chairs and turned his attention to the mantle—where, beneath its stone face, a fire lay brimming, trapped and displayed behind an iron fence.

 “You need a coat, or some kind of long shirt,” Ketrak mused, turning his attention from the fireplace to Nova, where his eyes wandered his body until they eventually fell back to his face. “Do you have any spare clothes, Nova, or do you just go around wearing those all the time?”

 Nova made no attempt to hide the sigh or nod that followed. “Yes,” he said, as humbly as he possibly could. “Well, no—I don’t have clothes, but yes, I wear this shirt and these pants every day. That doesn’t mean I don’t wash them though.”

 “Nova.”

 Nova turned his head up to find that, in the mayor’s eyes, a demon lay resting—curled, sad, confused and injured, licking its wounds and looking upon him for any and all sources of sympathy. “What?” Nova frowned, unsure what to think of the look or the feelings that lay behind it.

 “I’ve been your friend for months and you haven’t even mentioned this.”


 “I’ve always been poor, sir. Me and my father both. You don’t have to worry about me. I manage.”


 “I don’t think it’s acceptable.”


 “Neither do I, but I’m not the only one living on their spare change here.”


 Ketrak nodded, but made no move to continue the train of thought that Nova had begun. Instead, his expression changed, as though scrutinizing the situation like any man would. A short moment later, he closed his eyes, tilted his head back, then revealed an unshaven neck, one of which seemed to have come out of arrogance rather than any form of laziness.


Is something wrong? Nova thought, frowning, readjusting his position in his seat.

 “My daughter’s very fond of you,” the mayor said, not bothering to look back at Nova as he turned his head down and allowed his eyes to fall to the fireplace. “I hope you’re aware of that.”

 “I am.”

 “And are you as fond of her?”

 “I…” Nova took a deep breath. Though the mayor’s question seemed innocent enough, he couldn’t help but wonder if the question was, in fact, a trick, one of which used to reveal his emotions and just whether or not his intentions were true.


Do I say it, he thought, or do I stay silent?

 Either way, the mayor would question him, so with thick, unconstitutional confidence, he took a deep breath and said, “Yes sir. I am.”

 “You’re being honest then? You have feelings for her as well?”

 “You should know I do.”

 “I do,” Ketrak chuckled. This time, however, he turned his head and faced Nova directly. “I know it’s only been a few months, but…”

 When the man trailed off and left the remainder of his sentence to the imagination, Nova frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, not sure what to say or do in response. The mayor had never been one to leave statements unfinished or sentences up in the air, so for him to do this seemed miraculous, even heavenly in a way.


What was he going to say?


 Not wanting to wait any longer than absolutely necessary, Nova leaned forward and braced his hands against his knees. “What, sir?”

 “Would you be interested in marrying my daughter?”

 A fire could have started and burned a whole town asunder before the dots in his head finally began to connect with thin strands of wire. Strung, of course, by an old man’s heads, and pulled taut to make his puppet dance, it seemed to Nova that, for no reason whatsoever, a choir began to sing in the sky and the old man before him began to dance. Arms extended, head hung slack, mouth agape and legs positioned evenly—Ketrak the mayor of Bohren could have been nothing more than an apparition meant to confuse and dissuade him from his feelings, and for that Nova wondered just whether or not it would be proper to answer the question or just to leave it sit in the air.


What do I, he began to think, but stopped before he could continue.

 He looked up to find the man still suspended in animation—waiting, eyes watching calmly, face showing no emotion. Ketrak didn’t look angry for the lack of immediate response, nor did he appear troubled because Nova hadn’t answered immediately. If anything, he looked content, as though he could be given all the time in the world to answer the question.

 “Sir,” Nova began, nearly stuttering, heart flickering beneath his chance. “I—”


 “I’m sorry,” Ketrak said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”


 “I care about your daughter. It’s just that… I haven’t even kissed her yet.”


 “You’ve said this was the first time you’ve ever pursued a woman,” the man muttered, bowing his head and twisting the tangles of his long hair between his outstretched fingers. “I’m sorry, Nova. I had no right to put that on you.”

 “I do care about her. If anything… I might even be in love with her, if you want my honest opinion.”

 Nova reached back to rub his neck—hoping, in the processs, that his cheeks hadn’t brightened a shade.


 “I know you have feelings for her,” Ketrak said, falling to one knee. “That’s more than obvious.”


 “I don’t want to push her into anything. She’s been opening up a little more, but… well… I don’t know how to explain it.”


 “I understand.”


 Unable to meet the mayor’s eyes, Nova bowed his head. He kept his attention fixed on the floor for several long moments before the mayor reached out to touch his shoulders.

 “It’s all right,” Ketrak said, tilting Nova’s chin up with two fingers. “Take it slow. Take your time.”

 After standing and shaking the older man’s hand, Nova walked out the door, all the while feeling guilty about just what he had done.

 Though his heart yearned for many things, he wasn’t completely sure it desired marriage, at least not now.

 


 For a good, long while, he waited. For the urge to get his feelings off his chest, for the anxiety to go away, for the need to finally tell Katarina about his true feelings and to open his heart, mind and soul for a bigger, brighter future—he waited for it all, silently praying to the one God he believed in that it would eventually come about. Sadly, as he soon came to realize, those kinds of urges couldn’t just be summoned and let out of their cage. For them to be true, earnest and honest, they had to come out and reveal themselves on their own, much like exotic fish when breaching the tide and coming forth to reveal themselves to humans. Though doubtful of his discovery and unsure of his emotions, Nova realized that answers would eventually come, hopefully sooner rather than later.

 Nearly every day, regardless of the weather or the conditions of the sky, Nova and Katarina took their daily walk, hand-in-hand and wrist-to-wrist. Eventually, as the chill crept forth and eventually pressed snow across their land, Ketrak came to reveal to Nova a coat he had said was once his as a younger and much bulkier man. Startling-black—with red fur cuffing its hood, wrists and waist—Nova could hardly refuse when the man passed it into his arms, for such a treasure amounted to more than most of the entirety of his belongings themselves. I want you to have it, Ketrak had said, even as Nova had refused. It’s yours. Take it.

 “Take it,” he whispered.


 “It’s cold,” Katarina said, drawing close to Nova’s side and forcing him from his thoughts.


 “Do you want to go somewhere?” he asked. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if we went to the bar.”


 “You don’t plan on drinking, do you?”


 “I’m not. Sorry to say, but I have no money with me right now.”


 He also thought of adding ‘or at home,’ but decided not to. What reason was there to remind his love of poverty when they were having such a good time?

 “That’s all right,” she said, turning her head up as the bar came into view.

 The moment they passed into the establishment, filled to the brim with drunkards and common civilians, Katarina laced their fingers together, as if beckoning for some form of response.

 “It’s ok,” Nova whispered. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

 “I know,” she replied. “It’s just… I don’t like being around so many people.”

 They settled themselves down at a nearby table and refused the advance of a waitress who came forward bearing two cups of fresh, ice-cold water. In the booth they sat in—together, content and even all the happier for their progress—it seemed to Nova that his emotions were beginning to thrust themselves down upon him, as if they were terrible creatures willing to pick apart each and every part of his personality.


You’ll have to confess soon, those creatures said, kissing his cheeks and trailing their nails down his spine. This isn’t going to work otherwise.

 “Katarina,” Nova said. “Can I… can I tell you something?”


 “You know you can,” she said, setting a hand on his chest. “Nova, what’s—”


 Before she could continue, he bowed his head and brought their lips together.


 Though he didn’t make it last for fear that attention would be drawn to them and their situation exploited, the short moment that their flesh bonded filled him with a fire he had never felt before.

 “I’m in love with you,” he whispered.

 Likely unsure of what to say, as her eyes were filled with an emotion Nova had never once seen throughout the entirety of his life, Katarina kept her hand on his chest. At first, she didn’t look him directly in the eye, as the nerves within her heart were likely lighting her mind. But, gradually, after several long and undeterminable moments, she turned her head up and smiled.

 “I love you too,” she said.


This is it, Nova thought, bringing her into his arms. I told her.

 Regardless of the noise and of the commotion around them, Nova managed to rock Katarina in his arms without caring about what others might think or say.

 He loved this woman.

 Nothing would come between them.

 


 Several months later, just as winter began to roll in with a gust of wind and a hail of ice, Nova and Ketrak stood in front of a large mirror preparing for the day that would ultimately change their life.

 “You look great,” Ketrak said, smoothing out the shoulders of Nova’s pitch-black, white-buttoned shirt. “Don’t be nervous.”

 “I’m getting married,” Nova laughed. “How do you expect me not to be?”

 “It’s just a brief ceremony and a kiss.”

 “And a party afterward…. Well, for your side of the family, anyway.”

 “It’s for you too, son,” the man laughed. He slid an arm around Nova’s shoulder. “You look damn handsome.”

 “Thank you.”

 “No need to thank me.”

 “That reminds me of something.” Nova slid his hands into his pockets. “I never did find a ring in my home. I tried, but I couldn’t.”

 “That’s all right. I’ve got something for you.”

 The man slid his hand into his pockets and retrieved from its depths a small, black box, then said, “Here,” before opening the trinket. “I want you to give this to my daughter.”

 Nova could hardly believe his eyes as he leaned forward and looked into the box.

 The silver band, complete in its harmony of eternity, linked three individual times to reveal a bountiful ruby, a succulent emerald and an awe-inspiring sapphire hidden between their loops.

 “Sir,” Nova said. “I can’t—”

 “You won’t have a thing to give my daughter if you don’t take this.”

 “Where did you get such a treasure?” he asked, taking the box from his soon-to-be-father-in-law before sliding the ring out of its slot. The texture each stone possessed astounded him, to the point where he didn’t even notice that Ketrak had touched his shoulder until the man’s lips were at his ears.

 “We should get out of here,” he said, patting Nova’s shoulder. “You need to be out first.”


 “I know.”


 After slipping the ring into his pocket, Nova took a deep breath, then stepped up to the door.



Am I ready for this?

 Rather than wait for any form of response from something or anything, he pushed the door forward.

 Immediately, all eyes were on him.


Talk about unnerving.

 With a deep breath and a long, slow exhale, he began to walk up the aisle and tried his hardest not to look into the crowd of people that surrounded him. Though it was only Ketrak’s family, as his own had long since died out and all of Patrus Eternity’s relatives were few and sparse, the tension in the room seemed to mount with each and every step. What, he wondered, could they possibly be thinking? Did they think him a petty commoner, a man with no money, a boy who worked in the fields digging potatoes and beats and carrots and lettuce, or did they think of him as someone who would take over their niece, their cousin, their granddaughter, maybe even their goddaughter and give her all there was for him to give? Whatever the reason and despite the cause, Nova began taking slow, deep breaths—in, then out through the nose—before he stepped up to the podium, directly where a priest stood garbed in a fine, dark gown.

 “Everything’s going be just fine,” the priest said, reaching forward to grasp his hand and clap his shoulder. “You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

 “I’m not nervous,” Nova said, forcing a smile.


 The priest only chuckled.


 Turning to face the audience, the holy man said, “Can we have the bride come out?”


 Nova stood—one hand clutching the tail of his shirt, the other the ring in his pocket—and waited for the double doors opposite him to open.

 Katarina would be walking down the aisle in but a few moments.

 He couldn’t believe how he felt.

 His heart ablaze, his mind in rhythm, his breaths even and cool despite the nerves and his hands trembling as if he’d just been struck with the Chill or something similar—it seemed, in that moment, that the entirety of his life had been building up to this very moment, this ultimate climax, and would, eventually, explode into the finality of his life as a boy and the descent to his journey as a man.


Come on, Katarina. Don’t keep me waiting.

 If he was this nervous—so nervous, in fact, that he wanted to tremble and break down into tears—he couldn’t imagine just how Katarina felt. She had to walk down the seemingly-unending aisle, in front of all the people he had just passed, but unlike him, they would all be watching her, the beauty in the flowing white gown and the rosemary perfume.

 “Sir?” he asked, wanting to reach out to touch the priest, but somehow resisting the urge to do so. “What’s taking so long?”

 “Someone’s just went into her changing room.” The priest took hold of his arm. “Don’t worry. You don’t just anything to be nervous about. This will be over before you know it. Then all you’ll have to remember are the memories.”


That’s all I need.

 He definitely did not want to go through this again.

 Before he thought the feelings of anxiety could get any worse, the double doors opened.

 From them walked the woman he loved more than anything else in the world.

 Dressed in a long, lace gown, bearing a bouquet of beautiful, ruby-red roses, she walked down the aisle with grace Nova would have never expected and raised her head to reveal the face that lay shadowed behind the veil. In a manner that symbolized the ugly ducking molting its feathers and turning into the beautiful swan, Katarina started forward, heels clicking in her pursuit up the aisle, and tossed her head back, the skirt of her veil cascading through the air as if it were some great rain falling down from the clearest of skies. Debonair, yet as humble as she could possibly be, she lifted the bouquet higher to her chest and continued down the aisle, her shoes the only sound that could be heard throughout the room.

 Two flower girls followed suit. Both scattered petals.


 Immediately, the scent of roses overwhelmed the room.


 Nova’s eyes watered.


 Stepping forward, but careful not to trip on her gown, Katarina smiled, mounted the stairs, then set the bouquet on the stone table between them before turning to face him.


You’re so beautiful, he wanted to say, but chose to keep his compliments to himself before the ceremony began.

 “We’ve come to join these two together,” the priest began, opening a large book, “in holy matrimony. By the power invested in me by the church, my God and my people, I hereby begin the bonding of these two young souls.” He looked up at Nova, then to Katarina. “Novalos Eternity, the groom, and Katarina Noahna, the bride, are here today to pledge their love for each other in the presence of friends and family. If anyone here feels as though this young couple should not be together, please, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

 Out of the corner of his eye, Nova saw a few people speaking to one another. He swallowed the lump in his throat over the sight of complete strangers whispering under the hushed, muted silence of the room and tried his hardest not to tremble in the face of it.

 Unnerved, but not deterred, he turned to look into Katarina’s eyes.


 Hidden by lace, shrouded in shadow, he could only imagine what their blue depths held.


 To him, however, he saw nothing but his future.



This is it, he thought, the room falling quiet and the sound of the world once more drowning out. This is why it doesn’t matter. This is why they can say whatever they want and it won’t hurt us one bit.

 “Good,” the priest nodded, closing his book. “Mr. Eternity—will you please present your ring to Miss. Noahna?”

 Reaching into his suit, Nova slid the black box out of his pocket and opened it. He plucked the ring from its place within the plush felt and slid it onto Katarina’s finger in but one swift motion, all the while glowing with pride and admiration.

 Her face—her tears—said everything he needed to know about one of the innumerable gifts Ketrak had given him throughout the past year.

 “Miss Noahna,” the priest then said. “Will you please present your ring to Mr. Eternity?”

 Ketrak stepped forward, case in hand, and offered the ring to Katarina. With a nod, she took the box, popped it open, then took the single gold ban with a lone ruby inlaid into its surface and slid it onto Nova’s finger.

 Nova felt a splash of warmth at his wrist.


 “And now,” the priest said, “I declare you husband and wife.”


 It took little action to do what he did next.


 Stepping forward, Nova slid his fingers beneath Katarina’s veil, then pulled it up and over her head.


 She glowed more than ever, despite the tears and the eye makeup slowly running down her face.


 His lips met hers.


 Their hearts intertwined.


 From that moment on, he knew he would be a different man.


 Never again would he have to wake up feeling lonely.


 


 Months after the wedding, and during a time in which Nova felt himself becoming more and more a part of the Noahna family in general, he lay in bed thinking about his life had changed and the way his time as a married man has affected him. Selling his father’s old house, a grand and tumultuous decision, as well as a painful one; moving into the Noahna mansion; taking up the bridle as a married man and the life of a husband who was apt to serve a wife as well as he could—whether shoveling the snow from the main path or helping one of Ketrak’s many cooks make dinner, he tried his best in order to keep himself active and healthy, as it seemed that in the frigid weather there was little work to be done.

 How he wanted winter to be over and for the spring to come upon them.

 While lying on the couch one day, dozing between the realms of consciousness and sleep, he felt from the corner of the room a disturbance and opened his eyes to find Katarina taking slow but swift steps toward the couch, the look on her face perturbed and all the more frightened.

 “Nova?” the young woman asked, unaware of the fact that he was not asleep, therefore projecting her feelings and emotions into her body language and dialogue. “Are you all right?”

 “Just cold,” he mumbled, pulling the blanket up higher up his chest.


 “I don’t mean now. I mean…”


 “You mean… what?” he asked.


 When no response followed, he pushed himself into a sitting position, tightened his hold on the blanket around his shoulders, then threw his legs over the side of the couch. It was moments like these—when, during Katarina’s quiet phases, she seemed all the more nervous and unsure—that made him tremble. He sometimes even went so far as to shed silent tears for no reason at all, yet when his wife confronted him about certain things in such a way, he couldn’t help but wonder just what was troubling her.


You’ll never know if you don’t ask.

 “What?” Nova asked, gesturing her to settle down on the couch beside her. “What’s wrong, honey?”

 “You were talking in your sleep last night.”


Ok, he thought, watching his wife intently as she seated herself on the couch beside him. I don’t see what that’s cause for concern.

 “All right,” he said. “I don’t see why you’re nervous though.”


 “You were talking to someone.”


 “Like who?”


 “I don’t know. You were just mumbling, although whoever it was upset you. You kept saying, ‘No, no. I don’t want to leave my wife. It’s too soon.’”

 Nova shivered.


 A plague of doubt overwhelmed him.


 Could what he feared happening have just happened no more than a night ago?


 “Katarina,” he said, taking both her hands in his. “I have to tell you something.”


 “All right,” she said. “It’s nothing bad, is it?”


 “No… at least, I don’t think so.”


 “All right.”


 “My father once asked me the same thing. When I was little, I used to have what I thought were horrible nightmares about people dying, being kidnapped, murdered—all sorts of things. I swore I saw my parents being butchered by bandits, then being spread out along the road for the dogs and birds to eat, then saw them nearly take off with me in my cradle before the man I know as my father came across the scene and scared the bandits away. I’d wake up screaming at night because of how much the dreams tortured me. One night, though, when I woke up from a dream so bad I had to crawl in bed next to my father, he asked me about my dreams and what I was seeing, how I was seeing them, that sort of thing. It only took him a few moments to conclude that I had the Sight.”

 “Sight?” she frowned.

 “It’s what seers have—what they use to predict the future. Most use scrying tools or crystals, but some have it naturally, without using tools.”

 “Like magic?”

 “Sort of, but as far as I know, I’ve never seen any magic, so I can’t be sure whether or not it really is magic. The Sight is like… well… like looking into a mirror, but seeing something else—not your reflection of the room you’re in, but someone else and where they are. Understand?”

 “Yes. I mean, I get what you’re saying, but how do you see visions?”

 “Sometimes in my dreams, but most of the time they happen when I’m awake. My vision clouds over and I see someone doing something. Sometimes it can just be a lone figure too, or a location where something’s just about to happen.”

 “Do the people speak to you?”

 “Uh… no.” Nova reached back to rub his neck. The look in Katarina’s eyes led him to believe that she wasn’t sure what he had just told her. For that, he set an arm across her back, pulled her close to his chest, then took a deep breath. “I don’t know what happened last night, honey. I guess I just talk in my sleep sometimes.”

 “You weren’t having a vision last night?”

 “No, I wasn’t. At least, not that I can recall.”

 “All right.” She tightened her holds on his hands in his lip. “If you have something like that, though, tell me, please. I don’t want to be left in the dark about this.”

 “I won’t, dear. Don’t worry.”


 He kissed her cheek, drew her close, then took a deep breath.


 He didn’t need visions of his own life to know that this could hurt his future.


 


 The first dream came the night after he told Katarina about his gift.

 In this dream—shrouded by film that appeared to be fog but glowed gold instead of white or blue—a boy no older than fourteen sat on a lone mattress in a small, dark room with his head hung low and his tattered, obviously-unkempt hair hanging in his face. Occasionally it appeared that a large, black door would open and a guard carrying food or water would come in and exchange the provisions with that of a pail obviously-designed for bodily reliefs, then leave the room, but other than that, this young man bore no little contact with humanity. Little light filtered into the privacy of this space, through a small window set into the far wall. It also appeared stone—much like an old, washed-out building—and cylindrical, spiraling up several feet into the air before being obscured by the fog of Sight and blocking him from seeing anymore.

 After waking from the dream drenched in sweat, Nova took a few deep breaths and looked out his bedroom window, toward the distant horizon and where, he knew, the ocean would be were one to walk or ride a horse for three or four days.

 Where was this place, he wondered, that he’d seen? Had it been a vision, or was it just a trick of a dream border-lining on some precognitive notion?


Of course it was a vision, he thought, turning his head to look back at his sleeping wife. I know it was.

 In most instances, visions appeared much in the way of dreams, but held more physical essence than one would have ever experienced through a dream. In dreaming about this young man, he could feel the chill in the room—could touch the stone beneath his bare feet and sense the isolation within his chest, almost as if there was an intense grip about his body holding him into place. Everything—from the textures, to the sights and sounds, to the light filtering in through the room and the feeling in his chest—felt more real than anything he could ever possibly feel in the waking world without actually being in such a location. Those kinds of associations always set a vision apart from the dream. Nothing could be more real than a vision—not even life itself.


I can’t tell her, he thought, forcing himself to even out his ragged breathing. She’ll get scared.

 The previous look of horror in his wife’s eyes had almost been enough to scare him out of explaining his gift, let alone recounting one of his visions.

 Then and there, he made a decision.

 No matter what happened, he wouldn’t—and couldn’t—let a vision interfere with his life.

 Until he knew more, he had not a thing to worry about.

 If his gift gave him another glimpse of the boy, he would know that a link had been established. He would know that, somehow, someway, he was supposed to help the sad young man with the tattered black hair.

 


 The second vision came the following afternoon, after he helped Ketrak shovel snow away from the door and passed out on the loveseat.

 In this dream, in which he stood near the door of the structure and looked upon the very young man he had come to know as someone troubled and wallowing in despair, Nova saw the boy looking out the window that faced the courtyard of what appeared to be a set of grand grounds that couldn’t have been anything but staggering and therefore of the greatest degree. Calculating, red eyes watching a group of boys train in the field below whilst sparring with swords, rods and other wooden weapons, he seemed to be completely oblivious to the fact that Nova stood no more than a foot away. So close that he could feel the boy’s heat, his passion, his unease, Nova tried to reach out and touch him, but found that his hand slid through the young man’s back when he attempted such a feat. It wasn’t much of a surprise, considering he’d tried to touch things in his visions before but had failed considerably, but he felt somewhat disappointed at the fact.

 For a moment, he wondered just whether or not the young man would sense his presence and turn to look at him.

 Shortly thereafter, the boy sighed, startling Nova out of his thoughts. The young man then turned to walk away from the window, but stopped upon noticing that he still held onto the stone windowsill with one weary hand.


It’s ok, Nova thought.

 Why was this boy in this room? Who could he have been to deserve such a punishment, such isolation, such torture confined to the space of ten-odd feet? Had he done something wrong, something to displease or offend someone, or had he committed a crime so horrible that even men who murdered would not have been thrown into such a small, staggeringly-cruel place? Where is he? Nova also thought, for in that moment his situation seemed all the more crucial, especially as when a second sigh passed from his lips it seemed even harsher and crueler than it had been before.

 Those thoughts, as warranted as they may have been, were lost when a pair of hands locked onto his shoulders and forced him from sleep.

 Jarred from his vision, Nova flung himself forward, lashing out at whoever had touched him with balled fists.


 “Nova!” the man gasped. “It’s ok! Calm down, clam down!”


 “Ketrak,” he breathed, panting. “What’s wrong?”


 “You were having a bad dream. You’re drenched in sweat.”


 “I’m fine,” he sighed, prying his father-in-law’s hands from his sweat-drenched shirt. “Just having some weird dreams.”


 “Katarina’s mentioned them. Well, the one, anyway.”


 “Please don’t tell her about this one. Please. I don’t want her to worry.”

 “I wouldn’t intentionally upset her, though I am concerned about what she told me. Apparently, someone in your dream was telling you to leave your wife.”

 “She told me.”


 “What do you think about that?”


 “It makes mef feel nervous. I mean… I’m trying not to let my gift interfere with my marriage, but… it… it just might.”


 “Why is that?”


 “Because I’ve been dreaming about a boy,” Nova said, “A boy locked in a tower. I think I’m supposed to help him.”


 


 A month and three days passed without any further visions. Every night, upon the eve in which the day ended, he’d go to bed with Katarina and sleep peacefully until morning. Then, when he did rise, he’d helped Ketrak with the chores or anything else he needed done—mainly, but not limited to: shoveling the front porch and the resulting path, tending to the dead and wilted rose bushes that strayed along the road leading up to the gate, and tidying up the house whenever some part of it managed to get dirty. The help seemed to appreciate this greatly, for whenever they rose from their beds to attend to the chores of the day they would most, if not completely be done. It was for this reason that Nova found himself content in life, as it seemed that nothing hindered him in the least and threatened to dismantle his marriage entirely.

 Everything seemed to be normal—peaceful, even, to the point where he had not a worry in the world.


 Then, out of the blue, the third and most starling vision came.


 It happened on the night of one of the most devastating pre-spring thunderstorms Nova had ever seen.


 In this dream, he lay in bed with his wife asleep next to him, while directly across from them a figure clouded in light so bright he could make out no discernable features stood in the corner, towering over everything else in the room. The air, alight with static, buzzed, and popped Nova’s ears, sending each and every hair on his body and end, while shadows swam across the figure’s surreal form like fish across the room, distorting the walls and rippling golden energy across the small, confined space that the two of them slept in. Upon further examination, and whilst narrowing his eyes to the point to where they were more slits, it appeared as though the figure was made out of individual beads of energy that encircled its arms and connected to a band of light near the waist—where, there, the same bead-like orbs of energy continued down until they struck its feet and disappeared entirely. This sight, so surreal that Nova could hardly believed it, terrified him to no end, and disallowed any form of emotion or recognition humanly possible.


Novalos, the creature of light and energy said, its voice so deep and androgynous it made him tremble just by listening to it. Do you know who I am?

 “Nuh-No,” Nova said, sitting up. “What are you?”


I am something who will help you in a great time of need, but not unless you help someone in theirs.

 “Who?” Nova asked. “Who is—”

 A flash of dark hair and red eyes entered his mind.


No.

 It couldn’t be. 

 “Yuh-You mean thu-the young man?” he amanged.


Yes. I speak of a young man named Odin, a boy with red eyes.

 “I know who he is,” Nova said, “but… am I dreaming, or am I having a vision?”


You are having neither, my friend. I am as real as your flesh and blood body.

 “What are you?”


That does not matter. What does matter is that someone is in grave danger—danger of collapsing in on himself. There will come a time when, after a most tragic event, this young man will need an unwavering spirit at his side. It is you, Novalos, who will be that friend.

 “I can’t leave my wife. We just… we haven’t been—”


I will trust you to make that decision, but fear not, for whatever decision you make will guide you in the right direction.

 Before Nova could begin to question the creature of light and shadow, it faded into the darkness, relinquishing hold of the physical and material world.

 As quietly as he possibly could without waking his wife, he stumbled out of bed, rubbed his eyes and scratched his arms, alight with static that made each and every hair on his forearms stand on edge. Could this figure have had something to do with one of his gifts, or had he merely woken up, ready to leave bed, and have had one of his rare waking visions?


No, he thought. I didn’t have a vision.

 This felt nothing like such. His eyes hadn’t clouded, the room hadn’t brightened, nor had it felt as though each and every physical sensation was magnified to the umpteenth degree. No. This thing—this moment in time—could not have been a vision, for if it had, then surely he would have woken without his eyes being open.

 After adjusting his shirt across his chest, he walked out of the room and closed the door.


 Downstairs, in the sitting room, Nova settled himself into the chair next to the fireplace and warmed his shaking body.


 “It’ll be all right,” he whispered, rubbing his hands together. “You’re just scared.”


 Scared couldn’t necessarily describe it, and while this feeling would pass in a while, he didn’t think what he had experienced was fear—awe, possibly, but not fear. He’d felt such terrifying moments before, as a child ignorant of his abilities, and as a man whom had lost his father in the tragedy of a great fail of the heart. This feeling—this emotion—felt nothing like that, and for those unsure thoughts, troubling ailments and clouds of doubt, he knew in his heart that this very surreal happening had not been a dream.

 “Nova?” a voice asked.

 Ketrak stood at the foot of the stairs, wearing only a pair of trousers and a light silk shirt reserved only for intimate moments. In response, Nova turned his head to look at the man for several long moments before he returned his eyes to the fire, unable to meet his father-in-law’s eyes.


What will he think? He wondered.

 “What’s wrong?” Ketrak asked. “How come you’re down here so late? And during a storm?”


 “We’re safe in the house,” Nova murmured.


 Thunder rolled across the sky and shot an arc of blue lightning over the horizon.


 “You know what I mean,” Ketrak said, settling down in the chair beside him. “Did you have another dream?”


 “No.”


 “Then why are you down here?”


 “Because I—”



There’s nothing you can say that won’t scare him, he thought, forcing himself to look up and directly into the man’s eyes. You’re just gonna have to come out and say it. There’s no other way.

 “Something just visited me,” Nova said, straightening his posture and staring directly into his father-in-law’s eyes. “I don’t know what it was, but it said that I had to help the young man in my visions.”

 “The red-eyed boy?” Ketrak frowned.

 “Yes. I don’t know why I have to help him, but the spirit—image, whatever it was—said that I needed to be by his side. It said… it said that if I helped him, it would help me in my time of need.”

 “What do you plan on doing then? Leaving my daughter for hell knows what?”


 “I… I don’t…”


 At this, Nova closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


 How would he possibly choose between his wife and something else that seemed so important?


 “Nova—”


 “Please, sir… don’t talk right now.”


 “You’ve got to—”


 Nova stood. He made his way toward the stairs, but stopped midway.


 “Son,” Ketrak said, rising. “You’re blind if you leave my daughter just because something tells you to.”


 “I don’t know what that something is!” he cried, turning to face Ketrak. “How am I supposed to know how this will affect me? What happens if I don’t go?”

 “Nothing. You—”

 “What if my ‘time of need’ is something completely unrelated to me? What if it has something to do with you, or maybe even my wife? What do I do then? How will I know unless I go?”

 “You don’t, son. Although if you ask me, you might’ve just been seeing things.”

 “I wasn’t just seeing things!”

 “How do you know?” Ketrak barked. “How do you know, Nova? I’ve put up with your delusions up until this point because I really do care about you, because I think you’re a good man and an even greater husband. Just because your father told you something in the past doesn’t mean—”

 Nova snapped.

 He sent his fist into his father-in-law’s jaw before he could think any further.

 Horrified, angry beyond belief and unsure what to think in the aftermath of such a horrible crime, Nova remained steadfast, unsure whether to step forward or let the man be. “You do not talk to my father in that way,” he said, somehow able to keep his voice low and calm. “My father was the best man I ever knew.”

 “You don’t know what you’re getting into, boy. You’d leave your wife, just like that, all because something tells you to?”

 “It didn’t say I had to!” Nova roared, unable to contain his shakes.

 The sound of his own voice forced him in but a short time to realize just how angry he was starting to become. Taking a deep breath, Nova closed his eyes, chastised himself for such behavior, then thought back on what his father had once said as a child—when, during an emotional fit, he’d said that he expressed a temper far beyond himself and should learn to control it, less it destroy himself and those around him.

 “I’m sorry,” Nova sighed, stepping forward. “I’ve had problems with my temper since I was a boy, but that’s no excuse to hit you.”

 “And I’m sorry for making you angry. But Nova—do you really believe this thing you saw was real? Or your visions?”


 “They haven’t been wrong before.”


 “There’s a first time for everything.”


 Nova stayed silent. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “I need to talk to Katarina,” he said, “before I leave in the morning.”

 “You really think this is important enough to make you leave?”


 “Yes,” Nova sighed. “I do.”


 “Do you even know where the young man is?”


 “No.”


 “Then how are you going to find him?”


 “Look,” Nova said, turning to walk up the stairs. “That’s all I can do.”


 


 He held Katarina for most of the night or paced the room and watched her sleep. Uneasy, afraid, and all the more unsure of the very decision that was racketing his mind, he tried his best to figure out just how he would tell his wife about the figure and how it told him he needed to help someone should he want to be helped, but to no avail. Always, it seemed, he would stop in midstride, or mid-thought, then slowly the pendulum would fall back into place, where it would only fall halfway before permanently resetting itself before it could actually do any real swinging.


I don’t know how to I’m going to do this, he thought, heart halfway open and the blood spilling out through his arms.

 Eyes bleary, bloodshot, aching, Nova looked out at the slowly-rising sun and tried to discern just how much time had passed between his initial confrontation with his father-in-law and the moment in which he’d tried to return to bed. Bleeding across the horizon, lighting the world with its warring rays over the mountains of a group of creatures he knew naught about, he tried to imagine just how and why the sun did what it truly did. Why, of all reasons, would such an entity rise, just to light their land? One would say that it was forced to by the laws of nature, as even though a great distance away the sun operated on the same fundamental level, but were it given a choice of its own, would it really rise every day, or once every other day?

 He wished, at that moment, that it would just stay down—that the world, as dark as it was, would remain perpetually-black. Maybe then he would never have a reason to leave; and maybe, just maybe, Katarina would never wake and ask him why his eyes had lines running through them.


I’ve got to tell her, he thought. She needs to know what’s going on.

 If anything, it wouldn’t be too hard to find the boy. He could judge, just by the visions alone, that he had to be somewhere high—in a location where structures were built well-above the ground and where towers were more than prevalent. Or, he questioned, he would just be leading himself into a wild adventure that had no answer. Maybe the boy didn’t exist at all, nor his plight or the very thing that Nova had seen.

 Maybe… maybe…

 Movement stirred him from thought.

 Pushing herself forward, Katarina rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands. She didn’t take notice of him until he turned his head on the base of his neck and looked her directly in the eyes. “Nova?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

 With a deep breath and an even more unsure fault of consciousness, Nova walked to the bed and settled down beside her. He took her hand in his, offered a slight smile, then began to recount the events of last night. He explained how, after he’d woken from what he considered to be a dream, he’d seen the form of light and just how it had spoken to him. He explained of the young man’s plight, of the danger there was were he not to find and help him, and how that, were he to find this young boy named Odin, their future would likely be secured for the both of them. 

 Shortly after he said he needed to leave to see what the whole thing meant, she started crying.


 “I won’t be gone that long,” he said, reaching out to stroke the hair out of her eyes.


 “You don’t know that.”


 “I just need to go where the towers are, that’s all. Who knows? I might only be gone for—”


 “You don’t know how long you’ll be gone!” she cried, slapping his cheek as hard as her frail form allowed. “You don’t know!”

 “I’m sorry,” he said, not bothering to reach up and touch his face. “I don’t want to put you or your father in any danger.”

 “Danger? Nova, why would you—”

 “The voice said that it would be there in my time of need if I went and helped the boy, Katarina. I don’t know when my time of need will be, because it never mentioned if my ‘time of need’ would be something I would go through or something that would happen to you or your father.”

 “But how—”

 “Look,” he said. He took his face in her hands and stroked the tears away from her laugh-lines. “I don’t know why I have to help this young man, but for whatever reason it is, I need to go. He’s locked in a tower, Katarina. He’s all alone in the world.”

 “I know, but—”


 “Please, understand I’m doing this because I don’t want you hurt.”


 “You wouldn’t. You—”


 Katarina trailed off. The tears that streamed down her face was enough to tear holes in Nova’s heart—to render his soul unconquerable and therefor diminish the fact that he was, like anyone else in this world, a man, one who loved his wife so much that it pained him so to leave her stranded like this.


He needs help, he thought, kissing Katarina’s tears, and only I can offer it.

 “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I love you so much, Katarina.”


 “I love you too.”


 He took her in his arms.


 Her touch was enough to remind him just how much he had to lose.


 


 Cold wind battered him. Harsh feelings destroyed him.

 Dressed in his thick winter coat and his long, insulated pants, Nova prepared one of Ketrak’s horses in preparation for his journey and tried his hardest not to falter in the face of such horrors. The scythe, tied near the end of the saddlebag, could be easily accessed should the need arise, while his clothes and rations lay in the bags at the side, threatening to overflow just by bearing one’s eyes down upon them. The old horse, stubborn in its own right, whinnied under the waning winter chill, just as it allowed itself to shake its head and cast its mane to the side.

 “It’s all right,” Nova said, stroking the stallion’s neck. “We’re just going on a little trip, that’s all.”


 The horse snorted, nudging Nova’s shoulder.


 In that moment, it seemed like everything either wanted him to go somewhere or nowhere at all.


 Looking up, Nova trained his eyes on the window that opened up to their room and saw Katarina sitting in the windowsill. He didn’t look at her for long for fear that, should he intrude on her privacy, she might leave the windowsill and miss his departure entirely.


I’ll be back eventually. It’s not like I’m leaving her for good.

 Before he could return his attention to the horse, Ketrak walked the brief distance of the field and to the stables. Almost immediately, the right side of the man’s face came into view, revealing a darkened jaw.

 “Before you go,” Ketrak said, sliding his hand into his pocket. “I want you to have this.”

 The mayor pushed a black sack into Nova’s hand. When Nova lifted it to examine it closer, the contents inside clinked together. “Is this—”

 “Money?” Ketrak nodded. “I don’t want my son-in-law running around without any coin.”

 “I can’t take this, sir.”

 “Take it, Nova. You’ll need money to bribe someone if you decide to sleep in their barn, and you know that a bed at an inn isn’t cheap.”

 “I know.” He looked down at the sack of gold, then to the man before sliding it into his pocket. “Thank you,” he said, reaching out to shake Ketrak’s hand. “You don’t know how much it means to me.”

 “I think I do.”


 Nova mounted his horse.


 His eyes strayed to the window.


 Katarina remained in the windowsill, watching him.


 “Goodbye,” Nova said, turning his eyes on Ketrak. “I’ll be back. Tell Katarina that I love her, please.”


 “I will.”


 Raising his hand, Nova waved at Katarina, desperately fighting to keep his emotions in check.


 As though grasping part of her and pulling her with him, he captured her form in the palm of his hand, then closed it into a fist and brought it to his chest.

 In his heart, an ache began.

 He tried to console himself with thoughts of home as he pushed his horse into a trot and to the distant fence—where, near its borders, the house hands stood, shivering in full winter attire and waiting for him to continue forward.

 Sometimes, things came crashing down, while at others things apart. Often than not, however, something broke into the cycle of life and disrupted it. Life, death, salvation, imprisonment, destiny, fate, fortitude, honor, security, a man’s life and a woman’s sadness—no matter the cause, no matter the significance, there was always something to break the chain and begin it anew.

 Now, as Nova led his horse down a road to a place he did not know, he took one last look back at his home, closed his eyes, then began to whistle under his breath, if only to reassure himself that everything would be just fine.



 


 



Chapter 3

 


 “Good. Very good. Now, hold it there for a little while longer.”


Watch it burn, the man could have said. Watch it burn.

 Suspended in midair by little more than absolute concentration and pure thought, a white ball of flame hovered between a young man and his teacher who sat idly by watching the feat before him with kind eyes and an even more rational expression. Smiling, ecstatic, and quite contrary to the emotions that his student was currently placating, the teacher gestured for the boy to raise the flame first into the air, then to his left and right before asking for it to be trailed into a figure-eight. This thing—this grand infinity symbol—seemed even to burn within the air after the ball of flame fell back into place and offered what many could have considered an affinity of knowledge and strength that many in the common world did not possess, for it was not taught within the normal confines outside the royal walls. It was for this reason that when the teacher told the young man to release the flame that the boy curled his hand into a fist.

 Much like a piece of paper crumbling under pressure, the flame shrunk, hissed as fire does when fuel is added to it, then pulsed and burped a plume of white before disappearing altogether.

 The teacher, now in hysterics more than ever, thrust himself to his feet and clapped.

 “Very good, very good!” the man said, clapping so hard that for a moment the boy wondered just whether or not the man’s wrists would disengage from his arms entirely. “Very good, Odin.”

 Professor Daughtry’s face lit up in a smile. Odin barely nodded.

 “Hey,” the man said, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Cheer up. You’re doing great.”

 Instantly, Odin’s muscle tensed under the pressure of touch, as if he’d just been struck far greater than he really had been, and reacted as if he were a shelled animal bearing its defenses when touched by outside stimuli.

 In response to this sudden, almost-unnerving recognition, one of the few high mages of the kingdom of Ornala pulled his head back and offered a frown. “Does it hurt when I touch you?” he asked.

 “No,” Odin said.


Yes, he thought.

 As though sensing something was wrong, the professor pulled his hand back and allowed it to fall slack at his side.


 “I’m sorry for your conditions, Odin.”


 “Don’t be.”



Because you’re not. You don’t care because it doesn’t affect you at all.

 Living, alone, with his daughter, in the Outer District, in a place where normality seemed all the more peaceful and separated from such a thing as royal imprisonment—this man, this high mage, had not a thing in the world to worry about, for his life was just as simple as any common man’s would be. But here he was—Odin Karussa, of Felnon descent, and sixteen-years-old—imprisoned in a tower for a crime and penance he had yet to ever commit. To think that Daughtry, though kind, actually cared for him, would have been idiotic, and for that Odin bowed his head and stared at the floor—that same, dirty floor in which he had spent the last two years of his life in.

 Daughtry, in response to this enlightened accusation, began to gather his things up—first the sack he routinely carried to the tower every other day, then the leather-bound book that had become a staple in each of their lessons. He stared at this for several long moments, as if judging its form, before pushing it out to Odin, who merely raised his head.

 “Here you go,” the magic man said.

 “Sir?”

 “It’ll help,” Daughtry smiled, pressing the tome into Odin’s hands. “I know you like to read, but textbooks can get a little boring after a while, especially considering that you’ve probably read most, if not everything about the kingdom. At least this will keep you entertained and learning.”

 “Are you sure you want me to have this? What if I—”

 “I’d prefer if you wait for me to be present before you attempt any of the magic, but I won’t stop you. You’ve got a better grasp on your powers than most boys your age to.”

 “That’s because you’ve been helping me.”

 “Yes, but it takes talent and skill to use magic, as well as hard work.”

 “Thank you.”

 Before turning to leave, his pack in hand and the book just passed to Odin, the high mage attempted to reach forward, but stopped halfway.

 “Have a good day,” the man nodded, pulling the hood of his long robes over his head.


 With a simple knock, the guards in the outside world opened the door and let Daughtry out of the tower.


 It was with this exit that Odin began to come to terms with something.


 His shoulder stung.


 Maybe being touched did hurt after all.


 


 Nightmares haunted his sleep. A baby shrouded in a cloak; a storm brewing overhead; a purple-pink fire flowing from long, delicate fingers and into an infant’s chest—all this, but for what? A memory, a thought, a manifestation of something he had heard or read—what, he wondered, could this possibly be, if not a message from some outside source wishing him to remember something he could not possibly have experienced?

 Just rising from his sleep in a fit of unease and mental torment, Odin sat up and pushed his hair out of his eyes, where soon after they sought out the window. A faint, yellow-gold light washed through the window, signifying the rise of the sun on the opposite side of the world. The sight alone was enough to make him consider just how good it would feel to go out and bask beneath its rays.


No.

 He pushed the idea from his head. Such fantasies existed only in his mind and nowhere else. Should he allow such things to brew—fester, culminate, coagulate within his head—they would only morph into a knot separated from the rest of his body, and from there he would drift, unable to tell just what lay before him and what existed just outside the window.

 When a knock came out the door, Odin settled back down onto the mattress and closed his eyes, not in the least wanting to deal with a guard bringing in breakfast. It was always cold and undercooked anyway—what use was there to play sympathy for someone who cared not for his condition?

 When the door opened and the figure stepped closer into the room, the door behind him or her hitting the stone against the wall created a loud, disjointed echo that reverberated off the stones and threatened to swallow him whole.


Open your eyes, a voice said. 

 Odin fought to keep them shut.

 What reason did he have to show anyone who entered the respect they so rightfully didn’t deserve?

 When he heard from the opposite side of the room the sound of the door closing and locking behind him or her, Odin opened his eyes to find a tray of food splayed out before him—arranged, purposely, on the single stool reserved for those from the outside world to seat themselves upon.

 A single note was attached to the platter.


 Odin reached forward, but stopped before he could touch it.


 Who, of all people, would leave him a note?



Daughtry? he thought. The king?

 No. Despite the loyalty he served to the man under which he knew he would one day serve, he knew his attentions were set elsewhere—toward, he knew, the distant world, the lands beyond the border; especially Germa, where war seemed so ready to burst forth and swallow their kingdom whole. This would not have been a message from the king, but who could it possibly be?

 Rather than dwell upon the message any longer, Odin reached forward and slapped it away from the platter of food.


Tomorrow, the note said, in indecent, obviously-rushed writing. Be ready.

 “For what?” he whispered.


 Odin looked up.


 The platter of food before him seemed all the more tempting.


 His stomach rumbled.


 A knot of pain began to claw within his chest.


 Just what could possibly be happening tomorrow for there to be such a notice from someone in the outside world?


 Whatever the reason, he couldn’t bother himself with it now.


 He reached forward and began to eat hi food.


 


 “Well,” Daughtry said, having arrived much earlier in the day than usual upon what he called an ‘unexpected visit’ in which to discuss with him the conditions of his magical classes. “I don’t really know if there’s a lot else I can teach you, Odin. You grasp the knowledge far better than some young mages do.”

 Odin guided the sphere of water he held in midair back above the wine glass poised between the two of them and allowed it to sweat its last beads of moisture before releasing his hold on it to dissipate entirely.

 “Daughtry?” Odin asked, turning his head up from the prone wine glass between them.


 “Yes?” the high mage asked.


 “Do you think someone will take me as their squire?”


 “Why, I don’t see why they wouldn’t. Given who you are and just what abilities you have, I’d be surprised if men weren’t scrambling to get their hands on you. By God, Odin—you’re exceptionally-fit for your age, which I believe we can both thank Master Jordan for, and by all things you’re a mage.” The older man paused. A frown painted his face in a somber light. “Why are you asking? You’re not worried, are you?”

 “Not… really. I’m just having doubts is all.”

 “Well, you shouldn’t, because you’re very talented. Hell—if you want me to let you in on a little secret, it’s every knight’s dream to have a squire who can cast magic.”

 It was without purpose that Odin knew this in the form of memory. Scars lined the walls where once, in fits of rage, he had attempted to consolidate his situation by sending into the stonework blasts of magic that, upon normal reaction, would surely have burst free. It was not, however, without regret that he had done this, for when in the original moments after his act nothing had happened, he’d felt more immature than anything. The walls, Daughtry had said soon after, when examining the black marks on the stone, are magicked. They are impervious to magic.

 For this reason, and more, Odin considered himself something of a prodigy—a young man whom, regardless of his situation, did, in fact, have a gift. Though not reassured in the least, he nodded and crossed him arms over his chest as from the outside world he heard the locks and the metal bars sliding in and out of place. The screech of such metal against stone created the impression that they didn’t want to be pushed aside, as if they wanted the person whom they’d been guarding for the last two years to remain behind and within their confines for the entire rest of time.


I wouldn’t be surprised, he thought, but didn’t betray his emotions.

 The door opened to reveal weapons master Jordan—dressed, from head to toe, in fine colors of purple and red.

 “Professor Daughtry?” Jordan asked, ducking into the enclosed space and taking his first few steps forward. “You wouldn’t happen to be finished with Odin, would you?”

 “Yes your majesty. I am.”


 “Would you like to come and meet some of the knights, Odin?”


 Odin’s heart stopped beating within his chest.



Did I, he began to think, but stopped before he could continue. His eyes had crossed with his weapons master’s and it seemed, in that moment, that the entirety of the world had fallen aside and only he and the much older man existed.

 “Are you… are you sure?” Odin asked, standing, bracing himself for whatever was to come as Daughtry began to gather his things before bidding the pair of them his goodbyes.

 “Of course I am.”

 “You have permission to let me out of the tower?”

 “Direct from the king itself,” Jordan said. As if to prove his point, he pulled from his belt a scrawl of parchment and unrolled it, revealing flush, ornate handwriting that had to have been trained for years on end by a practiced hand.

 “You mean… there’s no way I can be taken away and put back in this tower?”

 “You’ll have to return eventually, yes, after I’m done with you, but with this signed order from the king, I’m allowed to escort you through the grounds and introduce you to the number of knights who’ve arrived from the price of the kingdom. Why, there’s a few now whom I’ve specifically requested meet with you waiting right now.”

 “Ruh… Really?” Odin asked. 


He has to be joking, he thought, breathing, trying his best to maintain control of his sanity as he stood before Master Jordan and tried his hardest not to tremble. This has to be a joke.

 If it were what he believed it was, then this joke, as sick as it was, had to have been devised by a number of people—including, but not limited to, Jordan himself and the guards whom had obviously taken their fair share of blows in order to make sure his existence within the tower was as much a living hell as possible. While he didn’t necessarily believe that Jordan would ever do such a thing, it made Odin wonder just whether or not that writing was true—that the piece of parchment, as official as it seemed, had been drafted by someone with naturally-neat handwriting and not the king itself, and that the decalaration, as official as it seemed, was nothing more than spit upon a poor man’s tongue.

 Before him, Jordan offered a smile to reveal white, it somewhat-disjointed teeth.

 “This is no joke?” Odin asked, settling his arms at his side.

 “This is no joke,” Jordan replied. He gestured Odin forward with but a wave of his hand. “Come, Odin—we have people waiting for us.”

 With nothing else to do than to follow, Odin took his first few steps forward.

 He couldn’t help but smile.

 


 Outside, an alien world assaulted him. The colors, so warm and vibrant; the air, so fresh and clean; the stone beneath his feet, so hard and sturdy; the air, rich, filled with heat and slicking the back of his throat back as if it were a swab of cotton testing the inside of his body for any kind of infection—to say that stepping out and into the air for the first time in years was exciting would have been to diminish the act, for his glee seemed much too apparent and the angst in his heart seemed all the less there. Joyous, ecstatic, his heart in knots and his mind threatening to overwhelm himself just by the fact that he was finally out of the tower alone—he paced behind weapons master Jordan with his hands free at his sides and his eyes set out and toward the distant training field: where, beyond the eastern towers, boys sparred and trained while being instructed by another of the weapons masters on the grounds.

 “I’m sorry,” Jordan sighed, turning his head down as if to avoid persecution.


 “For what, sir?” Odin frowned.


 “You didn’t deserve what happened to you. Don’t, really.”



Of course I don’t, Odin thought, clamping his jaw together to keep from speaking out. I didn’t do anything wrong.

 Choosing not to reply, Odin once more turned his attention to the group of pages after they passed the T-shaped entryway that led up to the fifth, forbidden tower, eyes scanning the battlefield as first they arranged themselves into groups of two, then barreled toward one another with swords and staffs at the ready. The visage alone was enough to make him tremble, as it seemed no more than yesterday that he had been dueling one of the boys with one of the very swords one of those pages now held.

 “Question,” Jordan said, drawing up beside Odin before pressing a hand against his upper back.


 “Yes, sir?”


 “Do you still know how to use a sword?”


 “Probably,” he shrugged. “I don’t know.”


 “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you more over the past few years. I hope you haven’t lost your touch.”


 How desperately he wanted to say that one could not lose their art with the sword—that, like a quill on a piece of parchment, such an act was never forgotten, merely unpracticed—but decided to remain silent for fear of bringing up any further sentimental moments. Instead, he narrowed his eyes, watched as a page’s sword went flying into the air, then as the boy was pushed to the ground, symbolic of one’s testament to military life and the death that would eventually follow.

 “We should go,” Jordan said, patting his back one last time. “There’s men to be seen today. We don’t want to keep them waiting.”


No, Odin thought, but said nothing in response. We don’t.

 


 The courtyard was bursting with activity. Squires rushing back and forth to carry supplies for knights; pages skirting through the crowds hoping to be noticed by the men they so believed were heroes; women, children and royal men making their way along the sides of the streets, some with heads bowed and others giving the men their full recognition—to look upon such a sight and try to dissect its intent from an initial perspective was enough to give Odin a headache, but his trifles were soon gone as Jordan beckoned him forward and into the slowly-growing crowd.

 “Don’t lose me,” the weapons master said. “I don’t want us to get separated.”


 “They’d throw me back in the tower,” Odin said, “wouldn’t they?”


 “There would be no stopping them without this official proclamation from the king.”


 As if testing his response, Jordan reached down and tapped the scroll of parchment at his side.



This may be your only chance, Odin thought, nodding, pushing himself forward and up to Master Jordan’s side. You can’t blow it now.

 Were he to lose this opportunity, he may never be conscripted into a knight’s service as a squire. Only the tower would remain.

 Brushing the thoughts from his head as if it were mere dandruff on his shoulders, Odin continued to follow Jordan through the crowd, navigating the long streets lined with vendors and shopkeepers until, eventually, they began to make their way toward the furthest parts of the eastern expanse, where the stables stood in all their glory—tall, massive buildings that seemed to be equipped with each and every personal care device that could possibly be imagined.

 “Sir,” Odin said. “Where are we going?”


 “I’ve instructed a few of the men to wait by the stables so they could meet you.”


 “You… you personally recommended me?”


 “Why wouldn’t I? You’re about as sharp as they come, and besides—you are a mage after all.”


But does that really give me special treatment?

 Without the knowledge on just how the men would respond to someone like him—he, a boy of only sixteen, locked in a tower and deprived of most, if not all of his weapons training but possessing an innate Gift of magic—he couldn’t necessarily be sure just how the men would react, thus forcing him into a slight panic attack that began with a heat in the chest and eventually spelled into a ringing within both of his ears.

 For a long while, it seemed as though that constant chiming within his head would never stop. However—shortly thereafter, all sound ceased to exist within not only his head, but in the world around him.


Calm down, the voice in his head said. Everything will be just fine.

 The world, which had since blurred into a variety of grey and moody colors, returned to full focus.

 Directly before the two of them no more than a few feet away stood a series of men garbed in flush royal colors—including, but not limited to, men of different colors, but particularly Kadarians.

 At the sight of them, Odin froze in place.


 Instinctively, his hand fell to his side.


 “Odin,” Jordan said.


 “Sir,” he managed, swallowing a lump in his throat. “They’re… they’re Kadarians!”


 “They are as much members of our country as any of the other knights are.”


 “I don’t… I thought—”


 The situation in Germa had grown increasingly tense. Through the grapevine, and beyond the door in front of which guards often stood and discussed the daily happenings, he’d heard rumors, true or not, that the Germanian population was gathering near one of the other desert towns for what seemed like a grand meeting. It could not be determined from a vast distance whether or not this meeting was actually war, as Ornalan scouts pressed into the area could not actually force their way into such meeting halls, but for every reason possible it seemed as though something grand were about to happen. War, it seemed, lingered close, and for that alone a rumor had begun, between what Odin could only assume were the guards, that the draft would soon take place. They would obviously strike Bohren first, they said, for it was the closest to their bordering country itself, before spreading out and taking Sylina and eventually the farming down of Lianasa and military outpost Ke’Tarka, though whether or not that was true he couldn’t be sure. However, in staring at the black men beyond him, and in taking in each of their features from as vast a distance as he could imagine, Odin found himself trembling not in fear, but excitement.


These are men who joined our country to liberate themselves from Germa, he thought, biting down upon, then slicking his lips.

 Could they possibly be the men who would take him from his petty existence and whisk him off into a grand adventure?

 No longer able to contain the excitement that lay dormant within his chest, Odin nodded, took a deep breath, then advanced forward with Jordan at his side.

 Almost immediately upon arriving, the men turned their heads up.

 “Hello gentlemen,” Jordan said, lacing his hands behind his back and assuming the straightest posture he could possibly bear. “Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to meet with myself. This is the young man I’ve personally written to you about.”


Personally? Odin frowned, then said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” hoping at the same time that his tone hadn’t sounded too condescending or immortal.

 The men said nothing, instead opting from silence. They glanced him up and down, from head to toe, before giving him indecisive looks of either appreciation or disdain. One of the Kadarians—a tall, somewhere-near six-and-a-half-foot man with an impressive physique and a pair of dark, nearly black eyes—stepped forward and lifted Odins arm, flexing the muscle and poking it with a forefinger. “He’s very well structured,” this man said, turning his eyes up and at Jordan. “Did you train him yourself?”

 “I oversaw his training while he was being kept in the fifth tower,” Jordan replied.


 “The fifth tower?” one of the lighter, olive-skinned men asked. “Why was he there?”


 “It’s a long story that isn’t necessary to go into.”


 “You,” the dark-skinned Kadarian said, instantly drawing Odin’s attention up with but the sound of his voice.


 “Yes?” Odin asked.


 “You’re a mage.”


 “Yes sir. I am.”


 “Are you practiced?”


 “Yes. I mean I’m—”


 “He’s very well-read,” Jordan added, cutting Odin off before he could finish. “He can also write quite well as from what I’ve understand.”

 “My only concern is that you might not be able to help me on my journeys to the deserts,” the Kadarian said.


The deserts? Odin thought, casting a look in Jordan’s directions. But I—

 “Odin’s very strong,” Jordan added.

 “I can tell,” the black man said, pressing his hands atop Odin’s shoulders. “He’s very well-built, but I’m concerned for his size.”

 “That shouldn’t be—”

 “I will be handling giant horses, Sir Jordan. It doesn’t matter how strong a boy is if he can’t handle the reins.”

 When the black man stepped back and into the short crowd of men, Odin gave the man a slight nod and a bow of his head to signify his thanks before falling back and at Jordan’s side. 

 In the several moments that passed, those of which seemed all the crueler despite their intentions, Odin couldn’t help but feel as though the entire world was watching him.


It’s ok. They’re just watching you.

 Watching him or not, each and every one of those eyes that lay upon him appeared to be sticks—harsh, jagged ones, meant only to harm instead of ultimately offer him something good.

 “Does anyone else here want to ask the young man any questions?” Jordan asked, setting an arm across Odin’s shoulders. “We’re in no rush.”

 As if struck by a cloud of silence, none of the men responded.


 “Odin,” Jordan said. “Could you please excuse us for a moment?”


 “Yes sir,” he said. “Thank you.”


 After giving the other men a nod of thanks, Odin turned, shoved his hands into his pockets, then made his way to the end of the road—where, at the corner, he settled down and crossed his legs before settling his arms over his chest.

 Immediately, the emotions began to flood in.


Jordan brings me out of the tower and all I get are cold shoulders.

 Could he necessarily blame them though? They had, of course, questioned the reasoning beyond him being in the fifth tower, and had received no answer in response, so it was any wonder why they chose to disregard him with little more than a look. Even the men who had seemed to be paying attention to him—the Kadarian and the olive-skinned man in general—appeared disinterested in the utmost degree, but could they have been just for one simple slight of hand?


It’s ok, he thought, sighing. It’s only the first day.

 So what, he wondered—some of the knights had already picked their squires, were already moving into the castle for their extended duration in the time of which they would prepare the teenage boys for their ascent into knighthood. Did it, in the end, really come down to how small you were or how you ‘looked?’ How could they know if he could or couldn’t do something just by looking at him?


They can’t he decided, because they don’t know what I can do.

 Odin bowed his head.


 It would seem as though this first day had gone horribly bad.


 With nothing to do but to wait for Jordan, he began to whisper under his breath that things would be just fine.


 


 What seemed like hours later, during a time in which Odin remained on the corner of the road with his legs crossed and his head bowed, Jordan returned bearing what appeared to be bad news. Face somber, expression plain and lips painted in a half-scowl, half-frown which seemed to make him hellish and entirely unpredictable, he let a sigh pass from his lips, crouched down beside Odin, then set a hand on his shoulder before he leaned forward and said the few telling words. “None of them were interested,” he said.

 Why, Odin couldn’t be sure, for he knew himself to be a young man talented beyond the respects of most of his peers. His swordsmanship, his intuition, the intelligence gained from an uncanny memory that seemed never to forget a single word, letter or drawing and his magic for which he could be considered something of a God—for what reason did the men not want him under their jurisdiction? Did they feel as though he was dangerous, unruly, and for that was imprisoned within the forbidden fifth tower, or did they honestly and truthfully see only his size as a major issue when looking upon him and imagining a future with him in tow?


Does it matter? he thought.

 It seemed not to, considering the fact that no man would be enlisting him today, and for that alone Odin found himself depressed considerably far beyond the levels he should have been.

 “Lift your chin up,” Jordan said, then tapped Odin’s jawline for emphasis. “It’s only the first day.”


 “But other pages have already found their squires.”


 “Like I said, it was only the first day. There’ll be more.”


 “You recommended me to each of them.”


 “Just because they didn’t want you doesn’t mean that somebody else won’t.”



So you say, Odin sighed.

 “I don’t want to go back to the tower,” he said.


 “You have to, Odin.”


 “I’ll go outside the castle grounds. Someone will let me stay with them until more knights come.”


 “And how do you expect to find you outside these walls, or be treated as a squire if you’re not within these walls?”


 “I—”


 Resigned to his fate, Odin merely hung his head, stood, then brushed the dirt off of his pants and began to cross the distance back to the castle with Jordan close beside him. Aching, desperately, for the need to be free, he tilted his head back to survey the tower he would soon be returning to and couldn’t help but wonder just what the king might have thought of him staying up there alone and without human compassion.


If he really cared, he thought, then he wouldn’t have kept me up there for so long.


Had King Ournul been aware of his circumstance before permission for his temporary release been filed, or had he simply forgotten, preferring not to think about nothing at all in favor or having the entire world and its consequences upon his shoulders? Either way, the idea that the king had completely ignored him infuriated Odin to no end, and for that he began to stew in his emotion as Jordan led them down one side of the long halls and toward the revolving staircase that stood in attendance at the very end of the corridor. There, they would ascend the stairs, make their way up to the highest walls, then walk toward the very place he had spent the last two years of his life in—the fifth and final tower.


Where only the horrible are placed.

 When they broke the space of the stairwell and made their way out and onto the walls, Odin had to resist the urge to look out and into the courtyard for fear that he would see yet more pages being chosen by the very knights whom had decided to leave him be.

 “Jordan?” Odin asked, not bothering to turn his head to the side as they approached the tower.


 “Yes?” the weapons master asked.


 “I want to ask you something, but…”


 “But… what?”


 “I don’t know how to.”


 “You don’t know how to ask the question?” the weapons master frowned, pausing halfway up bridge of the T. 


 “No, sir. I don’t.”


 “You have no need to be nervous around me, Odin. I don’t judge you.”


 “You haven’t judged me once since I came here.”


 “I took a liking to you after you beat me in that spar. Call it better intuition, but I’d say you have a very bright future ahead of you.”

 “Do you really think that, sir?”

 “Do you not believe it?”


Do I, Odin thought, or am I just doubtful?

 To have the entire world and all its populace against him would have made anyone question their place within the world.

 When they approached the fifth tower and the guards began to remove, slide and place the keys into the deeper mechanism that powered the door, Odin turned his attention back to Jordan and found himself locked in a position where he knew nothing of his future and just what would become of him were he to remain in the tower for the next few years.

 Raising his hand, Jordan bid him a short goodbye, then turned and made his way back down the bridge of the T.


 “Your time’s up,” one of the guards grunted.


 “Yeah,” Odin replied. “I know.”


 After stepping into the fifth tower and listening to the locks sliding and clicking into place, he made his way to the mattress and collapsed atop it.

 Maybe later, when his mind had settled some and his heart wasn’t in so many desperate places, he would find a way to form the words to ask the question he so desperately needed answered.

 


 Evening came slowly and with little reward. Dozing, fitfully, between the hours he’d met with the knights and the time in which the sun began to set on the horizon, Odin turned to and fro in an attempt to lose himself in a world where there was no worry, consequence or fear. Much to his regret, however, each and every time he managed to fall asleep he dreamed of the tower and his eternal existence within it.


This is where you will stay, the voice in his head said, for the rest of your life.

 Was that truly the case, though? Surely enlisting within the military held some form of emancipation, as one essentially signed their life away in order to serve beneath the king, but what would become of him when he turned eighteen and legally became a man? Would he be allowed to leave the tower and return home to Felnon, or would he be asked to remain within the service and wait for two more years once the knights came around for their second term? With no clear answers in sight, the questions did little to comfort him, as it seemed every logical answer could be explained away simply on the basis of him doing something morally illegal.

 “Which I never did,” he mumbled, sighing.


 From outside the door came the sound of muted voices and hushed negotiation.


 Fearing the worst, Odin pushed himself upright, drew the blankets up over his waist, and waited for whatever it was to come.


 The locks began to click out of place.


 The metal bars ground against the door and screamed hellfire for their task.


 No more than a few several moments later, the door opened to reveal Jordan—dressed, as usual, in his more formal attire for such a late hour of the day. “Odin,” he said, turning his head and gesturing the guards to close the door behind him. 

 “Sir,” Odin replied.


 “Is everything all right?”


 “Everything’s fine,” he said. “Why?”


 “You said you were having trouble phrasing the question you wanted answered earlier.”


 “Oh. That.”


 He took several long moments to compose himself for what he was about to say. Eyes closed, breath even, cheeks burning likely from unease rather than any actual embarrassment—he considered himself foolish in that moment for expressing himself the way he was, but when he opened he eyes to look at the weapons master, he gave the slightest smile he could offer before expelling a held-in breath. “I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, bowing his head to look at the floor. “My question… it’s selfish, but—”

 “No question is selfish unless it benefits the one who asks it.”

 “It would benefit me, sir.”

 Jordan nodded. He scratched his chin before seating himself on the lone, solitary stool within the room. “Ask your question, Odin.”

 “I wanted… I wanted to know what would happen if a knight didn’t take me as his squire.”


 “That’s quite a thing to ask, especially since you know someone’s going to take you as his squire.”


 “No I don’t.”


 “Why do you think that?”


 “Because most of the knights have already picked their squires.”


 “There are more on the way.”


 “That’s not what I’m worried about, sir.”


 “To answer your question,” Jordan said, bracing his hands on his thighs before leaning forward, “you would likely be kept here.”


 “Why?”


 “Why?” the man laughed. “You committed a royal offense, Odin.”


 “I didn’t do anything,” he mumbled.


 “Either way, the sole reason you’re being held here is because the king believes you’re a danger to those around you.”


 “Do you think that?”


 “No.”


 “Why won’t you say something about it then?”


 “Because that would require me gaining an audience with the king. That could take months on end.”



I’ve been here for two years, he thought, and you haven’t said one word about me being up here this entire time?

 Knowing more than well that expressing such thoughts would only land him in ill favor with one of the few men who actually gave a damn about him, Odin sighed and titled his head back up to look directly into his weapon master’s eyes. “Would they let me leave if someone didn’t pick me?”

 “I’d imagine so, but where would you go?”

 “Felnon.”

 The idea of having to travel the four whole days by himself unnerved him to no end. It didn’t, however, mean he couldn’t do it, and while his confidence had plummeted throughout the past two years of being locked within the tower, he knew for a fact that his abilities both physically and magically would do more than well in allowing him to make his way back to his homeland without the need for a companion or possibly even a sword.

 In the moments of silence that followed, Jordan merely stared at him, eyes plain and souring as the breaths of time continued to pass on.

 “Would you really throw all this away?” the weapons master asked.

 “Throw what away?” Odin replied. “This?” He gestured to the stone walls around him, to the mattress he sat upon and the door that stood no more than a few feet away.

 “You realize this is only a temporary—”

 “Temporary? I’ve been here for two years, goddammit!”

 “Don’t speak to me in that tone!” Jordan barked. “You have no right.”

 “Do I?”

 The vein in the man’s temple began to throb.


Good, Odin thought, crossing his arms over his chest. Now you know how I feel.

 Standing, Jordan turned and started to make his way to the door. Before he could get there, however, he stopped in midstride, as if forgetting something, before turning to face Odin. In his eyes the flames were bright, the wars heavy, the forbidden fruit ripe, and in his facial expression Odin could see a world of pain and torment—of being stabbed with daggers and ripped open by machines with iron gears. It would not matter whether he turned and walked away, Odin knew, because the damage had already been done, the unease vibrant, the boiling rage apparent, and while that did not mean Jordan would turn and slap him for his arrogance and outright disobedience, it had delivered a point that Odin had wanted made more than clear in light of his horrible situation.

 While waiting for Jordan to respond, Odin began to tick down the moments—first one, then two, then finally three.

 On the fourth and seemingly-final moment, the man let a sigh escape from his lips before leaning against the wall. “You asked if your question was selfish,” he said. “I would say no, as you’re worried about your wellbeing. That’s all.”

 “Doesn’t that count as selfish though?”

 “Let me tell you something, Odin—I’m of the opinion that if you’ve got nothing or no one to worry about, fearing for your own safety isn’t selfish. It may seem so, sure, but you above all else are more important in your life, right?”

 “I… I guess.”


 “And you, above anyone else, know what’s best for you. Right?”


 “Right.”


 “So in the long run, worrying about your own wellbeing is a good thing, because you as well as I both know that no one else is going to give a damn if you don’t.”

 When Jordan turned and knocked on the door three times, he cast a glance back over his shoulder and gave him a smile comparable to several thousand diamonds shining along the side of the grandest mountain in the Three Kingdoms. “Don’t worry about being selfish,” Jordan said when the door opened. “Just worry about what you’re going to do with your life. I can’t make the decisions for you.”


Of course not.

 Jordan departed and the door closed behind him.


 The locks slid and clicked into place.


 Odin sighed.


 Outside, the world continued on.


 If only inside it would as well.


 


 Early the next morning, after a series of rash nightmares that threatened to wake him each and every time he beheld them, Odin woke to a cough so bad it hurt to even breathe, much less to actually expel whatever noxious fluid was inside of him. His throat raw, his chest aching as though it had been struck repeatedly with a wooden practice sword and his head warm and feeling as if it would simply begin to weep blood each and every moment, he lifted his hands to his face and tried desperately to keep from coughing.

 When one of the fits went on for more than a few brief moments, paranoia sewed its seed in his heart and threatened to give birth to the flower of agony.


It can’t be, he thought, coughing, lifting his hands away to find blood staining his near-porcelain-pure skin. It just… it can’t.

 The sun, which had since begun to rise during the time in which he’d developed his coughing fit, pierced through the sky and lit the opposite side of the room in tones of pale white and yellow. Such was the irony of his ailing situation that when he turned to hear the door leading into the tower slowly being unlocked he almost instantaneously began coughing once more.

 The door opened, revealing a guard who stepped forward with a platter of likely-cold food. “What’s wrong with you?” the man asked, bending to set the platter of food on the stool beside the bed.

 “I think I’m sick,” Odin said. “Can I have a glass of water?”

 The man reached down to unclip the canteen at his side before offering it to Odin. “You can have that,” he said, watching Odin take several long, laborious drinks. “It’s mine, but I don’t want to catch what you have.”

 With little more than a nod to give his thanks, Odin capped the canteen, set it on the floor beneath him, then rolled up and onto his side, where he pulled the stool forward with a few meager tugs and shoved a biscuit into his mouth.

 He ate for the next several moments in pure, bitter silence, realizing with each and every moment that as he shoved food in his mouth his situation was growing direr. His lungs, shriveled within his chest, ached like they’d just been exposed to hot air, while his throat felt as though whenever he swallowed that it was being scraped with rough writing paper and expected to maintain the mucus that compelled it so. Even his mouth—which, up until that moment, seemed fine—seemed dry, despite the fact that he took extra care in taking sips of water in order to alleviate his symptoms. That, however, did little to help, and by the time he finished eating and pushed himself back into bed, he found himself nearly unable to remain awake any longer.

 As his head hit the mattress once more, only one thought occurred to him.


I won’t be able to see the knights today.

 He knew not how long he lay there, staring at the ceiling and dozing between the realms of reality. Head heavy, eyelids drooping, vision out of focus and lips dry, he slicked his tongue across their surfaces every few moments in an attempt to remain awake and found himself unable to do so. Eventually, he dozed off and dreamed of nothing, but when the door opened what seemed like a good, several hours later, High Mage Daughtry peeked into the room.

 From his current perspective—near-asleep and spread out all the way along the bed—Odin could just barely make out the frown that crossed the man’s face.

 “Are you sick?” the mage asked.


 “Yes,” Odin said, pulling the blankets tightly around him. “I’m sorry, sir.”


 “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. If you’re not well, I can leave, if you’d like, I—”


 “No!” Odin cried, coughing when he realized his outburst. “It’s all right, I mean. You can stay.”


 Though Daughtry’s eyes narrowed, he nodded and closed the door before moving the empty plate of food off the stool. “When did you get sick?” he asked.

 “This morning. I woke up because I was coughing.”


 “Bad?”


 “Pretty bad.”


 “Sit up. Let me feel your chest.”


 Odin did as asked. He gripped the blankets and took several long, deep breaths and exhales as the mage tested several different points on his chest with but two extended fingers. He even took the time and notice to place his hand at Odin’s brow to test the warmth there—which, judging by the man’s expression, seemed to be slightly above normal.

 “You’ve got a fever,” Daughtry said, glancing down at the blankets. “Are you cold?”

 “Yes.”

 “I’m not going to tell you to take them off, but I’d suggest getting rid of them. Overheating yourself when you have a fever will only make you sicker.”

 Upon Daughtry’s suggestion, Odin cast the blankets aside and to the end of the bed, though regretted it almost instantly, as what felt like thousands upon thousands of bugs began to crawl along the surface of his skin.


What kind of fever makes you feel like this?

 “Sir,” Odin said, managing to contain another cough when it arose in his chest. “I can try to do a little magic, if you’d like.”


 “Are you up for it?”


 “I’ll try.”


 “I don’t want you to overexert yourself.”


 “It’ll test my limits,” Odin smiled. “Right?”


 “I suppose,” Daughtry shrugged.


 The professor removed himself from the stool, then crouched down beside it, where he pulled from his usual bag the wine glass so stable within their teaching and retrieved a vial of water from his robe. He watched Odin for a brief moment before uncorking the tube of liquid and dumping its contents into the glass.

 “All right,” Daughtry said, raising his head. “If you don’t think you can do it, don’t. I don’t want you hurting yourself.”


 “I know, sir.”


 With little more than a nod, Odin raised a finger. The tip glowed white.


 Whilst concentrating as hard as he could despite the pain in his body, he managed to pull a few individuals strands of water into the air that resembled something like snakes gliding through the air from the highest parts of the trees. From these fragments he formed three orbs—which, upon concentration, he set to revolve before Daughtry’s eyes in a complete circle.

 “Did you try to do this,” the mage asked, “or were you trying to get all the water out?”

 “Just this,” Odin managed.

 Of course, he chose not to let on that his meager attempt at pulling the water from the glass had been somewhat sloppy, as in his current frame of mind he didn’t think he could do direct-displacement whilst being so ill. For that reason, he took his time in allowing the three floating masses of water to rotate before combining them into one larger entity, as doing so made a spark of weightlessness appear at the very center of his vision.

 “Very good,” Daughtry said, watching the progress with his eccentric brown eyes.


 “What do you want to see?” Odin asked.


 “What do I want to see?” the professor frowned.


 “Yeah. I want to try to make something.”


 “Out of the water?”


 Odin nodded.


 “All right,” the man shrugged, setting three fingers to his chin. “How about a horse?”


 From the mass of water floating before them Odin formed the figure of a horse within his mind—from the legs, to the flank, to the midsection and then finally to its proud, standing head. With extra thought, he willed the stallion into artificial life, feeding movements risen from his mind and into the magic with little more than a passing thought. In response, the stallion reared up and kicked its forelegs at Daughtry. It even managed a little whinny.

 “Did you make it make that sound?” Daughtry asked.

 “I… guess,” Odin frowned. All he’d had to do to produce the affect was imagine the water replica making a noise. “Was it supposed to do that?”

 “If you made it, yes, it was supposed to. I don’t know how it could’ve made the sound though.”

 “I just thought about it.”

 “Yes. I know.” Daughtry set a hand to his face and watched Odin through the fingers splayed out across his cheekbones. “Did you find it hard to make the creature replicate the noise?”

 “No.”


 Daughtry nodded. “This is very good,” he said. “Try making something else for me.”


 “Like what?”


 “Well, anything you want. This is your lesson, after all. I’d like to see something you would like to make.”


What to make, what to make, Odin thought.

 Instantaneously, hid mind traveled back to the night he’d fled from his father.

 Pouring over the details within his head as if his thoughts were the pot and the air before him the land in which the tea would be dumped upon, he created the Shewolf on the flat of his hand as if he were looking upon her right in this instant. From her proud, elegant figure, her tall, muscled thighs, her hidden but somewhat-ample breasts and the intent stare that lit her face in a light so intimidating that Odin found it hard to even think about it—he filled in each and every tiny detail he could think about and made her prance around in front of the professor, almost as if she were right there at that current point of time and demonstrating just who and what she was.

 “A werewolf,” Daughtry said, eyes transfixed on the image before him. “Odin, are you sure you can hold something that long in your condition? I mean—”

 A series of coughs escaped Odin’s chest.

 Desperate, intent, wracked with pain but somehow able to maintain the image currently set on the hand before him, Odin held the figure in place as he continued to cough until, finally, one long bout of pressure sent blood from his mouth. These small speckles, seen as liquid by his magic, joined with the shewolf and began to swim within her like parasitic worms bent on destroying her from the inside out.

 “Release the image,” Daughtry said.


 “But sir,” Odin managed.


 “Do it.”


 Before Odin could fully lose hold on the construct, Daughtry lashed his hand forward, caught the figure within his grasp, then superheated the water and blood until it disappeared into a plume of mit before them.

 “Sir—”


 “You need to rest now. I’m going to have a healer come up and look at you.”


 “But I don’t—”


 He wasn’t able to finish. Daughtry had already opened the door and stormed out.


 


 Both Daughtry and Jordan stood to the side as a young healer applied pressure to certain points of Odin’s chest and gestured him to breathe every time he placed his hand flat and splayed his fingers along his upper torso. This man, who couldn’t have been any more than twenty-somewhat years of age, directed Odin to take several slow, deep breaths and directed what felt like a slight tingling sensation throughout his chest, which in turn flickered down his arms and up through his throat until eventually it hit the inside of his head. Here, it seemed, the sensation turned into static, and though he couldn’t necessarily see what was happening, Odin imagined his hair had gone alight with static and was now standing on end.

 “You’re very ill,” the healer said, pulling the blanket up and over Odin’s shoulders. “You need to stay in bed.”


 “But sir—”


 “Listen to him, boy,” Jordan said, then in turn set a hand on the healer’s back when he came forward. “Will he be all right?”


 “He’ll be fine if he rests,” the man said, narrowing his eyes as if to drive the point home. “What triggered this?”

 “He was performing magic,” Daughtry said, “and I—”


 Jordan turned his head. Daughtry’s eyes widened with hurt and worry.


 “It’s not his fault,” Odin croaked. “I’m the one who pushed myself.”


 “You should’ve been more careful,” Jordan said. “Daughtry, can you take this gentleman outside for a moment? I need to talk to Odin.”

 Daughtry merely nodded.

 The moment the two were out the door, Jordan ran both hands through his short hair and walked to the window, where he looked out its small surface before he began to speak. “I’d like to write to your father,” the weapons master said. “If that’s all right with you.”

 “Sir?” Odin managed.

 “I can’t be here to take care of you, and the healer or Daughtry can’t be here all day—especially Daughtry.”

 “You want my father to come to Ornala to take care of me?” Odin frowned.

 “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but both me and your father have been conversing through letters over the past few months. He’s wanted to come and visit anyway.”

 “After all this time?”

 “He was afraid of writing you directly. He feels you hate him.”


Hate him? Odin thought. But how… why…

 He could never hate the man who had raised him—could never, in the slightest, ever hold that much anger or regret to ever think of his father in anything but a wholesome light. While they’d both had their differences over the past, and while it seemed that things would never really, truly ever be simple between them, he could at least appreciate the man for training him to get as far as he had when he’d ultimately left the group some two years ago.

 “He would be here to help you recover,” Jordan said, pulling Odin’s eyes away from the blanket. “It’s better to be watched with an illness like this anyway.”

 “What do I have?”

 “Blood cough.”


Blood cough?

 How could he have caught an illness that ran so rampant through children now, when he was nearly an adult?


 “When you felt the magic on your chest,” Jordan continued, “it was the healer looking into your lungs. He says they’re very dry.”


 “Why is that?”


 “He doesn’t know for sure, but he thinks it has something to do with the weather. He wants to bring a tub of water up here to help moisten the air in the room.”

 “All right.”

 “You ate breakfast, I assume?

 Odin waved his hand to the end of the mattress. Jordan stooped to pick the platter up. “All right,” Jordan said, rising to his full height. “Get some rest. I’ll write your father and have the healer come in with a tub of water. You stay put. You don’t need to overexert yourself again.”

 The moment Jordan left the room and the door shut firmly behind him, Odin closed his eyes, pulled a single blanket up and around his body, and tried to go to sleep.

 If he truly had what Jordan said, then the next few days to even weeks would not bode well for him.

 


 Days later, after what seemed like an eternity of suffering in bed, the healer kneeled at Odin’s side, running a damp rag over his face, chest and upper arms. Several times, he asked Odin to inhale from the cloth, damp with water and solution. Though he said it would help his breathing, it only served to make him more miserable.

 “When will I get better?” Odin asked, setting a hand over his brow.


 “Eventually,” the healer, whom Odin had come to know as Barmut, said. “You need to be patient. The body heals at its own pace.”


 “Can’t you just use magic on me?”


 “If it were a physical wound that I could see, yes—I most likely could. In cases like this, however, it would be like you asking me to lift a metal object you swallowed out of your stomach. How would I know which side of the object wasn’t sharp if I couldn’t see it?”

 “But Master Jordan said you were looking at the insides of my lungs.”

 “I can’t literally see them though.” The healer paused. “I don’t know how to describe it, but to explain it as simply as possible, it’s like looking at a gem and seeing the tiny flaws in it. You can’t see the very flaw—like you could see how a piece of cheese was cut with a knife at an awkward angle—but you can see the bubbles that were trapped during the gem’s creation. Do you understand?”

 “Sort of.”

 “Good.” Barmut set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Like I said, just get some rest and stay in bed. If you need to go to the bathroom, do so, but go right back to bed.”

 Odin nodded before the healer took his leave. He rolled onto his stomach and hoped that the sudden movement wouldn’t start enough coughing fit. The reminder alone of his personal body functions revolted him to no end. Here he was—in a tower, having to use a bucket to relieve himself—when he could just as easily be escorted down to the castle and use the sewer system there.

 During his train of thought, the door opened.

 At first, Odin thought Barmut had returned for something, but when he raised his head and found that it was Jordan who stepped into the tower, he frowned and pushed himself up with one elbow. “Sir?” he asked. “What’re you doing here?”

 Jordan closed the door—quietly, as if he were treading into dangerous waters and ready to watch the witch herself. “Your father is here,” he said.

 “Already?”

 “I wrote to him days ago. The messengers are quick. You know that they stop for little.”

 The lapse of silence that followed forced Odin to realize that, in but a few moments’ time, he would be talking to the very man he had run away from all those years ago.

 “Will you stay in here with me?” Odin asked.


 “I promised to give the two of you time alone.”


 Unable to look at his weapon’s master, Odin bowed his head.


 “Don’t worry,” Jordan said, kneeling to meet Odin’s downturned gaze. “Your father wants to see you, and as far as I can tell, he doesn’t plan to yell at you.”

 “You think?”


 “I do.” Jordan rose. “Just be thankful that your father still cares, Odin. Not many men would if their sons ran off.”


 Jordan left the tower before he could say anything else.



All right, Odin thought, waiting for the door to reopen and his father to step in. Here he comes.

 Several long moments passed without anything happening. It could have been a blessing, as it gave him ample opportunity to brace himself for whatever was to come, but it could also be seen as a consequence, for it felt for each moment that passed he was being sawed open and forced to lay prone for eagles and other animals to tear his innards out of his body.

 “Come on,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Just get in here and—”


 The door opened.


 Odin drew a breath.


 The moment the door opened, Odin saw the man who could be none other than his father—a man whom, by all respects, appeared the same as he had before, save for several days’ worth of stubble on his face and a few streaks of grey in his hair.

 “Son,” the man said, the tone so plain Odin could barely derive any emotion from it.


 “Sir,” Odin replied, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Father, I—”


 Ectris Karussa took one step forward.


 Odin froze. Instinctively, as if grasping for comfort, his fingers curled around the edge of one blanket.



I’m a child, he thought, awaiting a beating.

 “By God,” Ectris smiled, falling to his knees beside the mattress. “Look at you. You’re so… you’re so grown up.”

 “I’m sorry I ran away,” Odin replied, unable to restrain the tears that coursed down his face in the following moments. “I didn’t want to turn around. I wanted to come here.”

 “I should never have threatened you like that,” Ectris said, opening his arms. “I hope you still love me even after all this time apart.”

 Instead of answering, Odin slid into his father’s arms, where he resumed to bow his head into the curve of the man’s shoulder and cry. “I’m sorry,” he sobbed.

 “Don’t be sorry, Odin.”


 “I fall asleep crying sometimes because I know how bad it must’ve hurt you to have me run off like that.”


 “Yes, it hurt,” Ectris sighed, pushing Odin away from him. “Damn you, boy. Damn you and your brave heart.”


 Odin found himself smiling.


 Ectris—who, likely, only just realized he had yet to hurt his own son’s emotions—smiled in return. “Your weapon’s master tells me you’re very sick.”

 “I’m sorry you had to come all this way, Father.”


 “Why are you apologizing? It’s not your fault you’ve got a cough.”


 “It’s not just a cough—it’s the blood cough.”


 “The blood cough?” Ectris frowned.


 Odin closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”


 Though he could not see his father’s action or just what he was doing, he sensed his father’s one arm rise and then part over the curves of his hair, where he pushed it away from his face. It took but a moment for Odin to open his eyes and see his father pulling from his belt a canteen. Odin reached for it, but after his father shook his head, undid the cap and placed it to his lips, Odin couldn’t help but smile.

 “There you go, “Ectris said. “The healer, what’s his name? Barmat, Bartus—”


 “Barmut,” Odin said. 


 “Yes. Barmut. He said you needed to drink water to keep your throat wet.”


 “All right.”


 Odin took another long drink before settling down on the bed. He watched his father, waiting for him to say something else, before he scooted over and gestured for him to settle down on the bed. “Do you want to rest with me, Father?”

 “One of the guards said they would bring a second mattress up. I can just—”


 “You don’t need to wait. I know you’re tired.”


 “I’m fine, son. Really, I’m—”


 “You’ve got shadows under your eyes.”


 Ectris raised hand, as if to run his fingers under the curves of his eyes. Whether it was a conscious motion Odin couldn’t be sure, as it seemed unintentional, but he didn’t let it get to him.

 “You need your rest,” the man began. “I can’t—”

 Odin shook his head. “Come on,” he said. “The pillow is big enough for the both of us.”

 Thinking his father would argue, Odin reached for the man’s wrist. Before he could grab it, however, Ectris unlaced his boots and crawled in beside him.

 “Thank you,” Ectris whispered, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “I’m so happy to see you again.”


 “I am too,” Odin said.


 Without a second thought, he moved forward and into his father’s arms.


 Maybe now he could truly start to recover.


 


 Throughout the next few days, Barmut the healer continued to bring buckets of water into the tower and apply the solution to Odin’s face through breathing techniques. His father to one side, watching the healer with concern, seemed all the less wary about the practice currently being displayed before him, as if anything it seemed more akin to what a witch doctor would suggest rather than normal conventions of medicine. Odin wanted to beg his father to have the healer stop, as the solution both smelled and tasted horrible, but so far hadn’t been able to muster the courage to do so for feat that Barmut, who was tending to him so well, might feel slighted for it.

 “Sir,” Odin said, pushing the man’s hand away before sitting up. “Am I getting any better?”


 “I think so,” Barmut said, running a hand through Odin’s hair. “Your cough has gone down, correct?”


 “A little.”


 “Then you don’t have anything to worry about, because if your symptoms are starting to lessen, you are getting better.”

 Ectris stood, squeezed Odin’s shoulder, and walked to the window.


 “I still have to stay in bed,” Odin said, pulling his eyes back up to the healer, “right?”


 “I’m afraid so. It’s better to relax and stay inside than to move around in the open air.”


 “Is anyone else sick?”


 “A few pages, yes, but not any of the older boys.” Barmut frowned and applied the rag to Odin’s nose once more. “This is strange, because young men such as yourself don’t normally succumb to this kind of illness.”

 “Blood Cough?” Ectris asked. “He’s never had it.”

 “That might explain why he is only just getting it,” Barmut sighed. “Breathe, Odin.”

 Guiding him back down onto the bed, Barmut held a hand steady to Odin’s neck and continued to apply pressure to the rag over Odin’s mouth. Taking slow, deep breaths, in the mouth and out through the nose, Odin found the moisture and solution within the rag to be comforting in that moment rather than complicated, as it seemed to dissuade all source of pain within his torso and throat in but a moment’s notice.

 “I’m going to put some of this on your chest,” the healer said, pulling the sheet down to Odin’s waist. “It might help if you’ve got some of this on your body.”

 “There isn’t anything better you can give my son?” Ectris asked.

 “No, sir. I’m sorry, but this is better than nothing. Most young men go for weeks without any kind of medicine. It’s not dangerous, of course—unless you’re coughing so much blood it’s making you pale—but this isn’t a very enjoyable process.”

 “It’ll be all right,” Ectris said, taking Odin’s hand.


 “There’s nothing to be worried about,” Barmut agreed. “As long as you get plenty of rest, you’ll be fine.”


 The door opened. 


 Upon instinct alone, Odin pushed the rag away from his face and sat up.


 Weapons Master Jordan stood in the doorway, a slight look of unease and possibly pleasure twisted upon his face. “I’m sorry for interrupting,” he said, “but someone’s here to see you, Odin?”

 “Really?” Odin asked.


 “Really.”


 Odin glanced from Jordan to his father, who only smiled in response.


 “He’s more than willing to wait if you’re not ready to see anyone,” Jordan continued. Then, after making sure the door was firmly shut, stepped forward and added, “Though if I were you, I’d see him now. He’s come a long way.”

 “Where from, sir?”

 “He never said. Just that he came to see you.” Jordan stood to his full height, looked at Ectris, then Barmut before sighing. “Like I said, he’s more than willing to wait to see you, if you’re feeling too ill or don’t want to see anyone.”

 “It’s fine, sir,” Odin said.


 “Are you sure?” Ectris asked, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “He even said that he would wait. You can always just—”


 “He’s the only one who’s wanted to see me,” Odin said, reaching up to set a hand over his father’s. “Send him in, sir. Please.”


 “I’ll excuse myself,” Barmut said, making his way for the exit. “Please rest, Odin. Don’t strain yourself doing anything.”


 “I won’t, sir.”


 The healer bowed his head before opening the door. He paused, stared at someone outside as if that individual was about to commit bodily harm upon him, then slipped out without another word.

 “All right,” Jordan said. “Give me a moment. I’ve told him you’re sick, so there’s no need to worry about embarrassing yourself or him. He’s an honest man.”

 Turning, Jordan crossed the room and disappeared out the door.


 “Who do you think it is?” Odin asked, turning to face his father.


 “I don’t know,” Ectris said.


 “He’ll be the only one who’s come to see me.”


 “So? At least someone wants to see you.”


 “I mean… why does this man, out of all the other knights, want to see me?”


 “I don’t know, Odin. Let’s just wait and find out.”


 The door opened. Jordan stepped inside, but left the threshold open.


 Behind him, a huge behemoth of a figure in a dark cloak stooped through the entryway, then rose. His gargantuan height dwarfed Jordan at seven-feet in total.

 “Heh-Hello,” Odin managed.


 “Hello Odin,” the deep-voice figure said. “I hope you’re feeling better.”


 “Yuh-Yes sir.”


 For no apparent reason, as if it were a gust of wind skirting in through the threshold and wrapping around him, a series of violent shakes began to overtake Odin’s body. His heart beat faster, his breathing came in ragged strips, and to his and his father’s horror, he began coughing, but quickly regained his composure when the tremble in the tall figure’s voice stopped reverberating throughout the room.


Is his voice doing this to me?

 “You have nothing to be afraid of,” the cloaked person said. “Jordan. Could you please close the door?”


 The weapons master did as asked.


 “I apologize,” the figure said. “I’m not comfortable revealing myself to strangers.”


 “How come?” Odin managed.


 “Let’s just say that I’m not something you would normally see.”


 Ectris stood.


 From the corner of his vision, Odin watched his father’s hand trail to the dagger that lay on his belt.



How did he—

 “You have nothing to be afraid of, sir,” the figure said. “I have no desire to harm your child.”


 “What are you then?” Ectris asked. “Why won’t you reveal yourself?”


 “If you would stand back, I will.”


 It began as a performance art that could have been described as something ethereal—something, for all intents and purposes, that did not seem normal or was not regularly practiced within the standardized life of human sociology. The figure first lifted his hands and began, ever so slowly, to pull his gloves off, which revealed a porcelain-white structure of hands that were tipped with the darkest shade of purple nails, of which had been sharpened to points resembling daggers.

 “What are you?” Ectris asked.

 Next, as though a choir entering the chorus of a long melody, the figure revealed the same pearl-white skin, albeit on a bare chest which lay divided into two halves of muscle. Seemingly-hewn from the mountains to the east themselves, this train of muscle, sculpted entirely to where each of the figure’s ten abdominal muscles could be seen, continued up the torso until it ended where two equally-impressive and defined pectoral muscles lay—the small, dark nipples atop them revealing the figure’s sex as male.

 “I’m nothing to be afraid of,” the mystery man said, undoing the lower half of the cloak to reveal a skirt of pure white with trees sewn into its surface.

 “Why did you come up here like this?” Ectris asked.


 “His appearance is… not normal,” Jordan said.


 Odin caught sharp toenails of the same purple color on the man’s feet.


 “Please, do not be frightened when I reveal my face. I am not here to hurt you.”


 With that, the man lifted his hands, undid the clasp of his robe, and let his hood fall back.


 To say that the choir had sung the chorus and the stage manager had set foot the most awe-inspiring performance of the last hundred years would have diminished just what Odin was seeing. It seemed, for a moment, that his eyes could not comprehend what lay before him, that his mind could not function without the visual inputs that lay connected within his eye sockets, and for that it took several long moments for him to truly take in the figure standing before him. When Odin was able to grasp a hold on the figure, however, his heart stopped beating in his chest.


Is he…

 This creature—obviously not in the least bit human, for his facial features put even the most handsome man’s to shame—looked upon the two of them with dark, purple eyes that seemed to capture within them the essence of the world and everything that it entailed. Situated beneath a series of impressively-slanted brow bones, his façade eventually descended into beautiful madness by encapsulating his face with high cheekbones and hollow crevices below them. His jaw strong, but shaped, angled once to appear as though a near-perfect straight line and then twice to where it appeared a crescent. His chin—rounded, almost perfectly, and not in the least bit cleft—completed his face into the awe-inspiring creature that he was. Perhaps his most-striking feature, however, was his hair—purple, just like his eyes and brows, that spilled from the roots of his head, down his chest and back and onto the floor beneath him, the bangs of which had been braided perfectly and cut short to end near the bottom of his face.

 To say this creature was anything but beautiful would have destroyed the word of humanity, to falsify a term and to thereby create something near horrendous out of it. It was for that reason, in looking upon the creature before him, that Odin found his breath caught in his throat and his lungs desperately pulsing in an attempt to breathe.

 “Are you,” Odin started, then found himself unable to finish.


 “An Elf?” the creature asked. “In a way, yes.”


 “You’re not Elf!” Ectris spat, drawing his knife in but one fluid movement. “Stay away from my son, bastard-blooded thing.”


 “How did you get past the border with that on you?” Jordan growled, stepping forward but straying his hand to his sword in the process. “Why, I should have you deported and sent to jail for this offense.”

 “I assure you,” the creature said, “that I am an Elf, though my father was not.”

 “You’re a sick Half-Blood!” Ectris went on. “Inbred, vile, half-breed piece of—”

 Jordan, who continued to press forward, stopped in pace when the Elf cleared his throat, a sound comparable much to shifting stone upon the side of a mountain.

 “My father,” the beautiful creature said, “a Drow, also known as a Dark Elf or the Scourge, bedded a creature of the fairer race. My mother, she was pure Elf, and should not be considered whatever you may be thinking, good sir, for she was but an innocent victim in this regard.” The Halfling blinked. Though no discernable emotion lay on his face, Odin thought the thing looked sad, possibly for its mother whom had likely come under assault by the venomous creatures that he himself was very much a part of. “I am here for the goodwill of your son. Please, put your weapon down.”

 Aided by a secondary, yet just as vile look from Jordan, it took but those single words for Ectris Karussa to sheath his knife. “If I even think you are going to hurt my son, I’ll kill you.”

 “Understandable.” It turned its eyes on Odin. “What is your name?”

 “Uh-Odin,” he gasped.

 “Odin.” The creature smiled, stepped forward, then fell to a knee. He offered his hand palm-up, unlike the traditional handshake. “My name is perhaps too complicated to explain, but you may call me Miko.”

 “Miko,” Odin said, repeating the name under his breath. “Just Miko.”


 “Unisto if my shortened family surname, if you must know.”


 “All right.”


 “I introduce myself only to assure you that I mean no harm. You will find that most enemies prefer their names to be secret, even to those they trust the most.”

 “Then how do we know you don’t want something?” Ectris asked.

 The creature named Miko stood and crossed the room in but a few flush movements. Legs swift, arms propelling him forward, he stood before Ectris and stared into his eyes for several long, undeterminable moments, and despite the height difference between the two of them, Ectris made no move to back down. The higher creature—whom, in that instant, could have been considered something of a God among men—stared at Ectris until the man started shaking.

 “May I set my hand on your shoulder, Odin’s father?”


 “Why?” Ectris growled, tears breaking down his face. “What do you want from me?”


 “To assure you that my touch is gentle.”


 Ectris turned his head down. In response, Miko set a hand on the man’ shoulder, then drew closer, placing his opposite palm on his lower back as well.

 “From my touch,” the creature said, “do you feel as though I would hurt you, much less an innocent child?”


 “No,” Ectris gasped. “I don’t.”


 Miko turned to face Odin. “Would you like to feel my touch, Odin?”


 “I… I don’t know.”


 “You would only have to touch my hand. If you feel as though I pose any threat, I will leave you be and never return.”


 “You don’t… I mean…”


 Although he had yet to finish, and while the idea of the creature leaving so involuntary led Odin to believe that this might have been nothing more than a chance meeting, Miko stepped away from his crying father and crouched to kneel at his bedside. He extended his head, kept his fingers together, then tilted his hand palm-up. It took but a moment afterward for Odin to reach forward and touch the surface of his skin.

 “There,” Miko smiled. “How does that feel?”

 “Smooth,” Odin said, almost unable to comprehend how there could be so few lines upon the creature’s palms when it seemed that a variety of muscles had to have made them up. He continued to press his fingers into the dips and turns of the creature’s hand until he realized his action. Embarrassed, he said, “I’m sorry.”

 “Don’t be,” the Elf said. “It’s only natural to be curious.” Miko slid his hand out from under Odin’s, then moved it up his arm until it rested on his shoulders. “You’re very sick, aren’t you?”

 “I’ve got the Blood Cough.”


 “I’m sorry.”


 “It’s not your fault.”


 “I’m aware, but it isn’t a pleasant feeling at all.”


 “Have you had it, sir?”


 “Yes. I have it quite often, actually. It’s the result of my mixed blood—I catch things here and there that most normal, pure-blooded species only have once.”

 “My hand,” Odin whispered. “I… the blood… you—”

 “Do not worry. I am not vulnerable in my current state.”

 Despite the beauty and the power that exuded from this creature as if it were sweat pooling forth from a working man’s brow, he did seem to have a weakness—that being within his weak, ‘bad’ blood. In a way, it made Odin feel as though the two of them were on stable ground, rather than one of them standing at the foot of a mountain and the other at its highest peak, and therefore allowed him some form of comfort regardless of how incomparable the two of them were.

 “I’m sorry,” Miko said, blinking, as if realizing his stare for far too long. “I am not human, so you’ll find I don’t require the things you do.”

 “Like what?”


 “Blinking, for one. Was that not what you were just frowning about?”


 Odin shook his head. “I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just… you’re so different.”


 “It’s perfectly fine.” Miko set a hand on Odin’s chest. “Lie down. You shouldn’t be sitting up.”


 “I’m fine, sir. Really, I—”


 “Do as he says, Odin.”


 Odin turned his head up to look at Jordan—whom, until that moment, he’d forgotten had been in the room. With that said, however, he settled back onto the mattress and took a deep breath.

 “Master Jordan,” the Elf said, rising from his crouched position. “I do not like the situation he’s in.”

 “Neither do I, but as I’ve told you before: the committee believes it would be best for the safety of his peers and those within the castle that he be under surveillance.”

 “No one is watching him. Your guards stand outside an iron door, your people walk the streets ignorant, your king sleeps behind a door before which a multitude of armed men stand—what is your king or his committee accomplishing when they know not what this young man is doing?”

 “I—”

 “I want him, Master Jordan. I want this young man to be my squire.”

 “Sir!” Odin started, attempting to rise, but unable to do so when his father set a hand on his shoulder to hold him in place. “Are you… are you a knight?”

 “No,” the Elf said. “I am not.”

 “The thing is,” Jordan began, “that given your preferential treatment in regards to your abilities, one may not consider it necessary that the person you train under or serve beneath be royal or even a knight in general. Though it is custom, and preferred, a squire may serve under a nobleman or a figure equaling that status, but in your case, you are a mage and a commoner, and therefore must seek out the best opportunity possible to train your abilities.”

 “I have no status except that as a wanderer,” Miko added. “However, given the bylines within your kingdom’s history and the circumstance in which past knights of magical value have been trained, it would be arrogant for you not to serve someone who understands magic.”

 “You’re… a mage?” Odin asked.

 “All Elves are born mages, my friend.”

 “You’d really do that for me?” Odin asked, hoping in his heart, mind and soul that the Elf’s words had not truly been lies. “I’m nothing special.”

 “Do you really believe you are not special?” Miko asked.


 “I…” Odin paused. “Yes.”


 “It pains me to know that a young man in the prime of his life has lost so much of his confidence.”


 “Sir?”


 “Jordan,” Miko said, turning his attention to the weapons master beside him. “When night falls, I’d like my squire to be escorted to my room and any of his personal belongings delivered there along with my own. I will not, under any circumstance, allow him to remain in this tower, and if need be, I’ll leave the castle if the king’s committee finds this ‘inappropriate.’”

 Stooping to gather his guise, Miko retrieved the cloak and the gloves, pulled and secured them onto his body, then slid the hood over his face to hide his true self. “I look forward to speaking with you further,” the Elf said, wrapping his fingers around the entryway’s iron bar. “Thank you for allowing me to meet you. It has been an honor.”

 Before the Elf could leave, Odin bowed his head.

 Just as the creature walked out of the tower, Odin thought he caught a smile on Miko’s lips.

 


 “Do you approve of him, Father?”

 Ectris looked up. From his position near the window—where he’d been sitting for the past little while, gazing at the world outside and its happenings—he seemed placid and content with the situation as a whole, but gave no confirmation on just whether or not he cared for the Elf or just what he had to offer. Since both Miko and Jordan’s flight, he seemed all the less sure—content, yes, but definitely not sure. “To tell you the truth,” his father said, speaking for the first time in what Odin felt was ages, “I… do. In a strange, twisted sort of way.”

 “You promise?”


 “I wouldn’t have let him come near you had I thought he was going to hurt you.”


 “You drew your knife on him.”


 Ectris chose not to reply. Instead, he set a hand on his forehead, sighed, then let it fall to his thigh, where it remained there for several long moments before it was placed against his breast. “I was afraid of him, son.”

 “You’re afraid of a lot of things,” Odin replied, looking down at his hands.

 “You’re right. I am.” In but a few swift motions, Ectris crossed the room, took Odin’s face in his hands, then turned it up so they could look each other directly in the eyes. “I was afraid of your magic,” he said, “and to tell you the truth, I still am. You know what helps me get over that fear though?”

 “What?”


 “Knowing that you’ve had someone help you with it.”


 “I could’ve hurt you on accident.”


 “Which is why I feel safer around you now, son. There’s… there’s been a part of me that’s been afraid of you ever since I saw you blow up that practice dummy. There were times when you were little when I was afraid to come near you after you got angry or upset because I was convinced that your emotions would backfire and you would hurt or kill one of us.”

 “Is that why you left the tent after you hit me, before I ran away?”


 “Yes,” Ectris said, guilt washing his face in pale, somber tones. “That’s exactly why I left.”


 “I never wanted to hurt you, sir. I… I just didn’t want my future to go to waste.”


 “I wouldn’t have turned you back. You should know that.”


 “I started to understand that after I left, but… well… I wasn’t too sure.”


 Odin pulled his face away from both his father’s hand and gaze. As always, his eyes strayed to the sheet, where he found his fingers tangled within the fabric’s folds, and tried not to look at the man who raised him. However, as impossible as that was, he found himself able to at least retain some form of anonymity, despite the closeness the two of them shared.

 “Look at you,” Ectris said, setting a hand on his arm. “You’ve grown up so much in the past two years.”


 “I don’t feel like it.”


 “It’s because you’ve been away from people for so long, son. You fail to see what’s happened to you.”


 “I’ve been locked in a tower.”


 “But you’ve grown up as well. Your muscles have come in—by God, you don’t even look like the scrawny little boy I could barely put a pound on growing up—and you lost the baby fat in your face. You’ve matured into the young man that’s sitting in front of me. You have nothing to worry about, Odin, because I’m damn proud of who you’ve become and what you’re going to become after you leave here on your own.”

 “I have your blessing?” Odin asked, turning his head up. “You’ll let me go with him even though he’s not the most normal person in the world?”

 “I wouldn’t keep you from your heart’s desire,” Ectris said. “Yes, son—you have my blessing.”

 


 That night, after the dinner bell rang and from all sides of the castle the pages, squires and even the knights came, Jordan entered the tower and beckoned Odin forward. “Are you ready to start your time as a squire?” the weapons master asked.

 “Yes sir,” Odin said, haphazardly adjusting his jerkin acorss his shoulders. “I am.”


 “Good. The Elf’s been waiting for you.”


 “He has?”


 “Oh yes. I’ve been talking to him for a good few hours now, telling him just all you can do and what I think you’re capable of. He’d like to know more about the magic you’ve been practicing.

 “Really?”

 Jordan nodded. Even a smile, as seldom and rare with this man as it was, crossed his face, brightening his demeanor considerably despite the lack of lighting that currently existed within the room.

 “Go on, son,” Ectris said, patting his shoulder.


 “Aren’t you coming?” Odin frowned.


 “I’ll leave this meeting up to you.”


 “But if I’m staying with him, where will you—”


 “I’ll make sure your father has proper accommodations,” Jordan said. “Would you like to stay here for now, Mr. Karussa? I can come back for you, if you’d like.”

 “I’ll stay here.”


 Turning, Odin stepped up to his father, wrapped his arms around his chest, and bowed his head into his shoulder.


 “What’s this for?” Ectri asked, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders.


 “Because I love you,” Odin said, moving back to look at his father. “I just wanted you to know that.”


 “I know, son.”


 Ectris leaned forward, ready to capture Odin in another hug. Before the man could wrap his arms around him, however, Odin pressed a slight kiss to his cheek.

 “Thank you,” Ectris whispered, so softly that only Odin could hear.


 Odin squeezed his father’s hand one last time before allowing Jordan to open the door.


 “Am I going to be all right?” Odin asked after the guards fell into place behind the two of them.


 “What do you mean?”


 “I mean… about the committee and me getting out of the tower.”


 “Oh. That.” Jordan paused in midstride, looked to the setting sun in the distance, then shook his head. “You’ve been released based on the fact that you’ve become an apprentice to a magician.”

 “Magician?” Odin laughed. “Do they still use those kinds of words?”


 “Have been since the beginning of time, son.”


 “What about my sword?”


 “You mean the one that’s kept you up here all these years?” the weapons master asked. “It’s been returned to you.”


 “So there was no issue with that?”


 “There’s armed guards everywhere, Odin. It’s not like you’ll get far if you decide to go rampaging through the streets.”



Not that there’s any need to, he thought, all the more content with the knowledge that he was now out of the tower and free from his earthly binds.

 They continued on throughout the walls upper passes before they stepped into the stairwell and began to descend into the main part of the castle. Once there, they walked, guided by torchlight, through a series of halls Odin recognized as the public housing institutions given to those who lived within the castle for brief or long periods of time. Jordan continued to lead them through the corridors until they descended another flight of stairs, during which time they broke out near the outer edges of the first floor until they came to the solitary wall that blanketed the southern side of the castle.

 “His room is this way,” Jordan said.

 “I haven’t been here in so long,” Odin said, awing over the locations around him. “Sir… do I need to worry about running into anyone? I mean, like—”

 “Mister Monvich.”

 Odin blinked. How long had it been since he thought of that name?


Far too long, he thought, only mustering up the urge to speak when Jordan smirked and cleared any solidity of the situation whatsoever. “Sir?”

 “You do remember Herald, right?”

 “Well, yes. I do.”


 “Are you worried about running into him?”


 “No.”


 “Then why ask the question?”


 “I’m… not sure. I… I guess I’m just nervous.”


 “Nervous or not, you have nothing to worry about. You’re almost an adult, Odin—you’ll learn to find your own place in the world sooner rather than later.”

 “Yes sir.”

 When the end of the corridor came into sight and it seemed they could continue no further, Jordan halted their advance and motioned to the door in front of them. “This is where your master is saying,” he said. “I want you to know something before you enter this room, though, just to make sure you’ve heard it from an outside source.”

 “Yes sir.”


 “As he’s said, don’t let his behavior frighten you. He means you no harm.”


 “I understand.”


 “He’s told me to tell you that if he does something that makes you uncomfortable to tell him about it. He hasn’t been around humans for some time.”

 “Where did he come from?” Odin asked. “I know it’s impolite to ask, but he… he said he was a wanderer.”

 “Which is exactly what he told me,” Jordan said. “He’s also requested I tell you to ask questions, even if you think they seem impolite.”

 “I don’t want to offend him.”


 “No, but it will offend him even more if he finds you’re withholding something.”


 “Can he—”



Is that even appropriate to ask?

 To think that the Elf could see beyond the physical barriers of a person and into the thoughts and feelings of those around him was not that big of stretch. It was told, in legend, that Elves possessed uncanny powers of the mind, heart and soul, and knew of things from the earliest memories of childhood that even the oldest of human men did not know. To feel awkward about such a thing seemed unnecessary, for he had nothing to hide and even more to give, but to know that something or someone could just read his thoughts at any time wasn’t exactly the most comfortable feeling.

 “Can he… what?” Jordan asked.


 “Never mind,” Odin said. “Don’t worry about it.”


 “Go on in,” the weapons master said. “He’s waiting for you.”


 “Thank you for bringing me, sir.”


 “Not a problem.”


 Odin bowed his head. Thankfully, his smile was hidden from sight when Jordan reached out to clap his shoulder, as it gave too much of his own personal thoughts away, but he was able to watch the man walk off until he turned down the hall and disappeared from sight.


All right, he thought, looking up and at the door. Here goes nothing.

 Raising his hand, he knocked on the door with his knuckles and hoped that he hadn’t made too much noise.


Does it bother them to hear such loud noises?

 Before he could entertain the thought any further, a voice spoke to him from the other side of the doorway. “Come in,” it said.


 After taking a deep breath, Odin grasped the doorknob and pushed the door open.


 Miko rose from his place on the floor to greet him with a single nod.


 “Hello sir,” Odin said, making sure the door had shut behind him before turning to face the Elf.


 “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Odin.”


 Miko offered his hand palm up. Like before, Odin set his hand atop his newly-acquainted knight master’s hand. It took but a moment for him to realize how gargantuan this creature was than him, since the entirety of his hand only just barely fit in Miko’s palm.

 “This is the traditional greeting amongst Elves,” the Elf explained, drawing Odin from his spell of thought. “The males of our society greet one another by touching palms.”

 Unsure of what to do or say, Odin merely kept his palm in place.

 “The females,” Miko continued, “Are greeted with a bow of the head, as it’s considered inappropriate to touch another female unless she gives you permission.”

 Odin said nothing.


 “Do you understand?”


 “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m sorry for being disrespectful. I just don’t know what to say.”


 “You’re not being disrespectful, Odin. Please don’t think that.”


 Miko broke the greeting touch and gestured him to sit near the table. Odin settled himself into the plush seat. Miko, meanwhile, remained standing.

 “Aren’t you going to sit?” Odin frowned, then added, “Sir?”

 He’d have to remember to address this creature as sir, at the very least. He didn’t want to be disrespectful—like earlier, when he’d said nothing after such an eloquently-worded response.

 “The chairs are too small,” Miko smiled. “I’m quite all right. If I feel the need to sit, I’ll use the bed or the floor.”

 Odin allowed his eyes to wander the room—where, against the wall, two beds stood, one of which had been stripped of its belongings and now lay on the floor directly beneath the window.

 “You’re too big,” Odin said, almost without thinking how his words would sound.


 “Sadly, yes. It’s not easy to make a bed that will support my height or weight.”


 “I’ll sleep on the floor too.”


 “There’s no need for that.”


 “I’ll sleep where you sleep.”


 “While I appreciate your kindness, I’d much prefer if you slept on the bed. I’d rest easier knowing you were comfortable. You’re still sick, remember?”

 “Yes sir. I do.”

 In the moments of silence that followed, the Elf continued to watch him with his same, unblinking stare, almost as if he were examining him for each and every flaw that could be struck across his appearance. Odin wanted to turn away, just so he wouldn’t have to face the Elf’s eyes, but gradually found that were he to commit such an action, he might offend the creature that had come to his aid.


He’s not a creature, he thought, now staring at the Elf in turn. He’s… just not human. That’s all.

 It would take quite some time for him to grow used to the feeling of being inferior to the fine specimen of artistry before him. It would, however, not hinder his attempts any, as it seemed in that moment that there was little, if any tension between the two of them.

 “Don’t be nervous,” Miko said, drawing Odin from his thoughts.

 “Can you… um… read my thoughts?”

 “I would never invade your personal privacy. But to answer your question, yes—I can read thoughts, but I’ll let you know here and now that I will never under any circumstance invade the depths of your mind.”

 “All right,” Odin said, reaching back to rub his neck. “If you didn’t read my thoughts though, how did you nerve I was nervous?”

 “You have a tendency to shift your eyes away from the thing that’s making you nervous. Also—you tap your fingers on your thigh or the table.”

 Odin immediately stopped feeding the gesture that he’d just been called out on. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I thought I was being polite, but I—”


Do you really believe he cares?

 Did he? The Elf had to know he was ignorant—had, without a doubt in his mind, to understand that he was merely a mortal who knew nothing of higher behavior, intelligence or just what it could mean. For that it seemed he had no worry, as the Elf would surely understand his predicament, but he couldn’t help but wonder if the constant worry in his heart was warranted or not.

 “You’re learning,” the Elf said, lips curling into a smile in the moments of silence that followed.


 “I’m trying to do this right.”


 “You’re doing just fine, Odin. To be quite honest, I thought you wouldn’t be this open.”


 “Really?”


 “Yes.” The Elf turned his attention up to the door. “Someone’s coming?.


 “Can you hear them?”


 “Their footsteps. Tell me, Odin—have you ever dropped a sewing needle?”


 “No.”


 “Have you ever heard the sound of one being dropped?”


 “Not particularly.”


 “All right. “The Elf closed his eyes and pursed his lips. “Surely you’ve heard the sound of a drop of water falling into a pool.”


 “I have.”


 “What does it sound like?”


 “Like a… well… pop.” He tapped his finger on the table very lightly for emphasis.


 “Yes. It sounds like the snap of something, yet it’s very quiet, almost indiscernible from anything else that might be happening to go around. That’s what these footsteps sound like.”

 A knock came at the door. “I’ve brought dinner!” a boy called.


 “Does that hurt your ears?” Odin asked.


 “No. Why do you think it would?”


 “I thought that, since Elves had better hearing than humans, loud noises would bother them.”


 “No. They don’t. There are certain filters that protect us.” The Elf rose. “Please, get the food, if you will.”


 Before Odin could even begin to rise and make his way to the door, Miko stepped through a threshold to the side of the room—where, Odin assumed, a bathing chamber lay, nondescript and out of the way.

 Stepping forward, he opened the door and nodded at the page, who carried a large platter of food that was balanced on a pair of arms trembling and unsure. It was any wonder that he hadn’t dropped it on his way here. “Thank you,” Odin said, accepting the offering.

 The boy nodded before walking off.

 “I’d prefer my presence not known while I’m here,” Miko said after Odin closed the door. He stepped back into the room a moment later.”

 “What would they do if they saw you, sir?”


 “They would act like your father did, but worse.”


 “Why?”


 Odin set the food on the table. The Elf took a small piece of meat between two fingernails and lifted it to his lips. He chewed, then swallowed before returning his attention to Odin. “The food’s quite good,” he smiled, “but to answer your question, they would most likely throw me out of the castle.”

 “How did you get in then?”

 “I was garbed in my cloak. I asked for permission to enter the Outer District, but was denied permission unless I revealed who I was. The guards forced me to disrobe before them and reveal my person.”

 “What did they do?”


 “Stared, mostly, then asked what I was.”


 “They didn’t mind your appearance?”


 “I wouldn’t say they cared so much as they were ‘unsure.’ Despite my appearance, they treated me quite well, and delivered my belongings to the room just as I requested, including my sword.”

 Odin’s eyes trailed to the far corner of the room—where, leaning against the wall was not only the blade he himself had personally been gifted with, but a curved, pure-silver masterpiece of weaponry. “It’s beautiful,” he said.

 “It was given to me by the queen of the Elves some time ago,” Miko agreed, turning his attention back to the platter of food, which remained almost untouched. “Eat.”

 “How do you want me to split this up?”


 “There’s no need for that.”


 “You must be hungry after coming all this way?”


 “The Elves don’t need to eat much. Had I been born a pure, white-blooded Elf, I wouldn’t be eating meat.”


 “They don’t eat meat.”


 “No,” Miko said. “I’ll answer this one last question, then ask you to remain silent until you’ve eaten your dinner.” He waited for Odin to say something in response. When Odin didn’t, Miko continued, saying, “Pure Elves feel as though we as a higher, intelligent species should not sacrifice animals just so that we can eat them. You see, Elves gain the nutrients they need from meat through the sun, much like a plant would when exposed to the open air, unlike other creatures who must kill to gain the nourishment meat holds. Since I am half Drow, I need to eat meat in order to get the nutrients I need. Normal, pure-blooded Elves, as I said, have no reason to devour flesh.

 Odin nodded. “Thank you for answering my question.”

 “You’re quite welcome. Now, eat as much as you like. I’ll eat whatever you don’t.”

 Given permission to eat whatever he wanted, Odin dug in, assembling his hands through the meat, vegetables, and the few biscuits and shoveling food into his mouth as though he had never eaten before. Warm, succulent, as though it were personally gifted to him by the grandest chef in all of the castle—never in the past two years had he eaten such fine, warm food, so to do so was an honor unlike he could have never possibly imagined. He did, however, take note of just how much he was eating, as he didn’t want to act the pig and eat all of one particular thing while depriving his newly-acquainted knight master of the variety that currently lay before them.


He must have to eat a lot to keep him going, he thought, eyes wandering from his food and then to the Elf’s awesome frame—from his broad, gargantuan shoulders down to his near-impossible waistline.

 He knew for a fact that if he were as big as the Elf, he would need a good amount to keep him going, as it seemed the nourishment it would take to fuel that kind of body and physique would have been completely necessary in order to keep him functioning.

 “Are you all right?” the Elf asked.


 “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m fine.”


 “All right. I was just making sure.”



He knew I was staring at him.

 While he’d become more accustomed to the Elf’s presence since he entered the room, not a single part about him was not awe-inspiring or at least mystifying in its own way. His hair: dark, purple, braided near the sides of his face; his eyes: dark, equally-enrapturing and set perfectly within their hollows; his muscles: flexing with each and every breath and moving beneath his skin as if they were living entities—this creature, though flawed, could have been the most perfect thing he had ever seen, yet he was unable to distract himself from the form before him. The only reason he was finally able to pull his gaze from the Elf was because a sliver of meat sauce slid down his lip and dropped down onto his chin, pulling him from thought.

 “I’m finished,” Odin said, bowing his head to the food, then rising when he felt as though he could eat no more.


 “Thank you, Odin.”


 Before Odin could take his eating utensils to the door, Miko caught his wrist. “May I borrow your work and knife?” he asked.


 “But I’ve already used them,” Odin said.


 “That’s fine. I don’t mind sharing.”


 “But what about—”


 Miko shook his head. Using his free hand, he gently uncurled Odin’s fingers, careful not to cut his skin with his fingernails, then lifted them into to his lips. He expelled, from his throat, as if he were a mystical dragon, a plume of red mist, which sparkled in the air as if it were some great dust before it eventually drifted to the floor and disappeared entirely.

 “What did you do?” Odin asked, unable to resist the urge to reach up and rub his itching nose.

 “I killed anything that might be on it,” Miko said, relieving Odin of his eating utensils. “You are aware that there are tiny life forms living on each and every surface, no?”

 “There are?”

 “Yes. They’re hard to see unless you use magic or have a looking glass which can magnify their appearance, but they’re there. These little creatures are the very things that keep the world in order.”

 “I didn’t know,” Odin sighed.


 “Please don’t let what I said upset you.”


 “It doesn’t,” Odin said. “It’s just… I don’t think I know as much as some of the others do.”


 “You think you’re not as intelligent as the other squires?”


 “Yes.”


 Miko set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t,” the Elf said. “You have nothing to worry about. As your guardian, I will teach you the things you need to know, and maybe more between here and there. Please don’t believe you’re lesser than someone else, because you’re not. Everyone learns at a different pace.”

 Odin nodded.

 “Go lie down,” the Elf said. “I plan on retiring for the night once I finish eating. I suggest you do as well.”

 When Miko thrust the fork into a piece of meat, Odin made his way over to his bed. There, he unbuttoned his jerkin, let it hang loose on his chest, then took his boots off before sliding his belt out of the loops in his pants. “I’ll try not to fall asleep,” he said.

 “If you do, that’s fine. I’ll say goodnight now, just in case you do.”


 “Yes sir,” Odin said. “Goodnight.”


 The last thing he saw before he fell asleep was the Elf sliding a biscuit into his perfect mouth.


 


 He woke coughing in the middle of the night, and while he tried his hardest to keep the noise down, he couldn’t. It seemed as though in that moment when, while pressing his hands to his mouth, that his entire body would simply revolt—that his chest would cave into his lungs and eviscerate them from the inside out, thereby spilling blood up his throat and out of his mouth in a sick viscera of color. It wasn’t until the Elf began to rise from his place on the floor that Odin’s worst fear happened—that blood, the sick color of black, spilled from his throat and into his outstretched hands.

 “It’s all right,” Miko said, helping Odin out of the bed. “There’s a bucket right here.”

 Odin had just taken hold of the bucket when another bout of coughs took over. However, unlike the first unexpected cough, blood didn’t shoot out, but instead trickled from his partially-closed lips, as if he were a babe drooling after being freshly fed.

 “There,” the Elf said, rubbing his back in small, circular motions. “Does that help?”

 “Yuh-Yes,” Odin managed, spitting a mouthful of blood out. “Thu-Thank yuh-you.”

 Miko continued to kneel by his side, rubbing his back and humming in low tunes, until the coughing spell ended. Once sure it was completely over, he gestured Odin up, stood, then took the bucket and set it near the door before settling Odin into one of the tableside chairs.

 “How bad does your chest hurt?” the fair creature asked.


 “A lot,” Odin said. He squeezed his eyes shut to try and quell the tears, but they came anyway. “I’m sorry.”


 “Don’t be. It hurts, I know. I’ve had it as well.”


 “I hope I don’t give it to you.”


 “You won’t. Don’t worry.”


 Miko set his hand on the bare section of Odin’s chest and splayed his fingers as far as he could manage. He then, with brief and efficient detail, channeled purple light from his palm and into Odin’s body—a sensation that, while violating to some degree, seemed to soothe all but the deepest sources of pain, that of which existed in his lungs and not in the surrounding areas.

 “Does that feel better?” the Elf asked when he pulled his hand away.


 “Yes,” Odin sighed, lips slicked with blood. “Thank you.”


 “You don’t need to thank me,” Miko whispered, setting his hand on Odin’ sides. “I’ll take care of you while you’re ill.”


 “The healer said I was starting to get better.”


 “You are, and you will.”


 Odin waited for the Elf to stand and make way for the beds before he pushed himself out of the chair. From there, he turned, strode through the room until he came to the bathing chamber, then, as carefully as he possibly could without touching them with his hands, pulled on the sink’s cross-shaped arms and cleaned his hands off before returning to the room.

 “Thank you for helping me,” Odin said, settling back and into bed. “Goodnight, sir.”

 “Goodnight, Odin.”

 


 After waking from a quiet, peaceful sleep the following morning, one of which seemed particularly peculiar in light of what had just happened last night, Odin blinked and tried to clear his eyes of the haze that clouded his vision. In doing so, he found the room alight in bright and vibrant colors—in hues of white and gold that, while not particular symbolic of healing remedies, seemed to help dispel the pain that still lingered in his chest.

 “Are you feeling well?” the voice asked.

 Startled, unsure what to do, Odin threw himself back and into the corner, nearly managing to bang his head against the wall in the process. It took him but a moment to realize it was just the Elf sitting between the beds, eyes attentive and face shrouded in what appeared to be slight amusement and concern.

 “How long have you been watching me?” Odin asked, wary of the stare for but a moment before he pushed himself out of the corner.


 “For the past little while. I’ve been waiting for you to get up.”


 “All… right,” he said.


 Smiling, Miko rose and walked to the table, where he gestured Odin to follow in the few brief steps it took him to cross the room. 

 After sliding out of bed, Odin made his way to where the Elf stood—where, before them, a platter of breads, broth and cheeses lay. “I’ve already eaten,” the Elf said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “I’m glad you woke when you did. It was starting to get cold.”

 Odin plucked a piece of cheese from the plate and slid it into his mouth. While he chewed, he tore a piece of bread away from the small loaf and dipped it into the broth.

 “It’s good,” he said.


 “I thought so. Eat as much as you like.”


 “You don’t care?”


 “As I’ve said, I already ate.”


 Odin watched his knight master but for a moment, then shrugged and slid into the chair closest to the platter and opposite the Elf. The whole while he ate, he couldn’t help but watch the creature and notice his attentive stare, which seemed to capture him within his grasp and hold him in place without actually doing it.


He just… stares at me, he thought, a bit uneasy at the attention currently set before him.

 “Is something wrong?” Odin asked, hoping to break the tension by introducing conversation.


 “No.” Miko blinked, then slightly smiled. “Oh. I see.”


 “It’s all right. I’m just not used to having someone watch me.”


 “You’ll have to excuse me. It’s customary for Elves to give one another their full attention. You see, I haven’t been around humans—or anything, for that matter—in such a long time.”

 “Where did you come from?”


 “I… don’t exactly remember.”


 “You don’t?”


 “No. To be quite honest, all I remember is entering through the Ornalan border. You have to understand that after a while, things around you start to move without you even realizing it. All I know is that I’ve been walking for a long time. You’d understand if you were immortal. I’m sorry I can’t explain further.”

 “How did you know I was here then?”

 “Call it clairvoyance.”


Does he have the Sight? Odin thought, frowning, unsure what to think but knowing that Elves possessed abilities so uncanny they could not be compared to mortal men.

 Rather than dwell on the concept any further, Odin continued to eat. While he knew that the Elf had made it more than clear that he wanted questions to be asked, he didn’t believe the creature would want to be questioned day in and day out. For that, he stuck another piece of cheese into his mouth, swallowed, then asked, “Will we be leaving soon?”

 “When you get better.”


 Odin nodded, but couldn’t help but sigh the same.


 “I know you’re ready to leave,” the Elf said, “But we need to consider your health, first and foremost.”


 “I know. I don’t want you getting sick though.”


 “I won’t.”


 “How do you know?”


 “I just do.”


 With no need to question what the Elf had just said, Odin pushed the empty platter away and rose from his seat. “Do you want me to run you a bath?” he asked.

 “If you’d like, yes.”

 He slid into the bathing chamber and went for the massive pump that adorned a stylized network of pipes before the massive, wooden bathtub. Hands ready, palms itching, he placed both hands on the massive valve atop the cat-faced pump and rotated it until water began to sprout from its mouth.

 “It’ll be ready soon!” Odin called out.

 The Elf didn’t respond.


I didn’t need to yell, he thought.

 Then again, the Elf had said he didn’t mind loud noises, so what reason was there for him to worry?

 Just before the tub could fill to the brim, Miko stepped into the room and undid the clasp on his purple-lined blue cape before letting it fall to the floor. He then slid his fingers through the intricate knot on his lower robe and parted the folds of fabric. It was at this point, when the Elf was almost naked, that Odin turned his head away out to allow the Elf some modesty in regards to his person.

 “Is something wrong?” Miko asked.


 “No,” Odin said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”


 “Don’t be.”


 When the audible sound of the Elf sliding into the water entered his ears, Odin turned his attention back to the creature and watched as, slowly, he draped his arms across the back of the cylindrical wooden tub, eyes intent on his face and a slight frown poised on his lips.

 “Sir,” Odin said, scooting closer to the Elf’s side when he felt it necessary and polite. “I’d like to ask something, if you don’t mind.”

 “What’s that?”


 “It’s… well… something that’s been bothering me for a while, but… I don’t have any hair on my body.”


 “No?”


 Odin shook his head.


 “How old are you?” Miko asked.


 “Sixteen,” Odin said, bowing his head. “I know I shouldn’t be bothered by something as little as this, but I can’t help it.”


 “You’re young. You’re going to worry about things, especially something as personal as your changing body.”


 Miko slid away from the side of the tub, rose out of the water until only his waist lay emerged, then reached out and tilted Odin’s face up. “May I touch you?” he asked.

 “Sir?” Odin frowned.


 “I want to examine your facial structure, particularly your ears.”


 “Why do you—”


 “May I touch you, Odin? I won’t ask more than once.”


 Though stern, the voice wasn’t rude—more thoughtful than anything and rang with vibrations akin to bells tossed by the wind on a warm summer’s day.

 Pulling his hair back, Odin allowed his knight master to examine what he wanted. In doing so, he exposed to the one and only man whom had ever touched him in such a manner his neck, his jaw, his cheek and, eventually, his skull. His conscience heavy, his nerves set ablaze by the revelation, he remained quiet as the Elf traced the curve of his skull, prying at the hidden nooks and crannies that Odin hadn’t even been aware of. He tangled his fingers through his hair and applied pressure to the depths of his cheeks, drawing his hairline with his fingertip—he searched any and everywhere he could. When he came to his ear, however, a notion of unease struck his face and the bells stopped ringing. A frown crossed his face and perpetually-darkened his façade.

 “This is… not what I expect,” the Elf said, sliding a hand up to the curve of Odin’s ear.


 “Sir?” he asked.


 “Are you aware that your ears are shaped differently than most humans?”


 “They are?”


 A flash of light appeared at the side of Odin’s vision, then revolved around his head until it came to rest before him—where, directly in line with his eyes, an oddly-shaped ear lay suspended in the air, trapped within the confines of a purple sphere of light.

 “This,” the Elf said, “is how your ears look.”

 It didn’t appear normal—at least, not in any respect. From his perspective on the human body and anatomy as a whole, Odin had always come to see a normal man’s ears as perfect—spherical, with only the occasionally bump and tremble near the end of it, where the lobe lay. What floated before him, however, was something amazing—something that, though not pure, elongated and pointed, held jagged curvature, as though someone had just taken a knife and added unique bumps to certain sections of flesh.

 “What does it mean?” Odin asked.


 “It means your mother could’ve been an Elf, for one.”


 “My mother wasn’t—”


 While looking into Miko’s eyes, he realized that his father had never spoken about his mother—not even once, when he’d questioned the man’s motives and just how the woman who should have been raising him should played a role in his life.

 “Your father might not have told you out of fear that you would believe he was hiding other things from you.”


 “He’s never mentioned my mother.”


 “You were raised alone?”


 “By just my father and the midwife.”


 “Understandable.”


 “Is there anything else that could have made my ears look this way?”


 “It’s possible that you could have a distant relative who was an Elf—or at least had some Elf in him—that gave you the recessive trait. You are aware of the dominant and recessive, right?”

 “Like farm animals,” Odin said. “My father had a good friend who raised cattle. He said that he tried to raise cattle that passed on the more dominant traits.”

 “Right,” Miko smiled. “It’s the same with humans and any other creature. We inherit the features of our mother and father.”

 “Is that why you look to strange?”

 Immediately horrified by what he’d just said, Odin drew in a deep breath and tried to ignore the pain in his heart, which drummed within his chest as if he were a tender piece of flesh being repeatedly assaulted by an outside force.


You didn’t, he thought, staring into the Elf’s face. You couldn’t have.

 “I’m sorry,” Odin said, bowing his head. “I didn’t mean for it to sound the way it did. You’re too handsome to look anything but that.”

 “It’s quite all right, and I know you didn’t mean it that way.” Miko gripped Odin’s upper arm. “My hair, eyes, fingernails—all came from my father. My skin was my mother’s gift.”

 “What would you look like if you had more of your father in you?”

 “My skin would have been darker than that of the men who live in the desert. You must know of the Cadarack?”

 “Yes sir. I read about it in a book once. Some black men came to see me upon Jordan’s request, though he said that they were Ornalan and not Germanian.”

 “Drow have even darker skin that that. My hair color isn’t natural, though, considering that most Drow have hair as red as your eyes.”

 “Really?”


 Miko nodded.


 “I’m sorry if I offended you,” Odin said. “I didn’t mean to.”


 “It’s fine,” Miko said, turning his back on Odin. “Can you take that bar of soap and wash my back, please?”


 “Yes sir.”


 “I’ll wash yours as well—when you’re ready, that is.”


 Dipping the bar into the water, Odin ran it along his master’s strong back and took a few deep breaths.


 He would have to learn to watch what he said.


 


 “There’s a storm coming in.”

 Odin looked up from his place at the table to find his knight master sitting by the window. Though he couldn’t particularly see his master’s eyes that well in the mute, blue lightning of early evening, he could tell that the Elf was very interested in the weather, if not the happenings currently taking place outside.

 “Can you smell it?” Odin asked.


 “Yes. Can you?”


 “The air’s damp.”


 “Not many men realize that happens when a rainstorm is coming.”


 “Is it going to be bad?”


 “I’m not sure.”


 Shivering, Odin drew his legs up onto the chair and locked his feet below his knees before turning his attention back to the world outside. The weather had gradually chilled over the last little while, down near to where it became almost unbearable to sit without a blanket, but the slight sway of the trees and the ominous prediction of clouds seemed to make the world all the more horrible. Miko, meanwhile, remained still, barely moving at all. Even the rise and fall of his chest had stopped, as if he’d just taken a deep breath and was holding it inside.


He’s very strange, Odin thought, frowning.

 That didn’t necessarily matter though. He’d become accustomed to the slight habits the Elf had. From the way he barely blinked, to the times he hardly moved, to the way he rubbed the bones in his fingers and stroked them as if they were kittens mewling for their long-dead mother. Maybe he had arthritis, or maybe it was a subconscious habit he committed whilst looking out and into the world. If the former were true, that could be a possible reason as to why he stroked his hands, why he fidgeted with his fingers, even popped his knuckles.

 “Is there anything I can get for you?” Odin asked, suddenly aware of the lack of conversation. “A blanket, anything?”

 “A blanket would be fine, thank you.”

 Odin stood, made his way to the cabinet, then pulled a quilt out. He crossed the brief distance from the cabinet to his master and, carefully, as to not startle him, pressed it over the creature’s naked back, unrolling the corners and smoothing the fabric against his body.

 “Thank you,” Miko said.

 Odin touched the Elf’s back and, in the moments that followed, wondered whether or not he was allowed to do so. When Miko said nothing, however, Odin straightened his posture and looked out the window, where he slightly tightened his grip on the quilt until it lay balled beneath his fingers. Taught, tense muscles stiffened under the initial pressure, but stoon uncoiled and settled evenly across the shoulder blades.

 “It’s going to be cold tonight,” the Elf said.


 “Yes sir. Do you want me to start a fire?”


 “Not now. If it gets colder, I’ll make one.”


 “I can do it. Really, I—”


 Miko turned his head. Odin closed his mouth, all the more aware of how he sounded. “All right,” he said. “I was only offering.”


 “Thank you, especially for the blanket.”


 Odin squeezed the Elf’s shoulder before returning to the table. Tucking his bare feet under his thighs so they wouldn’t be cold, he continued to watch Miko until, a short moment later, he was struck with a longing for his master’s companionship.


Why do I feel like this?

 He’d never felt anything like this in his life, much less during the time he’d been locked away in the tower. Of course he’d wanted interaction, as that seemed to be the primary reason for existing in a world where people were full and drawn, but he never necessarily ached for it, like he’d just been struck by a fist or even bludgeoned with a mace.

 “Can I come sit with you?” Odin asked.

 “Of course you can.”

 In but a few short steps, Odin crossed the room and settled down on the unoccupied bed next to his master. Miko pushed his arm back and slid the blanket over Odin’s shoulders in response. 

 “Is that better?” the Elf asked.


 “Yes. Thank you.”


 “You don’t have to ask if you can be by me. I know how it feels to be by someone who cares about you.”


 “I haven’t felt like this until just now.”


 “You had your father back in Felnon,” Miko said, which surprised Odin, considering he hadn’t once told the Elf where he’d come from, “and in the tower, you had Jordan and your magic teacher. Here, you have my presence. It’s natural to be wanted.”

 “I’ve always thought it made you selfish.”

 “It doesn’t. Even I desire companionship.” The Elf smiled. “I don’t think we have to worry about being wanted anymore. We have each other.”

 Odin leaned against the Elf. “Thank you,” he whispered.


 Miko draped an arm across his shoulders. “No,” the older creature said. “Thank you, Odin. Thank you.”


 *


 Thunder exploded overhead.


 The man—dressed in a heavy, soaked cloak—willed his stallion to go on. Every little jolt his horse made seemed to send pins and needles into his cold, aching body, like daggers cutting away at his flesh once thrown by men from the highest places in the world. How long, he wondered, had he been going through this rain, since he’d forced his horse to venture through it despite the condition of the weather and the mud slicking the roads?


I’m almost there, the man thought, leaning against the stallion’s neck. Not too much further. Not much—

 Ahead, he could see the faint outline of a castle amidst the rain-torn world and the darkness pressing upon him. 


 Had he come all this way, to Ornala, to find the very boy he’d been searching for for all these years?


 “Yes,” he whispered. “I… I did.”


 Tangling his fingers into the horse’s mane, he managed to push himself into a sitting position. Tired, struggling to keep his eyes open and cold beyond belief, he rode this way for the next little while until he came to the castle’s outer gates.

 Two guards resting under warm, lantern-lit outposts stepped out, crossbows drawn. “What do you want!” one of them cried over the roar of the wind and rain.

 “I’m looking for a man named Odin!” he cried, near an emotional breakdown for all he’d lost and accumulated in these two years. “I… I have… you… I—”

 The world spun.

 Slowly, his vision began to darken, then cloud over with doubt.


Not now, he thought, falling, the side of his face connecting with the horse’s mane as his attention turned toward the distant borders of the castle’s eastern gate. Not after all I’ve been through. I’ve… come too far…

 He closed his eyes.

 Nothing existed beyond the darkness.



 


 



Chapter 4

 


 A pair of hands shook him from sleep.


What? Odin thought, eyes opening.

 The Elf stood no more than a spare foot away from him, face cast in a peculiar shade of unease and eyes leaving faint traces of unease within their purple depths.

 “Sir?” Odin asked.


 “Someone’s here, Odin.”


 “What are you—”


 “A man. He’s come for you.”



Come for me? he frowned. What does that—

 Before he could finish the thought, Miko lifted him out of the beds with his outstretched hands, then plopped him down onto the floor, catching and stabilizing him in place before he crossed the room and began to gather about his back façade.

 “What’s going on?” Odin frowned, looking down to examine himself before he began to snap the buttons on his jerkin into place. “Sir?”

 “He was out in the rain and collapsed just outside the gate this morning,” the Elf said, swinging his hair over one shoulder, where he then began to braid it haphazardly and to his best attempts.

 “Who was?”

 “The man.”

 “Which man?” Odin asked, this time impressing upon the Elf a point.

 “He didn’t say. He hasn’t woken since.”

 “Is he…” Odin paused, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Dead?”

 “No. He’s been stricken with the chill.”

 Shivering, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and continued to watch his knight master assemble himself into his cape, lower robe, hood and gloves. It took but a few moments for the creature to garb himself before he turned and flourished across the room and to the door. “Are you coming?” he asked.

 Unsure what to do or say, Odin stepped forward.


He said he’s come for me, he thought, nodding, double-checking to make sure that the Elf had assumed his darken appearance before he opened the door and waited for his master to step out.

 What could that possibly mean, especially considering that he’d already been taken into service by a creature notably considered as a knight?

 After Miko locked the door behind them, he began to lead them slowly down the hall, through the varying side corridors that branched throughout the western side of the castle, then down a stretch of area where no windows lay on both sides of the wall.

 The whole while they walked, Odin couldn’t help but feel uneasy.


Who is he? he thought. Why did he come all this way?

 It took but a few short moments for them to step forward and into what was most obviously an infirmary, flushed with beds on all sides of the room and lit by high windows that cast shards of light across the western side of the room.

 “Master Unisto,” a rail-thin man said, stepping from behind a desk to acknowledge them with his presence. “Master… Karussa?”

 “That’s me,” Odin said. “Where is he?”

 “There.” The man pointed to a lone bed in the corner of the room—where, contentedly, a man slept, unaware of his surroundings or just where he could possibly be.

 “Why was he brought into the castle walls?” Odin frowned, tempted to step forward but unsure whether or not he should. “I thought—”

 “One of the officials were summoned last night. We considered him notable enough to be brought within the borders.”


 “Does anyone know who he is?”


 “No. We don’t."


 While waiting for his knight master’s permission to step forward and toward the sleeping man, Odin remained steadfast and tried not to imagine just why a man would be venturing forth through the darkness to find him, much less through the dangerous downpour if rain. If he could’ve gone for so long as to develop the chill, just what might his purpose be?


You won’t know until you talk to him.

 “He hasn’t woken up?” Odin asked. 


 “No,” the frail man said. “He hasn’t.”


 “Can I, sir?”


 “Go ahead,” Miko replied.


 Odin took his first few steps into the room carefully and as quietly as possible. Not wanting to wake the man, he drew close to the stranger’s bedside and tried his hardest to remain quiet, but to no avail. Instead, he cursed himself for tripping over what appeared to be nothing and for stabilizing himself on the sides of the bed, which depressed and inflated back into place upon his touch.

 “Hello?” Odin asked, reaching down to set his hand over the man’s. “Are you awake?”

 No sound of response came.

 Odin trailed his eyes down the man’s body—first from his waist, which remained hidden under the thick sheet, then to his right hand, where upon his one finger lay a ring that sparkled in gold that had to obviously merit some form of higher wealth that could not possibly be found in a common man.


But who is he?

 His eyes continued up the man’s chest until, finally, it came to rest upon his face. The strong jawline, the heavily-exposed skin, his proud nose and his thin yet-pink lips did little to demerit his overall attraction, and while his cheekbones resembled something of an angled shape and created the stark impression that the man had not been well-fed in a while, he seemed perfectly content in sleep—peaceful, even, despite what all he had just gone through.

 “Sir?” Odin asked, leaning forward. “Can you hear me?”


 The man’s eyes shot open.


 A pair of pure-amber orbs looked up and at Odin.


 Initially startled at the sight, Odin took a few steps back, but stopped when he realized his actions.


 “Wha-Where am I?” the man asked, deep voice reverberating out of his chest and into Odin’s ears like sweet sugar across the lips.


 “You’re in Ornala, sir. My name is Odin.”


 The next Odin knew, he was pressed to the man’s chest in a tight, near-bone-breaking embrace.


 “I’ve been looking for so long,” the man sobbed, burying his face against Odin’s shoulder. “God. God! Almost two whole years.”

 “It’s all right, sir. I‘m here.”

 Odin set his hands on the man’s back and allowed the stranger to revel in whatever comfort he gleamed from the embrace. Stubble scratching his neck, saliva sticking to his skin, Odin closed his eyes as a brief moment of happiness traced his chest from rib to heart, then turned to seek out Miko—whom, at that moment, was nowhere to be seen.


Where are you? he thought.

 Odin shook his head and returned to the experience. Such a moment rarely, if ever, occurred. If he could do something to allow the man a pause of respite, he would.

 “What’s your name?” Odin asked, gently pushing the man away from him to once more take in his handsome features.


 “Nova,” the older man choked out. “Nova Eternity.”


 “Why were you looking for me?”


 “Something told me to,” the man sobbed, furiously swiping at his eyes. “Some kind of light.”


 “A light told you to find me?”


 “Because I had to help you.”


 Odin blinked.



Help me?

 “Help me?” he asked.

 “I don’t know much about it,” Nova said, then followed his statement with a series of long, throaty coughs. He wrapped his arms about himself just in time for his teeth to begin chattering. “Still cold,” he smiled.

 “Why were you out in the rain for so long?”

 “There was nowhere to go. I tried to find a bar or even a lodge, but I couldn’t. I even thought about trying to find a cave to get some sleep, but even then, everything I had was soaked. I wanted to try to get somewhere warm.”

 “So you risked freezing to death?”


 “I had no choice.”


 The smile Nova offered stirred one of Odin’s own. He sat down on the mattress beside the man and set his hands on his knees.



All right, he thought, frowning, unsure what to say especially because he’d only just barely met this man who’d seemed to have been on a lifelong mission to find him. What do I do?

 Choosing to use the most direct approach instead of skirting around the question, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, then asked, “Why were you looking at me? I know you said something told you to, but why did it tell you to?”

 “I have the Sight,” the man said, setting a hand behind his had. “I was having visions about you.”

 “You were?”

 “Yeah. You were in that tower, right? I had two visions before the figure of light came to me. It said that I needed to help you because you would need me in your time of need, then said I would need it in my own time.”

 “That’s it?”


 Nova nodded. “I’m sorry for bringing this on you,” he sighed. “I had to find you.”


 “I’m sorry you had to come all this way, sir, but I don’t need any help. I’m fine now.”


 “The figure said you would need me in your time of need.” Nova threw his legs over the bed, then started to rise before, likely, he realized he was naked. He adjusted the sheet over his lap upon the revelation.

 “I’m not in my time of need anymore,” Odin said. “Maybe the figure thought I needed your help two years ago, but not now.”

 The stare Odin received in turn made his flesh crawl.


Come back, he thought, trying his hardest not to ball his hand into a fist as he desperately wished for his knight master to return. Please. Now.

 “You’re not about to turn me away after I’ve come this way,” Nova frowned. He waited a moment for Odin to respond before adding, “Are you?”

 “I never said that, sir, but no—I’m not going to tell you to turn around and go home. You’ve through too much just to be sent away.”

 “I’m glad you think so. I’ve only been away from home for two years.”

 “You never went back?”

 Nova shook his head. “No,” he said. “I haven’t. The only way I’ve been able to speak to her is by writing letters, and even then, that’s not enough.”

 “Your wife?”

 “Yeah. I haven’t seen any part of her for two years, not even her handwriting.”

 Odin couldn’t imagine such a feeling, but didn’t say anything in response. One word could upset the man more than he already was, especially in his fractured state of mind.”

 “I’m sorry,” Odin said, only after the silence began to overwhelm him.


 “It’s not your fault.”


 A figure shifted behind him.


 Odin looked up.


 Miko stood no more than a few feet away, lingering black form ominous despite the light that pierced through the windows above them.

 “Sir,” Odin said.


 “Is this,” Nova began, then swallowed a lump in his throat.


 “My knight master. Yes. He is.”


 “Hello,” Miko said, extending a long arm up over the bed to offer his hand. “I hope you’ve been treated well.”


 “I’ve been treated fine,” Nova replied, clasping the Elf’s hidden hand carefully before returning it to his lap. “Are you... uh… all right yourself?”

 “That is a matter for another time,” the Elf replied, turning his attention to Odin. “We should perhaps leave and let this gentleman rest.”

 “I want to go with you,” Nova said, once more attempting to leave the bed, but stopping before he could do so. “Please… I’ve gone through too much. Have mercy on me.”

 Odin frowned and turned his attention back to his knight master, whom appeared placid even beneath the shroud of black that covered the entirety of his face. While he couldn’t see up through the shadowed portion of the hood and at his face, he imagined there had to be a guise of content in his eyes—a look that, while not blind to this poor man’s agony, knew the risks and possible benefits of taking a complete stranger into their care.

 Finally, after moments of unbearable silence, the Elf nodded and cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said. “You can. Let me call for the healer. You’ll need a fresh pair of clothes.”

 The smile that appeared on the man’s face nearly broke Odin’s heart.

 


 “I’m going to reveal myself,” the Elf said. “So do not be alarmed.”


 “Are you…” Nova swallowed. “Not human?”


 “I am not.”


 Odin stood near the doorway watching the scene unfold before him. Nova lying prone in bed, propped up by several pillows that seemed to have been alleviated from the plush cushions; Miko standing before him, gloves cast aside and to the floor—it appeared a moment in time where a great crime of passion was about to be committed, one of which would end in blood spilled upon the chestnut floor panels. Regardless, though, it appeared in that moment—when Nova merely sat there stunned as Miko began to relieve himself from his black visage—that Nova would simply pass out from stress.


It’s all right, Odin thought. Don’t worry.

 Rounding the room, Odin crouched down at Nova’s side and watched as the Elf first parted the skirt of his cloak, revealing his firm and muscled legs, then as he tore the cape from his shoulders and, eventually, moved to reveal his face to the world.

 At his side, Nova trembled.


 Odin reached forward and set a hand on the man’s hand. “He’s not going to hurt you,” he said.


 Nova said nothing.


 When Miko tossed his head back and revealed his androgynously-handsome face, Nova merely stared. The trembling ceased, the quivering breaths were freed from his chest, and his uneasy fingers stopped drumming on the mattress below them.

 “Wow,” Nova said. “I don’t… I can’t even—”

 “That’s what I said,” Odin laughed, nodding as Miko crouched to gather his façade, then as he strode to the cabinets, where he pulled one of the drawers free and began to stuff his clothes inside.

 “Do you have food?” Nova asked. “I haven’t eaten for the past day. My pack got wet and everything spoiled.”

 “Yes. We have food.” Miko turned his attention to Odin. “Please, bring the platter.”

 Odin stepped up to the table and looked at the two silver plates. One untouched, the other with pieces missing, he pulled the spare aside and brought it to the bed.


He must’ve already ate, Odin thought, handing Nova the platter. 

 The aroma of bread, meat and cheese tightened Odin’s stomach.


 “Thank you,” Nova said. “I’m sorry to burden the two of you.”


 “You’re no such thing,” Miko replied. “Eat.”


 Nova ate with fervor Odin had never seen in his entire life. Eyes alight, fingers just as fast as his attention to the food, Nova’s hands darted over the feast laid before him and ate as though he were a starved animal fresh to a kill. Just the way he shoved the food in his mouth spelled the days of hunger he had to have endured out in the field, when his provisions spoiled and he’d not a single thing to eat.

 “When was the last time you ate?” Odin frowned once he realized half of the platter was already devoured.

 “Three days ago,” Nova said.

 A pang of hurt in his heart for the man who had come all this way, Odin retreated to the vacant bed and seated himself without another word.

 In watching Nova eat, he couldn’t help but wonder just what might happen come the next few days.


 Would his journey be postponed, he thought, and would Nova possibly come with him?


 Unsure what to say, do or think, Odin merely sat and watched the man continue to eat.


 


 He paced the training field in silence and without any real destination in mind. Though the bright, afternoon sun had done its job in drying the dirt practice area, it hadn’t completely hardened the soil, making the trek all the more troublesome. Every time he took a step, the ground would shift under his foot, sucking the bottom of his boots into the mud. Several times, Odin nearly tripped and stumbled, but always managed to remain upright despite himself.


Oh well, he thought. It’s not that bad.

 For the first time in days he’d felt good enough to venture further than the castle halls. Maybe he’d finally overcome the cough that had plagued him for the past two weeks.


I can only hope.

 Shaking his head, Odin shoved his hands into his pockets and continued around the sparring circle, content with the relief in his lungs and the moisture in his throat. Such quiet wandering eventually led to thoughts of Nova—which, once again, summoned a terrible deal of guilt and apprehension.


Now we just have to decide what to do with him.

 The thought made him sigh. While he appreciated the man’s concern, he didn’t need the help Nova was trying to offer.


In my time of need, he thought, trying to remember any situation in which he’d needed dire help.

 The only real time that came to mind had been a few weeks ago, during which he’d been trapped in the tower. However, with Miko’s arrival and his decision to bring him along as a squire, he could see no reason for help.


He looked for me for two years.

 Could he really turn the man away after all the time he’d spent looking—now, especially with his state of mind and the way he’d cried when holding him in his arms? Could he honestly, truthfully return to their room, take a deep breath, then tell Nova to pack his bags, get dressed, and take the long, hard road back home?

 No. He couldn’t. Even the idea of doing such a thing shook him to the core, to the point where he began to tremble in place.

 Movement pulled Odin from his thoughts and toward the distant rim of the sparring wheel—where, in the threshold leading from the castle and to the training grounds, stood Jordan, dressed in a plain jerkin and trousers.


Why is he—

 “Odin!” Jordan called. “What’re you doing out here?”


 “Nothing, sir. I… I’m not causing any trouble.”


 “I didn’t think you were,” the weapons master laughed, then frowned when Odin didn’t reply. “Is everything all right?”


 “Yes sir.”


 “Something’s bothering you.”


 Odin continued walking. While not normally disrespectful of disapproving of authority figures, he didn’t feel like talking. Jordan could understand.

 “Odin,” the man said, voice firm and authoritative.

 Odin stopped.


Guess he doesn’t understand at all.

 “Yes sir?” he asked, turning as Jordan began to cross the distance between them in but a few steps.


 “Why aren’t you talking to me?”


 “I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, tightening his grip on his trousers. “I…. I wanted to be alone. To think some things out for myself.”


 When Jordan didn’t directly reply, Odin turned and continued down the sphere of dirt until he came to a growth of grass, which eventually extended toward the hill and the dormant pond beneath it. Here, he looked at the greenery, unsure whether to step on it and continue forward or turn around and resume walking along the training grounds.

 In but a moment, the former seemed right.

 Stepping out of the dirt, he dragged his feet along the grass as he walked, removing any trace of mud. Convinced all was off, he continued forward, all the while feeling guilty about leaving his weapons master in the dust.

 A hand touched his shoulder, stopping him in place.


 “Odin.”


 Grimacing, Odin turned, expecting the worst.


 What he saw surprised him. 


 Concern lit Jordan’s face in a light that was normally not seen, especially in situations so personal and private.


 “I needed to be alone, that’s all,” Odin said, sliding his fingers into his pockets so they wouldn’t betray his true feelings. “Miko said I could.”

 “I don’t doubt he did.” Jordan glanced up at Odin’s arms. He let out a short breath as his eyes trailed up to his shoulders. “I’m just not used to you wandering off alone.”

 “I’ve been alone for two years, sir.”

 “Behavior sees as behavior does.”


What is that supposed to mean? Odin frowned.

 When Jordan made no move to free his hand from his upper arm, Odin took a deep breath, sighed, then turned his attention to the distant walls, which seemed all the more breathtaking once standing beneath them and seeing for oneself just what their gargantuan size was like.

 Somehow, he knew it wouldn’t be long until he and Miko left on their grand adventure.

 


 “You’re back,” Nova said, raising his head from his place in bed.


 Odin nodded, careful to close and secure the door behind him. “Where’s Miko?” he asked.


 “He left a few moments ago. I think he went to find a healer.”


 After settling down at the table and tangling his hands in his hair, Odin bowed his head and tried his hardest not to look at Nova for fear that his true and unsure emotions would betray themselves. However, when the man started coughing, Odin rose from his place faster than he could ever imagine possible and went directly to his side.

 “Are you all right?”

 “I’m fine,” Nova said, raising his hand to cover his mouth. He coughed a few more times before settling into the cranny between the headrest and the corner, where he leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes.

 “Do you need anything?”

 “I’m all right. Thanks for offering.”

 Odin looked out the window and at the somewhat-sunny weather before them. Hopefully there wouldn’t be another storm. Last night’s rain had brought about enough commotion on his behalf—they didn’t need any more.

 “Guess you needed to get out, huh?” Nova asked, breaking Odin’s trance with a small smile.


 “I haven’t been outside a whole lot since I’ve been out of the tower.”


 “Why were you there in the first place?”


 “I’ll show you.”


 “Show me?” Nova frowned.


 Odin walked to the wall bhind the circular table. His sword lay atop a dresser that sat low to the ground.


 “When I was fourteen,” Odin said, sliding the weapon into his hands, “someone delivered this to me completely out of the blue.”


 In but a few short steps, Odin returned to the bed and offered the man the sword. Nova took it, examining its dark, almost-shining sheath before pulling the blade free from its confines. “Woah,” he said, eyes darting over the black metal. “This is… different.”

 “The courier and the guards said it was made by Dark Elves. The king’s committee thought I might be trying to do something illegal, since the weapon wasn’t from here and is what it is. I was thrown into the tower immediately after the guards saw just what it was.”

 “And you got out because Miko came along, right?”

 “Uh huh,” Odin nodded. “I was starting to get worried, since there weren’t any knights coming up to look at me, even though Jordan, my weapons master, did his best to make me sound like a good squire. He kept telling me that I would get out, but I wasn’t so sure.”

 “He would’ve kept you in there if someone hadn’t come for you?”

 “No—at least, I don’t think so. I would’ve been released when I was eighteen, but that would immediately discount any kind of work I could do in the royal portion of the military. “

 “I wanted to help you when I saw you in my visions. That’s why I left. Well, that, and because the figure of light said it would be there for me if I helped you.”

 Odin shrugged. He leaned the sword against the wall and settled down on the bed. “I’m sorry you came all the way out here.”


 “I’m not,” Nova smiled. “I mean, I got to meet you, didn’t I?”


 “I guess.”


 “That, and I’ve finally gotten around to seeing Ornala.”


 “Where did you come from?”


 “Bohren. I’ve lived there my whole life. Haven’t been outside the town once.”


 “I hadn’t been outside Felnon until I came here.”


 “Guess we’re alike in that way.”


 Odin smiled. Nova started laughing.


 The door opened. Miko slid into the room, shortly followed by Jordan and Ectris.


 “Father?” Odin frowned, rising. “What’re you doing here?”


 “I heard about last night’s excitement,” the man said, stepping up to Odin’s side. “You must be Nova?”


 “Hello sir,” Nova said, shaking the man’s hand.


 “I’m Ectris. Odin’s father.”


 “It’s nice to meet you.”


 Ectris settled down beside Odin while Miko pulled his cloak off. Jordan stood at the end of Nova’s bed, watching him with curious eyes.

 “You’ve got nothing else to tell us about why you came here?” the weapons master asked. “Nothing that I should be concerned about?”

 Nova closed his eyes and began his story. First, by telling him of the initial vision, in which he’d seen Odin trapped in the tower, he revealed to the four of them a gift that could be viewed as just as much a curse as anything, then told of the second vision. Finally, when he came to the third, in which the figure of light had told him that he needed to help Odin to be helped in his own time of need, Nova paused and waited for reply. None, however, immediately came.

 “Master, sir,” Odin said, drawing Miko’s attention away from Nova. “What do you think of it?”

 “I’m not entirely sure. Whatever it was, it sounded important.”

 “And strange,” Ectris added. The way he said it implied that he didn’t particularly care why Nova had come all this way. “Why Odin though? Why my son?”

 “I’m not sure,” Nova said. “It just said that I needed to be there in Odin’s time of need.”

 “Well,” Jordan said, speaking up for the first time since Nova had begun his story, “as long as you’re not here to cause any harm or make any trouble, I won’t kick you out. We’ll have to move you outside the walls, though.”

 “Why?” Miko asked. “He can stay here. That’s perfectly fine.”

 “I don’t care either,” Odin added.

 “Where have you been sleeping then?” Jordan frowned. He looked at the bed, then at Miko. He seemed to realize that the bed wouldn’t support the Elf’s frame, as he said nothing further.

 “Not too hard to understand,” the Elf smiled.


 “Father,” Odin said. “Why did you come here with Miko?”


 “I have to say goodbye, son,” Ectris sighed. “I came with the other fathers from Feltnon to wish their sons off.”


 “You don’t have to go. You can stay.”


 “Unless I want to head back alone, I have to go. We’re leaving this afternoon.”


 Odin nodded. He wrapped his arm around his father and leaned against his chest.


 “I’ll see you whenever,” Ectris said, stroking Odin’s back. “I love you, son.”


 “I love you too.”


 Ectris kissed Odin’s brow and rose.


 Before he could walk out the door with Jordan, he raised a hand and smiled. He mouthed ‘good luck’ before leaving the room.


 


 “How long will it be until we leave?” Odin asked.

 Miko looked up and away from the fire’s glowing embers, then at the bed, careful to make sure that Nova was sound asleep before returning his attention to Odin. “We need to wait until our new friend gets better.”

 “Are we taking him with us?” Odin frowned.


 “We can’t expect him to go home, can we?”


 “I guess not.”


 In the absence of dialogue that followed, Odin watched the crackling embers and tried to understand just what it was he felt at that moment. The anxious feelings were there, obviously, but something else was interspersed there, almost as if a drop of blood had just been added to an elegant glass of chardonnay to make it all the more bountiful.


Jealousy? he thought after a rash moment of indecision.

 It couldn’t be. What did he have to be jealous about? It wasn’t as though he and Nova were competing for anything.

 “Does it bother you that I want him to come with us?” Miko asked.

 “No. Not… not really, sir.”

 “I understand why this might bother you, Odin. It’s not often that a complete stranger shows up and says he’s come to help you when you obviously don’t need any assistance.”

 “He said that he needed to come to me in my time of need, but like you said, I don’t need any help.”


 “Not now, but you might later.”


 “Do you know something I don’t, sir?”


 “No. Why would you think that?”


 “Because you’re… well, different. Powerful.”


 “Just because I’m an Elf doesn’t mean I can see the future. Few can, and those seldom few often see twisted versions affected by personal opinion and feeling.”

 “A seer can’t really see the future then, can they?”

 “A true seer doesn’t try to predict what will come. He or she instead sits back and sees what will unfold.”

 Odin nodded. He reached up to scratch an itch on his shoulder and ended up touching his master’s hand. It startled him at first, given the fact that he had not realized the Elf had scome up behind him, but he settled down soon after.

 “You need to remember that you can’t change what might happen in your life. Just understand that you have to deal with whatever comes along. All right?”

 “Yes sir.”

 Miko slid an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “It won’t be too long until we leave,” the Elf said. “Don’t worry.”

 


 Within the next two weeks, during a time in which the newly-surmounted squires left with their knight masters for lands far, far away and for tasks in much higher nobility than many could even question, Nova had fully recovered. Blossoming into the strong, boisterous man he appeared to be, his cheeks brightened in color and his eyes, once dull, eventually began to sparkle like drops of fresh honey on the fingers of some fair child. Even his smile—which, up until that point, had remained somewhat somber—brightened astoundingly, once again hinting of a richer upbringing and well-kempt grooming habits.

 One day, when the sun was high in the sky and the birds in the distant trees seemed all the more jovial, Odin and Nova stood in the training circle on the western grounds, hitting straw dummies with swords, staves and a variety of other weapons.

 “Can you fight with a scythe?” Odin asked.

 “I suppose,” Nova smiled. “I’ve never used it on another person, but I don’t see why I couldn’t. Why do you ask?”

 Odin returned his sword beside the others before grabbing a staff off the nearby rack, twirling it into his grasp until the rod rested evenly in his hands. “You want to fight me?”

 “The question is: do you want to fight me?”

 “I guess.”

 Grinning, Nova lifted his own staff from the rack and returned to the training circle, twirling the weapon around his hand as if it were no more than a simple quill between a fancy man’s fingers. “Let’s try not to break each other’s fingers though,” he smiled, returning the weapon to both hands. “It won’t be any fun riding a horse if we do.”

 Odin laughed.

 He ducked just in time to avoid an overhead swing from Nova.


Damn, he thought, ducking before he threw a returning strike of his own.

 He hadn’t expected the bigger man to be so fast.

 After blocking Odin’s attack simply by raising his rod and spreading his fingers out to avoid a strike that connected with the spare space directly between his hands, Nova twirled his staff around his head, over his shoulders and across his back, then smacked the tip of Odin’s weapon into the air in a single flourish. 

 “You’re good,” Nova smiled.


 “I haven’t fought with a staff before,” Odin mused.


 “You haven’t?”


 “No.”


 Nova ducked when Odin returned a receiving blow.


 Odin could hardly believe how awkward he felt whilst holding such a long weapon in his hands. Here he was, some five-foot-five, wielding a weapon that nearly rivaled his size, trying to combat someone who was a good seven inches higher than himself who could easily use an was obviously-skilled with such a weapon. In blocking and returning blows, he nearly lost his balance several times, stumbling backward or to the left and right.

 Once, when Nova struck his staff so hard its bottom end was thrust into the dirt beneath them, Odin nearly caught a blow in the face that surely would have broken his nose.


Concentrate. Watch his movements.

 Nova’s unarguably-needed stance left him open for a number of attacks. His legs, far apart, could be struck, while his left side, mostly unattended as Nova was right handed, remained in perfect view. If he could only catch the man off-guard without revealing his plan.


He’s good, Odin thought.

 Who could have trained him to fight so well?


 “Getting scared?” Nova smirked, throwing two strikes in Odin’s direction.


 “No,” Odin lied, grinding his jaw together. “Why?”


 “You’re sweating.”


 A bead of moisture ran down Odin’s nose.



Stay calm. He’s not going to hurt you. You know that.

 Either way, he couldn’t help but remember in that moment his confrontation with Herald Monvich, in which he’d been struck a mighty blow not by sword, but fist, and the blood he’d shed.

 Nova swung his staff.

 Odin’s eyes went out of focus.


What the—

 He didn’t have time to react before the bigger man struck him in the ankles, sending him flying to the ground.


 “Gotta watch your feet with long weapons,” the man laughed, offering Odin a hand. “You ok?”


 “I’m all right,” he said, brushing the dirt off his pants. “I didn’t consider my feet.”


 “Eh, it’s all right. I’m guessing in full armor you don’t have to worry about that so much, since the suit will be heavy and all, but on your own two feet? Hell no.”

 Smiling, Odin turned his attention to the threshold—where, in the distance, Miko stood, watching from beneath the stone archway, almost completely invisible despite his gargantuan size.

 “He’s pretty big,” Nova said, gently punching Odin’s shoulder, “isn’t he?”


 “I guess. He’s the biggest man I’ve ever seen.”


 Nova laughed.


 It wasn’t until a short moment later, after Nova slung an arm around his shoulder, that Odin realized he’d called his knight master a man.

 “What?” Nova asked, still laughing.


 “I haven’t called him a man before.”


 “How come?”


 “I’ve… well… always thought of him as just an Elf.”


 “Well, technically he is a man, even if he’s not human.”

 Odin looked back at Miko and raised his hand. The Elf returned the gesture promptly. “When were we leaving?” Odin asked, setting his staff against its rack before looking up at Nova. “Did you hear?”

 “No. Miko said it would be soon though, maybe this afternoon.”

 “Why so late?”

 “Well, we’re not ready now, are we? And besides—Jordan said he was having food and other supplies prepared for us. We can’t leave until those are ready, can we?”

 Odin shrugged. He turned just in time to see Miko crossing the field and heading directly toward them.


 “Are you two ready to leave?” the Elf asked.


 “Where are we going, sir?” Odin frowned.


 “Let’s just say its somewhere you wouldn’t have expected.”


 Miko turned and began to head back into the castle.


 Odin and Nova gave one another peculiar glances before following their companion into the structure.


 


 “You won’t tell us?” Odin asked, busying himself with packing the few pairs of clothing he owned.


 “Come on,” Nova laughed, slapping Miko’s back. “Don’t keep it a surprise.”


 “What fun would that be?” the Elf smiled.


 Odin shrugged. Nova chuckled, then tossed his hands over his head. “All right,” Nova said. “You win.”


 “Finish packing,” the Elf said. “High Mage Daughtry and his daughter would like to meet with us before we leave.”


 “High Mage Daughtry?” Odin frowned. “Why does he—”


 “He said he’s had some clothes made for the both of you.”


 “Clothes?” Nova asked. “What about—”


 “I don’t need extra clothing. This is what I wear.”


 “You don’t get tired of wearing the same thing over and over?”


 “No. I don’t.”


 They returned to packing with silence and efficiency that should have been impossible given the circumstance they were about to throw themselves into. Here they were—he, Odin, and Nova, his friend—preparing for a trip and a destination neither of them knew, all the while listening to a creature who could very well spell for them a trip dangerous and unnecessary. While he thought, and while he considered the possibilities, Odin found himself looking up and around the room they’d shared together for the near-month they’d been here, mesmerized and mystified by the idea of the coming adventure. 

 After all this time, after all this preparation, they would finally be leaving.


But where? he thought.

 Where he didn’t know, but at that current point in time, he didn’t particularly care. At least they were headed in the right direction.

 “Hey, kid,” Nova said, slapping Odin’s arm. “You still there?”


 “Yeah.” Odin blinked. “Why?”


 “You stopped packing your stuff.”


 “Oh.” Odin looked down at the pair of pants spread out in front of him. “I didn’t know.”


 Nova slung his pack over his shoulder and ruffled Odin’s hair in the process. Odin, too, finished securing his belongings within the sack before rising to follow both his friend and his knight master out of the room, nerves in tangles and his heart beating ever so fast as they began to make their way through the halls.

 The torches, the stone, the ornate rugs, the paintings in which heroes were predicted and the past was returned to the present—he wouldn’t be seeing any of this for some time.


Just like Father.

 He should’ve spent more time with him before he left. Miko would’ve understood—would’ve encouraged it, so far as he knew—so to think that they’d spent such a short amount of time together after being apart for so long nearly tore his heart to strings.


A week? he thought, frowning. Was that all the time I got to spent with him?

 “You ok?” Nova asked.


 “I’m fine,” Odin said, bowing his head.


 The older man slid an arm across his shoulder.


 Content with his misery and selfishness, Odin continued forward, Nova’s arm around his shoulder and his eyes on his knight master’s dark cloak trailing behind him.

 “Everything’ll be fine,” Nova whispered, leaning close so only the two of them could hear. “You don’t need to worry about anything.”

 Nova clapped Odin’s back before straightening his posture.

 Before long, the massive double doors that made up the front entrance came into view, spilling light into the castle and lighting way for the future that was to come.

 Odin turned his head up.


 The world seemed to open before him.


 “Come,” Miko said, pressing his hand against Odin’s back. “Let’s not keep Daughtry waiting.”


 


 “Oh,” Daughtry said, upon opening the door to see the three of them. “Miko.”

 “You’ve met before?” Odin frowned, shifting in place.

 “He was one of the men who witnessed my appearance when I came through the front gates,” the Elf said, giving a slight bow of the head. “I’m sorry we couldn’t have made it sooner, Daughtry. We were delayed by packing.”

 “No. That’s perfectly fine,” the mage said. “Come in. I have your things right here.”

 Careful to let his knight master go first, then to allow Nova in before him, Odin stepped through the threshold and scanned the interior of the house with wary eyes, already dreading the emotions currently placating his conscience as if he were a stray apple left out for the worms.


To think, he thought, that you were here before it all went down.

 From the threshold that led to the stairwell came a little girl. In a forest-green dress, fancy black shoes and her brown hair in pigtails, she looked to be the very definition of youth, youth with a wild spirit that existed within her dark green eyes, and stopped in midstride upon noticing the strangers in her house. Her eyes immediately fell to Odin—whom, upon contact alone, seemed to widen—before her attention trailed up to Miko’s hulking form.

 “Anna,” Daughtry said, gesturing to his daughter to follow them into the room.


 “Yes Father?” the little girl asked.


 “You remember Odin, don’t you?”


 Once more the little girl’s eyes fell upon him. Such a strong gaze should not have existed in a child—so strong that, in fact, it seemed to judge him without actually speaking, to tear him to pieces upon examination and to decipher him without actually conversing. That in itself was enough to make him uneasy, as when the little girl gave a slight nod and a pout of her lip she raised her hand and conjured the butterfly she had summoned all those years ago.

 “I remember,” the little girl said.

 Odin pushed his hand palm-up and made a butterfly of his own. Together, the summoned constructs flew into the air and danced around each other, almost as if both he and the little girl shared the same thought process and repeated it likewise.

 “These are the clothes I’ve arranged for the pair of you,” Daughtry said, drawing Odin’s attention away from the scene before them and to his face. “A few of the villagers were willing to offer up their teenage sons’ clothing. These I had spare for you, Mr. Eternity.”

 “Thank you,” Nova said, running a hand along one of the simple shirts.


 “I assume the three of you are leaving then?”


 “Yes,” Miko said. “We are.”


 “I’m sure you’re aware that you can’t leave on a boat here. You’re going to have to go to Elna.”


 “Elna?” Odin frowned. “Miko, sir, why—”


 The Elf raised a hand. “Yes, Daughtry,” he said. “I’m more than aware.”


 “Your horses are being tended to as we speak,” the high mage said, stepping up to one of the windows and parting the curtains to look at the outside world. “Would you like extra bags for your clothing, friends?”

 “They can fit them in their sacks,” the Elf said. “Right, Odin? Nova?”

 “Right,” Nova said.

 Still a bit dumbstruck to speak, Odin went about unlacing the pack over his shoulder and securing the clothes within its confines. To think that they would be heading more than halfway across the country to secure themselves a way to their destination was more than a bit unsettling. How long would such a journey take? Weeks, possibly even months?


Why can’t we just use one of the kingdom’s boats? he wondered.

 Could their inability to charter a boat from here be because Ornala was not equipped for such travel, or was it because Miko was not truly royalty and would not be allowed such privileges?

 Either way, he couldn’t necessarily think about it right now.


 After the clothes were packed and tucked away within the sack, Odin rose to his full height and faced Daughtry full-on.


 In that man’s dark-blue eyes, he thought he saw a bit of worry for the three of them.



This will be a long journey, his eyes seemed to say. Prepare for it.

 


 “Elna?” Nova asked. “That’s the only way we can disembark?”


 “That’s the only way we can leave on a big ship,” Miko said, running his long, bony fingers through his stallion’s mane.


 “Why can’t we just charter a boat from Ornala?”


 “Because I am not royalty.”



Of course, Odin thought, his suspicions confirmed in but a few simple words. “But sir,” he continued. “Why do we need a big ship?”

 “We just do.”


Just do.

 The secrecy was starting to get to him.

 “Sir,” he continued, hoping his tone didn’t sound childish and his thoughts irrational. “Does this really have to be a secret?”


There you go, he thought. Now you sound like a child.

 He chuckled at the thought.

 “I’m glad you find this amusing,” Miko said, his smile revealed even from beneath the shroud of his hood. “But yes. It’s a surprise.”

 “How long will it take us to get to Elna?” Nova frowned.


 “A good while. Have either of you been so far west?”


 Both Odin and Nova shook their heads.


 “I’ve only traveled north of Felnon,” Odin said.


 “I’ve been east,” Nova added, “but that’s because I came from Bohren. This is the farthest west I’ve been my whole life.”


 “The terrain gets a little rough as we go along,” Miko explained. “The plains are one thing, but the lowlands are another.”


 “How bad are they?”


 “Bad enough to merit several extra days of travel if we want to be safe. The lowlands aren’t even the worst of it. It’s the ‘Ela Alna Pass.”

 “‘Ela Alna?” Odin closed his eyes, trying to picture the area. Nothing immediately came to mind. “What is that, sir? It seems familiar, but—”

 “The pass is a long, descending slope that’s very difficult to travel,” Miko explained, “especially during storms—which, unfortunately, the west has many of.”

 “What’s so bad about it?”

 “Downhill terrain,” Nova said, “is slick, especially when wet.”

 “Our friend is right, Odin. To make matters even worse, grass doesn’t grow on the pass because it’s almost constantly wet. There’s no way for plants to root themselves to the soil, so they constantly get washed away. We’ll have to take extra precautions when traveling this route.” Miko arched his back, stretching the muscles before settling back into place. “So, Nova, to answer your question: we’re looking at a month’s worth of travel.”

 “Fifty days?” the man asked.

 Miko shook his head. “Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


 “No need to be sorry,” Nova sighed. “I mean, you can’t help it. I trust you more than I’d trust anyone else.”


 Miko smiled.


 Odin couldn’t help but do the same.


 


 That night, they sat around a small campfire. Tucked into bedrolls and having just eaten a dinner of soup, the three of them were more than ready to settle down for the night. There was, however, the matter of taking the first watch.

 “Sir,” Odin said, raising his voice for the first time since they’d eaten dinner. “Who’s going to take first watch?”


 “I’d be more than happy to,” Nova said. “I mean, I kinda dozed off early today.”


 “We noticed,” Odin smirked.


 Nova smacked the back of his head. Both of them laughed. Even Miko smiled in response.


 “If you’d like to take the first watch,” the Elf said, “that’s fine.”


 Odin looked up at his master. Garbed in his dark cloak, he looked even more menacing than he normally did beneath the night’s uncanny black sky. 


No one will bother us when they see him, he thought, settling down as deeply as he could into his bedroll.

 “I’ll do that,” Nova said. “I’ll sit up so I don’t fall asleep.”


 “That’s a good idea,” Miko nodded. “It’s easier to doze off if you lie down.”


 “Goodnight, Nova,” Odin said. “Goodnight, master.”


 “Goodnight,” Nova said.


 “Sleep well, Odin,” Miko replied.


 Closing his eyes, the image of a boat large enough to carry an army of men came to mind.


 It set sail, destination unknown.


 


 The above sun beat down with such unrelenting force that, come midafternoon, both Odin and Nova had stripped their shirts off and had tied them around the tops of their heads. Oddly enough, however, Miko seemed unaffected by the heat, and still wore his black façade as if it were nothing more than a simple shirt or bowtie.


Maybe it doesn’t bother him, Odin thought, raising a hand to wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead. He is an Elf, after all.

 It was possible that Elves could control their body temperature. However, if one truly thought about it, why would Miko have asked for a blanket the night of the storm if he was capable of such a feat?


He didn’t have his cape on, he thought, shifting in his seat.

 “Hey, Odin,” Nova drawled, voice hazy and rough. He leaned forward until their shoulders touched. “You got any water?”


 “Yeah,” he said, reaching down to retrieve one of the many canteens from his pack. “Why? Where did yours go?”


 “The damn thing had a leak.”


 “I can share.”


 “Thanks bud. You’re a lifesaver.”


 Nova tipped the canteen back and took a short swallow before passing it back. After securing it back in its place, Odin raised his head to survey the land before them. Bare, save for a few scattered pockets of trees along the sides of the roads, the plains seemed to go on forever, extending into the vast distance in hues of yellow and gold grass and weed for what seemed like eternity.

 “It’s plans land for a good while,” Miko said, noting Odin’s observation. “There’s very little to look at out here.”


 “I’ve noticed,” Odin said. “Aren’t you hot, sir?”


 “No. Why?”


 “We’re dripping sweat,” Nova laughed. The sound of his voice lacked its normal enthusiasm.


 “Don’t worry. The weather doesn’t bother me.”


 “How?” Odin frowned.


 Miko shrugged.



That’s the best answer I’m going to get right now.

 The Elf had remained silent for most of the morning. Odin only recalled him speaking only once or twice, if that.


There’s not really a whole lot to say.

 What could they speak of if not their own personal matters—their lives, their hardships, their troubles and their insecurities? There were no landmarks to point out and make casual banter, no pools of water at which to stop and secure their canteens, and there seemed to be little in the manner of the joking to be done. There was, essentially, very little to actually converse over, so silence would ultimately rule the majority of their travels should dialogue not be initiated.

 “Hey kid,” Nova said. “Wanna play a game?”


 “What kind of game is it?” Odin asked.


 “It’s a ‘who can beat the other to the hill first’ kind of game.”


 Nova kicked his horse into a run, laughing like a madman as he gradually got further and further away.


 “Better go catch him,” Miko said.


 “Are you sure?” Odin frowned.


 “Yes, I’m sure.” Miko reached over and set a hand on his shoulder. “Go. Have fun. Besides—if he falls off, someone needs to be there to catch his horse.”


No one ever said heatstroke was fun, Odin thought with a slight smile.

 After kicking his horse into gear, he pursued Nova in the hopes that somehow, someway, he could still catch up.

 


 The next few weeks took them across the plains. Skirting across the boundaries of the Ke’Tarka Military Outpost, through the other smaller, unmapped villages and settlements that dotted the lands and around isolated areas of forest broken apart from the Felnon providence—it seemed their pursuits were taking the longest time in the world, but to no regard.

 Tired, sunburnt, and more than ready to have this stretch of the journey over with, Odin lifted his head out of his horse’s mane to find the blinding sunset stretching across the sky in hues of orange, pink and purple.

 There, in the near distance, the land began dropping—first slowly at first, then falling out of view completely.


 “These the lowlands?” Nova grunted, tightening his hold on his stallion’s reins to still its incessant movements.


 “Yes,” Miko nodded. “We will have to be very, very careful here.”


 “I see grass,” Odin said. “I thought you said there wasn’t any?”


 “Here, on the top of the incline, there is. Further down, it starts thinning out until it all but disappears.”


 “This is where we’ve gotta watch the horses,” Nova said. “Isn’t it?”


 “I’m afraid so.” Miko dismounted. When the giant horse made a move to follow, the Elf raised his hand, stilling the creature. He bent and set a hand on the ground, holding it there for a moment. Not once did he run his concealed nails through the blades of grass or pull any of the soil out. He then raised his head and said, breathless and as though he’d just run a thousand leagues, “You may want to dismount and consider letting the horses rest.”

 “But it’s not dark,” Odin frowned.

 The sun had not yet fallen to the horizon, but it would soon enough. With the colors bleeding from existence and the lapse of dark blue spilling from the west, it would not be long before the stars would be beckoned forth to twinkle into existence.

 “I understand, Odin, but the horses will be much better off with rest, especially since we’re going downhill tomorrow.”

 “What if the horses don’t want to go downhill?” Nova asked, stepping down from his mount. “I mean, the animals are skittish enough as it is. Won’t a downhill journey spook them?”

 “That’s my point, Nova. We’re going to have to dismount and walk them down the hill.”


 Odin looked up.


 Tomorrow morning, they would step from their horses and lead them forward, directly into what could possibly be a deathtrap.


 “We’ll be ok though,” Odin said, “right?”


 “You have nothing to worry about. The lowlands are bad in only a few spots, and not until the very end.”


 “Then we have to go down the pass,” Nova grumbled.


 Miko shook his head. “Sadly, yes. Let’s not worry about that now though.” He retrieved three long, copper nails from his saddlebag and passed one each to both Nova and Odin. “Put these in the ground and tie your horses down.”

 “Won’t they run off?” Nova stared at the nail as if they’d been asked to eat it.

 “No. They’re not stupid. They know they’re safer with us.”


I seriously doubt that, Odin thought, stooping to thrust his nail into the ground whilst taking extra care not to startle Gainea more than she already was. But oh well.

 He trusted his master enough to do as asked.

 After tethering the horses in place, the three removed their saddlebags and set them down. Nova pulled the remnants of last night’s kindling and tossed it in a pile, while Miko traced an invisible circle. The hairs on Odin’s arms immediately stood on end.

 “Do you feel the energy, Nova?” Miko asked, raising his head to look at the human.


 “Yeah. The hairs on my arms and collarbone are itching. Why?”


 “I’m magicking the area around the tinder so a fire won’t spread.”


 “I can’t see anything.”


 “You’re not supposed to,” Odin said, though in general he himself could make out the invisible rung in the grass—faint, but glowing, as if it were a far-off light twinkling in the distance.

 “Oh.” Nova shrugged. “All right then.”

 The man settled down beside Odin once he stooped to unroll his bedroll and wrapped an arm around his back. Odin smiled, but grimaced when Miko finished the circle, completing the arc of magic that immediately disengaged a burst of energy powerful enough to make him shiver.

 “Yeah,” Nova chuckled, fingers still flourishing in the aftermath. “I felt it too.”

 “It’s for our protection,” Miko said, looking up at the two of them. Had his face been visible, Odin imagined his lips would have been slightly pursued and his eyes solemn but calm. “I wouldn’t put the circle here otherwise.”

 “It doesn’t bother me,” Nova said. “And I seriously doubt it bothers Odin much.”


 “Not at all,” Odin shrugged.


 Miko nodded. “Odin, could you get the soup, please?”


 “Yes sir,” he said, rising. He fumbled through the Elf’s saddlebag, resting beneath his standing mount, until he found the tube of last night’s dinner. He passed it to his master with little more than a frown. “We have enough food for a little while longer, right?”

 “You don’t have to worry. If we run out, we’ll eat,” Miko said.


 “We can always kill a rabbit,” Nova suggested.


 “Yeah,” Odin frowned, “but how would we kill it though?”


 “I can use magic,” Miko said, his words immediately prompting a response out of both Odin and Nova. “I prefer not to do such a thing, because it’s unfair and puts the rabbit at a disadvantage, but if it comes down to that I won’t let us go hungry.”

 Miko poured the soup into a few bowls and set them at the foot of the fire to warm. In doing so, Odin began to think about what his master had said and just how sound his words were. What normal man would say hunting an animal at a disadvantage was unfair, especially one who used a bow and arrow or any projectile weapon?


No man, he thought. Well, no normal man. He’s an Elf—what do I expect?

 “You ok, kid?”


 “I’m fine, Nova.”


 The older man tightened the grip on Odin’s arm. “You sure?”


 “Tired, that’s all.”


 “We’ll rest tonight,” Miko said, passing the two of them their soup when it was deemed warm enough to consume. “Eat up. Since we’ve stopped early, we can all get a little extra sleep.”

 “I can take first watch,” Odin said. “You did last night, sir.”


 “I’ll do it, Odin. Don’t worry.”


 “I’m not, sir. It’s just that—”


 “Please, don’t argue with me. You’ve both been out in the heat all day. You deserve all the rest you can get, especially considering what we’re about to do tomorrow.”

 Odin sighed, spooning a bit of the soup into his mouth. “All right,” he said, content with that sentiment. “Thank you for your kindness.”

 Miko said nothing. He merely tipped a bit of soup into his mouth.

 


 They started down the hill first thing the following morning.

 The danger became evident immediately.

 Starting at the base of the descent and growing ever so slowly as it continued down and toward the ‘Ela Alna Pass, the ground began to get bumpy and steep. In short, breathless tones, and in a way that alerted Odin to the fear within his voice, Miko instructed them to take careful steps and to correct their horses when necessary. If they started to get spooked, he said to bend down and take their lower leg to guide it to the correct spot, as to not send them tumbling down the hill and toward an untimely death.


It’s going to be dangerous, the Elf had said, but we’ll be fine if they don’t get spooked.

 “Shh,” Odin said, calming the mare at his side. “It’s all right, Gainea. Be quiet.”

 She snorted, nudging his shoulder. The gesture was enough to make him smile despite the arduous terrain. How he’d missed her all those years in the tower.

 “She’s a good horse,” Nova remarked, grimacing when his stallion lashed out and nipped his shoulder. “No!” he cried.

 “Why is he biting you?” Odin frowned.

 “Because he’s nervous,” Miko said. “Nova, tell him it’s all right and stroke his face. He’s only nipping because he’s worried you’ll let him fall.”

 “I won’t let him fall,” Nova sighed. He reached up and ran his hand along the animal’s jaw, stopping to rub the stallion’s one ear. “It’s ok, boy. You’re not going anywhere so long as you’re with me.”

 The horse grunted in response.

 “Sir,” Odin said, grimacing when he misjudged his step. He gripped Gainea’s reigns a little too hard to keep himself from falling and received a grunt of displeasure in response. “How are we going to sleep?”

 “I’d prefer to get to a point on the descent where we can stop without having to worry about our mounts.”


 “Does that mean we’ll probably end up going until after it gets dark?” Nova asked.


 “Sadly, yes.”


 Nova kicked a rock off the path.


 Slowly, with eyes concentrated and focused, Odin watched it soar down the hill and bounce up the juts and bumps in the earth, its surface flailing as though gifted with arms and other unnecessary limbs. When it disappeared from sight, Odin started to reach for his friend, fearing his own body would repeat the same action, but stopped in midstride. “Sorry,” Odin said.

 “For what?” Nova asked, the side of his lip curling down to one side. “Hey, don’t worry about it. We’re gonna get there eventually anyway.”

 “We’ve been going for nearly thirty days.”

 Miko said nothing. Odin didn’t want, nor expect him to. He wouldn’t have minded if he’d reiterated that they would be getting there eventually, but he didn’t particularly care to hear it.


Well, he’s right.

 Still, being reminded didn’t help much.

 “Hey, Odin,” Nova said, reaching out to slap his shoulder with the flat of his palm. “I’d race you down the hill, but, well, we can’t really do that.”

 “I know,” he laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”

 “We’ll be entertained on the boat,” Miko said.

 “You’re still not going to tell us?” Nova asked.

 “Come on, sir,” Odin added. He couldn’t help but smile at how he sounded. “Please tell us.”

 “I’m not telling you,” Miko said.

 The laugh that followed shortly thereafter was enough to inspire warmth within Odin’s heart. It sounded much like something pure—a child, a bell, a dove cooing on a cold winter’s night or even a whisper of wind on a hot summer’s day. The world could have ended and yet there would be that one sound—echoing, endlessly, throughout time, a testament to things great, wonderful and magical. Such a sound was to grace oneself with the gift of hearing something free, and when Odin caught Nova smiling as well, he couldn’t help but realize that it had not only impacted him, but his friend.

 “What?” Miko asked, voice still tinged with the laugh.


 “I haven’t heard you laugh before,” Odin said.


 “Neither have I,” Nova added.


 “I like the sound of it.”


 Miko turned his head down. While his face was still hidden behind the hood of his cloak, Odin could still trace the slight presence of a smile upon the Elf’s lips. “Well, thank you,” the creature said. “I appreciate it.”

 “We’re your friends,” Nova said, reaching over to pat Miko’s back. “It’s not like you have anything to worry about around us.”


 “I don’t,” Miko said.


 Odin frowned.


 For some reason, it felt as though Miko had more to hide than he let on.


 


 Overhead, the moon glowed and cast a haze about the area that made the hills seem haunting and completely lacking respect. Coupled with fog, which hung low to the ground and clung to their ankles like incessant children, the world around them was almost completely invisible. Each step taken in blind faith, each look managed with a world of unsurety, they continued toward their destination as though mad, consumed by their desire and enraged by their passion, and despite the fact that it seemed at any moment they would fall, they persevered, their hearts lost to the world below.

 “Sir,” Odin said, after he nearly slipped on lose earth for the fifth time in the span of a few moments. “We need to stop.”


 “Yeah,” Nova said. “we do.”


 Nova’s horse slipped.


 Lunging forward, the man pressed his hands against the stallion’s torso and clasped his arms around its sides. It took all of the man’s willpower and physical strength to keep it up, and even then it faltered a few paces before evenly writing itself in place.

 “Let’s stop,” Miko said, this time without an ounce of regret.

 Though they stood on uneven ground and were very likely in a place dangerous to tread upon, Miko retrieved the nails and passed them out, pausing to look at Nova’s stallion before returning to his own mount. Odin thrust his nail into the ground, purposely angling it in the hopes that Gainea wouldn’t be spooked sometime during the night.

 “Sir,” Odin said, turning to face his master. “Is there anything you can do to keep Nova’s horse calmer?”


 “I second that question,” Nova said. He, too, secured his horse near Odin’s. “I don’t want him getting away.”


 “He won’t run,” Miko said. “I’ve told you this before.”


 “I know, but… well… I’d just like to be sure.”


 Miko spaced his horse away from Odin’s and Nova’s—mostly for its large size, but also because of the creature’s solitary personality—before walking to Nova’s mount. There, he raised a long, gloved hand, then ran it over the creature’s face and down its neck before his shoulder.

 Though he said nothing, Odin instinctively knew his master spoke with the animal. While the air was not filled with energy known for higher forms of magic, it tingled in a way that was reminiscent of earthly things, much like entering an area recently hit by lightning or stepping into a field freshly burned and devoid of life. The wheat beneath your feet, the bones within the earth, the flesh and blood and living things crushed beneath the weight of a body—a brief shiver ran across Odin’s arm and crested the curve of his collar before skirting off his body, leaving him with a sense that he’d just been touched by something he could not see.

 “I thought,” Nova began.

 “He is,” Odin said.

 Nova frowned. He retrieved the saddle from the stallion’s back and set it on the ground to his left. Here, Odin assumed, they would sleep—backs up, heads facing the direction in which they’d just come from. The positioning, while awkward, would take a while to get used to, but at least they wouldn’t have to worry about rolling downhill.


Could you stop if you ended up rolling down?

 He highly doubted so, but decided not to think about it for fear of making his growing sense of paranoia worse.


 “Your horse will be fine,” Miko said, pulling his hidden gaze away from the stallion.


 “What did you do?” Nova frowned.


 “I spoke with him, told him everything was all right and that the fog wouldn’t hurt him, that it was just colored moisture and that it would do nothing to harm his person or his companions.”

 “And he said… what, exactly?”


 “Most animals generally don’t speak to their owners. Ask Odin.”


 “Do they?” Nova frowned. “Have you tried speaking to Gainea?”


 “Gainea doesn’t talk,” Odin shrugged. “Well… not really. She hears me better when I use horse magic. I think she might be deaf.”


 “I highly doubt that,” Nova smirked. “She seems sharp as a whistle.”


 “I…” Odin paused, then shrugged. “If you think so.” In one swift motion, he pulled his saddlebag off his mare’s back and settled it down beside Nova’s. “Are we sleeping here, sir?”

 “Yes. It’d also be a good idea to arrange our bedrolls side by side, so we don’t have to worry about getting too far away from each other.”

 “Guess I’ll be in the middle then,” Odin mumbled.

 Nova laughed, slapping Odin’s arm when he bent to set sift through his own saddlebag. Odin then rose to take his master’s bag, looking up at Nova once he’d arranged them side-by-side.

 “I am the shortest,” Odin smiled, rising.

 “You don’t need to tell me that.”


 After the bedrolls were laid out and the sleeping positions made clear, the three shared a small meal of fruit and vegetables.


 Due to the cold, damp air and the location upon which they sat, they wouldn’t be able to make a fire.


 They’d freeze tonight.


 “Get in there,” Nova said, pushing Odin into his bedroll. “It’s colder than hell out here.”


 “I know,” Odin chuckled. “Do you want me to take the first watch, sir?”


 “If you’d like,” Miko said, pulling his cloak tighter about him. “It’s up to you.”


 “I will.”


 Odin frowned. The way Miko had spoken bothered him, particular for the fact that he’d tightened his cloak around his body and because his voice had been so low.


He just needs a little rest, he thought, nodding. That’s all.

 “Goodnight, sir,” Odin said. “Night, Nova.”

 “Night,” the two replied.

 Sliding into the bedroll until all but his shoulders lay beneath the covers, Odin watched the foggy area with little interest and allowed his mind to wander with but a leash to restrain it. Though tired, the buzz from the day’s hazardous travel would keep him awake for a fair while, at least until the moon began to shimmer in the east. Then, before he had time to fall asleep in the deeper parts of night, he could wake Nova and things would be just fine.


And tell him to let Miko sleep.

 He couldn’t be sure how long his master stayed awake at night, but it had to be a long time, particularly because of recent changes in his behavior that seemed off and not in the least bit like him. The Elf seemed tired—unaware, even, of his surroundings or the people he traveled with. Earlier, just before they’d ground to a halt for the day, Odin had asked whether or not his master was fine and received no answer, even after he’d asked more than once. 

 In the end, even though he’d pushed himself yet again to ask once more, Nova had said to leave him alone, and that had been that.

 When he thought about it in pure detail though, it wasn’t as though he could just leave his knight master alone, especially if there seemed to be a troublesome affair about. For one, he owed the Elf more than he could ever give in return—his freedom, his life, his newfound wings and the ability to fly from the place that had once caged him so. Along with this, his conscience would never rest easy if he simply ignored the Elf’s emotions. He’d never been one to shut someone out should they want to talk, nor had he been one to ignore those who obviously needed someone to talk to. Even though he hadn’t had that sort of experience before, he knew that, should the time come when someone needed his support, he could offer it, if only because of his compassion and the way he truly cared for those around him.

 On a whim, when his thoughts seemed too troublesome and heavy for their own good, Odin lifted his hand and ran it through the mist that covered the ground. 

 Instantaneously, the haze of moisture parted for his fingers, offering passage to a nonexistent destination before sealing the way once more.


It’s… not even cold, he mused.

 Then again, was mist ever cold?

 At his left, Nova muttered something. The man rolled over shortly after, leaving Odin to ponder just what had been uttered from his friend’s lips.


He must be asleep.

 “Nova?” he ventured.


 No response came.


 “Ok,” he muttered.


 Sitting until the bedroll came up to his waist, Odin held his hand in front of him, palm up, and decided then and there to summon a small orb of light, his sights intent on trying something he’d never done before. With the same method he’d used to shape the water, he twisted and contorted the image of light reflecting from the moisture and garnered from the moon’s light into something that partly resembled a dog. The form, though concrete, was not perfect. The struggle to keep it together was greater than he imagined it to be.


I’m going to have to ask Miko about it.

 He led the dog around the flat of his hand, making it sit, lay and roll over. After entertaining himself with but a few simple tricks, he brought the dog into the air before his face, imagining it swimming through a pool of water. The iamge started fading shortly thereafter. 


Gotta let this go.

 The image faded soon after the thought ended.

 Buzzed, Odin rubbed his eyes and scratched the sides of his head directly where his hairline ended at his temple. The tiny, faint hairs on his arms started itching almost immediately.


Great, he thought. I use magic and now I’m itchy.

 Chuckling, Odin finished scratching an itch before setting his hands on his knees.

 Out there, beyond the depth of fog that rested in the area, he imagined the peninsula that Elna existed on embracing the deep, blue ocean on all three sides.

 Tomorrow morning, they would be but a few steps closer to their destination.

 He couldn’t wait.

 


 It lay before them. Covered in a sheet of mud so thick it appeared as if it had rained for days, the path slanted down, bordered by twin crops of trees which lay beneath a formation of cliffs that appeared to have been carved by the Gods themselves—to look upon its structure and see just how this land had been created was to believe in things higher and therefore believe in the impossible. It seemed unlikely that such a thing could have been purposely formed by nature, given its scope and its terrifying ordeal, and it seemed highly unlikely that man would have ever made this sort of path. Who, Odin wondered, would have deliberately carved a road, much less through rock, to create a road that seemed so dangerous and without respite?

 “So,” Nova said, drawing his voice out as if he were about to ask a question so serious it could impact their entire journey. “This is it.”

 “Yes,” Miko said. He didn’t bother to nod. “It will take us at least seven days to travel this path.”


Great, Odin thought, but said nothing.

 After examining the path for another few moments, Odin summoned the urge to answer the question that had been bothering him in the moments following his initial encounter with the awe and fear-inspiring pathway before them. With slow, deep breaths, he mentally prepared himself for the answer likely to follow and asked, “Will the horses be able to travel this path? With all this mud, it doesn’t seem—”

 “They’ll be fine. If you’re careful, your foot won’t even sink into the path.”

 Odin stepped forward. Mud parted beneath the curved toe of his boot.


Great, he thought, glancing up at his master.

 “Come,” Miko said.

 They started down the path at a slow but leisurely pace, almost as if they were maneuvering through a bed of rocks next to a storm-shattered shoreline. Walking too fast, Nova found, would soon make them slip, and had he not had a good grip on his horse’s reins, he would’ve likely fallen face-first. The resulting gesture brought upon the horse was promptly returned with a nip on the shoulder.

 “Ouch!” Nova cried. “You damn horse! Dirty rotten filthy motherfucker! I oughta—”

 “Here,” Miko said, relieving the reins from Nova with but one swift mood.

 At first, Odin considered the Elf’s action stern—rude, even, for its abruptness—then realized a short moment later that Miko had taken the horse to free Nova the burden of his temperamental stallion.

 “Come by me,” Odin said, gesturing Nova over. “You can have Gainea’s reins.”

 “You sure?” Nova asked, reluctantly but willing accepting the chords of leather from Odin when he offered them. “How are you going to walk though?”

 Instead of answering, Odin walked around the opposite side of the horse and slid his fingers through her mane, prompting an almost-immediate snort of approval. “She won’t care,” Odin smiled. “If I fall, she won’t mind if I tug on her mane a little. I’ve done worse in the past.”

 “I wish my horse was like yours,” Nova grumbled.

 Odin chuckled. He though he heard Miko laugh as well, but couldn’t be sure, especially considering the slight haze of rain falling down around them.

 “I’ll keep your horse from now on,” the Elf said, looking over his shoulder at the two of them. “I’d offer to let you lead my horse, Nova, but he’s much larger than yours is.”

 Given the horse’s height, it would have seemed impossible for Nova to even begin to lead it, let alone navigate its awesome structure through the thicker and less-dangerous parts of the path. The head of Nova’s horse came only to Miko’s shoulder. Miko’s mount, on the other hand, towered over him by at least two, if not three feet.


I wonder where he found such a horse, he thought.

 He’d never seen a creature like it before—black, with a dark-red mane and a smoke-grey muzzle rimmed with two white rings around its snout. Had it been bred from several horses, he wondered, or could it possibly be a wild breed? It couldn’t have been anywhere near Ornala, as the last of the wild horses in the Three Kingdoms had been domesticated long before their formation. Could that mean the Elf had come from even further south than he had imagined?

 Not wanting to dwell on the specifics for fear that he would get himself into more trouble than necessary, he stroked Gainea’s neck and smiled when she expelled a low breath.

 “She likes that,” Nova said. 


 “It’s the attention,” Odin agreed.


 Nova ran his hand over the horse’s neck. Again, she expelled a low breath, but nudged the older man’s shoulder with her snout.


 “At least she didn’t bite me,” the man mumbled.


 Odin laughed.


 A clap of thunder rolled overhead.


 


 It rained that night in sheets that seemed to press down upon them as if it were a great hand being pushed from the sky. They camped beneath the trees near the northern rock face in order to shield themselves from the torrential downpour, and while it did little to protect them on each and every side, it was at least better than camping out in the open, exposed to the elements and burdened with the lack of vegetation overhead.

 “I’m sorry it’s so cold,” Miko said after what seemed like an eternity of silence.

 Odin and Nova, shivering under the hoods of their cloaks, nodded. Odin’s teeth chattered. Nova, somehow, managed to keep his jaw from rattling.

 They shared a few pieces of jerky included in their travel back in silence after the short interval of conversation. Odin chewed his small piece with little enthusiasm, barely hungry at all. Nova, meanwhile, tore the top of his off with a mighty tug of his head. Miko merely nibbled his, as though faking hunger in order to satisfy his companions.


The bedrolls are gonna be soaked, Odin thought.

 Oh well. At the very least, their single layer of waterproof lining would keep them from being completely miserable tonight.

 “We’re going to have to be especially careful after we all go to sleep tonight,” Miko said, drawing their attention with but the sound of his near-monotonous voice.

 “Why?” Odin frowned.


 “Bandits might be watching.”


 Shivering, Odin drew his cloak tightly around him, though it did little to actually result in any warmth.


 “Will they really bother us?” Nova asked. “I mean, you don’t look like someone a few bandits will mess with.”


 “If they want something bad enough, they’ll follow.”


 “What would they want?”


 Miko reached into his saddlebag and pulled from its depths the curved, silver-coated sheath Odin had witnessed a few weeks beforehand. It wasn’t until that moment, however, that he ever considered seeing the weapon, and as Miko placed a hand to his hilt and pulled the blade from its silver womb, he watched in awe as the same sterling silver came into view and seemed to shine despite the light slowly depleting from the sky.

 “Woah,” Nova said.

 Odin remained silent.

 “It’s priceless,” the Elf explained, holding the blade atop the flat of his palms. “The Elves gave it to me as a gift when I met their queen.”

 “When was this?” Odin asked.

 “Some many, many years ago.”

 The sight of the weapon itself was enough to fill any with awe. Odin in particular, however, found it something extraordinary. He knew Miko was an extraordinary creature, but was he really honorable enough to receive such a weapon from the Elves, much less their queen? And in that regard, what exactly merited the offering of such a gift, especially considering his half-blooded nature?


Maybe he did something amazing, Odin thought, but decided to shake the thought off the moment Miko slid the sword back into its sheath.

 Either way, such a treasure was bound to merit attention, especially from those who were apt to try and steal it.

 “Keep your sword in your bedroll, Odin,” Miko said, sliding his own blade beneath his covers. “And Nova—slide your weapon in as far as you can, but keep the hide over the blade. They’ll attack us if they catch sight of the rubies.”

 “Are you worried?” Nova asked.


 Miko nodded. “Some, yes, but not entirely. What bothers me is that I won’t be able to hear an intruder should they come close.”


 “The rain,” Odin said, turning his head up to look at the ominous downpour.


 The Elf nodded. “You two have nothing to worry about. We’ll take watch as we normally do, but I’ll go first.”


 “Yes sir.”


 Odin set the sword into the bedroll and slid down with it, still chewing on his jerky despite the dark tone the conversation had taken. Nova himself sat up for a moment, but shoved the remainder of the dried meat into his mouth before he settled down.

 “Goodnight,” Miko said.

 Odin muttered a short reply, then closed his eyes.

 


 The rain continued on through the night and into the early morning.


 When they set off just a fair ways after dawn, a slight drizzle followed, slickening the mud even worse.


 “Keep steady,” Miko said, leading both his own and Nova’s horse along. “If you slip, you might get hurt.”


 Odin tightened his grip on Gainea’s mane.



If I slip, he thought, sorry.

 The horse whinnied a response.


 “She ok?” Nova frowned.


 “I told her that if I slipped I was sorry.”


 “I didn’t hear you talking.”


 “I was using my magic.”


 Nova shrugged and reached up to scratch an unruly beard, which hadn’t been maintained or kept since they’d set off some thirty or so days beforehand. He toyed with the length at his chin until his attention caught him otherwise and smoothed it out with three fingers before settling his hand at his side.

 The gesture, though innocent, was enough to bring shame to Odin’s body. He’d had yet to grow any form of facial or body hair despite his age.


Miko said it’s because of the Elf blood.

 Whether or not it would come later he didn’t know—Miko hadn’t said or mentioned anything. He’d have to ask again, maybe when they stopped at night. While he didn’t like asking such personal questions, the Elf would understand.


He said he understood before.

 If he’d been born human and not some kind of naturally-twisted half-thing, he wouldn’t have to worry about this. Jordan or Daughtry would’ve taught him to shave, would’ve explained puberty in better, more-concise detail and would have been there to explain the feelings that went along with it, and though the most-obvious part of his body had reacted to aging, nothing else had come along with it.

 “You ok?” Nova asked.


 “I’m fine.” Odin blinked. Had he really been off in his thoughts that long?”


 “Just checking.”


 “How long was I thinking?”


 “A little while,” Nova laughed, reaching across Gainea’s back to pat his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I do it all the time.”


 Odin shrugged, then smiled. Nova laughed again.


 “At least we’re not bored—huh, kid?”


 “Guess not,” he chuckled.


 Nova’s grin brought a moment of respite to his troublesome thoughts.


 


 The moment they stepped off the worn and beaten path, they remounted their horses and continued across the near-barren peninsula. Devoid of tees and seemingly without any form of dense shrubbery, it seemed completely impossible to think that this area was, in fact, a real terrain. Here, the thick, heavy odor of saltwater plagued the air like insects. Occasionally, Odin would sneeze. A few times, Gainea bucked from the sudden burst and nearly threw him off, but he managed to control his outbursts afterward by covering his mouth.

 “Are you all right?” Miko asked after Odin had sneezed for the sixth time in a row.


 “I will be,” he said, raising a hand to squeeze the end of his nose. “I’m not used to the smell.”


 “You’ll get there,” Nova said.


 “How come it doesn’t bother you?” Odin frowned.


 “The air smells this way in Bohren sometimes when the wind comes in. You get used to it after a while.”


 Odin straightened himself out and continued to examine the plains. Though not particularly different than those of Ornala, the yellowish tinge made them appear golden in the midafternoon light. Still—no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to get over the fact that there seemed to be little, if any trees around.

 “Are there any trees around here?” Odin asked.


 “A few,” Miko said, “But not many. Not too many trees grow here.”


 “Why not?”


 The Elf shrugged.



See, he thought. Even he doesn’t know everything.

 He looked back up. Thoughts of leaving Elna on a boat returned as soon as he took another deep breath, beckoning thoughts of adventure and summoning trembles of unease. Where, exactly, would they be going? Across the border, near the now-near-forbidden deserts of Germa, or would they go further north, near the kingdom of Kegdulan and the mountain chain where the Dwarfs supposedly continued to dwell?

 The specific destination, in the end, didn’t necessarily matter, but to know would at least relieve his wandering thoughts. Plagued with worries for the past little while, he’d tried to stop concentrating on the specifics to try and enjoy the fact that he was so far from home in a place he had never been before. For some reason, however, he couldn’t help but think about it. His father had often said that he’d worried about such interpersonal things—of family, friends and the people who mattered most—but until just then, he hadn’t really taken that into consideration.

 Why worry, he thought, when there was nothing to worry over?

 Smiling, Odin looked up at Nova. The man had since left his hood down to reveal the shock of red hair that framed his head and now his face. He reached up to scratch the thin mustache that curved down his upper lip before tilting his head back to yawn. “Tired even before the afternoon,” Nova laughed. “That’s just great.”

 “It’s easy travelling from here on out,” Miko said. “I’m sure your horse wouldn’t mind if you used him as a pillow.”


 “I doubt that,” Nova muttered.


 Odin chuckled. The man shot him a dirty look, but he only winked.



Better not, he thought, returning a wink of his own. That horse’ll turn its head and throw you off.

 Nova watched him for a moment, eyes narrowed in a dirty sneer, before turning his attention back to the path.


 Soon enough, Odin found himself yawning.


 It wouldn’t be more than a few days until they finally arrived in Elna.


 When they got there, he planned to sleep a long while.


 


 The town assaulted him. The sight, the buildings, the people, the air, the life, the thick smell of saltwater and the overwhelming sensation that they’d crossed the world and beyond—everything about the area was unique in a way that, to Odin, made him revel in it even more. Wood dampened from mist shielded the occupants from the weather and made up the overall structure of the town, while those who walked the streets shirtless or close enough bore skin darkened either by location or even from the hot and excruciating sun, which lingered ever so close as if they were at the ends of the earth. The humidity, thick enough to bring about a sweat, forced drops from beneath Odin’s skin without it being overly hot. His cheeks also burned as though wind-burnt and his arms felt like filleted flesh, but regardless, he managed to smile despite his condition.

 “We’ll stop to rest before we leave,” Odin said, “right?”

 “We will,” Miko said. “We’ll take shelter in a bar until the boat arrives.”


Guess that means he’s not going to tell us, Odin thought with a troubled sigh.

 That didn’t matter though—at least they’d arrived in Elna in one piece.

 When they came upon a fishing bar near the end of the dock, they dismounted, led their horses to the stables and pulled their saddlebags off before stepping into the building. Tanned, shirtless men bearing scars on their hands from nets and knives sat at the bar, drinking shots of liquor and eating bowlfuls of fried fish. Most, if not all of the occupants turned to face them immediately upon entering.


Uh oh, Odin thought.

 “What can I help you with?” the bartender asked, eyeing Miko’s massive, hulking black figure with uneasy eyes.

 “A room,” Miko said.

 The bartender grimaced at the deepness of the Elf’s voice. “Well,” he said, only turning his eyes up when he felt it necessary. “I have one available, but it’s not for free.”

 “Of course.”

 Miko stepped forward, reached into the side pocket on his cloak, and pulled a few pieces of copper from the pouch before setting them on the table, taking extra care to keep them under his palm until they were within the bartender’s reach.

 “Is this enough?”

 “Yes sir,” the man said, palming the pieces until they slid into his pocket. “The last room on the left. There’s only two beds, and I’m sorry to say you won’t likely fit.”

 “That’s fine.”

 “First meal’s free with the purchase of the room. That includes liquor as well. Come back down whenever you’re ready. I won’t forget you.”

 The man smiled at the last little bit. Odin imagined it was more out of unease than actual goodwill.

 “Yes,” Miko nodded. “Thank you.”

 Odin and Nova followed the Elf up the stairs and cast glances at the men staring at them from the bar before they disappeared behind the wooden wall. 

 Once down the hall and inside their room, they settled their saddlebags near the wall. Nova stripped off his shirt and cast it near the bed of his choice—near the wall, just under the window. Odin immediately went to his master’s side and helped him out of his cloak.

 “Are you all right?” Odin asked when the Elf’s face came into view. It’d been the first time since the beginning of the journey that he’d seen any part of the creature.

 “Yes. I’m fine.”


 “The cloak didn’t bother your skin?”


 “No.”



Well, of course, Odin thought, taking the gloves and setting them in the chest at the end of his bed. The sun would’ve bothered him more than the cloak.

 He, and especially Nova, suffered the aftereffects of being in the sun for so long. The skin on both of their arms had chafed, while their cheeks, almost constantly exposed to the elements, looked raw and hollow, as though carved from clay and textured with the very sand they’d had to contend with for the past few days.

 “Thank God we’re finally finished travelling for now,”
Nova said, throwing himself on a bed, clawing and sniffing the clean sheets as if he’d never before seen them.

 “We’ll be leaving in a few days,” Miko said, taking a seat on the floor.

 “Yeah, but at least there’s beds on a big boat.”

 Odin shrugged and sat down beside the Elf. Miko reached back and undid the intricate series of loops he’d kept his hair in for the past while, along with the braid that lay strung behind his head. When all the purple fell down his back and onto the floor, Odin couldn’t help but stare. He still hadn’t become accustomed to the amount.

 “We’ll go and eat later,” Miko said. “Let me rest for a bit.”

 “I can wait.” Nova rolled onto his side, propped himself up on one elbow, then pressed his hand against his cheek. “You need a little rest anyway. Out of all of us, you’re the one who’s had the most trouble, going around in that cloak the whole time.”

 “The cloak doesn’t bother me.”


 “I know, but still….” Nova gave a one-armed shrug. Odin brought his knees to his chest.


 “I can wait too,” Odin said, then added, “for the food, I mean.”


 Miko nodded. Nova set both hands on his chest before saying, “I’m gonna get some sleep for now. Wake me up when we go for food.”


 “We will,” Odin said.


 Nova readjusted his position and closed his eyes.


 Standing, Odin stretched his arms out over his head and walked to the window—where, outside, the harbor flourished with activity. Small fishing boats and canoes went in and out of the individual docks bringing with them nets full of fish, while fisherman with broad shoulders and strong backs carried them to their specific locations. Some went to the nearby vending stalls, fresh for sale to those common. Others came across the street, where they disappeared directly into the bar.

 “Sir,” Odin said, looking over his shoulder when Nova began to snore lightly under his breath. “Can I ask you something?

 “You may.”

 Odin returned to the bed. He sat down atop it and set his hands on his knees. “A little while ago, I tried making another image, like I did with the water.” He paused, unsure how to continue. “Did Daughtry tell you about that?”

 “He mentioned something.”

 “Well, a few nights ago, I tried doing the same thing, but with light this time. I made a dog instead of a horse because I wanted to try something new, right? Well… I was only able to keep it going for a little while, and I was just wondering—”

 “Why you couldn’t sustain it longer.” Miko nodded. “You tried this when it was dark, correct?”

 “When we were coming down the hills, actually. It was the night the fog was on the ground.”

 “You were drawing light from places where it wasn’t. The moonlight helped you a little, of course, as the fog itself likely did in reflecting its light, but without a stable source of power it’s difficult to maintain an image for a long period of time. This dog you made out of light—how large was it?”

 “Small enough to be on my hand?”


 “And you held it for how long?”


 “A little while, but not a terribly long time.”


 “If you held it for more than a few moments, it proves your magical strength. Did you get tired when the image started fading?”


 “My head hurt, but it stopped after I got rid of the image.”


 “Did anything else happen? Did you get physically weak or unstable?”


 “No. I got a little buzzed after I did it. I started itching too.”


 “You’ll find that happens sometimes, but it usually only occurs when you pull energy from strange places.” Miko set a hand at the base of Odin’s neck. “I’d advice you to be careful when performing such feats. I’m not saying you shouldn’t experiment—because you should, especially since you’re so young—but you have to consider where you’re drawing the energy from.”

 “I’m sorry, sir. If I would’ve known, I wouldn’t have done it.”

 “I know. I don’t worry about you too much, Odin, because you seem to know your limits. Sometimes, though, it’s not your limits you must consider, but the limits of the things around you.”

 “Sir?”

 “I’ll give you an example.” Miko raised a hand, but did not cast any magic. “Imagine you are trying to draw water out of a forest, but there’s no stream of pond in the immediate area, nor has it rained for a long time. Where would the water come from?”

 “It wouldn’t.”


 “Wrong.”


 Though a bit fazed by the answer, Odin nodded.


 “Can you tell me where it might come from, Odin?”


 “I could try.”


 “Do.”


 “Objects that hold water?” he asked, uncertain, but hoping the answer wasn’t completely wrong.”


 “Correct,” Miko smiled, squeezing Odin’s shoulder. “You see, I you were to draw water out of an area where there wasn’t any available source, the magic would draw it out of whatever it could if you didn’t give it a particular target. Say you wanted to draw the element from a tree—the water might come out of the leaves, or it might come out of the bark. However, say you don’t specify where you want the water to come from.”

 “It’d come from anywhere it could,” Odin muttered.

 “Right. Because of that, you might end up hurting something you don’t intend to. Did you know our bodies are made mostly of water?”

 “They are?”

 “Yes. For example: If I wanted to draw water out of nowhere, it would come likely from yourself or Nova. The water wouldn’t come with a simple want, but if you willed it to come with a certain force, you could easily kill a man.”

 “I didn’t know, sir.”

 “Elementary mages do not explain such things because they never take into consideration the survival techniques needed to survive in the field. Most young men with such powers are trained only to attack and nothing but. I’ve seen squires and pages destroy each other with the simple desire to pull water out of a pond. It isn’t a pretty sight, Odin, especially when you know that these young mages are simply being used and trained for their magical ability. What I’m teaching you is something that you will rarely hear out of a magic teacher’s mouth unless a specific question is asked.”

 “It makes you wonder why they even train mages if they don’t teach them properly,” Odin mumbled.

 “Yes. It does.” Miko stood. He walked to the window, where Odin had been standing just moments before, and crossed his arms over his chest. “It doesn’t matter though. Most men die during wars anyway.”

 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.

 “Although,” the Elf added, turning his head over his shoulder, “that doesn’t mean there’s going to be a war or that you’ll die should there be one.”

 “Can I ask you a question, sir?”


 “You may.”


 “What is your opinion on the country’s state?”


 “You mean in regards to Germa and Ornala’s relationship?” Miko asked, waiting for a nod before he continued. “I think it’s petty. Your king, though ample in his right, is unwilling to divide sections of land in order to sate those of his companions. Germa, meanwhile, is pressuring Ournul to do such things even though they have enough territory left to satisfy their people for hundreds, if not thousands of years. The desert it great, Odin, and it is harsh, but those of Germa know how to maintain themselves within such structures.”

 “I’ve always though they were limited on resources.”

 “Oh, anything but. Sure—it may not rain so often there, but that doesn’t mean they are limited on food or water. Mages can enchant hidden rivers from the ground and turn them into wells. Men and women can farm plants that need not the kind of moisture the ordinary variety need. The king himself is blind and arrogant with greed. You would never see this kind of behavior in a true Elven society.”

 “You’re not—”

 “Referring to Drow? No. They are constantly warring between one another, for one small space of island. No. The true, white-blooded Elves have made it a point to unite in order to keep themselves from separating into such radical parties.”

 “What about the Dwarves?” Odin asked. “Do they fight with one another like humans do?”

 “The Dwarves are humble and keep to themselves. Their philosophy rings true even through such enlightened ears.”

 Odin gave a slight nod. He pushed himself off the bed to stand beside his master. “So,” he said, drawing closer to the Elf. “You’re not going to tell us where we’re going, are you?”

 “Not yet.”

 When Miko turned his head, Odin caught a slight smirk on the Elf’s face.

 The only thing he could think was, Damn.

 


 When the sun fell to the horizon the ocean turned orange. Beautiful, breathtaking, reflecting the light in hues of red and maroon that made it appear as though a separate entity itself—Odin grimaced, but didn’t bring his hand up to cover his eyes from his place at the window. He hadn’t realized how bright the sun’s reflection off the sea could be.

 “Are you ready?” Miko asked.

 Odin turned just in time to see Miko slide the hood over his face. Nova, just barely rising, pulled his shirt over his head and smoothed out his beard. “I am,” he said.

 “Me too,” Odin added.


 The three of them followed Miko out the door and into the hallway.


 As had happened before, the patrons turned to look at each of them as they descended the stairs.


 “Ah, gentlemen,” the bartender said. “Pleasure seeing you.”


 A few men snickered. Odin ignored them. Nova, on the other hand, muttered something so faint that Odin caught himself saying a quick prayer of respite. There was no need to get into a fight—not now, of all places.”

 “Here here,” the bartender said, gesturing to three open spots on the bar. “Dinner comes with fried fish and liquor.”

 “What kind?” Nova asked, eyes brightened as he settled into his seat.

 “Hard liquor,” the man grinned. “A good mix of seaside ale for the three of you, complete with a bit of rainmelon mixed in.”

 “What’s a rainmelon?” Odin whispered when the bartender turned to prepare the food.


 “It’s a fruit that grows from a vine,” Miko explained, voice lower than normal. “It’s sweet.”


 “Oh.”


 Odin turned to look at Nova. Eyes intent on an amber-pink liquid that stood in a series of large glass tubes no more than a few feet away from the counter, a bit of drool trailed out the side of his lip and into his beard. Odin almost reached up to wipe it aside before the bartender returned.

 “Here you are, son,” the man said, setting a glassful of alcohol in front of Nova. “Enjoy.”


 Nova took a swallow of the stuff. He digested the taste before taking yet another sip.


 “And here you are, sir.” The man set a glass before Odin. “And you, son.”


 Odin’s lip curled up when he saw the drink.


 Out of the corner of his eye, he caught his master drinking, so he figured he should as well. Upon taking the first sip, he grimaced, face scrunching in disgust. After a moment, however, the bitterness wore off to be replaced by a sweet feeling that he compared to the buzz of magic.

 “Don’t drink too much too fast,” Miko explained. “You don’t want to get drunk.”

 Meanwhile, Nova had just ordered a second.


You don’t have to worry about me getting drunk, Odin thought, and couldn’t help but chuckle.

 A few moments later, a bartender set a bowl of fish before each of them.

 Just as Odin thought it was all over, the man slid an eye-searing-yellow lemon, bearing a mortal would down the center, onto his bowl. “For flavor,” he said.

 Odin shrugged. He lifted a piece of fish, took a bite and decided he wouldn’t need the lemon after all.

 While he ate, he couldn’t help but take in the way place looked. Though worn by ocean air, sweat, beer, spit and quite possibly even blood, the building had an ornate, rustic look to it that enhanced its charm and even did well enough to bolster its appearance. A few dents lined the far walls—where beer bottles had, most likely, been broken—while on the mantle above them a series of framed fish lay, preserved for all to see 

 “You like the place, son?” the bartender asked.


 “Yes sir,” Odin said. “I’m sorry, you never introduced yourself.”


 “Oh, sorry. Most folks around here know me. My name’s Acklan. Yours?”


 “It’s Odin.” Out of respect, he reached over the counter and offered his hand. Acklan seemed taken aback, but shook it nonetheless.

 “What’re you three doing out here?” Acklan asked. “It’s not often I see strangers around here.”


 “I’m a squire, sir. This man here, to my left, is my master.”


 “Ah. And your friend?”


 “I’m Nova,” the older man said, lifting his hand from his fish and drink. He, too, shook Acklan’s hand before returning to his food.

 “Your master’s not much of a talker, is he?” Acklan smiled, returning his attention to Odin.


 “I… don’t know.” Odin couldn’t help but shrug.


 “It’s nice to meet you,” Miko said, turning his head up to meet the man.


 “How come you’re still in that cloak.”


 “I have sensitive skin,” the Elf answered.



Better than anything I could’ve come up with, Odin thought, sliding a piece of fish into his mouth.

 “Really?” the bartender asked, leaning forward as if to examine the Elf from beneath his shrouded hood. “You know… just between the two of us… I don’t mind if you’re black, so long as you’re not trouble.”

 “He’s not black,” Odin frowned. “Why would you think that?”

 “A lot of those over-the-border types cause trouble when they come through here. It’s no secret that we’re almost at war with those old boys, but that gives us no reason to not serve them, especially if they’re pure-blooded Ornalans. Why, we had a few in here a month or so back that decided to beat a guy up just because he asked what the desert was like.”

 The scene, so vivid in Odin’s mind as if it had just been replayed before him, made him grimace. He imagined the patron—white, possibly, or as white as one could be in such an area—being accosted by a group of men who had nothing but trouble in mind. There would have been blood, he knew, and spit, and possibly a few missing teeth by the time was done with it, though he knew more than well that such a thing likely did not happen very often. The few black men he’d met at the castle hadn’t seemed bad, but maybe that was because they were royalty—refined, some could say, in tastes of etiquette and manners. He couldn’t be sure of plain fishermen, sea-travelling men or even nomads who were said to cross the borders every so often.

 “So,” Acklan said, once again tilting his head back to examine Miko, “if you’re worried about someone saying something about you being black, don’t worry—they won’t. I’ll make sure of it.”

 “I’m not worried,” Miko said, “because I’m not a Kadarian.”


 Shrugging, Acklan turned to serve another patron.


 “We don’t need anything stirred up,” the Elf said, setting a hand on Odin’s back.


 “I don’t want you to get into a fight.”


 “I doubt anyone would try and fight with me, Odin. And should they decide to try, I will subdue them without violence.”


 “I thought it was immoral to use magic on someone—”


 “Unless you are defending yourself.”


 Though he couldn’t see his master’s face, he imagined a smile perking his lips.


 Odin returned to his food with little more than a shrug. Occasionally, he’d look up and glance at Acklan, particularly when he filled Nova’s glass, but looked at little else than his food, his friends and his server. Such a wandering gaze would likely only cause trouble in the long run, especially if they considered Miko to be a Kadarian and a likely threat.

 With his mind in place and his emotions secured, Odin paced himself with his meal. When he finished, je pushed his now-empty bowl of fish up the counter, sipped the last bit of his liquor, then pushed that up as well.

 “Are you feeling well?” Miko asked.


 “I’m fine. Why?”


 “I didn’t expect you to finish your drink.”


 The Elf lifted his glass, slid it under his hood, and swallowed the last little bit before setting it to the bar. Nova, though already finished with his meal, ordered yet another glass. Miko stood and walked to the man’s side. “That’s enough for now, Nova.”

 “I’m still thirsty.”


 “You’ve had enough.”


 “Leave me alone.”


 Miko gestured for him to rise, but Nova didn’t budge. Odin slid off his seat just as Acklan returned.


 “You need something,” the bartender asked, the bitter tone in his voice reminiscent of something much more uneasy than a simple man with a prospective goal in mind.

 “My friend’s had too much to drink,” Miko explained, “and I don’t have the money to pay for more.”

 “That’s fine. All I need it three more copper pieces.”

 Nova started to complain, but Odin took his arm and managed to pull him away from the bar. The Elf set the coin on the counter and began to lead the pair of them to the stairs.

 “I don’t need to quit,” Nova said, trying to break out of Odin’s grip. “I’m not drunk.”


 “Yes you are,” Odin muttered.


 “Fuck off, kid.”


 “That’s enough, Nova.”


 “Leave me alone.” The much bigger man lunged back, trying to tear Odin’s hand from his shirt. Despite the force, however, Odin managed to hold on. “Let go, Odin.”

 “No, Nova,” Miko said. “I don’t mind when you say you want to go back for more alcohol, but I don’t admire you using such language with my squire.”

 Before Nova could even begin to say anything more, Miko gripped the back of his shirt and literally began dragging him to the top of the stairs and to the end of the hall. Once in the room, Miko cast him across the space with one simple flick of his wrist.

 Nova, in his drunken, disoriented state, immediately fell onto the bed. “Come on,” the man said, deciding to switch tactics as he stood and began to make his way back toward the doorway. “I’m sorry for what I said to Odin. Just one more drink, just one.”

 “Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” Miko said. “Tell Odin.”


 “Really, sir, that’s not necessary,” Odin said. “I know he didn’t—”


 “I’m sorry, Odin,” Nova wailed, falling to his knees in front of him and pawing at the knees of his trousers. “I’m an ass.”


 “You’re not—”


 “Yeah I am.”


 Although he did his best to try and stand, Nova did no more than fall back to his knees each and every time he attempted to. Such a sight was pitiful—akin to a toddler attempting to take its first steps but unable to because his equilibrium was off. That alone was enough to make Odin reach down, hoist his friend up under his arms, then push him back onto the bed.

 “Just go to sleep,” Odin said, removing his friend’s shoes with but a few simple tugs before throwing a blanket over his body. “I know you didn’t mean it.”

 He expected a reply, but none came. It took but a single tug of the blanket off Nova’s face to find that his friend had fallen asleep.

 “He doesn’t need any more alcohol,” Miko grumbled, disrobing. “It’s a poison to the mind and body when abused as he has. Would you close and lock the door, please?”

 Odin grabbed the nearby key, slid it into the lock, and turned it. A click later, he set it back in place beside the door.

 “I knew a man could get drunk,” Odin said, “but I didn’t know it made him mean.”

 “Some men are different,” Miko shrugged. He looked around the room, then slid his cape off. He unfurled it until it was at its full length, then laid it across the floor.

 “Here.” Odin grabbed the second pillow off his bed. “I don’t need two.”

 “Thank you, Odin.”

 After double-checking to make sure that the premises was secure, Odin crossed the short distance between him and the bed and bent to take his boots off. He glanced up at Miko to see him untying his lower robe and turned away on pure instinct.

 “You’re not bothered, are you?” the Elf asked, standing there almost-nude with his robe hanging from one hand.


 “No,” Odin said, turning his head up to face his knight master. “I just don’t think it’s polite to stare.”


 “You’re not staring if you’re just glancing.”


 Truth be told, he was staring, and couldn’t help it as a result. Just the amount of muscle on the Elf’s torso would have made any man envious, for his physique was carved in calculated training and exercises he performed each and every morning just after he rised. The bulging muscles under the man’s legs, the cords along his lines, the defined but smooth lines of his abdominals that, beneath the sheer breath of skin and no fat, appeared like monuments to the greatest envy of man—there was nothing that couldn’t be admired about his entire appearance. In the end, however, it all came down to one thing—that Odin, as envious and mystified as he was, couldn’t be prouder to serve beneath such an inspiring creature.

 When he drew his eyes up Miko’s body, along the jutted peaks of his ribs and to the proud stature of his neck, the Elf smiled, lifting both arms to bring some of his hair up and over his chest. “It’s not as troublesome as it seems,” he said, stooping to finish arranging his bed. “It keeps me warm.”

 “I can only imagine,” Odin said.

 Not wanting to draw any further attention to himself, Odin slid under the covers and rolled onto his stomach. “Goodnight,” he said.

 “We may leave in the morning if the boat arrives.”


 “Do you think it will?” 


 “No.”


 Miko settled down on his makeshift bed of his cape, covered himself with his lower robe, an closed his eyes.


 Odin watched the Elf until he fell asleep.


 


 Odin woke to Nova moaning about how badly his head hurt. His first instinct was to roll over and tell the man to shut up—to take the pillow atop which his head lay and throw it at him—but all thoughts of violent or even distasteful behavior immediately left him when he heard the patter of footsteps on the wooden planks.

 “I told you not to drink too much last night,” Miko said, drawing his hair over one shoulder to begin to arrange it in a braid. 

 “Isn’t there anything you can do or give me to make my head feel better?”

 “No. Even if there was, I wouldn’t give it to you. This is a lesson well-learned. Maybe next time you won’t squander away our money on meaningless alcohol.”

 Odin grimaced. Upon opening his eyes to mere slits, he found Miko standing near the window and looking out at something he couldn’t see. Nova, on the other hand, continued to lay in bed, hand pressed against his forehead and inane dialogue spewing beneath his breath.


I’m glad I only drank my one glass.

 While his head didn’t seem to hurt as much as Nova’s appeared to, a slight ache existed behind his eyes that immediately dissuaded him from looking at any form of harsh light.

 “Are you awake?” Miko asked, turning his attention to Odin.


 “Of course I’m awake!” Nova barked. “I’m—”


 “I’m talking to Odin.”


 Nova growled in response.


 “Yes sir,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position. “I’m awake.”


 “Are you hung over as well?”


 “I don’t think so. I’ve got an ache, but it doesn’t bother me unless I look at the windows.”


 “I wasn’t sure how well you would hold up to the liquor, especially since it was so strong.”


 “I only drank one glass.”


 “You’re very wise for your age.”


 Odin managed to keep from chuckling when Miko smirked and cast a look over his shoulder at Nova. “Have you learned your lesson?” the Elf asked.

 “Yes,” the man moaned, rolling over onto his stomach to face the wall opposite them. “Can you please just leave me alone now?”


 “We’ll leave you be, but let this be a reminder of what can happen when you overindulge.”


 This time, Odin couldn’t help but chuckle. 


 “Yeah,” Nova mumbled. “Laugh as you want. Just wait until you get as bad a hangover as I have.”



I won’t get one as bad as you have, Odin smiled. I don’t have a taste for the stuff.

 “Will we be leaving today?” Odin asked.

 “Oh please no,” Nova begged. “By the Gods and all that is good, please don’t let us—”

 “Nova will be pleased to hear that the boat hasn’t arrived yet,” Miko smiled, his voice a dagger in the air. “You’ll know which boat it is when it comes into the dock.”

 “Is it a big boat?” Odin asked.


 “Large enough to hold a small army.”


 “Why such a large vessel, sir? Where exactly are we—”


 “We’re going a ways,” the Elf interjected. “To answer your most obvious question, however: we’ll be much safer on a ship than we would be on a smaller craft. The boat has been built to withstand the tests of the ocean’s dangerous winds, rains and waves. We’re as safe as we can be on that ship.”

 “What if something tries to destroy the boat?”


 “You mean like a monster?” Miko smiled. “Many ‘monsters’ you hear about are no more than mortal man’s fantasy.”


 “So… there isn’t anything out there big enough to destroy the boat?”


 “Oh, there is. Said creatures don’t bother boats too often though, so there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


 With little more than a shrug, Odin climbed out of bed and reached for his boots. He slid his feet into them and began the process of tying his laces when he stopped for seemingly no reason at all.

 “Are you sure you’re well?” Miko asked once more.

 “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”

 Miko gestured him over with a simple wave of his fingers, then set a hand over his forehead, sliding a thumb under his ear and applying the flat of his palm along the side of his ace. “You’re a little warm, but that’s probably because you just woke up.”

 “I feel fine.”


 “Our friend won’t be up for a little while longer.”


 Nova had since dozed off. He snored in a tangled mess of sheets, blankets and pillows.


 “Probably better on his part,” Odin laughed. “I think it would be a good idea if wone of us brought the food up here this time. I don’t think Acklan would mind.”

 “If you want to do that, that’s fine, but I’d prefer you go over me.”

 Miko had not a reason to explain. Last night’s events had proven more than well that men, even so casual as they seemed or presented themselves to be, did in fact hold a black heart to those they could not see or understand, especially when it came to foreigners.

 “I’ll go,” Odin said. “I’ll wait until Nova gets up though. Then we won’t have to make two separate trips.”

 “That’s fine.” Miko turned to look out the window, idly toying with the end of his braid as he did so. “I’d much prefer if our stay in Elna was spent in our room anyway. At least here, with only the three of us, we have no reason to worry about fights.”

 That was reason enough to remain in their room.

 Odin shrugged, stepped up to the window beside his knight master, and watched the newest batch of fishermen carry nets up from their boats.

 


 He stood near the dock with Nova at his side and occasionally allowed his eyes to wander back to the stables—where, on the face of a horse he could barely see, a pang of regret filled his heart. It would be quite a long time before he would see his trusty mare again. Given the boat travel and the stress that would likely come with it, Miko said there was no use in taking Gainea where they were going.


Which he still hasn’t said anything about, Odin thought, reaching back to rub his neck.

 Nova, while no longer hung over, was not at his best. He’d occasionally reach up to rub his forehead as if pained by a great ache or finger the bags under his bloodshot eyes. Each and every time Odin looked into them, he shivered at how many lines ran across the surface of his friend’s scleras and made a mental note never to drink that much alcohol.

 “What’re you looking at?” Nova smirked.

 “Nothing.”

 “I know what you’re thinking.” Nova reached out and gently punched Odin’s shoulder. “Don’t be like me and drink so much you get sick.”


I won’t, he thought, but only nodded.

 “There.” Miko pointed.

 Even from so far away the boat’s size towered over any of the other ships in the harbor. Tall, eclectic, with huge boards that seemed to have been pulled from the mightiest of trees wrapped around its body and gargantuan flaps of fabric that clapped like thunder when met with air adorning the several masts that rested along its back—it appeared to be something of a monstrosity, this ship sailing toward the Elnan coast, but perhaps the greatest thing was the face of the ship: where, upon its mantle, a wooden woman stood, arms clasped in front of her and long carved hair spilling over her face to shield her from the mist that splashed from the oncoming waves. She appeared something of a deity, this wooden creature, who stood so readily in the face of such hardship. It begged to question whether she, a wooden mannequin, possessed a soul, and if so, did she watch these waves and sing of them late at night in words so silent that no mortal creature could hear? Did she, in times of worry, guide terrified men in their time of need, pushing through storms so horrible that many would not think they would survive, and did she fight back the encroaching darkness that lay upon the horizon each and every time the sun fell across the sky, toward the endless infinity of the world beyond? Whatever the reason, regardless of the purpose, her majesty could not be captured in but a few simple words—and, Odin imagined, upon one single look.

 “It’s… beautiful,” Odin said, captivated by the sight before him.


 “It is,” Miko nodded.


 Nova grunted, offering no further reply.


 “I know you said it was big,” Odin continued, taking a step closer to the end of the dock, “but I didn’t know it was this big.”


 Miko stepped forward and raised a hand. A man at the head of the ship acknowledged this gesture in turn.


 “That must be the captain,” Nova grumbled. A false step led to a slip that nearly cost him his clean clothing to the murky waters beneath, but he managed to catch himself on Odin’s shoulder before that could begin to happen. The resulting action nearly sent the two of them sailing off the dock, but Odin managed to steady them before that could happen. “Sorry,” Nova then mumbled, brushing his hands on his pants.

 “It’s ok,” Odin said.

 He saw a group of fish appear from under the dock and dart out ahead of them, pursued by what appeared to be an otter or some other creature who chased in rapid haste.


I don’t care if you catch yourself on my shoulder, he thought, swallowing a lump in his throat when the creature and its prey disappeared. Just don’t let me fall in.

 If an otter could grow to such a size, what else could be under there?”

 “It’ll take it a little while to get here,” the Elf said, falling to a knee to survey the ship’s progress. “I suggest you sit and wait.”

 “We have to go back for the saddlebags anyway,” Odin said.

 “Probably a good thing we didn’t bring them just now,” Nova said, settling down beside Odin. “I probably would’ve dropped mine.”


I don’t doubt it.

 He chuckled and patted his friend’s back a few times before returning it to his lap. A few men onboard the ship pulled a series of drawstrings and pulleys, which turned and directed the massive sails in their direction.

 “I wonder what it’s like,” Odin said.


 “What?” Nova asked.


 “Living on a ship.”


 “Probably not much fun. I mean, you’d get sunburned pretty easily, and you’d have to worry about falling over the side of the boat and getting eaten by fish.”

 “Which is something you both need to consider when you walk the deck,” Miko said. “It’s not easy to stop a boat that size.”


 “Don’t they have anchors, sir?” Odin asked.


 “Yes, but it takes several men to move just one anchor.”


 “Then how are they going to get the boat into the harbor without hitting the pier?”


 “They will,” the Elf said. “Don’t worry.”


 They sat in silence for the next long while, Odin internally debating the prospect of being on a boat and watching it slowly make its way toward the harbor and the dock. It seemed, however, in looking at such a structure, that Odin began to get nervous, especially about being out on the sea. He knew not whether he could stomach the way the boat rocked, when it shifted nearly all the way to its side, nor was he aware of life aboard such a structure. Would he constantly be sick, and just how long would they be within its confines, shielded by a few feet of wooden planks and nothing more?


And for who knows how long, he thought, sighing.

 Miko still hadn’t divulged just where they would be going.

 Before long, the boat pulled up and arranged itself alongside the largest dock in the vicinity of the harbor. Miko gestured both Odin and Nova to go to the bar and get their saddlebags and whatever else they might need, including jerky or whatever else the bar offered.

 “He sends us to go get the stuff,” the older man muttered, reaching up to scratch his beard.

 “Well,” Odin began, “I am his squire. And, technically, since you’re travelling with us, you have to do what he says.”

 “I guess you’re right.”

 Upon stepping into the bar, Odin gestured Nova to go upstairs. The man began to say something, but Odin made his way to the bar before his friend could start on his tirade. He wasn’t stupid—he knew Nova would likely return to the drink should he arrive.

 “What can I help you with, lad?” Acklan asked.


 “Do you have anything we could take on the boat with us? Jerky, fruit, something like that?”


 “I’ve got whatever your money can pay for.”


 Odin reached into his pocket. Finding only ten copper pieces, he set them on the counter. “I know you probably get these a lot,” he said, “and I know that’s what you mostly charge, but if you can give me whatever you can out of this, I’d appreciate it.”

 “I can do that.”

 The bartender pocketed the change and disappeared behind the bar. Odin stood there, waiting for the man to return and watching for Nova to appear from the entryway. When he didn’t see his friend, he assumed he had snuck up into the room, got the stuff and returned before Acklan could even walk off.


Just as long as he’s not over here trying to buy a drink.

 “Here you go, lad.”

 Odin turned. Acklan set a small bag before him. “There’s jerky,” he said, “some fruit, a few vegetables, and even a few sweets in there.”

 “Are you sure I can take all this?” He lifted the bag to test its weight, grimacing in response. “It seems like a lot.”


 “I only seems like it. Really—it’s leftover stuff I haven’t been able to sell.” The man smiled and winked. “Take it, son.”


 “Thank you, sir. It’s much appreciated.


 “Say goodbye to your friend and knight master for me. Be careful out there on the sea, though. She may seem calm, but she’ll turn on you faster than you can blink an eye if you’re not careful.”

 “I will, sir. Thank you.”

 With little more than a nod, Acklan returned to his work, while Odin turned and made his way out of the establishment. He saw Nova standing next to Miko holding two saddlebags under his arms, while the Elf held the other, remaining one between his forearm and side. Another man, whom Odin assumed was the captain, stood in front of them, gesturing to the boat, the ocean, and the surrounding docks and harbor every so often.

 “Ah,” Miko said, turning his head. “Captain, I’d like you to meet my squire, Odin.”


 “Hello young sir,” the captain said, reaching out to shake Odin’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. The name’s Jerdai.”


 “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”


 “The pleasure’s mine.” Jerdai relinquished hold on his hand. “I was just telling your knight master and friend about the ocean.”


 “Is something wrong?”


 “Oh, no—you’ve nothing to worry about. I was just saying how calm it seemed today.”


 Odin didn’t reply. Jerdai opened his mouth to say something, but stopped when another man called down to him.


 “All right, I’ll tell them!” the captain yelled back.


 “What is it?” Nova asked.


 “We need to move,” Miko said. “They want to put the stairs down.”


 Odin took a step back, sliding his saddlebag out from under Nova’s arm in the progress. “Thanks,” he said. “Sorry it took so long.”

 “Did you get the stuff?”

 “Yeah.” He held the small bag up. “A few things.”

 Miko raised his hand to still any further conversation. They watched as, slowly, a group of men began to tinker with a compartment on the side of the boat, then as they disengaged a small portion of the side of the ship to lower it down and onto the dock before them.

 “There we go,” Jerdai said, gesturing to the entirety of the ship. “Come aboard, gentlemen. The Annabel awaits!”

 Miko stepped up first, followed by Nova. Odin had just taken his first step when the captain set a hand on his shoulder. “First time on a boat, son?”

 “Yes sir,” he said.


 “Then you’re going to be in for quite the wild ride.”


 Odin couldn’t help but smile as he looked out and at the open sea.


 His adventure could finally start.




 


 



Chapter 5

 


 They set off at around noon after a group of men returned from the small fishing town with a series of supplies packed into several large wooden boxes.

 In leaning against the railing on the front deck, content with the silence of the moment and ecstatic at the notion that they were finally leaving, Odin watched a group of children wave at the huge boat as it began to exit the harbor. To acknowledge their presence, he raised a hand. The children, in response, jumped up and down, shouting and crying in joy. “Goodbye!” they screamed, as if it would be the last time they would ever see the boat again.

 Soon enough, the dock and town began to grow smaller and smaller across the horizon. With the help of the wind, the sails, and the practical maneuvering the captain displayed, Elna quickly became nothing more than a speck in the distance—a small, indistinguishable blip of nothing that could have been anything but a town itself.

 “Sir,” Odin said, catching sight of Jerdai as he descended the stairs from the second deck and walked into speaking distance. “Where are we going?”

 “Your knight master has forbid me from telling you.” Odin shook his head and sighed. The captain laughed. “I guess it’s been some sort of secret since you left, huh?”

 “Something like that. He hasn’t told me or Nova since we left Ornala.”


 “You came all the way from there to Elna?”


 “In one whole trip,” he sighed, “without stopping in any towns.”


 “Damn,” Jerdai whistled. “Bet you’re glad you get to relax for a little.”


 “I… I guess.”


 Before then, he’d never considered relaxing on the boat, as he’d developed a preconceived notion that there would be something to do upon its surface. Apparently, though, Jerdai had just implied that there wouldn’t be much, if anything for him to do.

 “I don’t think you’ll get bored so long as you can entertain yourself,” the man said. “I’d ask for help, but there’s nothing you can do… well, unless you want to cook or scrub the deck, but there’s people here to do that for us.”

 “I wasn’t sure what I’d be doing once I got on the boat.”

 “You’ll find something to do.”

 Jerdai shrugged, turned and made his way to the far side of the ship. Odin sighed and returned his eyes to the sea, where he looked at any and everything he could.

 So far as the eyes could see, nothing except blue swam across the horizon until he turned his eyes to the east—where, there, the land lay, a behemoth resting in the crust of the earth.


You better figure out a way to keep yourself occupied, he thought, running a hand through his hair.

 With that thought in mind, he looked at the sea for another short moment and began to follow the railing until he came to the stairs leading down into the ship. There, once he descended, he wandered the halls in the hopes that, somehow, maybe on instinct alone, he could find Miko or Nova.

 He should’ve considered asking what room they would be staying in. At least then he wouldn’t be wandering the halls—not that it necessarily mattered, considering it was still daylight and all. For all anyone cared, he could wander the ship all day and not have to owrry about a thing.

 While he walked—slowly, in the hopes that he would eventually become accustomed to the constant back and forth motions of the ship—he examined the ship in detail. The clean, golden-red wood, the darkened floorboards, the occasional scar on the wall—all were signs that such a creation had been used for many a decade, but regardless it seemed to hold its own.

 When he came to the end of a long hall, he set a hand on the table that rested in the center just beneath a painting of the ship. When he looked closer, he saw the title The Lady Annabelle resting in the corner, its title scribed in fine flourishes of white.

 Shortly thereafter, a smile crossed his face.

 He looked at the painting for another short moment before he turned and made his way down the side of the hall. Though not particularly sure where it would take him, he would walk its duration until he came to the end, then turn down the next hall. He figured that, eventually, it would end, or at least bring him back to the entryway from which he’d descended.


Well, he thought. Here goes nothing.

 Setting one foot forward, he took his first step into the next hall.

 


 What seemed like hours later, Odin stumbled up onto the deck to find that the sun had risen high above the sky, bleaching water droplets that lay scattered across the ship in brilliant hues of white.

 Raising his hand to cover his eyes, he searched the deck to try and find any trace of Nova, Miko or Jerdai. When he could find none of them, he ascended the rest of the stairs and decided that staying on the deck would be the best way to be noticed. Though he hadn’t particularly been trying to be found, it started to become lonesome, wandering all alone on himself.


Heh, he thought, sitting near the wall near the stairs, where he could watch the whole deck with little trouble. I used to like being alone. Now I want attention.

 Who could blame him, though? After years of wanting physical interaction and hardly receiving any, who expected him not to want it? Before, the lack of human influence had forced him to draw into himself for his own comfort, as it seemed people were cruel and not in the least bit friendly. Now, however, he wanted to be with them, not alone.


Maybe this is what it feels like to not have anyone to turn to, he thought.

 After deciding to push the negative feelings aside, he stood and made his way to the bow, where he watched the endless sea in front of him.

 While the sting of not knowing where they were going bothered him an enormous degree, he could push that slight annoyance aside, as finally, after so long, he didn’t have to travel by horseback. That in itself could be seen as a blessing.

 “Hey, kid,” Nova said, sliding up alongside him.


 “Your head feeling better?” Odin asked.


 “Yeah,” the man grunted. “A little.”


 “How do you like the ship?”


 “Not a hell of a lot. I got sick a minute ago.”


 “You did?”


 Nova nodded, scratching the hairs on his chin. “Anyway,” he said. “Where were you? I’ve been looking for you forever.”


 “I was down in the ship.”


 “Doing what?”


 “Just looking around.”


 “Oh.” Nova frowned, then shrugged.


 “What about you?” Odin asked. “What were you doing?”


 “Other than getting sick? Well, I climbed up onto the top deck and looked around, then considered climbing up the net to get in the crow’s nest.”

 “And?”

 “Didn’t feel like scaring the shit out of myself.”

 Suddenly curious, Odin looked up into the air at the monolithic structure above them. The crow’s nest, though innocent in appearance, held the kind of power any incomprehensible object could. Its height, for one, beckoned birds from afar to land in its surface, coating the wood with their shit, while the miniscule crown atop the mast trembled and shifted in both the wind and sea, as if quaking and unable to support its structure. The presence alone of such an uneasy, seemingly-unstructured thing was enough to make Odin swallow a lump in his throat.

 “I don’t blame you,” he said, shivering. “I wouldn’t want to go up there either.”

 “It’d be cool to look out at the ocean and the mainland from so high up, but… well… there’s no way you’d get me to climb up there.”

 They turned their attention away from the nest when a splash went off at their side. A group of long, grey creatures with wide snouts, two flippers and a crescent-shaped dorsal fin jumped out of the water. They squeaked a greeting, fell into the water headfirst, then jumped back again before doing multiple twirls in the air.

 “What are they?” Odin asked.

 “I don’t know,” Nova said.

 Leaning against the rail, he pushed himself as far out as he could in order to look at the creatures. Upon seeing him, they squeaked, then twirled before falling back into the sea.

 “Wow,” Odin smiled. “You see them, Nova?”

 “Yeah,” the man laughed, “but what the hell are they?”

 “They’re called dolphins,” a voice said. A short moment later, Miko slid into place beside Odin and Nova. Still garbed in black, he raised a hand and pointed at them.

 “Dolphins?” Nova frowned.


 “Yes. They’re meat-eating animals.”


 “Fish?”


 “No. They’re anything but fish.”


 “They sure look like fish,” Odin muttered.


 “A fish breathes with its gills. Take another look at these creatures.”


 The dolphins moved a little closer to the boat, as if sensing the land-walking creatures’ curiosity. A few men who had been working to untangle a pile of rope looked up as they neared.

 “I… don’t see what you’re asking me to look for,” Odin said.


 “Neither do I,” Nova added. “What’re we looking for?”


 “A hole on the top of their head,” Miko said.


 With that knowledge, Odin looked closer. Upon closer inspection, the creatures did, in fact, have a hole on their head, just above their eyes and atop the dome of their skull.

 “What does a hole in the head do?” Nova frowned.


 “It helps them breathe,” Miko said.


 “Won’t they drown?” Odin took another look.


 “No. They have the ability to close them.”


 “So they hold their breath when they’re swimming?”


 “Essentially, yes.” Miko set a hand on the railing and curved his fingers around the wood. “You see, Odin, Nova, the sea holds many secrets from men. While land is easier to explore, and while it may hold secrets of its own, the deep blue sea holds more treasures than any man could ever imagine.”

 “Seems like it,” Nova muttered. He raised a hand to his mouth.


 “What?” Odin asked. “Nova’s, what’s—”


 A stream of clear bile erupted from Nova’s mouth.


 When he leaned over the side of the boat to puke the empty contents of his stomach, the dolphins shrieked. They did not, in the least, approve.

 “It’s ok,” Odin said, setting a hand on his friend’s back. “Take a few breaths.”


 “Thanks kid,” Nova muttered.


 While Nova continued to throw up, Odin closed his eyes, thankful his body wasn’t afraid of the sea.


 


 That night, the three of them wandered their quarters and examined the few decorations that adorned their space. An eating table in the center, a bookshelf resting against the fall wall, a bathing room equipped with a wooden tub lying just beyond the threshold—it would have seemed that all the basic amenities were covered and their entertainment needs would be divulged in books and other small matters. Miko, the least curious of the three, sat by the window, as he usually did at night, and watched the world beyond the boat. Odin raised his eyes from a book that caught his interest to look at his master, a frown striking his face soon after he looked upon his form.

 After all this time, after so many windows, he still couldn’t understand why Miko took a particular interest in what lay outside, much less what he could be looking at, considering all there was in the distance was an endless mass of blue.

 “Sir,” Odin said, sliding the book out of its shelf. He set it on the table and narrowed his eyes on the Elf.

 Miko didn’t answer. Odin stepped forward, ready to set a hand on his master’s back, before Nova grabbed his shoulder. “It’s ok,” the older man whispered. “You don’t have to worry about him.”

 “He didn’t answer me.”

 “He’s thinking about something. I wouldn’t bother him.”


Thinking?

 Odin hadn’t considered that. Then again, something so simple as mentally concentrating on something might be even more complex for an Elf. It had to be—as they, obviously, were made different than human beings, molded and shaped in such beauty that they could be considered something like Gods who walked the mortal plane, and in all his time with the Elf, Odin had come to terms with a few things that he’d witnessed in his short time with the creature. Miko, if ever, rarely blinked, he didn’t touch his face unless his hair fell into his eyes, he didn’t scratch any part of his body and he breathed very, very slowly. While a human had to take a breath every other second, Miko seemed only to breathe occasionally, as if he had no use for air and instead processed the very thing they breathed through his pores instead of his throat, much like a spider or any other type of insect would.

 This list of things different from himself made him think about what the Elf had said earlier, about the dolphin and how it really wasn’t a fish. Could, he wondered, an Elf like Miko hold his breath underwater for long periods of time, and if so, could he also walk through a valley of smoke without worrying about choking? Such thoughts made him consider whether or not the Elf was hiding magic he used from the pair of them. He’d notice, at times, the air around his master would tingle. He’d always assumed it was because, like all Elves, Miko was a highly magical creature. Now, though, he couldn’t necessarily be too sure.

 “Ok,” Odin said, taking a step back. “I won’t bother him.”

 “I’m not saying you can’t talk to him. I’m just saying that he might not like to be disturbed.”

 Nova patted Odin’s shoulder a few times before walking to the bed that rested against the far wall near the door. There, he slid under the covers, arched his back, then rolled over so his back faced Odin. “Goodnight,” he said.

 “Goodnight,” Odin replied.

 He grabbed his book and settled into his chair. There, he opened the tome, ready to read before he realized that the side table didn’t have a candle. He made a mental note to ask the captain if he could acquire one from their storage if they have any.


Which they do. What ship wouldn’t have a candle?

 A ship that didn’t want to be burned down would be the kind that didn’t have candles.

 Forced with the reality of the situation and the lack of lighting he would have to read in, Odin set his book on the table and grabbed an extra blanket that lay on the back of his chair. He walked over to his master and set it over his shoulders. “It’s cold,” he whispered.

 “Thank you,” Miko said.

 Before Odin could turn and return to the chair, the Elf reached out and touched his wrist. The gesture, so unexpected and sudden, stopped him in place.

 “I’m sorry I’ve ignored you, Odin.”


 “You haven’t ignored me.”


 “Yes I have. You spent most of the day by yourself or with Nova.”


 “I’m ok. Don’t worry.”


 “That’s the thing. I do worry.” Miko closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then expelled it. He didn’t loosen his grasp on Odin’s wrist. “I feel as though I abandoned you.”

 “You didn’t abandon me, sir. I—”

 “That’s the thing, Odin—I feel as though I did.”

 Odin slid his wrist out of the Elf’s bony-yet-delicate fingers and settled down beside him. Miko looked down at the hand he had used to grip Odin’s wrists, then began to stroke his fingers.

 “Do you have arthritis?” Odin asked.

 “No,” Miko said. “At least, I don’t believe so. The bones in my hands ache when I’m upset.”

 “You don’t have anything to be upset about because you didn’t abandon me.” He reached out to touch the Elf’s back, but stopped short, figuring less contact would be more appropriate in this situation. “Please, don’t think that.”

 “I’ve left a lot of people behind,” Miko whispered. “I’ve left so many behind.”

 “Sir?”

 This time, he did reach out to touch his master’s back. When no futher dialogue came, Odin rubbed the Elf’s shoulder in the hopes that the gesture would spark a response out of him.

 None came.


 “Miko,” Odin said, leaning in close so he could whisper in the Elf’s ear. “Please… don’t think anything you did was wrong.”


 The Elf said nothing.


 His eyes watched the outside world—waiting, for what Odin imagined, something he might never see.


 -


 “Sir,” Odin asked, come time the following morning when the world was alight in color and stained with the essence of dawn. “Is everything all right?”

 “Yes, Odin,” Miko said from his place in the middle of the floor, legs crossed, eyes aware and thumb and index finger pressed together. “Everything’s fine.”

 More than aware of this attempt in meditation likely used in order to soothe his mind and his thoughts, Odin crawled out of bed and pulled his boots up onto his feet. From there, he stood and watched his master and just what he may be looking at in the outside world. “Are you looking for something?” he decided to ask.

 “I’m sorry?”


 Odin frowned. The Elf wasn’t one to ask someone to repeat something. “I asked if you were looking for something,” he said.


 “Oh. No. I’m not looking for anything. Why do you ask?”


 “You just sit there and watch what’s going on outside. I… I thought—”


 “Don’t feel the need to worry about me, Odin. I’m perfectly fine.”


 The Elf stood and crossed the room. Hw stopped at Nova’s bed and looked down at the sleeping man.


 “He hasn’t woken up?” Odin frowned.


 “Not yet.”


 “Did you want me to wake him up?”


 “Not particularly. I had planned on going up above, but now I’m not so sure.”


 “How come?”


 “I don’t want to be up there by myself.”


 “I’ll go.”


 Whatever the Elf’s reasons for not wanting to ascend the deck alone and solitary, he didn’t necessarily care. Instead, he secured a few of the buttons on his jerkin that had popped open last night into place and reached for his sword, but stopped before he could wrap his hand around it. “Should I take my sword, sir?”

 “If you’d like. I’m not.”


He won’t let anything happen to us.

 If, for any reason, Miko couldn’t defend them, Odin knew he could. His magic had grown tremendously in the past little while, and though the Elf hadn’t personally instructed him in specific manners of the Will, his words of encouragement held more bounty than any spell book would have ever entranced upon its reader.

 They left the room as quietly as they could after the Elf garbed his black façade and ascended the stairs, breathing in the scent of morning as they touched down upon the deck. Already men ran back and forth, tugging on ropes and scrubbing the boat. Some even sat in stools near the sides of the railing, fishing poles in hand and bait lingering in buckets at their feet.

 “It must always be this hectic up here,” Odin said.


 “I suppose,” the Elf shrugged. “I haven’t been on too many boats in my lifetime.”


 “You don’t like them?”


 “I’m not particularly fond of being somewhere where my feet cannot firmly rest on the ground.”


 Miko adjusted his hood, drawing it further over his face. Why he did it Odin couldn’t be sure, as no one would have been able to see into it even if they wanted to. Even before, when it had been up a slight amount more than usual, the person inside had been shrouded in darkness, his face masked and his expressions all but hidden.

 “Would it really be so bad to let them know what you really are?”


 “Yes, Odin. It would.”


 “How did we get on the ship? It’s not like the captain would’ve just let you on.”


 “If you’ve got money, a man will do anything you like, even keep quiet.”


 The Elf walked away, but Odin chose not to follow. Instead, he turned and went his own way, not wanting to leave his master but knowing he preferred the silence.


He doesn’t want me hanging around him constantly.

 Then again, Miko had asked for him to come up here with him. However, he had to remember that the Elf had wanted one of his companions nearby, just in case the other men started to get suspicious. While Odin didn’t necessarily believe their fellow shipmen would do anything, he couldn’t know exactly. Who could be sure of anything, especially when one of the stranger’s party preferred to keep himself wrapped behind a black persona?


It doesn’t matter.

 He stopped when he caught a few figures floating under the water. At first he thought they were dolphins, but upon closer inspection he found them to be anything but. These creatures were bulkier, cart-long and possesed thicker fins and a sharp, almost dagger-like curve to their tails.


What are—

 “This the first man eater you’ve ever seen?” Captain Jerdai asked, sliding up alongside Odin. The man offered his pipe, but Odin rightfully declined.

 “Man eater, sir?”


 “They’re sharks, lad. You’d do best not to fall off the boat while they’re around.”


 “I…” He paused. “All right.”


 Odin leaned over, wanting to take another look at the school of creatures, but found they had already vanished before he could even do so. “Where did they go?” he frowned.

 “Below, most likely. They may not be the smartest fish in the sea, but they’re not stupid either. They’ll know if someone’s watching them.”

 “I don’t like not knowing what’s under there.”

 “Who does?” Jerdai took a long breath off his pipe. White smoke shot from his nose as he expelled a breath. “Out here on the open water, you’ve got to remember that we’re not alone. There’s more to life down there than just dumb fish who eat, sleep and breed.”

 Odin said nothing.


 Jerdai, likely thinking he wanted his time alone, turned to leave.


 Odin continued to watch the water, almost completely unaware that the man had left.


 


 “All right men!” Jerdai called out. “You better hurry and bathe. It’s starting to get dark and we don’t want anyone unaccounted for when the sun goes down.”

 With freedom and abandon that seemed completely natural for such a situation, men ran for the side of the boat, stripping from their shoulders and waists their clothes and cheering as they flung themselves over the railing and into the water. Odin watched, awestruck and horrified, as their bodies sailed through the air until they eventually plummeted down and into the ocean some fifteen to twenty feet below.

 “Is it safe to jump that far down?” Odin asked, fingers sliding up to his shirt and the top button.


 “There’s nothing to worry about,” Miko said. “As long as you don’t land on your stomach.”


 “Yeah,” Nova said, stripping naked. “That wouldn’t be too much fun.”


 The older man walked to the side, took one glance at the water below, then hurled himself over. Odin watched him fall until he splashed into the water and emerged a brief moment later. “Come on!” he called up.

 Careful to pull his shirt off without losing it to the slight wind that whispered across the ocean, Odin undid the clasp on his belt and had just begun to pull his pants and loincloth down his legs when he realized that Miko made no move to undress. “You’re not coming?” he asked.

 “No,” the Elf said. “I have no intention of revealing myself to these men.”


 “You’re going to have to do it sometime.”


 “I understand, but now is not the time.”


 Stepping forward, Odin looked over the railing and swallowed a lump in his throat when he realized just how far down the drop was.


Just don’t land on your stomach, he thought, steadying himself on the railing. Just don’t—

 He slipped.

 Falling, quickly, toward the ocean that seemed to grow so vast and impenetrable as he eclipsed the air, he realized he would land on his belly unless he corrected his position. With little time to do that, he closed his eyes and flung his body to the right.

 Water exploded around him.

 His side numb, his arm all but useless, he clawed at the sea with his better side in a desperate attempt to keep himself upright. Liquid shot into the open spaces of his eyes and nose, blinding and drowning him at the same time, while directionless he whipped his limbs to and fro, clawing for anything and everything that might give him a better sense of his surroundings.


I can’t breathe, he thought, almost tempted to laugh even though the situation was so dire. My God. I’m going to die out at sea just by jumping into the ocean.

 His thoughts slipped.

 His chin fell to his chest, head heavier than ever.

 Just as he thought he was going to drown, a resisting force grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him free of the ocean’s waves.

 “You all right?” a voice asked.

 After coughing a mouthful of water up, Odin looked up to see Nova, eyes alight with concern and dancing with flames of unease. “Yeah,” he managed, spitting the last of the water out. “I’m ok.”

 “I was hoping you wouldn’t hurt yourself when you fell. What happened?”


 “I slipped.”


 Nova grimaced. “That sucks.”


 “Yeah. It does.”


 Odin pushed Nova’s hand away from the back of his neck when he figured he could swim by himself. Now that the numbness had faded, he found maneuvering through the water surprisingly easy, despite its chill and the slight ache that throbbed in his ribs.

 “Are you sure you’re all right?” Nova asked, lingering close. “It looked like you hit the water pretty hard.”

 “I did. My ribs ache.”

 “Well… I don’t know what to tell you.” The older man shrugged, reaching up to scratch his cheek. “If you need help, don’t be afraid to ask. I’m more than willing to lend a hand.”

 “I know.”

 Odin reached up to run his hands through his hair. Although he wished that they were in a tub rather than in the open ocean—mostly so he could use soap, but also so he wouldn’t have to worry about the ‘man eaters’ he had seen earlier—he could deal with cleaning himself off with just the sea water.

 “We’re going to smell like salt once we dry off,” Nova laughed, splashing a little water onto his face.


 “We are?”


 “Well, yeah. Don’t you know the water has salt in it?”


 “I didn’t.”


 “Guess you really do learn something new every day, huh?”

 “I guess.”

 Nova laughed. He slapped water at Odin.

 More than ready to reciprocate, Odin pushed his hands under the water and was just about to send a magic-forced blast of moisture at his friend before he topped.

 The air, once lax and free of any substance, thickened.

 Skin crawling, what felt like the inklings of magic tickled the tips of his feet, simultaneously jarring his legs closer to his body on instinct alone.

 “What?” Nova laughed, splashing him a little. “Why’d you stop all of a sudden?”


 “Something’s wrong.”


 “What?”


 The playfulness in Nova’s voice disappeared, as if capped over with a globe and forced to germinate under less substantial circumstances. He reached out to touch Odin’s shoulder, but stopped when the younger man shook his head.

 “It’s just… I… I don’t—”

 “It’s just what, Odin? Tell me.”

 “Something isn’t right.”

 “What isn’t right?”

 “We need to go back up,” he said, heart thundering in his chest. “How are we—”

 “There’s ropes on the side, buddy.”

 He looked up. Just as Nova had said, thick, corded bundles of rope dangled from the sides of the ship in one single, interconnected mass, which resembled something of a tattered spider web in the half-light currently permeating the world around them.

 “Come on!” Odin cried. “We’ve got to—”


 Just before he could finish, a single, low note pierced the silence of the note.


 All movement ceased. Even the ocean herself seemed to stop at that very moment.


 “What was that?” Nova asked. “I haven’t heard anything like—”


 Another note sounded, then two, and continued to rise in pitch until at least twelve simultaneous notes sung a low harmony.


 “SIRENS!” someone screamed from above.


 Men, unaware or ignorant to the danger that lurked below, dove, muttering lust and profanities of the beautiful things below.


 What could they be, these things of honor, these fallen beauties, these winged beings? Their arms, their legs, their talons, their remnants of wings, which lay drooping from elbows and arms since forced slack to swim and not to fly, and the beauty of maidens, whose faces harsh and sharp in contrast with the beaks that shrouded their mouths and lower jaws—these were the things cast to the seas from the Heavens for their song was too low. Said to dwell within the deepest parts of the ocean, they preyed on those susceptible to their song—those that, undoubtedly mortal, could discern the pitch and exaggeration of notes, of falsettos and trembles and even the whistle pitches that seemed to echo across the ocean as if they were reverberating off a mountain. It was songs like these, they said, that were magic, that twisted the mind and forced the most lascivious and perverse thoughts into a mortal man’s head. It mattered not if he were noble, if he were chaste, if he were married, partnered or even a member of the priesthood—there was nothing that could tame the mortal man from the sirens’ cry, and it was for that reason when, in looking at those around him, Odin found his heart captivated and his head spinning in glee, for he was just as well mortal as some of these men around him. 


What is this? he thought, swaying, eyes drooping. What am I—

 The thoughts ended when his eyes fell on Nova.

 Expecting his friend to follow toward the boat and up the stream, Odin started to swim forward, but stopped when he heard no following splash behind him.

 When he turned, horror struck his heart.


 His friend’s eyes lay devoid of any emotion.


 “Nova?” Odin frowned.


 He reached forward, wrapping his hand around his friend’s wrist.


 The moment they skin touched, Nova lunged.


 The unexpected reaction forced Odin into the water.


 “No!” he screamed, grabbing the back of Nova’s hair with his other hand as the man attempted to dive. “Nova! Nova! NO!”

 “Let go of me, Odin!”

 “I’m not letting you go!”

 Nova struggled, thrashing to and fro, tearing the currents and lifting the water as if it were holy and boiling in the presence of something wicked.

 “I’m not letting you go!” he screamed, throwing himself back. Nova’s head came out of the water, gasping with wild breath. “Nova! NOVA!”

 “Bastard!” the man roared. “Let me go!”


 “What would Katarina think?”


 “I haven’t seen my wife in three years!”


 The shock of the words halted Nova’s immediately struggle.


 For a brief, fractured moment, the humanity in the man’s eyes returned, forcing tears from the corners of his eyes.


 Just as quickly as that humanity came, it left.


 Knowing that Odin would not let go, Nova attacked.


 He raked Odin’s arms with fingernails long left untrimmed.


 When blood stained the water, Odin’s heart stopped beating in his chest.


 Man-eating fish lurked just beneath the surface.



No.

 “No,” he whispered.

 Nearby, a man who had somehow resisted the pull of the sirens’ lustful song dug his hands into the side of his head. For what, Odin couldn’t be sure, but the resulting effect brought blood from his flesh. Fish, increasing in shape and size, darted around the man and circled him in a violent frenzy.

 With blood covering the water’s surface, Odin was unable to se what came next. The man screamed, a splash came, and he disappeared with little more than a violent cry heard even through the barrier of water.

 “Nova,” Odin sobbed, trying to hold back screams as his friend continued to tear his arms apart. “Please… stop.”


 “Let me go,” the man breathed, “and maybe I will.”


 “I’m not letting you go!”


 A sharp, slick form slid up against Odin’s legs.


 Thousands of tiny daggers slashed into his thighs.


 “You’re going to get us killed!” Odin cried. “Please don’t do this to me!”


 Tingling from head to toe, though from what he couldn’t know, Odin continued to sob, knowing truly in his heart that his body was starting to succumb to the effects of blood loss. His head spun, vertigo forcing white pain behind his eyes; his arms throbbed, pumping red into the deep below; and his body shook, vibration in an already-alive world.

 Somehow, despite everything he felt, he managed to hold onto Nova.

 “Please!”

 A thunderclap exploded near the water, purple light shocking the life from a creature so large and long Odin couldn’t bear to look.

 Several other smaller, nearly-indistinguishable eruptions went up around him, parading about the seascape as if they themselves were creatures of flesh and blood and attacking the wicked and the selfish. Fishermen screamed in pain. Fish flopped from the water. Orbs of magic in shades of purple, orange and green encircled the wounded or terrified and lifted them from the water, where they dangled in the air as though flying through the sky until they dropped onto the ship to be rescued by others.

 Odin opened his eyes.

 A gargantuan head filled with dagger-sharp teeth lunged for him.

 Just before a maw of teeth could wrap around Odin’s chest, a purple orb surrounded them. The creature flew away as light crackled, sending warning tendrils out to anything attempting to swim toward them.

 Gradually, the sphere lifted them out of the water and hovered in midair. Odin saw several men scrambling back and forth on the deck as it came into viewing, tending to the mortally-wounded and insane out of their minds. Regardless of how the injured or terrified’s antics had ceased, Nova continued to fight—kicking, biting and scratching.

 The moment they landed on the deck, Odin let go.

 Nova, crazed by song and desire, ran for the railing and tried to throw himself over, but stopped as Miko set himself before the man.

 Spreading his arms, the Elf tilted his head up, black hood ominous against the backdrop of magic that stormed on around them. “Stop,” he said, voice amplified by magic to sound much louder than normal.

 “Get away from me!”

 Nova backed away, gripping his head, pulling at his hair, clawing at his face. He screamed as spittle flew from a mouth bared in violence and as his teeth ground together to the point where Odin believed they would simply break. Unbeknownst to Nova, however, two men—ears undoubtedly filled with wax—stepped forward, grabbed Nova’s arms, and held him steady as the imposing figure in black stepped forward.

 “Sleep,” Miko said, “and know that you are loved.”

 Every ounce of violence and energy left Nova in but a blink of a moment. Stumbling, he mumbled something incoherently under his breath before dropping to the deck.

 Slowly, the purple lightning ceased to strike, the savage beasts no longer swarmed, and the ash-grey clouds that produced such a perfect display faded into the ever-darkening night.

 When the violence ended, screams and cries of pain and fear filled the air.


 “Suh-Sir,” Odin gasped as the Elf drew closer. “Ih-Ih-It huh-huh-hurts.”


 “Sleep, Odin,” Miko said, setting a hand on his bloodied, naked chest. “You have nothing to be afraid of.”


 The last thing Odin saw before his eyes clouded back was the slight figure of his master’s face.


 


 “Odin… Odin… Wake up, Odin. Wake up.”

 He opened his eyes to find the Elf standing over his bed. His first recollection and instinctive thought was to wonder why he had gone to bed so early despite the fact that it appeared as though his knight master needed him. However, in the short moments that followed, memories of what had happened earlier began to flash before him in slow motion, as if he were replaying the horror that had taken place that very evening in his mind repeatedly and without regret.

 “Is… is Nova ok?” he asked.


 “He’s fine,” Miko said, running a hand over Odin’s brow. “You should be worried about yourself, not Nova.”


 “I don’t…”


 Multiple waves of pain showered his body.


 Odin looked down. Both of his arms were covered in layers upon layers of cloth.


 “How… how bad are they?” he asked.


 “Bad enough to where I had to sew them together to make sure they’d heal properly.”


 “Can I see?”


 “No. For one, I spent a fair amount of time wrapping those bandages so the open air wouldn’t get on them and into your wounds. And for two, I’d rather you not see them—at least not now, while you’re still upset.”

 “I’m fine,” Odin said. “Really, I—”

 Miko shook his head. “No.”

 With that said, Odin crawled out of bed. Tears stained his eyes and a series of shakes so unimaginable they wracked his body overtook him in the short amount of time after he crawled from beneath the covers. Somehow, however, he was able to keep from crying, though he knew it did little good to raise his hands to cover his face and hide his eyes. It took all his will to keep from screaming.

 “It’s all right,” Miko said, setting a hand on Odin’s lower back.


 “No it isn’t. So many men died out there. I should’ve used my magic.”


 “No. You shouldn’t have.”


 “What?” Odin asked, a sniffle tearing the word to pieces and making him sound bloated and unintelligible.


 “You were worried enough about Nova when all that was going on. How could you have used magic to save others if you were only concerned about one?”

 “I…” Odin sighed. Finding nothing to say, he turned and finally let loose a series of tears that, though silent, streamed down his face and formed rivulets along his cheeks.

 Miko reached forward, set his hands on both of Odin’s shoulders, and pulled him into an embrace. “There,” the Elf whispered, holding him close. “Everything will be fine. You’re both safe.”

 “Where is he?”

 “In another room, being tended to by other sailors.” Miko tilted Odin’s head up so they could look at one another. “Don’t worry. He wasn’t hurt.”

 “Are you sure?”


 “The worse he probably has is a case of the shakes, if that.”


 “Why isn’t he here, with us?”


 “I wanted to pay attention to you, so I asked if someone else could care for him. I also didn’t want Nova to wake up and fly into hysterics when he saw your arms.”

 “Would he remember what he did?”

 “I believe he would. I know nothing of the siren’s song erasing men’s memories.”

 After pulling away from the embrace and taking a moment to console himself, Odin walked back to the bed and settled down atop it. He set the topmost blanket over his lap, but remained upright and instead leaned against the headrest. “What attacked us,” he said, turning his head to look back at his master. “They’re… they’re women of the sea, right?”

 Although he knew his question would be unexpected, he wanted to steer the conversation in another direction—in a place where, at the very least, he could learn from this event instead of actually suffering from it. He didn’t want to think of Nova and how he’d torn his arms apart.

 “Yes,” Miko said, setting a hand over one of the headrest’s intricate knobs. “Have you read of them?”


 “Not a whole lot. They were mentioned in some of my textbooks, but I’d like to know more if you’re willing to tell me.”


 “So long as you’re willing to hear more, then yes, I’ll tell you.”


 “Yes sir,” Odin nodded. “I understand.”


 Miko took place at the foot of the bed. He closed his eyes, expelled a breath, then inhaled another. “The sirens,” he began, his head slightly downturned and his eyes cast to the floor, “are what are believed to be the descendants of angels fallen from the highest parts of the heavens. You as well as anyone should know that the angels are the supposed harbingers of the gods—the ones whom, by definition and purpose, are said to deliver the souls of the dead to the other realms of the existence. They sing for the gods, trumpet for kings, sing hymns of holy power upon the death of a mortal and raise their souls from the earth. The sirens, however, were angry, bitter and jealous of those far more beautiful than them, and for that began to plot against their companions. Some, it is said, were slain, and their bodies could be seen falling from the skies and burning in the air, as a true holy creature is never allowed to touch the ground. When their crimes were committed, the gods cast them out, where they were banished to the deepest parts of the sea to forever be imprisoned to the water.”

 “I thought angels were like birds?” Odin frowned.

 “They bear similarities—the wings on their arms and the beaks on their faces—but true angels bear no human similarity. I believe humanity has tainted the legends and have made such creatures much more human than they actually have appeared in the past.”

 “Why do they sing?”

 “For vengeance, in anger, with hate. They lure men to the deepest parts of the ocean and in the final moments of their lives impregnate themselves with their seed in order to reproduce. But before you ask, I must clarify: the voice alone isn’t what lures men to the deep. The magic imbued within the note is what drives any mortal man who hears it to depths of the ocean.”

 “Why didn’t I want to go to them then?”

 “You’re a Halfling, Odin.”

 He swallowed a lump in his throat. So that was why he hadn’t been attracted to the sound—why, on the brink of a moment, he’d been able to maintain a level head and a steady course of action while fighting with Nova?

 “But sir,” Odin said. “My head was spinning.”


 “You are still half human.”


 “But if I was suffering from the effects, shouldn’t my body have been fighting with itself?”


 “Maybe it was. Maybe the ache in your head was caused by your mortal and immortal self fighting within you.”


 “But I don’t understand…”


 “It depends on which side of your blood is stronger.”



So, Odin thought, sighing. I’m more Elf than I am human.

 “All right,” he said, a bit troubled by the revelation.

 “There’s nothing to be worried about. This act of your body was what kept both yourself and Nova alive. Think of it as a blessing. To know that human rationale is null when dealing with creatures that prey on mortal men is a great gift to have, especially when such creatures are quite prevalent in the wilder parts of the world.”

 “I’m trying, sir. It’s just that—”


 “Don’t say that you did nothing to help the others. You could do nothing.”


 “But I—”


 “Even I could do little more than try and keep some of the men from diving down. But, as you saw, even that didn’t work out perfectly.”

 The image of a man clawing at his ears entered Odin’s mind. “I remember,” he said, attempting to shake the thought from his head.

 “There are limits to what we can achieve in this world, Odin. I myself once though that because I was born of both the dark and pure that I would be more powerful than anything I could have ever possibly imagined. It wasn’t long afterward that I leaned I had just as many weaknesses as any other creature.”

 “The blood cough,” he said.

 “A prime example of one of my greatest faults. Can I control this? No. Can you control that you were overwhelmed with so much going on? No. I don’t believe you can, so do not think you did nothing. Saving Nova insured that he would see his wife again.”

 Odin bowed his head. Here he had just tried to change the conversation, yet he’d brought it back onto himself.


 “Do you want to know what one of your biggest faults is, Odin?”


 “What, sir?”


 “I asked—”


 “No,” he said, grimacing. He waited a moment for the Elf to continue, but when he didn’t, he sighed. “I want to know what my fault is.”

 “You worry too much.”

 Odin blinked. “That’s it?” he asked.

 “That’s a fault that can kill you. Say Nova went under, lured to the depths by the very thing that you were attempting to keep him from. What would you have done?”

 “Swam after him.”


 “And why would you have done this?”


 “Because he’s my friend.”


 “This is exactly what I mean,” Miko said. “I, as well as anyone else, would do anything in their power to save a companion. But let me pose another example—what would happen if you tried to save that friend from death, even if you knew you couldn’t?”

 “I… I don’t—”

 “You would die as well.”

 Without padding to absorb the blow that was so obviously-barbed and filled with contempt, the words slid into his heart and impaled them upon their staff. They stung at his conscience, menacing hornets to the smaller parts of his mind, and left him reeling in the reality of which Miko had just spoken. What, he questioned, would he have done if Nova had broken away from his hold, or if he’d dived into the water; and what, he dared to think, would he have done if he couldn’t save Nova—and, most importantly—how would he have been able to cope with the knowledge that he hadn’t been able to save his friend? Such thoughts made him delirious with pain and threatened to bring forth the tears he’d been so painstakingly able to fight. 


How could he be so cruel?

 “I… I think I understand now,” Odin said, forcing himself to look up at his master and face his hard, unruly eyes. Thu… Thank you for explaining it to me.”

 “There’s no need to thank me.” Miko stood, rounded the table, then set a hand on Odin’s chest to guide him down onto the bed. “You need to rest now. You’ve too much on your mind as it is—I don’t need to fill it with anything else.”

 “Sir—”


 “I’m not asking you to sleep, Odin. I’m asking you to rest.”


 “But—”


 “If you ask me something else, I won’t answer.”


 Miko seated himself on the bed. After turning to look at the end of the mattress, he spread out alongside Odin and drew up his legs so they wouldn’t be dangling in midair.

 “Sir?”


 “Goodnight, Odin.”


 Miko closed his eyes.


 Though Odin thought of saying goodnight, he thought better when he realized the Elf had already fallen asleep.


 It was the first time he had ever seen the Elf breathe so smoothly.


 


 He sat in a chair—book balanced against one knee, eyes downcast to look at its text—when the door opened without any prior warning. Startled to the point where he nearly jumped from his chair and arms screaming with pain, Odin turned to look at the threshold with eyes hard and unforgiving. Whom he found, however, was Nova, standing in the threshold and the rough hair at the stem of his neck

 “Nova,” he breathed.


 “Hey,” the older man said.


 Odin glanced over his shoulder. Miko turned his head to look at the two of them before returning to his window-watching.


 “Hey,” Odin replied, standing. “Are you all right?”


 “I’m fine,” Nova said, stepping into the room and closing the door with the heel of his foot. “How do you feel?”


 “Fine.”


 “That’s good.”


 Nova slid his hands into his pockets. After a moment of silence, he looked down at the floor, as if something had caught his attention, and bowed his head. In response, Odin sighed and set the book down. “Nova,” he said. “I’m sorry about what happened last night.”

 “Why are you telling me sorry? I’m the one who hurt you.”

 “It’s not your fault. The sirens, they—”

 For reasons he couldn’t immediately interpret, he could not finish his sentence. Instead, he took his first few steps forward since Nova had entered the room and wrapped his arm around his friend, bowing his head into the jut of his collarbone and trying his hardest to resist the urge to cry. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not hurt.”

 “Yes you are. I tore your arms up.”

 “You didn’t mean to.”

 Nova set his hands at Odin’s lower back and rested his head against the curve of his neck. Odin closed his eyes when he felt his breath’s hot breath against his collarbone. He hadn’t realized until that moment that being in a friend’s arms felt better than anything else in the world.

 “That tickles,” he said, unable to resist the urge to smile.


 “What?” Nova asked.


 “I said that tickles.” Odin pulled away. A smile lit Nova’s face. “There. That’s what I want to see.”


 “What?” Nova laughed.


 “You smiling and laughing.”


 “I was up half the night worrying about you. I didn’t think we’d make up.”


 “Why?”


 “Because I tore your arms up.”


 “I’m ok. Really—don’t worry about it.”


 “If you say so, kid.”


 Nova set a hand on Odin’s shoulder .He smiled, then leaned closer. “Thank you for saving me,” he whispered. “And thank you for reminding me that I’ve got two incredible friends that care about me.”

 Nova made his way over to the bed and collapsed upon its surface. 


 “Get some sleep,” Odin said.


 “I will, “Nova replied.


 When Odin looked over, their eyes met.


 At that moment, he began to realize just how much he loved both of the men he was with.


 


 Cold air bit his skin.

 Outside, snow fell.

 “How damn far north are we?” Nova asked, hamming his fingers into his armpits as he turned away from the window. “And where the hell is Miko?”

 “I don’t know,” Odin said.

 He joined his friend at the window to watch the snow fall at sea, wishing he knew where they were. Maybe then that would tell them why it was snowing.


I wonder if he’ll tell us where we’re going now that it’s starting to snow.

 “You don’t think,” Odin began, then stopped before he could finish.


 “I don’t think what?” Nova asked.


 “You don’t think he’s having us aimlessly wander for no reason, do you?”


 “Miko? No. He’s taking us somewhere.”


 “Where?”


 “Your guess is as good as mine.”



I don’t have a guess, Odin thought, then chuckled. You probably don’t either.

 “What’s so funny?” Nova smirked.


 “I don’t have a guess. I laughed because you said my guess was as good as yours.”


 “Oh.”


 Odin resisted the urge to laugh. Apparently, Nova hadn’t understood his joke, as soon after he asked, “What’re you looking at?”


 “Nothing,” Odin smiled. “I just enjoy your company.”


 “Sure you do.”

 This time, Odin laughed. Nova punched his shoulder.


 “Did you sleep better last night?” Odin asked.


 “I’ve been sleeping fine. What about you?”


 “Fine.”


 Odin looked down at his arms and rubbed the freshly-changed bandages. Though the horsetail stitching had looked a little bad upon his first impression, Miko had reassured him that the scars would be barely visible.


I’ll be able to get rid of them, if you so desire, he’d also added.

 Odin planned on having his master remove them as soon as the stitching came out—not for vanity, but pride and for reasons of friendship. He didn’t want Nova to shake his hand, grip his arm or look down at his skin and see scars that he himself had once caused. If Miko could remove them, he would request he do so as soon as possible.

 “Hey,” Nova said. “Something wrong?”


 “Uh… no. Sorry. I was just thinking.”


 Nova shrugged and seated himself on his bed. “You have no idea where he went?”


 Odin shook his head. “No. Sorry.”


 “It’s not your fault. He’s been gone since I got up.”


 “Did you want me to ask him something?”


 “Other than to know where we’re going?”



I should’ve thought of that.

 With nothing better to do than yawn, Odin jumped on the bed and rolled onto his back, tracing the patterns on the wood that made up the ceiling. “Are you starting to get bored?” he decided to ask.

 “Of being on the ship?” Nova closed his eyes. “A little.”


 “I can only imagine how much longer we’ll be on it.”


 “We’ve only been sailing for a couple of weeks, if even that.”


 Rolling over onto his stomach, Odin closed his eyes and suppressed a sigh. Of all the times to get bored, it had to be when he had literally nothing to do.


I can read.

 Then again, he’d already gone through most of the fables in the tome he’d been reading, so that wouldn’t work. The rest of the books, however, hadn’t seemed interesting upon first glance. Maybe if he looked over them again he would find something worth reading.

 “What’ve you been doing to entertain yourself?” Odin asked.


 “I’ve been trying to write a letter to my wife so that when we get back to the mainland, I can have it sent to Bohren.”


 “What if where we’re going isn’t anywhere near the mainland?”


 “Well… then I’ll have someone deliver it for me when we get back.”


 “You said trying, Odin frowned.

 “Yeah,” Nova replied, matter-of-factly. “I did. Why?”


 “I thought you said you’ve written to your wife before?”


 “I have, but writing isn’t one of my strong points. I was born and raised farm boy.”


 “Oh.” Odin tried not to frown, but did anyway. “I’m not trying to make you feel stupid or anything, but if you need help, you can ask me.”

 “I appreciate the offer. I might take you up on it.”

 “What do you have trouble with?”

 “Letter writing, mostly, but it’s not hard if I go slow. When I start writing a letter, I make an effort to finish one part before I stop. I try to write it in my head first so I don’t have to waste time rewriting it, you know?”

 “I know.”


 Nova slapped Odin’s shoulder and looked up when the door opened.


 Miko slid inside, pulling his hood back to reveal his face as soon as the door closed behind him.


 “Hello, sir,” Odin said. “Where were you?”


 “Speaking with the captain,” the Elf said, locking the door before he began to disrobe. “We’re on schedule to arrive within the next few weeks.”

 “Why is it snowing outside?”

 “Because we’re moving to the north.”


I know that, he thought.

 “What he means,” Nova said, “is where are we going?”


 Miko smiled. Odin and Nova groaned.


 “You won’t give us a hint?” Odin asked.


 “Come on,” Nova said. “We’ve been playing along so far. Why can’t you tell us?”


 “It’ll be better if you see for yourselves. That way, you’ll appreciate the wait.”


 “We’ll appreciate the wait if you tell us now,” Odin mumbled. Nova reeled back with laughter, reaching up to pound his chest. Miko’s smile brightened.

 “I promise it won’t be too much longer. The days go by quickly out here on the ocean.”

 “All right,” Odin sighed. “Thank you for telling us why it was snowing.”


Even if it doesn’t give me any clue as to where we’re going.

 Odin settled down into the chair he had grown accustomed to, picked his book up, and opened it to where he left off.


Only a few more pages left, he thought, licking a finger so he could turn a page. Then maybe I can finally force myself to look at a few of the other books.

 Hopefully, whatever lay between their bindings would entertain him until they reached their destination.

 


 “Hey, Odin,” Nova said. “You want to help me with something?”

 Looking up from the history book he’d only recently acquainted himself with, Odin found Nova sitting on the floor, cross-legged and bent over a piece of parchment that lay on the sitting table that sat near the sofa spread against the far wall.

 “I’ll help,” Odin said, knowing more than well that Nova wanted advice on his letter. Sliding out of the chair, he set his book aside and walked around the table to kneel by Nova’s side. There, he examined the careful but scratchy handwriting before turning to look at his friend. “What do you need help with?”

 “Does it… well… sound all right?”


 “You don’t care if I read it?”


 “No. I don’t.”


 Odin pulled the parchment forward.



Dear Katarina,
it began.


I’m sorry I’ve been gone for so long, and I’m sorry I haven’t written to you sooner. We, the boy I told you about and an Elf that chose him as his squire, crossed the Ornalan Plains before we made our way west, down the lowlands that lead to Elna and along the ‘Ela Alna Pass that leads onto the peninsula. You don’t need to worry, because we arrived safely and soundly.


I’m writing to you from the confines of a large ship. We set sail from Elna to somewhere northeast, though where we’re going, I don’t know. The Elf has assured both myself and the boy that we will soon reach our destination.


I don’t know when this will reach you, and I’m sorry to say I don’t know when I’ll be home. I’m sorry for leaving you, Katarina. Every waking moment I breathe is filled with thoughts of you, and every night before I fall asleep, I think of how it feels to lay in a bed with a woman as beautiful as you.


I’m sorry I haven’t come home.


I’m sorry to say I don’t know when I’ll be home.


Please, know that I love you, and remember that no matter what happens, I’ll come home to you one way or another.


Your husband,


Novalos'

 By the time Odin finished reading the letter, he found a slight tear sliding down his face. He reached up to wipe it away knowing it hadn’t escaped Nova’s gaze. “You love her very much,” he said.

 “More than anything else,” Nova sighed, setting an arm across Odin’s shoulders and leaning close. “It helps that I have such great friends to keep me grounded.”

 At that, Odin pushed the parchment away just in case one of them started to cry. He didn’t want all of Nova’s hard work to go to waste.

 “It reads all right then?” Nova asked.

 “I wasn’t sure how well you could write,” Odin said. “It’s perfect.”

 “The man who raised me taught me how to read and write as best as he could, though I think my writing is much better than my reading, regardless of my penmanship. I try my best to write so my wife can read it.”

 “Well, you don’t have to worry about her not being able to read it. I can read just fine, so I don’t see why she shouldn’t be able to.”

 “Thanks, Odin. And thank you for looking at it for me. I just hope that when she does get the letter, she’ll understand why I’ve been away from home for so long.”

 “Do you regret coming with us?”

 Odin looked up. At first unsure whether or not his friend had heard the question, he sat there and watched Nova for any form of expression that could have clouded his face and revealed his true feelings. When none came, however, he shifted in his seat, all the more aware of just how the words had sounded upon second thought.


Great, he thought. That’s what you get for asking such a personal question.

 “I’m sorry, Nova. I shouldn’t have asked you that.”


 “No,” Nova said. “I mean, no—you didn’t offend me. And no, I don’t regret coming with you.”


 “You don’t?”


 “No.”


 “You don’t regret that you’ve been away from your wife for so long all because of me?”


 “In all honesty, Odin, I don’t. Before I found you, I’d been plagued with doubts that, if I returned home without completing my mission, the ‘light,’ or whatever it was, wouldn’t help me in my time of need.” Nova stopped to take a breath, as if troubled by the words he had and were about to speak. “I’ve told you this before, but because I didn’t know when my ‘time of need’ would be, I was desperate to find you. And, to add on to that, I was worried that if I didn’t find you, something would happen to my wife or father-in-law.”

 “You were never worried about yourself then.”


 “I wasn’t. I keep my friends and family above all else, even if that means risking myself in order to do it.”


 “It shows,” Odin said. “You wouldn’t have come all this way if you didn’t think this was important.”


 “And you know what?” the man asked. “It’s turned out to be important. I didn’t have too many friends back in Bohren, but look at me now—I’m friends with a boy with red eyes who can cast magic and an Elf-creature that few people so far north have ever seen, a fucking Elf, Odin. What more could I ask for?”

 “I don’t know.”

 The two looked at each other for a moment before they burst out laughing.

 Through all of this, Odin realized how much Nova had sacrificed. Here, two years after he had left his wife to come in search for someone a vision had proclaimed to him through a number of weeks, he had done what many would have considered little—mad, even, for the fact that he’d left all behind in order to search for someone that possibly wasn’t even real. In a way, it made him realize how important it was to hold on to the things you loved dearly—because, in the end, if you didn’t hold onto those things, and if those things suddenly disappeared without the chance to hold them dear, one would always regret they never had the chance to appreciate them.

 


 Fourteen long days later, ice started clouding the windows. 

 Because of the frigid cold that plagued them day in and out, a monster of which could not be described or related to in physical terms, Odin and Nova had succumbed to wearing long-sleeved shirts and underwear that Daughtry had specially provided for them on the trip. Nova, now suffering from the beginnings of a cold, sat in one of the chairs, fingers jammed into the armpits of his wool shirt, while Odin stood near the window, watching the crystals of ice form and expand across the panes of glass over each passing moment as if they were insects crawling acoss the greatest of looking glasses.

 “It’s freezing,” Nova said from his corner, attempting to still his chattering teeth.

 “I know,” Odin sighed.

 While not as miserable as Nova, he seemed to be getting there. He hoped that his raw, runny nose was a result of the weather and not some bodily ailment. All he needed was to be sick.


I won’t get the blood cough, will I?

 If such a thing happened, he’d need to stay in bed and rest the cold off, which would put yet another temporary halt on their journey. He wanted no such thing. He’d waited long enough to get to where they were at for it to all come crumbling down.

 “Are you ok?” Odin asked, starting to rise from his place near the window when Nova began to sneeze uncontrollably.


 “Yeah,” the man moaned, reaching up to wipe his nose with the back of his head. “I’m fine. Just miserable as hell, that’s all.”


 “I don’t know why he’d take us all the way up here.”


 “It’s got something to do with you,” Nova grumbled.


 “Me?” Odin frowned.


 “Well, duh. You’re his squire—he has to test you some way.”


 “I get that, but he has to make me suffer?”

 “You?” Nova laughed. “You’re not the only one suffering.”

 “Sorry.”

 “Don’t bother. It’s not like saying you’re sorry is going to make me feel any better anyway.”

 Odin sighed, once again frustrated with his surroundings, and turned to face the window only to find that it was, as it had been before, covered with ice. “Now we’re stuck without anything to look at,” he mumbled.

 “You could always go on top, though there’s no way in hell you’re going to get me up there though.”


 “I didn’t think so, but you don’t have to worry about that because I’m not going up there either.”


 “Probably for the best.”


 Odin tucked his feet under his legs, all the more thankful for the socks Daughtry had provided along with their winter gear.


 “Where do you think Miko left?” Odin asked, turning his attention back to his friend.


 “I have no idea. All I know is that he’s been spending a lot of time with the captain.”


 “Jerdai?”


 “Yeah. Don’t ask me why.”



It must have something to do with where we’re going, he thought, once again looking at the window.

 How far north could they be? Could they have passed the Hornblaris Mountain chain, beyond the distant rim of the continent, maybe even further than that?

 “How far north do you think we are, Nova?”


 “I don’t know, Odin. If you went up top, you could probably tell.”


 “I already said I’m not going up there.”


 “Suit yourself.” Nova gasped three quick times, raised his hands, and sneezed. “I swear, I’m going to rip that Elf a new one when he gets back. It’s his fault I’m sick.”

 “I wouldn’t say anything if I were you.”


 “And why not?”


 “It’ll make him feel bad.”


 Instead of replying, Nova spread out along the couch and brought his knees up to his chest. “I’m going to sleep,” he grumbled, closing his eyes.

 “I’ll let you know if anything happens.”


 “Like anything will.”


 Odin couldn’t help but smirk as Nova started taking his first few deep breaths.


 


 By the time the next two weeks came by and bestowed upon them a fresh amount of chill, all the men had donned their winter clothing in preparation for what could only be considered the most horrific weather of their lives. Hats, mouthpieces, coats, gloves, fur-lined boots and insulated pants—all clung to each sailor as though they were living, breathing organisms, pulsating and breathing with each and every stepped.

 Odin, having braved the cold to examine his surroundings, stepped up onto the deck and peered out at the horizon. Chunks of ice floated in the water near the ship—some as large as a small house, others larger than the ship itself. The sight alone was enough to instill within him a sense of fear, as never in his life had he ever seen something of the sort.


Will it break? he thought.

 “Long time no see, lad,” Jerdai said, clapping Odin’s shoulder and pulling him into his side. “What’re you looking at?”


 “The ice.”


 “Oh. That. Nothing to worry about there.”


 “Won’t the ship sink if it hits anything?”


 “Like I said, there’s nothing to worry about.” Jerdai paused, looked around as if trying to locate something, then pointed at the front of the deck. “See those two men there? Those young’uns?”

 “I…” Odin paused. He waited a moment until the deck cleared and he could see the two figures Jerdai had pointed out near the bow before nodding. “Yes. I see them.”

 The two men, possibly around his age if not a little older, stood near the front railing, just above where the figurehead rested and where the front of the ship eclipsed into one solid, unified point. Each chattered and pointed at the occasional iceberg, almost as if they were about to turn and run in fear, but other than that did quite little. Why they were so important he couldn’t be sure, but upon second examination realized they had to hold some merit, as Jerdai had pointed them out to him specifically.

 “What about them?” he asked after a moment’s consideration.

 “Domnin and Icklard are their names. They’re mages. Been with me for around two years, probably since they were around your age, maybe a little younger. Their job is to make sure the boat stays safe if we encounter any trouble.”

 “If they’re supposed to help, sir, why didn’t they—”

 “The sirens.” Jerdai took a deep breath. He even reached up to rub his eyes. “They tried. You might not have seen or heard them with all the commotion, but they were assisting your knight master. They channeled energy into the clouds to help fight the sharks and other monsters off.”

 “How many men did you lose, sir?”


 “A dozen, at least.”


 “I’m sorry.”


 “Not your fault, lad. Those men willingly came knowing that they could lose their lives. I just feel bad for their women back home.”

 “I don’t think I could do this,” Odin said, examining not only the deck around him, but the men whose faces appeared tired and all the less full of life.

 “Good. You’re much better off on land as it is.”

 Jerdai squeezed Odin’s shoulder, then took a step forward. He almost left entirely, but stopped before he could do so. “I’d suggest you be careful if you’re walking near the sides,” the captain said. “The men have been trying their best to keep the mist off the deck, but that doesn’t mean they got all of it. You might slip if you’re not careful.”

 With one last pat on the shoulder, Jerdai left Odin to his own devices.

 Now more curious than ever, Odin walked toward the railing, careful to keep a few steps back. If he managed to slip and go overboard, who knew how easy it would be to save him from the frigid water below.


Or from anything that would want to eat me.

 The image of a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth entered his mind.

 With a slight shiver, he shook his head and stared at the horizon—where, in the distance, mountainous chunks of ice floated too far off to pose any danger, threatening mortal men with their image alone. Smaller chunks near the side of the boat simply bounced off and drifted away, content with the prospect of life and their purpose within the world.

 If they could talk, he imagined, they would probably say, You don’t belong here.

 Really, though—who did belong here, other than animals? Human men obviously didn’t, for they were no more fish than the birds that drifted in the sky, but what about the other species? The Dwarves dwelled within their mountains, content to mine their lives away, while Elves remained in their mythical forests to the south of the Ornalan Border living peacefully and without contempt. The other creatures—those mentioned briefly in his books, but otherwise not talked about—surely couldn’t exist up here. Did not the Goblins, Orcs, Trolls and Ogres need warmer climates to survive?


I don’t think I’d want to see the kind of creatures that live here, if any exist.

 Then again, didn’t sentient beings capable of complex thought exist almost everywhere?


Yes, he thought. They do.

 Jamming his fingers into his armpits, he turned and surveyed the area, his eyes once more drawn to the two young mages who stood near the bow. Maybe, if he went up and talked to them, they might teach him their ways of repelling ice away from the ship.

 “At least I wouldn’t be bored,” he muttered.


And maybe I’ll make a few more friends.

 Upon second thought, Odin realized that it might not be in his best interests to be friends with men he would probably never see again.


It’s worth a try.

 If anything, he could at least acquaint himself with the two of them.

 After crossing the short distance of the deck to stand behind the two men, Odin cleared his throat to draw their attention. When they turned to examine him, he said, “Excuse me,” then added, “Can I bother the two of you for a moment?”

 “Sure,” the taller, darker-haired man on the right said. “What can we help you with?”

 “The captain was just talking about you. He said you were mages.”

 “That’s right.” The man smiled, then reached up to scratch at a tuft of stubble on his chin. “I’m Domnin, and this is my brother, Icklard.”

 “It’s nice to meet you,” Odin said, taking scope of the second, fire-haired brother before extending his hand. “My name is Odin.”

 While they exchanged greetings, Odin took in the faces of the two men and tried to distinguish one from the other. They were very obviously from the same father, as uncommon as that may have seemed to be from men who lived their lives aboard the sea. Olive-skinned, with square jaws and low-set cheekbones—their eyes were fair but masculinized within their deep hollows, and each brother bore a pair of strikingly-colored eyes that, for all his understanding, Odin had come to distinguish as familiar traits to mages. 

 “What can we help you with?” Icklard, the younger of the two, asked, grass-green eyes narrowing to examine his features.


 “He said that the two of you keep the boat safe from the ice.”


 “We sure do.”


 “And we help control atmospheric conditions when there isn’t wind,” Domnin, the eldest, replied. He, too, examined him with his stark-blue eyes—which, in that moment, resembled something of finely-coated ice within their very vicinities.

 “How do you do that?” Odin frowned. “I mean, keep the ice away from the boat?”


 “You want to learn?”


 Odin nodded. “If you would be willing,” he said. “I’ve got a gift myself, but… well… I don’t get to practice much.”


 “I’m guessing your knight master doesn’t use magic then?”


 “Oh, no. He’s the man in the black cloak.”


 Domnin said nothing. He looked to his brother, who only grinned. “He’s very powerful,” Icklard said.


 “Just the amount of energy he was using,” the older brother added, head shaking and mouth dipped in awe.


 “It made us feel very, very insignificant.”


 “How?” Odin frowned. “Jerdai said the two of you helped him.”


 “Yes,” Icklard said, “but we did little more than feed his magic.”


 “We collapsed when the whole thing was older,” Domnin sighed. “We had to be carried back to our room.”


 Unsure what to say, Odin kept his silence, jaw clamped tightly and eyes shifting between the two brothers. After a moment of reminiscing over the terrible event that had happened those few fateful weeks ago, the brothers looked up, smiles on their faces when it seemed that none could be had.

 “Oh well,” Icklard said, his sigh not deep, but there. “We tried. That’s all that matters.”

 “That’s right,” Domnin said. He straightened his posture and pointed at a nearby iceberg. “Say this iceberg was coming to the boat, Odin. What would you do?”

 “Try and push it away.”


 “Right. But what if you didn’t have enough power to push it away? What if it was too big?”


 “I… don’t know,” he frowned.


 “You could stop it from moving fairly easy,” Icklard said. “Watch.”


 The shorter brother lifted his hands. Green fire sprouted from his palms, then shot out at the iceberg. Though it did not visible damage, the iceberg stopped moving, suspended in place by green tendrils that wafted around its surface like snakes coiled on a suspect tree.

 “That’s one way,” Icklard said. 

 “But the smaller ones,” Domnin said. “we usually destroy them by sending a bit of magic into their center.”

 Domnin raised his hand and summoned at the tip of his finger a plume of orange light. This he shot at the iceberg, then smiled when the thing split into five even pieces before sliding into the ocean. “Not much too it,” he said.

 “You try,” Icklard said.

 Odin raised his hands, gathered an orb of magic between his two clawed hands, then released it toward a smaller berg. It dissolved into a plume of transparent air upon impact.

 “That works,” Domnin said, fingering his chin. “It’s not as easy to do on a bigger one though.”

 “I can imagine,” Odin replied, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Thank you for giving me a little of your time.”

 “Hey, it’s no trouble,” Icklard said, raising a hand. He slapped Odin’s hand, then gestured him to do the same for his older brother. “If you get bored, come find us again.”

 “Our room’s at the end of the left hall,” Domnin smiled.


 “All right,” Odin said. “Thank you.”


 He bowed his head, turned, and made his way back to the stairs, grinning all the way.


 


 “Where were you?” Nova asked.


 “Up top,” Odin said, turning to shut the door.


 “I thought you were only going to look?”


 “I got sidetracked.”


 “By what?”


 Odin shed his coat, set it in his clothing chest, and sat down on the bed. “I ran into captain Jerdai up there,” he said, “and I asked how he kept the ship safe with all the ice floating around. He pointed to a couple of mages that he pays to keep the ship safe from storms and other stuff.”

 “And?”


 “I talked to them. They showed me how they keep the boat safe.”


 “So you were casting magic with them then?”


 Odin nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “It was a lot of fun.”


 “I’m glad you found a way to entertain yourself, kid.” Nova paused, sat up, and rubbed his face. “What’d they say about you being there?”

 “They said I could come visit them if I wanted to.”

 “It sounds like you made a couple of friends.”

 Odin reached back to rub his head, not in the least bit sure where the sudden burst of embarrassment had come from. It could’ve been because Nova had a grin plastered over his face, but he didn’t think so. “I guess,” he shrugged.

 “Hey, that’s great,” the man laughed, throwing his legs over the side of the bed. “You planning on going and seeing them again?”

 “I want to, but I don’t want to leave without Miko’s permission.”

 “I don’t think he’d mind. Besides—you’re most likely going to have to wait until Jerdai anchors the ship down for the night. I don’t see how your mage friends could keep the boat safe at night if it was still moving.”

 Odin shrugged.


 “What’d you say their names were?” Nova asked.


 “Iclard and Domnin. They’re brothers.”


 “Twins?”


 “I doubt that. What brings that up?”


 “In my experience, most brothers are so different that they end up splitting away from each other after they become men. That’s why I asked if they were twins.”

 “I highly doubt they are. One of them is taller than the other.”

 “Ah.” Nova stood, walked to the window, and set a hand on the ice-covered glass. He grimaced before pulling his hand away. “You’ve got balls to be out there in that.”

 “I wasn’t paying attention to the cold.”

 “You usually don’t when you’re having fun.”

 Odin smiled, but quickly shrugged it off when Nova turned to face him. It soon returned when the man smirked. “What?” he asked, a bit of a laugh in his voice.

 “Lucky bastard, you. I wish I had magic. Then I could go with you to see those mage brothers.”

 “You can come with if you want. I don’t care.”


 “Nah. That’s fine. They’re your kind of people, not mine.”


 “If you want someone to talk to, you can always go socialize, you know?”


 “Yeah, I know. I’m not too great in that department though.”


 “Neither am I.”


 “Yeah, but you…” Nova stopped. A moment later, he frowned, then sighed. “Guess you’re right. I should go try, just not now. I’ll do it later, like when we go down to get dinner or something.”

 “All right,” Odin said. “You can still come with me if you want.”


 The older man waved his hand at him before settling back down on the bed.


 Apparently, he would be visiting the mages by himself. 


 


 Later, after he was sure that at least one of the brothers had returned from dinner, Odin knocked on the door and waited patiently for the occupants inside to arrive. Hands in his pockets, head downturned, he stared at the tips of his boots and how their surfaces had managed to hold up all this time until the door opened, after which he returned his head to the world above him and looked on the brother standing in the threshold.

 “Odin,” Icklard said. “Come in, come in.”

 After stepping through the doorway, Odin turned to examine the younger brother closer. Without the hat and the mouthpiece, he could easily see the lengthened locks of fire-brown hair and the brown birthmark that rested to the right side of his lip—all details that had alluded him previously.

 “What brings you here?” the man asked.


 “I… I came to visit, if you don’t mind.”


 “That’s fine. Here. Sit. I’ve got tea ready.”


 Odin settled into one of the armchairs. Icklard poured some tea for himself, then set a cup in front of Odin. “It’s nothing special, really, but it’s good for you.”

 “Thank you,” Odin said. Grimacing the moment he sipped the tea, he set it on the table, nodding thanks to Icklard. “Where’s your brother?” he asked.

 “Domnin? In the kitchen, I’d assume, helping some of the other men with the dirty dishes.”

 “Are you required to help around the ship?”

 “No. What we do here pays for the food and the room. Technically, we don’t have to do anything other than make sure the ship stays safe. My brother, though… he tends to like working in the kitchen, but I think that’s because he can eat the last little bit of the fish.”

 They laughed. Icklard set his tea down and seated himself in his own chair.


 “So, Odin,” Icklard said, setting an elbow on his chair. “You’re here with your knight master, I assume?”


 “I am.”


 “What brings you out to this ungodly part of the sea?”


 “I’m… not so sure. My knight master hasn’t said where we’re going.”


 “How come?”


 “He wants it to be ‘a surprise.’” Odin made sure to enunciate the words as harshly as he could, fingers raised and all.


 “I see,” Icklard smiled. He looked around the room, particularly at the beds in the opposite corners, before returning his eyes to Odin. “Was there anything you wanted to ask me?”

 “Actually… well… sort of.”


 “Ask anything you want.”


 “Jerdai said you’ve been with him since you were my age.”


 “That depends on how old you are.”


 “I’m sixteen.”


 “Ah. Yes. Both me and my brother have been on the ship with Jerdai since we were your age. Well—I was your age, anyway. My brother’s two years older than me. As to our work… it’s the only thing that keeps us alive.”

 “Do either of you have families?”

 “I have a woman back home, if that’s what you’re asking. God knows I only see her once every few months though. What about you? You have someone back in…”

 “Felnon,” Odin said, shaking his head whilst finishing the man’s sentence. “I was at Ornala until just a few months ago. I had some… complications that kept me from seeing much of anyone.”

 “No need to explain. That’s your business, not mine.”

 “You never mentioned your brother though,” Odin frowned. “What about him? Does he have a wife?”

 “Well, no.” Icklard paused. He waited a moment, as if carefully considering his words, then shrugged and smiled. “Let’s just say my brother isn’t one to mingle with the fairer sex.”

 “What?”


 “You want me to explain it?” Icklard laughed.


 “I… don’t exactly understand what you’re saying. Do you mean that he prefers his own company, or—”


 “He prefers the company of men, my friend.”


 Odin frowned. He couldn’t help but swallow a lump in his throat. “What?” he asked.


 “You really must’ve led a sheltered life at that castle,” Icklard said, leaning forward to set his hands on his knees. “My brother, as I just said, prefers men over women.”

 “Are you serious?”

 “I am. He doesn’t go around broadcasting it like public knowledge, but wait up late at night and follow him through the halls. You’ll find he’s in the captain’s room many nights.”

 “Is the captain—”

 “Oh, no. Jerdai isn’t. Their relationship is… well, let’s just say it isn’t personal beyond what they do behind a closed door.”

 Odin chose to remain silent. He kept his eyes to the floor, looked up only when he felt it necessary, and tried to avoid the plain, indifferent gaze Icklard offered him in that moment. Of all the things to do or say during such a conversation, he had to have been offensive—particularly, of course, toward Domnin, whom, judging by dialogue alone, Icklard obviously loved very much. “I’m sorry,” he said, taking a deep breath when he finally felt himself able to look up and face the man in front of him. “I just wanted to get to know the two of you better.”

 “There’s no need to apologize. I’m sure my brother would’ve explained if I hadn’t. At least this way, you don’t have to say anything that might accidentally bring this up again.”

 “Are you ashamed of him?”


 “No,” Icklard said, then blinked, as though incredulous and unable to believe what had just been said. “Why would I be?”


 “I just thought… that you might not approve.”


 “My brother has his own life—it’s not my job to tell him what he can and can’t do.”


 “All right.”


 “Does it bother you, Odin?”

 “No. Why would it?”

 “Some men are ignorant,” Icklard said, a brief smile crossing his face as he leaned back in his seat.

 After the period of awkward silence that followed, Icklard began to ask about the trip and just what they had seen on the way from Ornala.

 


 “You’re back.”


 Odin jumped. After closing the door, he turned to see Miko sitting in an armchair. “I’m sorry for coming back so late, sir.”


 “It’s all right. Nova said you were visiting friends.”


 “The mages,” Odin replied, stepping further into the room. “Icklard and Domnin.”


 “What made you want to visit them?”


 “I went up onto the deck earlier and ran into Jerdai. When I saw all the ice and asked him how he kept the boat safe, he pointed to the brothers and said they were mages. I wanted to ask more about what they did, so I went up and talked to them. They showed me how they kept the ice away, asked me to try, then invited me to visit after I dissolved a smaller berg.”

 “They didn’t mind your presence?” Miko asked.


 “No,” Odin said. “Well…. Icklard didn’t. Domnin wasn’t there.”


 “Did you have a nice visit?”


 “Yeah. He asked about our trip down to Elna.”


 “I’m glad you’ve made some new friends.”


 “I am too, sir. I just feel like I wronged you by not asking permission.”


 “I wasn’t here until just recently. Nova was waiting up for you, but I told him to go to bed once I returned.”


 “He was?”


 “He cares about you too, Odin. I’m sure you know that.”


 “I do, sir.”


 Miko stood, drawing a blanket around his naked torso. “I’m going to bed,” he said, stopping to set a hand on Odin’s shoulder before he could descend to his makeshift bed on the floor. “Don’t feel like you did something wrong in going and visiting friends. My only concern is how you are going to keep contact with them after we leave the ship.”

 “I…” Odin sighed. “I thought of the same thing. I shouldn’t grow attached to them.”

 “It’s a matter of concern for your wellbeing, that’s all. Although…” The Elf smiled. “I can teach you a way to stay in contact with them.”

 “Even though they might be leagues off?”

 “Yes. Right now though, I want you to go to bed. I’m happy to say that we’ll be where we’re going soon, but not for at least another few days.”

 “Yes sir. Thank you.”


 “Goodnight.”


 Miko slid his hand down Odin’s arm, graced his wrist with his fingers, then settled down onto the floor,.


 Before Odin walked to his own bed, he considered the notion of communicating with people leagues away and wondered why magic couldn’t have been more prevalent in the world.

 If only things were simpler. Maybe then people didn’t have to suffer.

 


 “I’m sorry I wasn’t here yesterday,” Domnin said, moving aside so Odin could step into the room. “I was in the kitchen cleaning dishes when you visited.”

 “It’s all right. Your brother said you were busy.”

 When Domnin turned upon closing the door, he revealed a trait that hadn’t been visible beneath the frame of his hat. A shock of grey, starting at his temple and rounding his skull, lined his head as if he were a skunk or some other mammalian creature, blessed by nature with a premature strike of grey that undoubtedly aged him beyond his years.


Could it have been from magic? he thought, blinking, trying his best not to stare. He’d heard such things before—that magic, when used in uncontrolled and boundless amounts, could age one far beyond their years—but never once had he seen something as fabled as a sorcerer’s streak.

 Rather than continue to stare, Odin took a deep breath, expelled it, then asked, “Where’s your brother?”


 “He’ll be back. He went down to the kitchen to make us some treats.”


 “Treats?”


 “Have you ever had milk chocolate?” Domnin asked, licking his lips. “It’s one of the best things you can have.”


 “I haven’t.”


 Domnin smiled and reached up to rub his neck.


 Until that very moment, during which time the brother reached back to rub his neck, Odin had been unsure of how yesterday’s revelation would affect his outlook on the older brother if at all. Surprisingly, but much to his relief, it hadn’t.


Why would someone be bothered by something as simple as that?

 It didn’t necessarily matter. Like it or not, those without conscience could keep to themselves.


 “Is something wrong?” Domnin asked, blinking, blue eyes radiant with question.


 “Oh no,” Odin smiled, feeling stupid and all the more knowing of his past feelings. “Sorry.”


 “It’s all right. Here—sit down. I should’ve offered you a chair when you walked in.”


 Odin shrugged and took his seat in the chair he’d occupied yesterday, while Domnin sat opposite, stretching his arms out over his head.

 Just before he could begin to say something, the door opened to reveal Icklard, prim and proper and carrying a tray covered with small brown squares. “Hello,” he said. “Sorry I’m late.”

 “It’s all right,” Odin said.

 Domnin stood and plucked a square from the tray. After popping it into his mouth, he closed his eyes and clapped Icklard’s shoulder. “You always did make the better chocolate.”

 “Thanks,” Icklard smiled. “Try a piece, Odin.”


 “That’s all right. I’m ok.”


 “No. Really—go ahead.”


 “I don’t want to take something I didn’t make.”


 “A couple of pieces won’t hurt us.”


 “Besides,” Domnin said, plopping back down into his seat. “It’s not that hard to make.”


 “Not at all,” Icklard said, extending his arm and the tray which sat atop his palm. “Try a piece.”


 With little choice other than to do just that, Odin reached forward and slid a piece off the pan. He nibbled the side, just to make sure he wanted to eat more, before sliding the square into his mouth.

 “Like that?” Icklard grinned.


 “Yeah,” Odin smiled, reveling in the velvety aftermath of the sweet. “I do.”


 “Good thing you got it from one of the best chocolate makers around,” Domnin laughed.


 “You never want to have bad chocolate,” Icklard agreed. “It ruins the whole experience.”

 After pushing a third chair opposite Domnin and Odin, Icklard settled down and took a piece of chocolate for himself. He closed his eyes, slid a piece of chocolate to the side of his mouth likely so he could suck on it, then said, “Damn. I should’ve brought milk.”

 “No worries,” Domnin said. Odin shook his head in agreement.

 “It’s better with milk, really. I remember reminding myself to bring some, but then I got to thinking about how low on milk the ship can get and decided not to.”

 “Making chocolate does tend to use a lot of milk,” Domnin agreed.


 “We don’t want to get the captain angry.”


 “Aren’t you two… well… more important than the other men?” Odin asked.


 “Not more important, per se,” Icklard said.


 “We’re just more talented than the others,” Domnin added.


 Icklard nodded. He and his brother slapped hands before swiping another piece of chocolate. Odin, on a whim, decided to take one as well.

 “So, Odin,” Domnin said. “You getting bored yet?”


 “Not really,” he shrugged. “My knight master said it wouldn’t be long before we’d be where we were going.”


 “I bet you’re excited to finally setting off again,” Icklard smiled.


 “Icklard told me about all you three have been through,” Domnin said. “Thinking there’s road runners on the pass. Wow.”


 “Road runners?” Odin frowned.


 “Another word for bandits,” Icklard said. “It’s surprising you haven’t run into any trouble on the way down. Most knights have to kill at least a few road runners on their way down the pass.”

 “I think they’re afraid of him,” Odin mumbled.


 “Who wouldn’t be?” Domnin laughed.


 “He’s a brute, that one,” Icklard chuckled. “If I were a bandit, I wouldn’t want to attack him either.”


 “I don’t know,” Odin shrugged. He stayed silent for a moment, watching the brothers banter between one another about the chocolate, before speaking. “I feel safe around him.”

 “A squire should feel safe around his master,” Domnin said. “It’s natural for that kind of bond to develop. You probably think of him as a kind of father, even after this short amount of time.”

 “Suh-Sort of.”

 Why he stuttered he couldn’t necessarily be sure. Maybe it was because Miko had been compared to his father, or maybe it had been for the fact that the declaration seemed all the more set in stone. Since they’d left Ornala, and since he’d met the Elf to begin with, he’d never considered Miko to be more than a friend, a tutor to instruct him in the ways of chivalry and the world. Now, however, the simple meaning of friendship had taken on a whole new perspective.

 “Odin?” 


 “Yeah?” he asked. He was unsure as to which of the brothers had spoken.


 “Are you all right?” Domnin asked.


 “I’m fine,” he said, rubbing his arms. “I just got distracted thinking about something.”


 The brothers shrugged. Odin watched them for a moment before he remembered what Miko had once said about their relationship being split up.

 “I’ve been worried about not being able to see the two of you again,” he said. “My knight master said he could teach me how to stay in touch.”

 “We can do that,” Icklard said. “Right, Domnin?”

 “Right.”

 The two stood and gestured Odin into the far corner of the room. A desk—obviously divided between the pair, since different books and parchments with distinct handwriting lay on each side—rested in the corner, near where he would soon stand as soon as he crossed the room.

 “All right,” Icklard said, turning to face Odin when they’d arranged themselves in opposite corners of the room. “There’s a few ways to do it, but me and Domnin always use the image system.”

 “Image system?” Odin frowned.

 “Yeah,” Icklard said. “Like this.”

 The man held his hands out. A series of small lights sprouted along his fingers, then came together to form a small bird that fit perfectly in the palm of his hand. Icklard did the same. Soon, an orange and green canary stood atop both of their palms.

 “Oh,” Odin smiled. “I’ve done that before.”


 “If you use a simple form, like a small bird, you can release it and let the surrounding energies feed it through its flight.”


 “It’s safer for everyone and thing involved,” Icklard said. “We don’t want to kill anything on accident.”


 “No.” Odin shook his head. “I don’t want to do that.”


 “Anyway,” Domnin continued, “with a small form, you can use a small amount of energy and keep it going. From there, you can speak and will the sound of your voice into the image. Then, after you set it free, it’ll keep the message until me or my brother release it.”

 “We won’t have to worry about someone interfering with our messages?”

 “No,” Icklard said. “If you’re worried, you can enchant it so only we can receive it. All that takes is a little extra will.”

 “Right,” Domnin said. He spread his fingers. The bird, channeled with little more than thought, remained still in the man’s hand. “We’re going to teach you how to do this. It’ll give your knight master one less thing to do.”

 “Though he will probably want to experiment anyway,” Icklard added, “just to make sure you know how to do it.”

 Domnin raised the bird to eye level, whispered something under his breath, then animated it. With the bird jumping around his hand and flapping it small wings, Domnin raised his eyes and asked, “Ready?”

 “I’m ready,” Odin said.

 After setting the bird free, the animated messenger of light flew across the room and landed directly on Odin’s shoulder—where, on contact, light static began to buzz within his ears.

 “Now,” Icklard said, “All you have to do is reach up, touch the light, then ask it to reveal its message.”

 “Reveal your message,” Odin said, reaching up to touch the bird.


Hello, Domnin’s voice said. I see you, Odin.

 He smiled and cast a glance at his friend. The man raised his thumb.


 “There,” Domnin said. “Now that you’ve touched the messenger, you can release its magic back into the air.”


 Odin willed the bird to vanh. Like his own images of light before, the bird’s form gradually faded until it disappeared.


 “I’m going to send my own message,” Icklard said, “but I’m going to go one step further.”


 “How is that?”


 “If oyu put a little extra will into your message, you can have your face embedded into the magic.”


 Icklard whispered something to his bird, then released it.


 The moment it landed on Odin’s shoulder, he touched it. The bird flew out in front of his face, hovered before his eyes, then stretched and reassembled until an image of Icklard’s face from the neck-up appeared. This is how it works, the image of his friend’s face said, lips moving, eye blinking.

 “That’s neat,” Odin said.


 Just like Domnin’s bird before, he released Icklard’s image.


 “You try,” the older brother encouraged.


 Odin raised his hands and conjured an image of a bird. Though slightly larger than the canaries the brothers had summoned, the dove cooed and flapped its wings, turning to face Odin. Everything looked real, snow-white and albino, except for its slightly-transparent eyes and claws.

 “Do you normally add behaviors to your summons?” Icklard asked.


 “I… don’t really add them.”


 “You don’t?” Domnin frowned.


 “No. My teacher at the castle asked the same thing. I’m not sure if I do it without thinking about it or… what.”


 “Did you have early instruction when you were young?”


 “No.”


 “That could explain it.”


 “I only started to control my magic when I was fourteen.”


 “My brother knows the mechanics of magic much better than I do,” Icklard said, leaning against the desk. “I’ve tried to tell him to go teach at the castle, but he won’t have it.”

 “I’m not leaving you on this boat by yourself,” Domnin said. “You know that.”

 “Anyway,” the younger brother groaned, “send the dove to us, Odin.”

 Odin brought the bird close to his face, whispered, ‘I hope this is right,’ then channeled his facial movements into the construct. When he finished, he flung the creature into the air.

 Both Domnin and Icklard came forward to view his progress.

 A moment later, Odin managed to return his eyes to the brothers. Each had a grin on his face.

 “Very good,” Domnin said.

 “It’s quite good for a first try,” Icklard agreed. “Do you want to keep practicing?”

 “I guess,” Odin shrugged. “It’ll be weird saying meaningless things over and over though.”

 “We’ll make a game of it,” Domnin suggested. “When me and Icklard were taught how to do this, our teacher had us ask a riddle or a question in our textbook to the other using a bird. We did this back and forth, sending the magicked birds to each other each time we had solved the riddle or question.”

 “At the end,” Icklard added, “we would tally up how many points we’d each have, then decide the winner.”


 “Good times,” Domnin laughed. “Good times.”


 “It sounds like fun,” Odin smiled. “I’ll play if you want to.”


 The brothers immediately summoned their birds.


 Odin found himself summoning his own dove as well.



This could be fun, he though, already thinking of an old riddle Daughtry had once told him.

 


 “What’re you grinning about?” Nova laughed.


 “Nothing,” Odin smiled. “I had a good time with Icklard and Domnin, that’s all.”


 “What’d you three do?”


 “We played a game using magic. Now I know how to send messages to people without even trying. I can even send my face as well.”


 Nova’s eyes brightened with interest. “Do you think you could… help me send a message to Katarina?”


 “I’m not sure,” Odin frowned, unsure as to whether or not such forces would work without Nova actually being a mage. “I… I don’t—”

 “Would you at least try, Odin?”

 “I don’t know who your wife is, Nova. Icklard and Domnin said I had to know the person to send the message.”

 “Please!”

 On the verge of tears, Nova stood and advanced toward him, the mere look in his eyes enough to sink Odin’s heart. Regardless, though, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not it would work. Trying to send a message to someone he didn’t know might have bad affects. What if, for some reason, he failed in connecting the magic to Nova while the man was giving his message, or what if it was sent to the wrong person? Any number of things could go wrong, especially considering the circumstance. In looking into Nova’s eyes, however, a tremble began in his conscience, one of which threatened to unsettle him into doing just about anything to sober his friend’s feelings.

 “All right,” Odin said, wrapping his arms around his now-crying friend. “We have to try something first, just to make sure I don’t screw up.”

 “All right.” Nova stepped back, reaching up to wipe the tears off his face. When Odin chose not to speak, the man sniffled and coughed. “What is it?” he asked.

 “I want to send a message to Miko asking him to send a message back if he gets ours.”

 “All right.”

 Summoning the dove that had been flying around the brothers’ room no more than a few moments ago, Odin connected the magic to Nova, his thoughts of will and of tendrils that bound the two of them even though they didn’t necessarily exist. The man’s eyes went wide in what Odin assumed was surprise. The energy had never really bothered him much when he used it, but to Nova, it was probably unsettling—a thing that, though only slightly-uncomfortable, could very well dissuade most other human emotions. It wasn’t often a non-gifted man was able to experience magic.

 “Ok,” Odin said, balancing the bird in his hands as though it would suddenly jump and take flight across the room. “Tell the bird that we’re trying to see if you can send messages to people with my magic, then tell Miko to send one back to us if he gets this.”

 “Miko,” Nova said, leaning forward. “We’re trying to see if I can send messages with Odin’s magic. If you get this, please—send a message back to us like this.”

 Odin fixed Nova’s face into the bird before releasing it into the air. He grimaced, unsure if the form could pass and sustain itself through physical objects, but sighed when the dove slid into the wall as if it were gelatinous and no more than air itself.

 “Do you think it’ll work?” Nova asked.


 “I don’t know. If I can’t get it to work, I’m sure Miko can.”


 “I want to be able to talk with my wife, Odin. She doesn’t deserve not to see my face for so long.”


 “I know,” Odin sighed. “Don’t worry.”


 An intruding presence brought his eyes to the door. A bird of prey, shrouded in purple light and resembling what could have been any manner of heightened eagle species, flapped its wings no more than a few feet from them, its metaphorical wingspan enough to disarm him.

 “That’s Miko’s magic,” Nova said.


Yeah, Odin thought. But why use such a large form?

 “This means it must’ve worked!” Nova laughed. “Fuck yes!”

 Odin smiled and held an arm out so the bird would have a place to settle.

 The initial contact, like a fist striking his face, jarred his head and sent his vision in all directions. He would have slipped and fallen over had Nova not caught him.

 “What’s wrong?” the man asked.

 “Dizzy,” he said, blinking, trying to clear the stars from his eyes. “Listen.”

 After touching the bird, it flew off his arm and hovered in the air between them. Gradually, it morphed into an image of the Elf’s handsome, finely-structured face, his hair falling down onto where his neck would have ended and sparkling as if it bore diamonds or some other gem within its surfaces.


Yes, the construct of Miko’s face said, it worked. I’m glad to see you’ve learned how to do this, Odin, and I’m more than sure Nova will want to contact his wife now that you’re aware that he is able to use his own thoughts and will to send messages.

 Nova shook his head in feverish agreement. It was as if Miko had predicted their friend’s gesture, as soon after he smiled, flashing white teeth.


I do want to warn you though, Odin—if you send Katarina a message, be sure to will it to materialize into Nova’s face when she lays eyes on it, then have it disappear soon after. If you don’t instruct the magic to do this, it’ll continue on until another mage touches it—which, in the long run, is highly unlikely, given how sparse they are especially in the human kingdoms. Such magic can kill you outright if you’re not careful.

 “Yes sir,” Odin nodded.


 The image of the Elf’s head bowed until it disappeared into the air.


 “It’ll work then,” Nova said, turning to look back at Odin. “Will you help me?”


 “You know I will.”


 “Do you… have to hear what I say?”


 “No. You can whisper what you’re saying and she’ll be able to hear it just fine.”


 “Are you sure?”


 “Icklard and Domnin whispered what they wanted their birds to say, and so did I. We could all hear each other’s messages like we’d spoken in our normal voices.”

 Settling himself on the bed, Nova set his hands on his knees and closed his eyes.

 When Odin thought his friend ready, he stepped forward and summoned the dove into his hands. “Ok,” he said. “Take your time. Say whatever you like.”

 “You’re sure?”


 Odin nodded.


 Such a moment was not to be wasted.


 Leaning forward, Nova took a deep breath and began to whispering to the magic bird that would take Katarina the first words she had heard from her husband in over two years.

 


 


 


 “You sent Nova his message?”

 Odin looked up from his place on the floor. He’d been going through the chest below his bed, rearranging his clothing and travelling supplies, when his knight master had spoken. He nodded in response, then almost went back to sorting his clothes before he realized such a gesture would be rude. “Yes,” he said, rising, but keeping the chest open. “I did.”

 “Have you felt drained since you sent it?”


 “Drained?”


 “Tired, lightheaded—anything at all?”


 “I’ve been a little tired, but I haven’t felt all that lightheaded.”


 “Have you felt anything else?”


 “No sir. I haven’t.”


 Miko nodded. He crossed his legs and set an elbow on his knee, then leaned forward. Odin thought he would say something, but after a moment realized the Elf was only interested in his previous activities, as his eyes flickered with intent toward the clothes that lay on the floor and in varying stages around the chest.

 “I was rearranging my clothes,” Odin said, kneeling back down on his bed.


 “How come?”


 “I guess I’m bored.”


 “We’ll be there soon, Odin. I promise.”


 “How soon?”


 “A few days.”


 “You said that—” 


 “A few days ago,” the Elf smiled. Odin turned his head down to avoid the stare athat followed. “You’re very patient, you know?”


 “I thought I was being impatient.”


 “Quite the opposite, actually. You’re doing far better than Nova is.”


 “Nova is… Nova,” Odin laughed. “I don’t blame him though. He’s the kind of man that wants to get there that instance.”


 “You seem to be that kind of person too.”


 “I do?”


 “Sometimes, but not often.”


 Though Odin continued to sort, fold and arrange the clothes within the chest before him, he kept his eyes on his knight master, making sure the Elf knew he had his full attention and not just some partial remnant of it. Throughout this, Miko watched silently, keeping whatever thoughts he had to himself.


I’m not nervous anymore, he thought, smiling.

 Back then—when, a long time ago, he’d been within the castle—he’d been afraid of the Elf’s attentive, watchful stare, his lingering gazes, his subtle and almost-unnoticeable habits. It had always made him feel as though each and every movement was being calculated. Even folding a cloth or carrying a tray of food seemed to have an adverse effect on the creature’s condition and just what the Elf did in order to compensate for it. That, however, seemed completely ignorant in hindsight, for surely the Elf could not watch each and every thing he did. That would have been far too much work.

 “Are you all right?” Miko asked, blinking, as though suddenly aware of the fact that Odin had stopped his pursuits in order to look at him.

 “I’m all right, sir. I was just remembering how nervous I was when I first met you.”


 “You’ve been more open since we’ve met,” the Elf agreed. “I’m glad.”


 “Were you afraid I wouldn’t be open with you?”


 “I was afraid that you would shy away from me.”


 “Have others done that in the past?”


 “My own kind.”


 Odin frowned. He knew how that felt, to a degree—how, as a child, he’d been shunned for his eyes, his looks, his nervous habits, and how, in the tower, he’d been locked away because of misunderstanding. To be shunned because of the color of one’s eyes or alienated due to ignorance was comparable to delicately torturing someone over a long period of time—it would surely go unnoticed, especially if the methods were subtle, but over the course of days, weeks, even years it would surely bubble into something more obvious.

 “I’m sorry,” Odin sighed, setting the last piece of clothing into his chest.


 “Why are you telling me you’re sorry?”


 “It must be sad,” he said, turning and crawling toward the Elf. “To feel alone all the time.”


 “I don’t feel alone.”


 “You don’t have to say you don’t.”


 “Odin, I…” Sighing, the Elf turned his head down. Odin settled down beside his master and set his hand on the creature’s back after a moment. The muscles, tense beneath his touch, pulsed, as though attempting to repel a creature dangerous away from a cluster of eggs.

 “You can tell me what’s wrong,” Odin said.


 “You wouldn’t understand my problems.”


 “If you let me hear them I might.”


 Miko bowed his head. Odin, in response, began to rub the Elf’s back in circular motions, hoping the action would loosen him up and therefore prompt a dialogue between the two of them, but after several long moments of achieving nothing, he stopped and scooted over until both his and his master’s sides touched.

 “Just because I’m your squire doesn’t mean I don’t care about you,” Odin whispered.


 “I know. The fact that you care about the people you love so much is a weakness that even I seem to have.”


 “A weakness? What are you—”


 “I’m immortal, Odin.”


 Slowly, a star—falling across the horizon, sailing toward the earth, blooming into a brilliant display of light and showering the world before it in fire: some might have seen it as beautiful, an act of God or the Gods so brilliant displayed across the sky, while others may have viewed such a thing as an omen, a terror upon which the whole world would be based. Like that star, and like those men or creatures of which would have viewed such an event as terror, Odin began to think of the very thing his master had spoken and came to an understanding in a few short moments that shook his core and made him regret ever attempting to bring about such a conversation.

 Immortality—eternal life free of death due to age. The concept alone was almost unfathomable—impossible, it seemed, for the very definition seemed too unreal to be true. To exist in an aging world without the fear of dying, to walk across a land teeming with expendable life, to realize that all around you, the things you loved and the people you cherished could die—as much of a gift as it seemed when one truly contemplated the idea that life was precious and was meant to be saved, Odin couldn’t help but see it as a curse.

 Eternal life, eternal happiness, to never die; to always suffer, to always remember, to always breathe, to always believe; to always persist, to ultimately resist, and to succumb to the thing that lay in the sky as though it were a diamond unto itself—these were the things mortals dreamed of, the things men went to war for and the reason people killed the innocent over in hopes of making it a reality. It need not matter what their purpose or goal was—it need only be in the minds of some in order to make it a true and concrete reality.

 In the end, it seemed to make perfect sense—that immortality, as sought-after by man as it happened to be, was not all it was made out to be.

 “Sir,” Odin said, unsure what to say in that moment, as his heart beat so fast it seemed ready to simply cease to function. “I—”


 “You might never die because you’re half Elf, Odin. Have you ever considered that?”


 “No.”


 “Some Elves befriend races who die in what we see as a short amount of time. Because of that reason, because of that fault, we live with the pain of knowing that, one day, those they love so dearly will one day die.”

 “Have you had friends like that?”

 “Until now I’ve only briefly associated myself with humans or other lesser, mortal creatures, mostly because I did not want to grow too attached and therefor create a bond that could be broken. I took a chance on you, because I believed you were important, and I’m taking an even bigger chance on Nova.”

 “Because he can die.”

 “All living things are capable of dying, one way or another. The flesh is weak. It can be bent, distorted, pulled from the body and formed into whatever shape one desires—we are all matter, a thing that can be destroyed, and we are not without form for a reason. Some die from sickness, others war. Most, however, die from age, leading happy lives until the very day they pass. Elves, though… there is no proof that we can die from the pass of time because there has never once been an Elf whose life has been cut short from eternity by some natural source of the body.”

 “You feel burdened,” Odin said.


 “Yes. I do.”


 Odin draped an arm across Miko’s lower back.


 “Can I confide in you as my squire and friend?” the Elf asked.


 “You know you can.”


 “Sometimes,” Miko began, “I think of the thing Elves do when their pain is too much to bear. Do you know what that thing is, Odin?”

 “I could… I could guess.”


 “Do you want to?”


 “Not… really.”


 “Elves have a ceremonious way of ending their lives should the pain of an eternal existence begin to swallow them. It involves cutting our arms open from the wrists to the elbows, then letting ourselves bleed out. We do this in the kind of privacy you can only find in nature, far away from any living thing. Our forest, Odin—Abroen, the home of the Elves—is blessed in human eyes, but cursed through an Elf’s. Do you know why this is?”

 Odin shook his head.

 “It is because it is said that each tree in the forest has tasted the blood of an immortal,” the Elf said, voice taught, strung like a harp, trembling as though played by false fingers on the faintest hands of man. “Because for each tree that exists in that forest, an Elf has taken his or her life.”

 “So that whole forest—”

 “Yes, Odin—that whole forest exists to this day because an Elf has let another living thing taste its blood. Do you know what happens when another living creature drinks an Elf’s blood, Odin? Do you know that, should a man, beast or plant ever press its lips to a fair one’s open wrists, that thing will forever be immortal?”

 “Nuh-No…. I don’t.”

 He could not control the shakes that wracked his body, the pains that trembled within his arms or the throbs of unease that blanketed the hidden corners of his mind. The horrors that the Elf experienced destroyed his whole idea of happiness, of things grand, pure, eloquent and refined. How could something so grand—something so beautiful, so unreal—feel so much pain?

 “Do not cry for me,” Miko whispered, bringing Odin into his arms.

 “I can’t help it,” Odin whispered, trying to fight back the tears that burned down his face. “I don’t know how you go on living like you do.”

 “Neither do I,” the Elf said, rocking Odin in his arms. “Neither do I.”

 


 Little consoled him following the episode. He fell asleep crying, his heart torn to pieces, and when nightmares of beautiful creatures of love and earth destroying themselves took hold of his mind, he woke with tears in his eyes just as he had when he’d fallen asleep. Several times, he had to force himself out of bed to grab a kerchief to dab his eyes and blow his nose, for each and every time he closed his eyes he heard Miko’s words in his mind.


Sometimes, I think of the thing Elves do when their pain is too much to bear.

 How could anyone live with the thought of doing such a thing, much less the actual desire or inclination to carry the act out? For someone who seemed to have so much when, in reality, he possessed so little, it seemed impossible, blindingly unimaginable that the Elf would want to commit an act so painstaking as cutting one’s arms open and waiting until you bled dry. How could anyone live the final moments of their life in such unbearable pain and agony?


It is because it is said that each tree in that forest has tasted the blood of an immortal… because for each tree that exists in that forest, an Elf has taken his or her life.

 So, it was true—every beautiful thing was and is born of sorrow. A rose, its crimson petals and drops of dew, bears thorns because the other flowers have pushed it away, while an oyster, who believes itself ugly and nothing should be more beautiful than it, hides within its lips a pearl, alabaster beauty in the form of a sphere. Both items bear sorrow, whether clearly evident or not, and both display a meaning that everyone could see, but few every bothered to realize. A bird could fly, a child could die, tears could be shed and the whole world could be torn asunder, yet when dangled before one’s eyes a person would never truly see their purpose unless they were specifically instructed of its merits.

 “He needs me,” Odin whispered, trying his hardest not to cry. “I can’t let him live like this.”

 What compassionate, willing human being could turn one’s head aside when one cried—when, slowly, and before their eyes, a person or creature was dying? Men can be ignorant, yes, and they can be foolhardy and justified, but not once would they ever turn their back upon another suffering being without feeling in their heart a shred of remorse for the very act they had just committed.

 Before he returned to bed, he kneeled before his knight master’s side and squeezed his shoulder.

 In two years, he would become a knight, and if in those two years Miko had not succumbed to himself, he would ask the Elf to stay with him—until, at the very least, something came to mind: a purpose that would fulfill his life and keep him rooted to the very existence he was so blessed to have.

 Odin wouldn’t let his friend suffer. If he did, he knew he would suffer a fate far worse than death.

 


 “Wake up, Odin! Come on! Wake up!”

 “Quit shaking me!” Odin cried, throwing Nova’s arms away from his shoulders. “Where are we?”

 “We’re here!” Nova laughed. “We’re here!”

 “Where’s here?”

 “Hell if I know, but that doesn’t matter because we’re here!”

 Before Odin could even begin to question just where they could possibly be, Nova pulled him out of bed and began to throw additional layers of long-sleeved clothes at him. With little choice other than to assemble himself as fast as he could, Odin pulled a pair of long, insulated pants up his legs, then pushed himself into his hood, all the while trying desperately not to stare at the window which remained clouded over. “You don’t know where we are?” he asked.

 “No, but Miko said we’re here.”


 “Have you seen it?”


 “No.”


 “Then why are you down here yelling at me?”


 Nova didn’t say anything at first. When Odin smiled, however, the man’s lip curled into a smirk, the one corner of his mustache tilting as if he’d just arched an eyebrow. “Miko said to come get you up and dressed.”

 “All right.”

 After securing his coat into place, Odin pulled his hood over his head and clasped the mouthpiece together. Nova, impatient as ever, began to tap his foot.

 “Can you quit?” Odin laughed, pulling gloves onto his hands. “You’re making me nervous.”


 “I want to see where we’re at.”


 “You can go up without me.”


 “He told me to wait for you.”


 Shrugging, Odin reached down, pulled another pair of socks onto his ankles, then pushed his feet into his boots. He took several moments to make sure the laces were properly secured before rising to his full height.

 “Ready?” Nova smiled.

 “Yeah,” Odin grunted. “I am.”

 The two left the room and made their way through the halls. Cold air met them more than halfway to the stairs—a sign that, while ominous, led Odin to believe that their location had to be much more remote than he had initially anticipated.

 “Burr,” Nova shivered, rubbing his hands together. “Guess it’s colder than I expected.”

 The cold only continued to worsen until they stopped at the foot of the stairs. There, the chill seemed to taunt them with its presence alone, slicking white wisps of snow across the stairs and staining their breaths a pale grey.

 “How cold do you think it is up there?” Odin asked.


 “Don’t know,” Nova said, “and don’t care just as long as we’re where we’re supposed to be.”


 Odin didn’t linger on Nova’s words. He took his first step up the stairs.


 Coming out into the cold, Odin grimaced and tightened his hold on the hood over his head. The spectacle of sailors dressed in their heaviest winter clothing surprised, but didn’t dissuade him from moving any further. He turned and gestured Nova up with a simple wave of his hand.

 “What’re they looking at?” Nova asked, grunting when he left the final step.


 “I don’t know,” Odin said. “Let’s look.”


 After crossing the distance of the deck and nearly slipping several times in the process, the two slid between a few men.


 Before them lay a sight neither of them would ever forget.


 Extending far into the distance like a grand, hellish plain, a barren land of snow and ice assaulted his eyes with a stupendous, desolate vision. Of snowdrifts so high they resembled hills, of solid ice the color of bright blue crystal revealed to the world by wind that kicked up its surface and made ringlets in the sky, of an existence so bleak and horrible it seemed not a single breathing creature could live here—in appearance alone it looked like a place of childhood dreams, of fun in the snow and of snowmen that could be built as high as the eye could see. This, however, was no wonderland, and it became apparent just by standing there and looking upon its surfaces that this place was not in the least bit forgiving.

 This place—this winter wonderland—was hell.

 “Where are we?” Odin asked.

 “Neline,” Miko said, stepping forward. “This I where we’re going, Odin, Nova. This is where we’ll spend the next year.”



 


 



Chapter 6

 


 “Spend the next year?” Nova cried. “Are you crazy?”

 “Nova,” Odin mumbled.

 “Shut up, kid.” The man returned his eyes to the Elf, flames across their amber surfaces. “What do you plan on doing? Making us walk across that?”

 “The Globe Village lies far beyond the shores of Neline. It will only take us a few days to walk there.”

 “A few days? How do you expect us to live out there? We’ll freeze to death!”

 “I am not stupid, Nova. I know here we are going.”

 “Tell me how we’re going to survive out there then!”

 “I will make shelters carved out of snow with my magic, then chill them with water to retain their shape. Then, once the three of us are safely inside, I will seal the entrance off in the same manner I created the shelter. I’ll keep us warm with a magical fire.”

 “Which won’t melt the structure?” Odin asked.

 “No, it won’t. I’ll be able to keep the three of us alive until we reach the village.”

 “Why do people live out there anyway?” Nova asked, gesturing wildly to the frozen-over windows. “What drove them to?”

 “Neline was not always like this. It was once a grand land filled with the greenest grasses and the tallest trees.”


 “Why is it like this now then?”


 “Some say they angered Shiva.”


 “Shiva?” Odin frowned. “A God?”


 “In legend, Shiva was a prince of the great capital of Yolanda who cast himself from the cliffs because his father disapproved of his partnership with another man. The young man’s sorrow transcended death and destroyed everything—from the king’s castles, the wide, open plains, to the magical land which he ruled over.”

 “How did the Glove Village survive then?”

 “Shiva spared the village his lover lived in. That short lapse of time allowed mages to create a magical structure that keeps the village from reaching freezing temperatures.”

 With his questions answered but his doubts more than obvious, Odin looked down at their packs. Three in all, arranged into sacks that would be slung over their shoulders, lay on the floor near the door, their presence alone almost enough to beckon them off and to their adventure.

 “I guess we’re really doing this then,” Nova said, looking back at the window. “Right?”

 Miko nodded. “Yes, Nova,” he said. “We really are.”

 


 “When do you expect me back?” Jerdai asked, leaning against the wall and lighting his pipe. 


 “In a year’s time,” Miko said. “Either myself or Odin will send a message to your mages.”


 Odin glanced at Domnin and Icklard, who stood off to the side watching him with sad, uneasy eyes.



I won’t see them for a good while, he thought, sighing.

 Out of everything he had been through, he was surprised how much it hurt to think that he would not be seeing the brothers for over a year. What would they be doing at the Globe Village that whole time? Was there work to be done, lessons to be learned, men to be slain, challenges to possibly be conquered? Just why, exactly, would they go to such a remote location?

 “All right,” Jerdai said. He kicked away from the wall, walked to his desk, and opened a drawer. There, he pulled a piece of parchment free from its confines, undid the ribbon that bound it together, then rolled it out. He wrote a note and a long series of numbers—likely, Odin realized, the geometric locations of their position that had to have been measured by some scaling device—before rolling it back up and returning it to its place. “Do I need to take care of anything for the three of you while you’re gone?” 

 “No.” Miko shook his head. “I left a down deposit on our mounts in Elna, so the bartender and his bar boys will be taking care of the horses until they are to be returned to their rightful positions—the mare to Felnon, with Ectris Karussa, and the two stallions to Ornala. There’s nothing you need to take care of. Right, Odin, Nova?”

 “Right,” Nova said.


 Odin nodded, but said nothing.


 “All righr. It was good doing business with the three of you.”


 The captain stepped forward, gripped Nova’s hand, then shook Miko’s. Jerdai took special care in setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder, as well as maintaining a grip on his hand. “Good luck on your adventures, son. I know you’ll go great.”

 “Thank you, sir.” Odin turned to look at the mages, then back at the other men. “Can I have a moment with them?”


 “Of course,” Miko said.


 After the Elf, Nova and Jerdai left the office, Odin closed the door behind them and turned to face his friends.


 “Guess we won’t be seeing you for a good while,” Domnin said.


 “No,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “I’ll miss you two.”


 “We’ll miss you too,” Icklard said. “Don’t worry though—just because we’re far away doesn’t mean we can’t talk to each other.”


 “My brother’s right,” Domnin nodded. “If you need to talk, or just want to say hello or something, send us a message. One of us won’t touch the bird without the other.”

 “Right.” 

 Odin stepped forward. He gripped Icklard’s hand, then found himself hugging the brother when his emotions faltered. Soon after, Domnin brought him into his arms.

 “Good luck,” the taller brother said, patting Odin’s lower back. In a lower voice, he then added, “Don’t worry about anything, Odin. Your time will come.”

 He backed away from Domnin with uncertainty. Though the mage seemed to understand or at least relate to something he didn’t, Domnin smiled, immediately easing a bit of his worry.

 “Good luck,” Icklard said. “We’ll miss you.”


 Before Odin turned and opened the door, he smiled and waved at the two men he thought he would never make friends with.


 A tear slid down his face before he went out the open door.


 


 “Stand back,” Jerdai said.

 In their winter coats—all except Miko, who remained in his dark visage—Odin and Nova watched a group of a half-dozen men mess with the ramp that had not been lowered for some weeks on end. They undid ropes, pulled long bars to the side, then began to slowly ease the contraption down, where it slammed into the ice with a brutal, whiplashing bang that echoed across the distance and seemed to reverberate back at them even though no obvious mountainous areas lay in the near distance.


What could it mean? Odin thought, staring off into the horizon.

 “Be careful on your way down,” one man said, reaching up to brush snow off the end of his nose. “It might be slick.”


 “Thank you,” Odin said.


 The man smiled, then backed away. They turned to face Jerdai once more.


 “If you need me to return sooner for whatever reason,” the captain said, breaking away from the crowd and exhaling a fine stream of smoke, “please don’t hesitate to send a message to my mages.”

 “We won’t,” Miko said. “I don’t believe you’ll need to return soon, captain.”


 “I’m just saying—if something goes wrong out in that hellish tundra or at that village, I’ll come back.”


 “Thank you, Jerdai.”


 Jerdai and the Elf gripped hands one last time before Miko started down the ramp. Odin and Nova followed closely behind, just in case one of them managed to slip and go flying toward the icy ocean below.

 “You ready for this?” Nova asked, smiling through his chattering teeth.


 “Not really,” Odin said, “but we’ve got to go anyway, so I don’t see a reason to worry. It’s not going to help anyway.”


 “Miko will take care of us. You know that.”


 Stepping onto the snow, the ice and the place where they would spend the next year, Odin turned to look up at the ship. Domnin and Icklard stood next to the captain, waving.

 “Goodbye!” Odin called up, thrusting a hand into the air to acknowledge their action. “I’ll see you again!”


 “You sure will!” Icklard called back.


 “You know it!” Domnin laughed.


 With that, Odin turned and followed his friends into the frozen wasteland, unsure of what might greet them.


 


 “You cold, kid?” Nova asked.


 “Yeah,” Odin nodded, rubbing his arms. “Are you?”


 “A little.”


 Odin looked up at the Elf. Though he had no idea how he could wear that cloak and no other layers of clothing and still be warm, he chose to ignore it. Instead, he concentrated and lined the inside of his coat with magic, envisioning within its folds and fabric the idea of warmth that sparkled within the linens and individual strings of threads. After finishing his own coat, he concentrated on Nova’s, extending the magic toward his friend with but a simple thought.

 “Woah,” the man said, then laughed. “What the hell?”


 “Warm?” Odin grinned.


 “Yeah. You do that?”


 “Uh huh.”


 “Thanks.”


 “He might not be able to do that for long,” Miko said, pressing forward without bothering to turn his head. “It might wear him out.”

 “I know,” Nova sighed. “Anyway, thanks Odin.”

 Nodding, Odin looked up. While there wasn’t a whole lot to look at other than snow, icy hills and the inevitable, towering spirals and clumps of ice, he found the scenery pleasant. For the first time in weeks, he’d actually seen something other than water.


I don’t want to get too used to it, he thought.

 At the very least, he didn’t need the snow and ice to become familiar, and while he had no idea what the Globe Village looked like, it couldn’t be worse than this, could it?


I highly doubt it.

 “Sir,” Odin said, increasing his pace so he could fall in place with his knight master. “What does the Globe Village look like?”


 “You don’t want to be surprised?”


 “I sure don’t,” Nova said. He, too, jumped a few steps ahead to fall in line with them. “Come on.”


 “If I leave the village without description, it’ll make the journey all the more worthwhile.”


 “I guess,” Odin mumbled.


 Nova swore. Miko set a hand on the man’s shoulder and squeezed.


 “Sorry Nova,” Odin said, watching his friend and the Elf.


 “Ah, don’t sweat it, Odin. This is your adventure, after all. I shouldn’t spoil it.”


 “It’s not just my adventure. It’s yours too.”


 “No it isn’t.”


 “You came all the way around Bohren to find me.”


 Nova shrugged. Odin smiled, slid around the Elf, and wrapped an arm around the man’s lower back, careful not to lean too far into his side for fear of knocking one of them over. “I don’t regret you finding me though,” he said. “You’re a good friend.”

 “You guys are good friends too,” Nova said, wrapping an arm around Odin’s shoulders and Miko’s upper back. “It makes travelling more pleasant.”

 “Enjoy it while you can,” the Elf said.


 “Why?” Odin frowned.


 “There’s a storm coming.”


 Miko raised his hand.


 In the distance, a series of dark-blue clouds swam over the horizon.


 “Damn,” Nova growled.


 “Yeah,” Odin sighed. “Really.”


 


 The storm came sooner than any of them could have expected. Pummeling them with snow, ice, and with wind that screeched at the three intruders in its forbidden land, impossible thunder crackled the air and pink lightning traced the sky, blanketing the horizon like talons against a chalkboard.

 “When are we going to stop?” Odin asked, holding his hands close to his sides. “I don’t like this.”


 “Neither do I,” Nova said.


 “We need to push on for as long as we can,” Miko said. “Travel across Neline must be made swiftly and while the weather is good.”


 Odin bowed his head to shield his eyes and wind-scarred face from the snow. Words couldn’t describe how cold he felt. His bones—though deeply buried beneath skin, fat and muscle—seemed to burn, while his throat and mouth tasted of salt and what felt to be copious amounts of slowly-fermenting spit. Even a simple shake of his head seemed to take all the energy he had, as it seemed as though his skull, upon his spinal cord, weighed of iron, of mantles and chest pieces far too heavy for a boy of sixteen to carry.


Just keep going, he thought, nodding, bowing his head.

 “Are you ok?” Nova yelled.

 Because he’d been paying little attention to anything but his face, he hadn’t notice that the storm had worsened, and as he looked up he instantly recoiled, not expecting the sheer volume of white that blanketed the horizon. Hail plummeted down, miniaturized balls of agony; the wind tore across the landscape, daggers upon his skin; and his clothes, almost-constantly supplied with magic, felt soaked, oppressing hands of which tried to pull him down to the ground.

 “Sir,” Odin said, trembling, his voice light and without its usual baritone. “Please…”


 “We need to stop!” Nova cried. “Look at him!”


 “We’ll stop,” Miko said. “The storm is too bad.”


 “Turn away from the snow, buddy. Come on—it’s ok.”


 Reduced to little more than shakes and dulled emotions, he buried his head in Nova’s coat. Though the damp material burned his face, the closeness he experienced from the gesture seemed to dissipate most, if not all of his pain and unease.


It’s ok. You’re going to be all right.

 Beside them, Miko raised his hand. Fire the brightest purple and in brilliant shades of pink exploded over his palm. Snow, both settled on the ground and flying through the air, stopped and sailed to an area not too far away, where an invisible sphere displayed only by the wind and the downpour the rough outline for a shelter that would protect them for the rest of the night. Through strength and will, sacrifice and integrity, the Elf gathered these earthly materials and melded it to his will, first completing the sphere, of which stood some scant five feet tall, then formed the tunnel, as wide as Miko’s shoulders and just long enough to offer protection.

 “Go, Odin,” Miko said.

 Almost unable to comply, Odin fell to his knees and forced his way through the entrance of the tunnel, which felt suffocating at best and seemed all the less welcoming despite the fact he was no longer being assaulted by snow.

 At the end of the tunnel, and beneath the dome of frozen snow, Odin turned into a ball near the wall, where he drew his legs to his chest and tried desperately to maintain control of his tears, as he knew they would do nothing more than pain his freezing face.

 “You ok?” Nova asked, pushing himself from the tunnel.

 Odin nodded.

 Miko appeared shortly after Nova sat himself down near the wall. Once settled in, he extended his arm, tightened his fingers to a mere claw, then forced snow into the tunnel and compacted it together. Melted snow quickly froze over.

 After making sure both Odin and Nova were safely against the wall, Miko turned and shot a single purple flame into the center, which pulsed to life and lit the interior of the dome pink.

 “Is this warm?” the Elf asked.

 Odin shook his head. Yes, he thought. It’s better than I could have ever imagined.

 “Where in God’s name did that storm come from?” Nova asked, pulling his gloves from his hands. The tips of his fingers blushed red, as if they’d been burnt. “Shit.”

 “Here.” Miko took Nova’s hands and summoned a slight amount of magic. Here, he weaved it across the man’s palm and along the curve of his wrist, where upon contact the redness began to creep away. “Is that better?”

 “Yes,” the man shivered. “Thank you.”

 After Nova slid his gloves back on, Miko slid to Odin’s body. There, he set his large hands on Odin’s stocky, well-built chest, channeled magic into his body and didn’t stop until he let out a series of coughs and gasps.

 “Thank you, sir,” he managed.


 “We’ll stay here for the time being,” Miko said. “I don’t like the look of that storm.”


 “Where did it come from?” Nova asked.


 “I don’t know.”


 “It couldn’t have come from nowhere,” Odin said, stripping his gloves off his hands and holding them in front of the magical flame. “It had to have come from somewhere.”

 “Most of these storms originate from the north, where the currents seem to endlessly spiral and radiate out onto the rest of the island.” Miko pulled his hood down, revealing his immaculate, near-emotionless face. “We’re lucky the Globe Village is in a spot where we can actually survive the weather conditions.”

 “You mean this is the worst climate you could possibly live in?” Nova frowned. “Even you, Miko?”

 “I might be able to survive further north, in places where even the most foolhardy of men dare not travel, but I have no desire to test the limits of my body or my magical ability. I wouldn’t dare attempt travel that far with the two of you in tow.”

 “Are we going to die out here?” Odin asked.


 Both of his companions turned to look at him.


 “No,” Miko said. “We won’t.”


 Outside, the storm continued on, howling, screaming, and thundering its rage.


 


 The moment they dismantled the shelter from the inside out was the moment Odin started to regret ever agreeing to be the creature’s squire. Snow, blowing at its hardest, whipped at his cheeks like callused palms, while the wind, howling almighty, sent his hood away from his head and slapping into the back of his neck. This, combined with a fresh buffet of snow, was enough to instantly dissuade him from ever looking at a morning on Neline as anything more than peaceful.

 “Tie your hood off,” Nova said, so close to his ear that Odin jumped. “It’s all right. It’s just me.”

 “I know,” he muttered.

 After tightening his hood as much as he could and snapping the extra buttons on his mouthpiece together, Odin slung his drenched pack over his shoulder, hoping the books he’d brought along would be safe in their protective leather cases.


Here I am worrying about books while we’re out in the middle of a storm.

 “What’s so funny?” Nova asked.


 Apparently, he’d been chuckling and hadn’t even noticed.


 “I’m worried about my books in this weather,” Odin confessed. “Can you believe that?”


 “Yeah. You appreciate the few material possessions that you own.”



Which makes me sound even worse.

 “Not that that matters,” Nova continued. “I mean, I appreciate the scythe that’s strapped to my back, and it’s a material possession.”

 “Your father made that for you though. That’s not material at all.”

 “No—it is, but you see my point.”

 With little more than a shrug, Odin began to warm both him and Nova, this time concentrating on the hoods, as from previous experience it seemed that if the head was warm, the body would be as well. If he could help his friend even a little, especially in these conditions, that would make the process worth the while even though it seemed to be more than a little draining.

 “Thanks,” Nova said, brushing up against Odin’s side.

 “You don’t need to thank me,” he replied.

 “I would help the two of you,” Miko said, speaking up for the first time since the morning had begun, “but I’m using a good amount of my energy warming myself and blocking the wind.”

 “You mean this isn’t the full brunt of it?” Nova frowned.

 “No” Miko shook his head. “You don’t want to feel it. It… would blow us away.”


Blow us away….

 Odin didn’t dare ask whether the Elf meant literally or metaphorically.


 “Well,” Nova began, “as long as you’re keeping the majority of it away, I’m fine with my face being a little windburnt.”


 “Me too,” Odin said. “But sir, if you need to stop for any—”


 “I won’t need to stop, Odin. This process involves more than putting a dividing triangle around us.”


 “How do you—”


 “It’s done with a thin layer of magic.”


 The stern tone his knight master used forced him a few steps back. Now in pace with Nova, Odin pushed his hands under his arms and took a deep breath, careful not to expel it too quickly for fear of Miko hearing and possibly turning to lecture him.

 “It’s all right,” the older man whispered. “He’s just antsy.”

 “I know,” Odin retuned. “It’s just… I don’t want him wearing himself out.”

 “I know. You have to remember though, Odin—he’s an Elf. Did you see what he did last night? He caught the snow out of the air and made a shelter for us, all by himself.”

 While his knight master did in fact possess a great deal of power, all things had weaknesses. No one and set thing could control such a high degree of magic for so long, much less warming oneself up through a blizzard, could they?

 Regardless, all he knew was that he wanted to get to the Globe Village as soon as possible.

 They didn’t need to go through this kind of hell.

 


 That night, after climbing into the shelter and settling himself down after a cold dinner, Odin lay near Nova, huddled as close as reasonably possible in the hopes that they could share what little body heat they had. Though he put off and received little, his friend’s faint breaths through his mouthpiece did much to bring comfort in spite of the fact that everything seemed so cold.

 Outside, the storm continued to rage on, screaming at any and all that could hear.

 Did it always storm so bad in Neline, or had it happened just because they stepped foot onto the wasteland?


You know it didn’t.

 The idea, though absurd, entertained his darkest fantasy, and while he wasn’t normally one to believe that a person’s presence could bring about something, much less the forces of the natural world, he couldn’t help but believe in it now. Why hadn’t they seen the storm earlier, from the boat—and why, of all times, did it start up right after they started for the Globe Village?

 “Coincidence,” he muttered.


 “Hmm?” Nova asked.


 “I’m just talking to myself.”


 “All right bud. Whatever works for you.” Nova slid an arm under Odin’s side and pulled the two of them closer.


 “I was trying to give you a little space.”


 “I know, but I don’t want space. You’re warm.”


 “Yeah right,” Odin laughed, chuckling when Nova set his hand against his shoulder and his beard raked against his neck. “That tickles.”

 “Can’t help that I have a beard.”


 “You could if you shaved it.”


 “I’ll try and think of a smart remark for you later,” Nova said. “I’m too cold right now.”


 “Me too.”


 Closing his eyes, Odin scooted back until his back and Nova’s chest touched. “Thank you,” he whispered.


 Nova said nothing. He merely readjusted his head and kept breathing.


 


 After a day’s worth of travel, and when safely beneath the dome of snow and ice, Odin sat up. Nova, who had since fallen asleep, mumbled something about the cold and how good it would be to have a beer. Miko remained upright despite the extent of the day’s expense, though did not appear active despite the fact that the flame still burned.


He must be awake, Odin thought, reaching forward to set a hand over the purple flame’s warmth. “Sir?” he asked, trying to see whether or not his knight master was truly aware of his surroundings. “Are you awake?”

 “Yes,” the Elf said, raising his hooded head. From the fire’s dim light, Odin saw everything below the finely-structured nose, but nothing else. “Are you well?”

 “I’m fine. I was just wondering if you were asleep.”


 “Do you have something on your mind?”


 “Not really,” Odin said, then sighed after a moment’s span of time. “Actually, yes sir. I do.”


 “You’re free to tell me whatever you like.”


 As if sensing his his unease, the Elf pulled his hood down and gave Odin a small, reassuring smile.


 “I’ve… seen things,” Odin said, shivering at the image of three figures—small, cloaked, and in brown animal fur—following them along the hills. “Small, brown-cloaked—”

 “It’s no secret that we’re being followed, Odin.”


 “Are they dangerous?” he frowned.


 “No.”


 “Have you told Nova?”


 “Unless you yourself have said something, I’ve said not a word.”


 “What are they?” Odin frowned.


 “They’re called Kerma,” Miko said, crossing his arms over his thick chest. “You’ve only seen small, brown-cloaked shapes in the hills so far, but that’s not all there is to them.”

 “No?”

 “The Kerma are the last of a dying race. Due to a famine that struck Neline several hundred years ago, it dimmed much of their population, literally reducing their numbers to the thousands and, I sadly now believe, possibly the hundreds. It’s not from ignorance that you’ve not heard of them—they’re simply a lesser-known race in the world.”

 “What do they look like? I mean, under the hoods and cloaks?”

 “They have large, yellow eyes and the form of an animal, that of which you would know as a bear. Their whole body resembles an upright-walking creature, but they have the musculature of, say, a child. Most are covered in dark hair, but many beare other similar markings. The most common are twin, grey rings around their eyes. I assume it helps them see better, but I can’t be sure.”

 “You said they’re dying then?”

 “Sadly, yes,” Miko sighed. “I’ve come to know some Kerma during my time in this life and every one was a fine creature. It pains me to know that I will most likely outlive the last of their kind.”

 “You’ve said you’re old,” Odin said, “but you’ve never said how old.”

 “Even I don’t know, Odin. I saw the birth of Ornala and its kingdom, but I was still an aged creature.”


Ornala and its kingdom?

 Ornala had been established at least a thousand years ago, if not more. The number alone made him think of everything that could have happened during that time—how many battles could have been fought, how many knights had been sired, how many treaties and laws had been passed. Even more, however, he wondered how many people had lived and died in his country during that time. He could have lived a dozen lives and not even seen the full creation of the kingdom.

 “I’m sorry,” Odin sighed. “It wasn’t right of me to bring something like that up.”


 “Don’t be sorry, Odin, and don’t feel regret for asking.”


 “I need to learn how to keep my mouth shut.”


 “Have you ever heard the legend of the silent man?”


 “What?”


 The question, as unexpected as it was, brought him to a standstill. He had, of course, heard the legend of the man who stripped himself of his ability to speak, if only because his friends had said he asked too many questions, and he knew of its prevalence throughout the kingdom, as he’d learned of it as a child, but he’d never expected to have it brought up in adult conversation, much less by his knight master.

 “Yes,” Odin said, after pausing for one too many moments. “I know the legend.”


 “What happened to the silent man because he could not speak?”


 “He died when he lost his hands… if I remember right.”


 “After the silent man gave his voice to the gods, he learned to speak with his hands. Because of his disability, most learned to understand his needs and whim, but after a disease took his only voice away, how was he to ask for help?”

 In the silence that followed, Odin fought the urge to ask what the Elf wanted him to learn from the retelling of such an old legend.

 “Do you understand why it’s important to ask questions?” Miko asked when Odin didn’t speak.

 “Asking questions gives you the answer you want… or the things you need to survive.”

 “Now you understand why I encourage you to ask about the things you don’t understand. I’m here not only as your knight in arms, but also your teacher. We’ve had this talk before.”

 “Yes sir.”


 Miko reached out and gripped his shoulder. “Go—lie down. You need your rest.”


 “Thank you.”


 Before he moved back to his usual spot beside Nova, Odin bowed his head.


 “Goodnight,” Miko said.


 “Goodnight, sir.”


 With his final thanks said, Odin settled down beside his friend.


 The Elf remained sitting, eyes watching things Odin could not see.


 


 For the next several days, Odin continued to watch the hills and the Kerma that followed them. Occasionally, in the latter parts of the day and when their presence was only revealed from the lapse of peaks in the hills, the group of five that seemed to have been following them for the past while would stop as if they thought Odin had seen them, but would shortly start up again once they thought their presence had gone undetected. This normally occurred when they passed an oblong jut of ice, but seldom than not happened no more than when they disappeared down the curve of the slow, disappearing to the west and from view entirely. Despite being hidden from view, however, nothing could keep them out of mind, so how blind could they be if they were ignorant enough to think that they couldn’t be seen?

 “What’re you looking at?” Nova asked, nudging Odin’s ribs with an elbow.

 “Nothing,” Odin said, turning his eyes away from the hills.

 So far, neither he nor Miko had told their friend of the small band of Kerma that followed them. Miko, convinced that Nova’s temper and spur-of-the-moment actions might get them into some kind of conflict, refused to say anything. He even went so far as to warn Odin not to. If you see them again, he had said earlier that morning, do not tell Nova. We don’t want to scare him.

 “We sure don’t,” he muttered.


 “What?” Nova asked.


 “I’m just talking to myself again. Sorry.”


 “Eh, don’t be.” The older man waved a hand in the air. “The best of us do it.”


 “All right.”


 “You’re sure you didn’t see anything?”


 “I’m sure,” Odin said, hoping Nova wouldn’t catch the quiver in his voice.


 “You’d tell me if you did, right?”


 “Yes.”


 This time, Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. How he hated lying, especially to people he cared about. His father had been especially keen to teach him to always tell the truth and to be honest with someone when they asked something, so to lie was completely benign and out of his nature. 


So much for that, he thought, looking up at Nova and forcing a smile when the man offered him an unsure look. Oh well. Miko told me not to tell them, so I can’t feel completely guilty.

 Then again, he could always just go against his knight master’s orders and tell Nova anyway.

 “I’m ok,” Odin smiled, brushing off the initial insecurity as if it were nothing more than snow upon his shoulders. “Just cold.”

 “Whatever,” Nova grunted.

 Heaving his pack higher up his shoulders, Nova stepped into pace with Miko, careful to stay close to his side to remain within the protective triangle surrounding them.

 Sighing, Odin stepped forward, knowing just how much he was gambling his relationship with Nova on for just one little lie.

 


 “They’re still following us, you know?” Odin asked.

 “Yes,” Miko said, “I know, but be quiet. You don’t want to wake Nova up.”

 “He’d freak if he knew those things were following us.”

 “Which is why I want you to scoot over by me and keep your voice low.”

 Sliding across the slick but magically-warmed ground, Odin settled down beside the Elf and drew his knees up to his chest. Tonight, they’d positioned their protective sphere against the eastern hills. The western ones, where Odin had been seeing the Kerma tribe, had been completely out of the question in that regard, as it seemed the creatures’ intentions were not in the least bit friendly.

 “What do they want?” Odin whispered.

 “I don’t know, Odin.”

 “You have to have an idea.”

 “No. I don’t have to have any kind of idea. That would be ludicrous.”

 Miko reached up and scratched an itch on the side of his cheek, more than aware of the knife-sharp nails that tipped his fingers. Odin wondered if he’d ever accidentally scratched himself with them.


That’d hurt.

 “I’m sorry for being so nervous,” Odin sighed. “I just don’t like the way they’re following us.”


 “Neither do I, but we have nothing to worry about. They’re harmless in their state.”


 “Because of their disease?”


 “That, and their numbers. How many were up there? Half a dozen, if that?”


 “I’ve seen five at the most.”


 “See what I mean? Why would five Kerma—who, at the highest, are probably only five feet tall—try to attack a grown man, a squire of considerable build and and Elf who’s more than double their height?”

 “I guess you’re right.” Sighing once more, Odin crossed his legs and set his hands in his lap, eyes set to the purple flame flickering in the very center of the sphere. “I don’t think I’d be as comfortable with just a normal man as a knight master.”

 “A normal human man would have never brought you to Neline.”


And he’s right again.

 Odin smirked at the thought.


 “It’s nice to see you smile,” Miko said.


 “I’m not smiling, sir.”


 “It’s close enough.” Miko reached over and set a hand on Odin’s upper back. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I’m taking care of both of you.”

 “I know,” Odin said. “You’re taking a lot better care of me than I thought you would.”


 “Some men don’t care for their squires,” the Elf nodded, “but I’m not like that. I try not to be, anyway.”


 “You’re not.”


 “I’m glad to hear that.” Miko closed his eyes, then leaned back until he was lying flat on his back, legs spanning nearly the entirety of the sphere and resting directly beneath Nova’s outstretched feet. “Thank you for talking with me. I believe I’m going to get some sleep now.”

 “All right. Goodnight, sir.”


 “Goodnight, Odin.”


 Miko extended his arm.


 With little more than a passing thought, Odin reached out and gripped his knight master’s hand.


 


 “What the hell was that?” Nova asked, spinning, gesturing madly at the hills and pointing to individual spots along the peaks. “I saw something.”

 “What was it?” Odin frowned, quick to play ignorance.


 “Five little things walking along the hills.”


 “They’re nothing to worry about,” Miko said. He, too, stopped to look at where Nova had pointed.


 “Nothing to worry about? Are you telling me you’ve seen them too?”

 “Yes, Nova. They’re called Kerma.”


 “I don’t care what they’re called! I just want to know why no one’s told me we’ve been being followed!”


 “We didn’t want you to worry,” Odin said.


 “You’ve seen them too?” Nova asked.

 Swallowing a lump in his throat, Odin nodded. “Yes,” he sighed.


 “I’d expect Miko to keep secrets from me, but not you, kid.”


 “I told him not to tell you,” Miko said.


 “I wasn’t talking to you!” Nova snapped.


 “Please stop,” Odin sighed, reaching out to touch Nova’s arm.


 “Don’t touch me, Odin!”


 “Stop, Nova,” Miko said. “There’s no need for this.”


 “Don’t you tell me to stop, Elf.”

 A flash of movement came from behind the hill.

 While Miko continued to try and calm Nova, a pursuit which seemed completely impossible in light of the recent revelation, Odin continued to watch the area, eyes darting from the individual peaks that blanketed the western hills and heart fluttering rapidly in his chest.


He said, Odin thought, then stopped, a sigh escaping his lips and a series of shakes beginning to overtake his body.

 Hadn’t Nova said he’d seen the Kerma dotting the hillside?

 Before Odin could continue any further, and before Miko could even begin to calm Nova from his rampant tirade, they appeared from behind one of the highest peaks that dotted the hillside. Five in total, each carrying a walking stick, made their appearance from the depths of the icy despair and began, slowly, to point and maneuver their way into a single, solitary line.

 “This is bullshit!” Nova cried, pulling his scythe from the strap on his back.

 “There’s no need for violence,” Miko said.

 “I don’t care what you think, Miko! They’re following us and not they’re pointing at us.”

 “They’re coming,” Odin said.

 His hand strayed to his belt, toward his sword, as he watched the creatures descend the hill and make their way toward them.


Their movements, he thought, grimacing, freeing his sword of the clasp that held it in place and drawing it out but a breath.

 The way they were advancing reminded him of what he’d learned in his history textbook—of how, in order to surprise a target, the enemy would often come down the side of the hill and rush them in an advancing sweep meant to use agility in order to blindside their target. He briefly considered the notion that they could be flanked and turned his attention to the north and south, but found nothing in the foreseeable distance that could spell trouble for the two of them.

 Behind him, he found Miko’s hand near his side, where his sword lay hidden beneath the billows of his cloak, and his shrouded eyes set toward the hills. “Keep your distance!” the Elf warned.

 The head Kerma, slightly taller than the rest of the group and bearing upon its cloak a series of white designs that must have signified which tribe it came from, stopped and raised its hand, beckoning its group to stop in but one flush motion. “You are not welcome!” the creature called back, voice deep and thick with rumble. “Humans brought the sickness to our land. They do not belong.”

 “We come in peace, kind Kerma. We mean you no harm.”

 “We do not believe you, creature behind the hood of its cloak. Turn around and we will not attack you.”

 Three more shapes appeared on the hill. Odin caught the shine of polished wood reflecting the light being kicked up by the snow. “Bows,” he whispered. “Sir—”

 “We’ll be fine,” Miko said. Turning his attention away from Odin, he looked up at the Kerma, his hand once more straying to his side. “We will not turn back!” he called. “There is nowhere for us to go.”

 “Return to your constructs that sail across the water. That is how you arrived on this land.”


 “We saw you,” another Kerma said. “We saw your creatures of wood.”


 “They are gone,” Miko said. “We seek passage to the Globe village. Three is no need for us to fight.”


 “We will defend our home and families,” the head Kerma said. “Draw your weapons, friends.”


 From their sides the Kerma drew sickles and pickaxes. The weapons, curved and tipped with sharp blades and blunt edges, shone in the soft light that pierced through the miasma of thick cloud lingering overhead.

 “We ask you again, humans—leave our land and we will spare you the harm you will surely face in battle.”

 “We are not turning away!” Miko cried.

 The first arrow went soaring through the air, a constellation of battle sung by a drawstring from the harp of disgrace. Odin tackled Nova to the ground just before it could strike the two of them. “Watch out!” he screamed. “Archers!”

 The next set of arrows flew at Nova as he stumbled to his feet and gripped his scythe in his hands. The first two missed, sailing through the air and embedding themselves into the ground. The next, however, was true. Glancing off the man’s shoulder, it slicked the snow with blood.

 The Kerma infantry—whom, at this point, had descended the hill and now stood on fair ground—advanced slowly, most likely attempting to catch them off guard in the wake of flying arrows.

 “Kill them!” Odin cried. “Miko! Miko!”

 The Elf said nothing, nor did he move.


 Nova growled, tightened his grip on his scythe, and screamed, “Come and get us you furry little fucks! We’re not afraid at you!”


 Odin slung his sword free of its sheath, grimacing at the metallic hum that followed.



This will be the first time I’ve used you to fight, he thought.

 In that moment, he closed his eyes and tightened his grip on the hilt of the weapon, knowing more than well that it would not be much longer before his first real battle would begin.

 The Kerma, now no more than a few feet away, stopped when the third barrage of arrows soared through the air.

 Odin cut the first shaft from the sky before it could hit him, then caught the second and third with his magic and threw them back with a flick of his wrist. The creatures on the hill had little time to react in the moments before the arrows buried themselves in their skulls.

 “Stay back!” Odin screamed. “I’ll kill you myself!”

 “You will try, child, but you will fail.”

 The head Kerma flew forward. Odin caught the head of the pickaxe with his sword just before it connect with his chest and briefly glimpsed Nova as he ran at the other group. Miko, too, charged, raising his magic-sparked hand.

 “Die, boy,” the Kerma growled.

 Odin flung his sword into the air to dislodge their weapons. The Kerma lunged, swung the blunt edge at Odin’s side, and almost managed to make a connecting blow before he ducked.

 With a twirl of his hand, he cut the flesh of the creature’s shoulder and sprayed blood into the air.


They’re so small, he thought, panting, jumping back to avoid a forward thrust to his gut.

 While the height difference would prove troublesome, especially due to the fact that the creature stood at least a full foot shorter than him, Odin ignored it and instead threw three more blows out. The Kerma blocked or dodged each one, pouncing through the air as if it were an animal, before it came forward and slashed at Odin’s thigh.

 Odin screamed as the blade parted the fabric of his pants and sliced his leg open.


 “You spill my blood, I’ll spill yours,” the Kerma breathed, rising, slamming the axe’s blunt edge into Odin’s hip.


 Both hits sent him staggering back.


 With a limp preventing him from both fighting and moving his best, he held his sword steady and began to reach into his magic.



Is it fair, he thought, to use magic when no one else has it?

 “Stay back,” Odin gasped, setting his free hand on fire. “I’ll use my magic on you.”


 “Try it, boy.”


 Odin threw the flame forward.


 A plume of steam parted the air as fire met ice.


 The fireball met a barrier in front of the Kerma and briefly lit a sphere of energy in white light before extinguishing entirely.



They have magic too.

 “Leave us alone!” Odin cried. Nova roared in the foreground and slammed his scythe into one of the Kerma’s back. Blood exploded form its torn spine as the man sliced the creature in half from groin to head. “We’re going to kill you if you don’t run!”

 “There’s no reason to live when we’re already dead.”

 The creature threw his head back, freeing its hood from its head.

 Death, destruction, chaos, extinction—it revealed itself in a maleficent image that, on first glance, could not be truly comprehended. It seemed to impossible, too unreal for such a thing to be displayed upon the form of flesh, and for that when Odin stumbled back and looked directly at the creature’s head as he realized, with cruel and utter mercy, that this creature was really, truly dying. A patchwork of mange coated its head, its face revealed in shades of pink and brown; flesh—rotting, splitting and oozing pus—cracked along its face; and bone, the color of the moon and back again, radiated red scars that could have been filled with blood or even marrow should one have been able to look at it properly. What might have been the most horrifying feature of this creature’s destruction, however, was a tumor the size of Odin’s hand. Pressed to its cheek, pulsing in tune to the raw, fleshy beat of its heart, it seemed to have one eye—an eye that, unbeknownst to Odin, judged him with each and every passing moment, and threatened to expel from its surfaces the cruelties of the world were he to take one step closer.

 Distraught, unable to believe his eyes and ready to cave in to his lesser emotions, Odin allowed his sword arm to dangle limply at his side, then screamed, “We didn’t do this to you!”

 Humans destroyed us,” the Kerma said, thrusting its axe forward as it advanced. “Humans deserve to be treated in kind.”


 “Odin!” Nova cried.


 The Kerma lashed out.


 Odin, just barely managing to catch the axe on his sword, took his chance and snapped his blade up.


 He fell forward.


 The sword pierced the Kerma’s chest and killed it on impact.


 Lying in the snow, leg bleeding and hip throbbing, Odin prayed his friends had killed the rest of the Kerma, especially the final archer that stood atop the hill.

 Pain blotted his vision and drove him into darkness.

 *

 Nova had just killed his third Kerma when he saw Odin fall. Arms burning, face and beard drenched in blood, he turned to see the creature he had come to know as the tribe leader impaled on Odin’s sword, lopsided in its posture on the blade’s shaft and its head hung forward, obviously deceased. The other two lay dead near Odin’s feet, while a third lying nearby had just been liberated of its head.

 “Odin’s down!” Nova cried.


 Miko raised his hand and shot a beam of purple light at the western peaks.


 A flash of light lit up the sky.


 Nova’s vision clouded over.


 When it cleared, an explosion shook the hillside and made the ground quiver as if it were trembling. Rock, snow and ice flew into the air and rained down around them as if it were the stuff of stars making its way into the atmosphere. Nova only managed to throw himself from the immediate area just in the nick of time to avoid being struck by a falling piece of ice.

 “Odin!” Nova said, gasping, crawling toward his friend. “Odin! Odin!”

 He rolled the young man over, saw the cut on his leg and immediately inhaled a deep breath. While the wound bled, it didn’t seem life threatening, and for that he took to scanning the boy’s body for other injuries. When he found none, he closed his eyes, tears coursing down his face.


We almost lost him.

 “Is he injured?” Miko asked, falling by his side.


 “His leg got cut, but I don’t think he’s hurt anywhere else.”


 “Get his sword.”


 Nova stood and slid the hilt of the blade out of thedead Kerma’s chest. The sword, slick with blood and chunks of flesh, looked even more ominous than it normally did.


Is your blade black because you’ve tasted more blood than any other sword that’s ever existed?

 He cleaned the weapon as best as he could in the snow and on the Kerma’s cloak before sliding it back into Odin’s sheath. Miko, meanwhile, continued to kneel by the boy, a hand over the wound. Blood slicked the Elf’s pearly flesh and slid through his fingers to create a tapestry of spidery veins.

 “We need to get him to the village,” the Elf said, raising his head. “You’ll need to carry him.”

 “I don’t think I can,” Nova replied, only just realizing how worn out the battle had made him. “His pack, his weight, his sword…”

 Miko unbuckled the black blade and set it at his side, then grabbed Odin’s pack, which had been cast aside sometime during or before the battle. “There,” he said. “Take him into your arms. Be careful though—I think more than his leg was wounded.”

 “Why—”


 “Because the side of this coat is damp.”


 Nova swallowed. “How—”


 “The blunt edge of his pickaxe. I assume that’s what caused the injury.”


 “How bad do you think it is?”


 “I’m not sure. Please, be gentle.”


 “You know I will.”


 Sliding his hands beneath the boy’s body, Nova lifted him up, instantly surprised at how much the young man weighed.


 Almost immediately, the boy started thrashing. He groaned, cried, then stilled his protest.


 “It’s ok,” Nova said, holding Odin close to his chest. “It’s just me. You’re safe.”


 “It hurts.”


 “It’ll be all right. Don’t worry. I got you.”


 Miko stepped forward, set a hand on the young man’s face, then said, “Sleep,” in a soft voice, before continuing, “until your body begins to wake.”

 For a moment, the air tingled with static. Then, just as quickly, it left. The boy’s body went slack in Nova’s arms. “Did you—”


 “It will help keep the pain away,” Miko sighed.” Come, Nova—I will try to keep the three of us warm.”


 “How much further do we have to go?”


 “A few short days.” The Elf turned. “Now… come. We must get our friend to safety.”


 Closing his eyes, Nova watched the giant bend, attach Odin’s sword to his belt and his scythe to his back, then slide the two extra packs onto his belt.

 “I’m sorry I can’t carry anything else,” Nova sighed.


 “The boy is burden enough. Do not worry.”


 Miko took a few steps forward.


 Taking a deep breath, Nova started walking, all the while holding his friend close to his chest.



You’ll be ok, he thought, stroking Odin’s hair. Have faith.

 *

 When a baby is born, it sees everything there is to see—the past, the present, maybe even the future. It sees the Elves that came from the distant lands that lay across the sea and the corruption humanity and others brought with them. It sees the way wars raged and how blood spilled across the horizon, feeding crows a feast that would last them for years to come, and it sees men strewn across the battlefield: bloodied, bruised and crazed from the atrocities of war. It may not realize what exactly it is seeing, for it is only freshly-born and is ignorant of the world, but there is a reason newborn infants cry. The world is harsh—unbelievably-cruel, even, for it burns those who are young and scars those who are not meant to be touched. And it was like that baby, whom was very much ignorant of his surroundings, that Odin woke from a nightmare of storms—of snow and blood in a way that can only be described as memory. He saw before him a wooden ceiling deeply-tinted and worn by age and was instantly blinded by the light from the outside world.


Where am I? he thought, setting a hand over his eyes. Why is it warm?

 For several long, doubtful moments, he lay there trying to muster the urge to at least open his eyes. Silence clouded his thoughts and confusion rumbled throughout his conscience, echoing across his ears and reverberating along the lids of his eyes. It seemed too peaceful, too normal even, for it to be outside, in the cold, barren world completely unforgiving and without respect. It was this feeling that overcame him for quite some time, trapping him in blissful melancholy, before he heard a man growl nearby.


Nova?

 “Nova?” he managed, moving his arm away from his eyes and turning his head only to find that his friend wasn’t there. “Where are you?”

 “It’s ok,” someone said. “You’re safe.”


 The new, unexpected voice jarred him upright. Odin nearly screamed when pain shot through his leg and spiraled into his hip.


 “You got hurt pretty bad,” the strange man said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulders. “You ok, buddy?”


 “I—” Odin blinked. The man, dressed in a sleeveless blue jerkin and pants the same hue, bore tan-colored skin, as if he were an individual pressed into the sun and meant to work in the fields for long periods of time. How this could be Odin didn’t know, as all there happened to be in Neline was snow and clouded skies, but that didn’t necessarily bothered him. What troubled him was the presence of another man, of a person other than a nearly-dead, rotting Kerma. “I’m in the Globe Village,” he said, dumbstruck, his heart flickering in his chest and strumming peace across his ribcage. “Aren’t I?”

 “Yes, you are. Your friend—Nova, I believe you called him—is over there.” The stranger pointed at the opposite wall, where beneath a window Nova lay in bed, sweat gleaming through the thin layer of dark-red hair on his chest.

 “Is he all right?” Odin asked. “Did he get hurt?”

 “No, he’s not hurt. You, on the other hand—” Odin reached down to grab the blankets, instantly all the more aware of his injuries, but the man caught his hand before he could do so. “You can’t see anything anyway. Besides—even if you could, I wouldn’t let you.”

 “Who are you?” Odin frowned. “A doctor?”

 “A doctor’s assistant, actually.” The man smiled and reached back to scratch his neck. “I’m Joseph. The big man in the black coat said your name was Odin?”

 “That’s right. And that’s my friend Nova.”

 “You three have come a long, long way.” Joseph stood, crossed the room, and pulled a skin-wrapped case off a desk that stood near the wall before offering it to Odin. “Water,” he said.

 When Odin tipped the skin back, moisture sweeter and warmer than he had ever tasted in his entire life slid down his throat and into his stomach. He didn’t care about its temperature—he’d had enough of the cold. “Where is my master, sir?”

 “He’s speaking with the mayor at his home. I’m sorry to say that I can’t let you out of bed.”


I don’t want to get out of bed.

 Pain bore no mercy, especially when the throbbing sensation reemerged in his hip.

 “I think,” Odin began, carefully settling himself against the headrest, “that the Kerma hit me with the blunt side of its pickaxe.”

 “You fought with the Kerma?”

 “I fought the tribe’s leader. It had magic, otherwise I would’ve been able to kill him before it could do this.”

 “It’s a good thing we’re protected here,” Joseph said, letting out a nervous laugh. “If the Kerma are revolting, I don’t want to be in the middle of it.”

 “I don’t blame you.”


 Though Joseph offered no reply, he smiled, instantaneously easing Odin’s worry of being a burdensome patient.


 “How long will I be in bed?” Odin asked.


 “At least until your hip starts feeling better. Your leg’s not as bad. I was able to stitch that up right away.”


 “Will I be able to walk?”


 “Your muscle wasn’t damaged and your hip is only bruised, though the bruising is deep enough to make me concerned. You’ll be fine, though—in the long run, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

 “Thank you, sir. I’m going to rest now.”

 “That would be for the best.” The assistant stood. “If you need something, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’m more than willing to bring you something to eat or drink.”

 “I will,” he said. “Thank you.”


 Just as the man turned and walked back to his desk, Odin drifted back to sleep.


 This time, there seemed to be no storms.


 


 “Odin… Odin. Hey, buddy. Wake up and say hey.”

 Nova’s smiling, if somewhat-windburnt face appeared as soon as Odin opened his eyes. He couldn’t help but smile when he reached up to grip his friend’s hand. “Hey,” he said. “I’m glad you’re awake.”

 “Me too. I had a dream about you that woke me up.”


 “You did?”


 “Uh huh. I dreamed we were back in Ornala sparring with the staves.”


 “And you won,” Odin chuckled.


 “Yeah,” Nova smiled. “I did.”


 Pushing himself into a sitting position, Odin scooted back against the headrest and propped a few pillows behind his back. Nova sat down and nearly patted his leg, but stopped before he could do so.

 “Almost forgot,” Nova murmured.


 “Did you get hurt?”


 “Oh, no—I didn’t. You don’t have to worry about that.”


 “What about Miko? If he all right?”


 “You should’ve seen him kill those Kerma. It took hardly any effort at all. And the way he blew the side of the hill up—”


 “He blew the hill apart?”

 “Yeah. He shot a huge beam of magic at the area and everything just exploded. Thankfully we didn’t get hurt.”

 Odin nodded and slid his hands behind his head. He almost pushed the blanket off until he realized he’d been stripped of his clothing, likely in some sort of pre-examination of his body.

 “Yeah,” Nova chuckled, “I got a big surprise when I crawled out of bed.”


 “How long have you been up?”


 “Not too long. I only just got up.”


 “Do you know where Miko is?”


 “I asked that Joseph guy if he knew. He said he’s visiting with the mayor.”


 “Again?”

 “Again?” Nova frowned. “You were awake earlier?”

 “I’m… not so sure. I don’t know if it was earlier today, yesterday, or—”

 “Well, all I know is that we’ve both been out of commission for a while. Doesn’t surprise me much though, considering what all we went through.”

 “Yeah.”

 Nearby, a door opened. Joseph, garbed in a thin coat, stepped into the building. “Excuse me,” the man smiled. “I had to step out for a moment.”

 “That’s fine,” Odin said. Nova nodded his approval. “How long have we been asleep?”


 “Days. I started to get worried, but your knight master assured me that you were both all right.”


 “He knows us pretty good,” Nova grinned, sliding an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “Huh, bud?”


 “Yeah, he does.”


 “I trusted his decision even though he wouldn’t take his cloak off,” Joseph said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Is something wrong with him?”

 “No,” Odin said. “He… just prefers not to be seen.”

 “Which is why I asked—”

 “His skin,” Nova said, “it’s sensitive. He’s very pale. You can see the veins under his skin, so he tries to keep himself covered so others don’t have to see him.”

 “Oh.” Joseph nodded, seemingly-pleased with this answer. “All right. It’s none of my business. I’m just trying to be helpful. You three have come a long way.”

 “Yes sir,” Odin smiled. “Thank you.”

 Joseph turned and walked back to his desk.

 In the short lapse of silence, Nova reached up and scratched his beard, then turned and looked out the nearby window. “I wonder what it’s like out there,” he muttered.

 “You haven’t been out there?”


 “I only just got up, remember? The first thing I did when I got out of bed was wake you up.”


 “All right,” Odin said. “Just wondering.”


 “No worries,” Nova grinned. “Besides—I’ll be more than ready to tour the area once you get to feeling better.”


 


 Later that evening, just as the sky began to darken and the people wandering the streets began to return to their homes, Miko returned, hunching his back and tilting forward his left shoulder to fit through the door.

 “Hello sir,” Odin said. “I hope your day was good.”


 “I’m glad to see the two of you are awake. I was getting worried.”


 “Joseph said so.”


 The cloaked Elf turned, scouring the room. He reached for his hood, but stopped before he could loosen the strings.


 “Probably not the best idea,” Nova muttered.


 “Which was why I stopped.”


 “You know,” Odin started, “if you want to get out of your cloak, you could go get a room at an inn or something. I know I’d want to get out of it if I were you.”

 “Odin’s right,” Nova said. “You should go get a room, get that damn thing off you. When was the last time you bathed anyway?”


 “Not in a good many days,” Miko sighed. “I’m all right though. I’m concerned about the two of you more than I am about myself.”


 “It’s not good to worry about someone other than yourself for too long. A man’s gotta look out for himself too.”


 “I assure you, I’m fine.”


 While Miko crossed the room, toward an armchair that seemed large and heavy enough to support his frame, Odin pushed himself up a little more, grimacing at the throb in his hip. He ignored it, instead pulling a blanket around his body. “Why’d it get so cold all of a sudden?” he frowned.

 “The village runs off a magical heating system made up of stones that float in the sky on the four sides of the village. The mages that live here share the burden of keeping the barrier up, though that in itself requires little actual magic. The heating aspect, however… it requires much more work. You realize how much energy it takes just to heat yourself, Odin.”

 “Right, sir.”

 “But imagine heating a whole village for an entire day. It would kill a dozen mages to do it, let alone a handful. So, like they share the task of keeping the barrier up, they share the work of imbuing the stones to provide warmth. They don’t channel the warming magic at night because it would be too big a task.”

 “That makes sense,” Odin said. Nova nodded, but didn’t seem too interested, even though he had given Miko his full attention. “It’s best to just stay inside and under the covers at night then.”

 “Yes,” Miko nodded. “You’ll be fine. You have nothing to worry about. The wood is thick and the cracks are filled with plaster. Even if it does get cold in here—which, obviously, it has—the blankets alone will keep you warm.”

 Nova rose from his chair and settled down onto his bed. Though he didn’t get under the covers, he grabbed the spare blanket at the foot of the bed and wrapped it around his shoulders.

 “This is where I leave the two of you for the night,” Miko said, standing to his full height. “I’m going to take your suggestion and get a full night’s rest without my cloak. A bath would also do me some good.”

 “All right,” Odin said.


 “See you in the morning,” Nova added.


 Raising a hand, Miko bade the two of them goodbye before he headed out the door.


 


 Odin’s leg recovered quickly. His hip, however, showed slow signs of healing, and the first time he’d seen the actual scar on his leg was when Joseph stitches some two or three weeks after they were inserted. About the length of his palm from middle finger to wrist, the gash stood out on his upper thigh in the quick between his pelvic bone and upper leg, but seemed to have little bearing on his overall mobility. Joseph said that, because of his age, it would most likely heal and disappear altogether—not that it particular mattered, as Odin could care less whether or not he had scars of battle and because he’d fought nobly, but it gave him peace of mind to know that his leg wouldn’t be a particular hindrance for the rest of his life.


It’s good to fight your battles when you’re young, the doctor’s assistant had laughed, his stitching tongs and scissors carefully in hand as he’d removed the stitches. I sure wish I’d fought some of mine when I was your age.

 About a month after they’d entered Neline and taken refuge within the Globe Village, he walked the streets with Nova in a slow but otherwise-natural gait. He limped a little—preferring his left, uninjured side to the leg that still felt stiff and a bit sensitive—but it didn’t slow him down much. Considering how bad off his hip was, it was a miracle he could even stand, much less move.


At least the ground is flat, he mused.

 What surprised him most about the material beneath them was that it was not snow or any kind of ice. If anything, the white material felt like dirt upon a normal road or path—blessed, one could say, in appearance, and resembling something of miniature globules of rock that had hardened over time. Already the Globe Village had turned out to be a strange place. If their surroundings were not key enough, then surely they would encounter more sinister opportunities along the road.

 “You see the barrier?” Nova asked, speaking up for the first time since they’d disembarked.

 Odin nodded. Though not clearly visible, if one stared long and hard enough, they could make out the pattern of snow and sleet sliding around the globe—embracing, it seemed, the village, but failing to do so entirely. The stones, though far in the distance and some dozens of feet in the air, were much easier to see, as upon their surface runes winked and sparkled with varying rainbows of magic.

 “Yeah,” Odin said, blinking, tearing his eyes from one of the floating structures in order to look at the barrier in front of them. “I’ve seen it.”

 “Kinda weird, being in a place with so much magic.”


 “I guess.”


 “You don’t feel strange?”


 “No. Why? Do you?”


 “Not really. I just feel more alert, that’s all.”



Maybe that’s how magic affects him.

 Not wanting to dwell on the specifics, Odin gripped his friend’s arm and pulled himself forward a few steps. “Sorry,” he said, taking a long, deep breath. “I can’t walk as fast as you.”

 “Is your hip feeling all right?”


 “It’s fine.”


 “We can stop whenever you want.”


 “I know. You’ve said that ten times already.” Nova grinned and slid his hands into his pockets. His attention fell to a large tavern that lay on the side of the road, complete with a sign that hung over the porch that read ‘bar’ in bold red letters.

 “We’re not going in there,” Odin asked. “Are we?”

 “Maybe for lunch, not beer.”


I didn’t think so, he thought, nodding and smiling at his friend.

 “What?” Nova laughed. “You thinkin’ about a little while ago, back when I was dog-ass drunk?”

 “You were more than dog-ass drunk,” Odin chuckled. “Miko had to drag you up the stairs. I think you were more horse-ass drunk than anything.”

 “Pretty much.”

 The bigger man slid his arm around Odin’s neck and messed with his hair. In response, Odin pushed him away, a ball of laughter rolling through his chest. “Oh God,” he smiled, leaning against a nearby wall. “It’s good to finally be somewhere where we can just fool around and be ourselves, don’t you think?”

 “Hell yeah I do.”

 Nova joined him on the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them, gaze set on the buildings opposite them. “We’ll be here for a year,” the man nodded. “It seems like a nice place, don’t you think?”

 “From what little I’ve seen, I’d say yes.” Odin’s attention fell to the ground. A single, white rock rested at the end of his shoe. He kicked it, sending it soaring over the road and onto the other side of the street. “At least we don’t have to worry about being cold, and it seems pretty big.”

 “I had no fucking clue when he said we were staying out here for a year. I thought he meant there, outside.” The two fist jabs that followed made Nova’s point more than clear.

 “He wouldn’t take us anywhere he didn’t think we could go. He already said that.”

 “Maybe to you, but not me.” Nova took a deep breath and expelled it. A smile perked his lips soon after. “Anyway, let’s keep walking, if you’re up for it.”

 “I am,” Odin smiled. “More than up for it, actually.”

 


 “Sir?” Odin frowned. “Are you all right?”

 Since returning to the infirmary from his excursion at the mayor’s house, the Elf hadn’t said a thing. Instead, his attention had been set on the series of windows that lined the wall near Odin’s bed.


He’s always looking out the window, he thought, frowning.

 Though he’d come up with a few ideas as to why Miko looked out windows so much, he couldn’t be sure of any of them, as each and every idea that entered his head seemed clouded and off-center. One thing he questioned was the Elf’s mortality and how, because of his age, and because the world shifted to rapidly before him, he might possibly like to lock things into his mind, to instill within himself a sense of purpose that would make his life knowledgeable. Another, and the horrendously more sinister of the two, was how Miko could, possibly, be thinking about the ones he loved and just what he would do when they died. It seemed perfectly reasonable to have such thoughts with an indefinite lifespan, and for that Odin tried to relate the feeling mutually, if only so he could try and understand it himself, but he found himself unable to do so.

 Just when he thought he’d made a connection, he sighed, realizing Miko’s sudden turn of his head was because of something he had seen outside and not, in fact, because of his own or Nova’s presence.


Come on, Odin thought, turning his attention to his sleeping friend. Why aren’t you awake when I need you to help me with him?

 Did Nova know about the Elf’s doubts, his worries, his insecurities and his trials, or did he just not try and help because he figured he couldn’t? He knew Nova to be a caring man—a person whom, in all respects, would help another should he or she be in need of such things—but he couldn’t necessarily be sure, as he hadn’t seen him interacting with too many people. However, he’d seen such interaction to know that he wasn’t unfriendly. From his kindness to his father, to respecting Miko and being friendly with the bartender back in Elna, there seemed to be little lack of compassion within his friend’s body.

 “Sir,” Odin said again, this time louder and more forcefully to press the matter beforehand.


 Miko tuned his head. “I’m here,” he said.


 “I just asked if you were all right. You didn’t answer me.”


 “I’m sorry, Odin. I’m lost in my thoughts.”


 “Do you—”


 “No.”


 Odin said nothing, instead drawing his blankets up to his waist and leaning against the headrest. After a moment of waiting for any further response, the Elf returned his attention to the window, eyes hidden beneath his hood but more than obvious with their intent.


I don’t think I’ll ever really know what goes on in his head.

 The fact that Miko suffered so was enough to unsettle him so much that he thought for a moment he would begin to shake. Here he was—a young man, only sixteen, trying to find his way in the world whilst attempting not to fall—having to deal with a creature who was so superiorly advanced than him both physically, mentally and possibly spiritually. It seemed impossible to even try and consider such things, and to even think he could alleviate his master’s problems seemed completely out of his abilities. Such was the way in the world, Odin figured, when relating to such creatures, and so with his heart unsure and his conscience all the more tainted, he finally said, “I don’t want you to suffer.”

 Miko turned his head. “Suffer?” he asked.


 “Remember the night on Jerdai’s boat, when I sent Nova the message to his wife? You told me about the things Elves do when—”


 “I know, Odin. There’s no need to say it.”


 With a long, drawn-out sigh, Miko seated himself on the bed beside Odin and spread himself out lengthwise. He set his feet—bare, but seemingly-clean—on the footrest so he wouldn’t get the bed dirty. “You said I suffered,” the Elf said, his voice low possibly so only Odin could hear. “Why do you think that?”

 “Because of what you told me back on the boat.”


 “I don’t suffer, Odin—I live with those thoughts.”


 “Which is suffering, isn’t it?”


 Miko said nothing.


 “I want you to be able to talk to me,” Odin continued. “I… I don’t like seeing you looking out the window at something I can’t see.”

 “Have you stopped to consider the things that maybe I can see?”


 “Yes.”


 “And you still have doubts about me looking at the outside world?”


 “I don’t like thinking about things I can’t see,” Odin repeated, closing his eyes and taking a few deep breaths. “I know it sounds bad, but… I grew up not knowing a whole lot about a lot of things—me, my magic, the world outside of Felnon and what was going on around me when I was locked in the tower.”

 “It’s natural to think about such things when you’ve been sheltered your whole life.” Miko draped an arm over Odin’s back. “You need to weaken the empathy you feel towards others, Odin—it will save you much pain and suffering.”

 “I’m not going to stop caring just because you tell me to.”

 “I never said—”

 “Yes you did, sir!” he hissed. “You said I need to weaken the way I feel about others because it will save me the grief of wondering how they feel.”

 “It’s sound advice—”

 “For who? Someone who doesn’t care about the people around them?”

 “I do care about the people around me, boy.” Miko stood and walked around the bed. Odin found himself drawing back into the corner, in the space where the headrest met the wall and the world seemed all the safer. “You’re the one who started this conversation, not me.”

 “I just…” Odin sighed. Without any way to reply, he simply hung his head and tightened the blanket around his waist. “I’m sorry.”


 The Elf turned, crossed the room, and left the infirmary.


 Odin didn’t look up to watch his knight master leave. He was too ashamed of what he had done.


 


 “You can’t blame yourself, Odin. All you did was ask if he was all right.”


 “I made it sound like he didn’t care about either of us.”


 Odin looked up to face his friend. Though Nova didn’t seem particularly troubled, he looked hurt, if anything.


 “I… I don’t know what to tell you then,” the older man sighed. “From the way you explained everything to me, it sounds like you asked something and he got offended when you questioned his answer.”

 “He told me to question him.”


 “But did he to question what he told you?”


 Odin said nothing.


 “See my point?” Nova continued. “He got upset when you questioned what he thought was sound advice. Knowing him though, I don’t think it was just your question that made him react that way. Something’s bothering him.”

 “That’s why I tried to ask.” Odin set his hands on his knees and stared at his feet. “Just look at all the good that did though.”

 “You tried, that’s all that matters. If anything, he’s probably feeling guilty about what he said to you.”

 “He just left though.”

 “Right… after he got mad at you.”

 Sighing, Odin stood, grimacing when his hip began to throb as though he’d just walked a thousand leagues and back. He said nothing, but he did reach down and set a hand over the area, if only to try and console himself of the pain that currently spiraled down his side.

 “We just got to face the fact that we’ll never understand him,” Nova said, rising from his place on the bench just outside the infirmary. “He’s too old and too complex for anyone to understand him, I think. You could probably talk to him until the day you die and only know a little about him.”

 “You know what, Nova? You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” Odin kicked a stone harder than he should have. It went flying into the building opposite them, leaving a small, if still-noticeable chip in the wood. “Great. Look what I did.”

 “He’s right about one thing though, buddy—you do need to quit beating yourself up about everything, or thinking that something you did is going to hurt someone else.”

 “I guess I’m just that kind of person.”

 “And you probably always will be. But hey, look at it this way—not everyone has a heart of gold.”

 Odin looked over at his friend. Nova smiled, reached back to scratch his neck, then slid that same hand onto Odin’s shoulders. “Do you really think that?” Odin asked.

 “I do.”

 “Thank you. It means a lot.”

 


 As he had for the past few nights, Miko returned to the infirmary incredibly late, past the time in which the sun had fallen across the horizon and the world lay shadowed in pale grey. Nova, who had been diligently sitting up with Odin per his request, had since fallen asleep in the armchair and now lay with his head tilted to the side of the room, mouth agape and snores echoing forth from his lips. It had been intended for the man to be his companion—to, for lack of better terminology, keep him from sounding or perceiving the situation to be awkward upon the Elf’s return. However, with that plan shot out of the water, Odin could do little than stare at the creature whom had taken him in despite the outrage and the cruel torment he’d been put through.

 “Hi,” Odin said when he felt the room too quiet, raising a hand in friendly greeting.

 With the hood over his face, Odin had no way to tell what his master might be feeling. The Elf’s facial structures had become second knowledge after such a long time of being together, and while different from other humans, emotions were universal—true, even, for creatures who bore sentient intelligence and who could express themselves with things other than words.

 “Hello,” Miko said, but made no move to continue the conversation as he closed the door behind him.


 “I’m sorry if I upset you last night, sir. It… wasn’t my intention.”


 “And I’m sorry I scolded you for questioning my intentions.”


 “Do you want to talk about it?”


 Miko moved to the table that sat near Odin’s bed. There, he set a foot on the wooden chair, tested its strength by applying pressure, then settled down in it. “There’s nothing to talk about,” the Elf sighed, turning his head up to face him. “Nothing you wouldn’t understand, anyhow.”

 “I can try,” Odin replied, “like I did on the boat.”

 “You may try, but you’ll never know the things I feel. I pray to the Gods you never feel as I do, Odin. This… this thing… it’s like someone’s tying the organs that let you breathe together and slowly making you drown in your own blood.”

 “Were you thinking about me and Nova last night, sir?”


 “No,” Miko sighed. “I wasn’t.”


 “What was it then?”


 “Do you want me to tell you, my friend?”


 “If… you’re comfortable.”



Yes! he thought, hoping the pure joy of the thought wouldn’t somehow be communicated through his facial expressions.

 “If you must know the full and honest truth,” the Elf said, “I’m going through a particularly difficult mating cycle.”


 “Mating cycle?” Odin frowned. “What do you mean?”


 “You understand how animals feel the need to mate with one another in order to sustain their species, right?”


 “Yes sir. I do.”


 “Like an animal, I experience these urges, though they are much more complex than what, say, two rabbits feel. Their instinct is natural, as is mine, but theirs lacks sentient thought.”

 Odin nodded. Even if he knew what it was like to be with another person in such a manner, he still didn’t think he would know what to say. In that regard, he was ignorant, but he could understand it to a degree. “You’re feeling trapped then,” he said.

 “Trapped would be a good way to describe it, yes. A simpler way to relate it to you is to compare what I feel to the desire of greatly wanting something. I know you’ve experienced want in your life, Odin. You know how it feels when you want, or at least believe you want something more than anything. Imagine that, but multiply it as though your life depended on it—as though, at any moment, your entire existence could come down to one single moment.”

 That sort of the feeling was the reason Odin dreaded ever getting excited about anything. The sheer disappointment one felt when that something didn’t happen could kill happiness—self-esteem, even, and make a person feel less than themselves. To greatly want something and then be denied of it was a horrible tragedy, as the feelings within one’s heart for such a thing was often so great that perfect moments were envisioned only to be torn down moments later. 

 “I’m sorry,” Odin said, and couldn’t help but sigh. “I wish I could help take that feeling away.”


 “It will pass, eventually. My only concern is if the feeling gets out of control.”


 “Do you really think it’d get to the point where you’d want to rape a woman?”


 “It easily could, which is why I’ve been visiting the mayor. That in itself posses a problem, however.”


 “Why?”


 “The mayor has a daughter.”


 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. Ok, he thought. This isn’t going to end well.

 “My will is strong enough to keep me from committing such a lecherous act,” Miko continued, as if sensing Odin’s unease, “so you need not fear that. As I’ve said, though—even may own personal strength can sometimes falter.”

 “Why risk visiting the mayor when his daughter is there?”


 “To relieve the two of you the burden of my mood.”


 This time, Odin caught the flash of teeth beneath the Elf’s hood.


 “I’m glad you told me about this,” Odin said, rising from his place in bed. “This is why I want you to talk to me. It feels better if you get your feelings off your chest, doesn’t it?”

 “Yes,” Miko sighed. “It does.”

 


 “Ah,” Nova said, voice filled with understanding. “That makes sense.”


 “It does, in a weird sort of way,” Odin smiled. “I’m just glad he told me.”


 “I’m guessing he hasn’t invited us to come see the mayor because your hip’s bummed up.”


 “I can walk, you know?”


 “Yeah, but he probably doesn’t know that. He’s seen you go… what? Two, three steps away from your bed?”


 “I guess.”


 “Then again, he could just be up there because of that woman.”


 “Yeah, but if you want to fuck, you want to fuck. Trust me—I know how that feels.”

 “You haven’t said anything though.”

 “Well, yeah, bud—it’s because I’m married. And because I take care of myself.” Nova grinned. Odin merely shrugged. “What?” the man asked, baffled, as though he’d just received a response that could not be taken literally. “Don’t tell me you don’t—”

 “Oh, I do,” Odin smiled. “But I don’t know anything about being with a woman, so it’s not like I have much to go on about.”


 “Anyway,” Nova laughed, “you probably don’t want to talk about this anymore.”


 “Not really,” Odin chuckled. “I’m just glad Miko opened up. I try to tell you guys about how I’m feeling.”


 “And you know I’m more than willing to listen.”


 “Same with me.”


 They stopped. Now near the side of the globe, Odin stepped forward, a desperate desire to touch its surface suddenly instilled within his mind though not sure if he should.

 “What’re you doing?” Nova asked.


 “Just looking at the globe,” he said. “It’s kinda neat, isn’t it?”


 “If a bunch of you magic guys can keep something like this running, hell yeah it’s neat.”


 Nova stepped up beside Odin. Unlike Odin’s intensions, however, Nova did reach out and touch the globe. Ripples immediately extended from the surface like water would if a stone were cast into it and echoed across its expanse all the way until they disappeared to the limits of the ground and the heights of the sky.

 “I wouldn’t try to push your hand through it,” Odin muttered, tempted to reach forward and pull his friend’s fingers away. “You might get it stuck out there.”

 “Touching seems wrong enough,” Nova nodded. He pulled his hand back, examined it, then wiped it on the leg of his pants. “It’s like… I don’t know… trying to touch something you’re not supposed to.”

 “We were never told not to touch it.”

 “Yeah, but you get my point. It’s the act of touching something you’re not sure you’re supposed to that makes it feel wrong.”

 “You’re right about that.”


 Odin knew the feeling more than well. The sword that graced his belt was proof enough of that sentiment.


 “You ready to walk back to the infirmary?” Nova asked. “I’m starting to get a little worn out from all this walking.”


 “Yeah,” Odin said. “I’m ready.”


 The two turned and started back down the road.


 


 “Sir,” Odin said, surprised by his knight master’s sudden arrival. “What are you doing back so soon?”


 “The mayor has errands,” Miko said. “Hello, Joseph.”


 “Hello,” the man said, looking up from his desk to smile at the three of them. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”


 “I’ve been visiting with the mayor.” Miko closed the door behind him. “I’d like to thank you for the attention you’ve paid to my squire and friend. It means a lot knowing I have someone like you watching out for them.”

 “It’s all in a day’s work,” Joseph smiled. “I like helping people and bringing them back to health. I wouldn’t be a nurse otherwise.”

 “You’ll be a very fine doctor.”

 With that short introduction out of the way, Miko stepped up to the table. Odin lay on the bed, content with his place in the room and the happenings around him, while Nova sat on the couch beneath the windows, hands behind his head and his feet on the opposite armrest.

 “I’ve told Master Hakua about the two of you,” the Elf said.


 “Why’d you do that?” Nova asked, turning his head to look at their cloaked friend.


 “He was interested in who I was traveling with. He wants to meet the both of you.”



I wonder why, Odin thought.

 Maybe Miko’s urge was starting to get the best of him. He could see no other reason for the mayor’s sudden interest in the Elf’s companions.

 “Right.” Nova rolled onto his side, attention set on the Elf. “What’s the mayor like?”


 “Very old and wise.”


 “I take it he lives in that big mansion up on that hill in the north then?”


 “Right. It takes a while to walk there, but it shouldn’t be any trouble.” Miko turned his eyes on Odin. “You’re able to walk?”


 “I’ve got a little limp, but I’m ok.”


 “It’ll go away,” Joseph said, then waited to see if he had interrupted their conversation before continuing. “You limp because the bone is bruised.”

 “So that’s why my side is still purple,” he mumbled.

 “Yes,” Joseph nodded. “If the three of you don’t want to walk, a friend of mine can take you in his carriage. He’s got a trio of fine stallions that would be able to pull the three of you.”

 “That sounds nice,” Miko said. “If you will, arrange for him to come around when the sun comes up. The mayor’s invited us for morning tea.”

 “All right,” Joseph said, heading for the door. “I’ll go now—unless, of course, you need something?”

 After they shook their heads, the doctor’s assistant walked out the door to leave them to thoughts of tomorrow morning and the tea that would likely come with it.

 


 A whole other side of the village greeted them the following dawn. Drawn in red wood, structured by ornately-carved columns, tipped with roofs slated and decorated with black stripes likely used to draw heat into the homes from the ever-lingering sun—housing the size of barns and with multiple living compartments bordered both sides of the roads, creating a caricature of the people that lived within the Globe Village. Amidst the bustle of early risers and horse-drawn carts, children yelled and screamed, dogs yipped and barked, men in finely-woven robes wandered the streets and women carrying upon their shoulders linens and fruits walked the sides of the roads, tending to those who’d fallen or the elderly rising from a long night’s rest to greet the day. It looked to be nothing other than the ordinary, this place beneath a magical snow globe, and it felt nothing other than homey and inviting despite the circumstance the village existed in.

 “This is where the older generations live,” Miko explained, drawing both Odin and Nova’s eyes away from the outside world as they passed what appeared to be a playing field. “They were built to help withstand the cold before the mages imbued the floating rocks with heated energy.”

 “Just after the land was cursed,” Odin nodded. He turned to look back out at the area, watching the inhabitants play, work or stumble about without abandon. “How long has the village been here, sir?”

 “A good while. I can’t say for sure because this part of the world has never particularly interested me, but I assume it’s been here for as long as Ornala has stood, if not longer.”

 “So at least a thousand years or so,” Nova said.

 Miko nodded.

 “Sir,” Odin said, suddenly entranced by an idea. “How has the village survived for so long? I mean, it’s not like every family manages to have a son or daughter with the gift.”

 “You’re absolutely right, Odin. But as to your question, I’m not exactly sure how the village has managed to withstand the test of time. Like you’ve said: the gift is rare enough within large populations of people. How is it a small village can have so many people with magic?”

 “I don’t know.”

 “I’ve always seen it as a thing of luck, really. But, there have been cases when older mages have sacrificed their lives to keep the stones going for a much longer time. That’s only happened a few times, but only in the most desperate of situations. Suicide offerings, however, are not uncommon.”

 Odin turned to look back out at the city. Above, on the large hill that lingered over the village, stood the mayor’s mansion, covering the surface from one side to the other in a grand, luxurious suite. The sight of the building alone made him think of how old the mayor could possibly be and just how many mages he had to have possibly employed in order to keep his people alive. It had to be more than a few dozen, because just a mere handful of men couldn’t produce the amount of energy it took to produce the globe, much less heat the village.


Unless there’s something other than men here.

 Although he trusted the Elf and Nova more than anyone else in the world, of course they were going to hold secrets, possibly ones that could reveal the world and more unto his consciousness. Miko seemed to be the master of such things, as it usually took brute, mental force to get him to say anything, and for that Odin had to wonder if there was more to the Globe than was being let on.


He’s not going to get us into anything that’s going to hurt us.

 Then again, the Elf had been the one to take them here, where along the way they’d run into both sirens and Kerma.


We got out of that though, didn’t we?

 All except for the men who’d succumbed to terrible beauty, or how his arms had been torn apart by Nova and his hip bruised by the Kerma.


I’m ok though, he thought, looking down at his arms, which contrary to his belief had not scarred at all. And my limp is going to go away here soon.

 He couldn’t say he regretted coming all this way.

 In such a short amount of time, he’d learned more than he would have as a farm boy throughout his entire life.

 


 “Hello, Hakua,” Miko said, bowing his head. “I’d like you to meet my friend, sir Novalos Eternity, and my squire, Odin Karussa.”

 “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you,” the mayor of the Globe village said, gripping Nova’s hand, then reaching out to shake Odin’s. “My, you’re quite a fine young man. You both are.”

 “Thank you, sir,” Odin said, hoping he hadn’t blushed too badly. He turned just in time to see Miko pull his hood down. “Sir!” he cried. “Why are you—”

 “I already know,” Hakua said. “He’s too fine a creature to be hidden beneath a cloak.”

 “I’m glad you think so,” Miko said, disrobing fully until he stood in only his cape and skirt, feet bare and muscles showing. “I appreciate your kindness.”

 “And I appreciate your company. But come—we’ve wasted enough time with chatter. Tea and biscuits are ready.”

 The old man turned and led them down a set of stairs and into a fine living room. Here, a series of bedazzling crystal chandeliers of varying colors dangled from the ceiling, casting shards of light gleaming in through the windows across the room, while couches the finest of reds lay arranged in a square, each bordered by soft rugs and furs. Hakua took a seat in a fine, plush chair that formed around his body as soon as he settled in, then gestured them to sit.

 Odin and Nova sat on a couch, while Miko took his place in an armchair large enough to support his frame.

 Upon settling down, Odin set his hands on his knees and leaned forward, watching Hakua pour tea from a fine, porcelain pot. “Your home is beautiful,” he said, looking up at the rafters that crisscrossed the ceiling.

 “It really is,” Nova nodded. “It reminds me of what my father-in-law’s home looks like, though it’s nothing as big as this.”

 “You’ve left a woman behind, coming along on this adventure,” Hakua nodded, lifting a cup and setting it in Nova’s hands. “You’re quite brave, sir.”

 “Not brave. Just foolish, I suppose.”

 “Foolish, maybe, but brave nonetheless. I would have never been able to leave my wife when she was alive.”

 Nova nodded, but said nothing further. Odin watched his friend, waiting for any sign of indifference, then turned to look at his knight master, no longer wondering why he had spent so many long hours at the house. Here—in this grand, luxurious mansion—he could not only rest and talk in comfort, but be himself as well.

 Now that he thought about it, maybe that was what Miko truly desired—to walk around and talk freely, unafraid of what someone else might say, think or do.

 “Odin,” Hakua said, immediately drawing his attention away from the Elf. “Your master said you came from Felnon. Is that right?”


 “Yes sir,” he said. “I grew up there with my father.”


 “I’ve heard it’s a truly beautiful place.”


 “It is,” Odin smiled. “It’s surrounded by trees on all sides, there’s hills you can climb up and sit on to look at the whole village, streams where you can fish and forests filled with game. It’s… well… hard to describe, but it’s like the trees there are greener, brighter than anything else in the entire country—at least, from what little of it I’ve seen.”

 “It sounds wonderful,” Hakua smiled. “And you, Nova—you came from Bohren?”


 “Yes,” Nova grinned.


 “The land of the hills,” Hakua laughed. “Is it really as hilly as they say?”


 “The surrounding area is, but the town itself was built on the flatter parts. Me and my wife live with her father further out of town. The land starts to rise and fall there.”

 “Miko said you used to live on a hill?”

 “I could see all of Bohren there,” Nova smiled. “My father… he raised me for much of my life there until he passed away a few years ago.”

 “I’m truly sorry,” Hakua sighed, setting his cup of tea down. “It’s hard when a man loses his father.”

 “It is, but he taught me everything I know, so I can’t say he’s been forgotten.”

 “No good father is forgotten,” Hakua nodded. He relieved his cup of tea from the table, then looked at Miko, pale eyes lingering beneath his steaming cup. “How have you been, kind Elf?”

 “I’ve been well. You?”


 “I myself have been fine, though I regret to say that my daughter has come down with an illness.”


 “What kind of illness?” Odin frowned.


 “I believe it’s no more than a cold, but it’s been enough to keep her in bed. My daughter’s always had trouble with sickness, but she’s always come out of them.”

 A quick glance at Miko showed more than he needed to see. His expression—a mix between trouble and want—lay tangled across his face. Eyes out of focus and lip curled to one side, the Elf readjusted his position, if only to ease the likely, unsettling heat in his chest, then shifted, as if trying to adjust himself in a sinking boat he could not repair with magic.


Maybe I should get him alone, he thought, looking from his knight master, to the mayor, then back again. It might not be good to stay if his urge is getting worse.

 “Miko, sir,” Odin said. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”


 “You know you can.”


 “Alone,” he added, hoping the resounding frown wasn’t a warning ot things to come. “If that’s all right, anyway.”


 “No, we can speak.” Miko stood, gesturing Odin to rise with him. “Hakua, may we use one of your halls?”


 “You’re more than welcome to use an empty room if you’d like,” the old man said. “We’ll be here when you get back.”


 Nova offered an odd look, but Odin only shrugged before turning and following his knight master down a hall. They passed a framed artwork of the village, the mansion, and of horses and other creatures before they came to the very end—where, there, a large window opened up to reveal the frozen wasteland that lay beyond the almost-invisible, translucent barrier.

 “What did you want to speak to me about?”


 “Are you all right?” Odin frowned.


 “I’m fine,” Miko smiled, his mouth harsh and full of lies.


 “You don’t look fine. You were squirming in your seat.”


 Miko turned and looked out the window.


 “Sir,” Odin said, stepping forward, suddenly perturbed by the Elf’s lack of response. “If you want to leave, I’m sure Nova wouldn’t mind. We don’t want you to be comfortable.”

 “So you told him.”


 “I…” Odin paused, then sighed. “Yes sir. I did.”


 The Elf had nothing to say. He simply continued to look at the window.


 “We’re only concerned,” Odin continued, hoping to press the matter further if only to secure himself a hopeful palce within the Elf’s heart. “We care about you.”

 “I told you that in confidence, Odin.”


 “I know, but—”


 “Would you like me to tell Nova the things you told me?”


 “I haven’t—”


 “You’ve told me more than a few things that you wouldn’t want Nova to know. I’ve kept them between us so far, haven’t I?”


 “I’m sorry.” Odin bowed his head, unable to meet the Elf’s eyes for the shame he held in his heart. “You can tell him anything you want that I’ve told you.”

 “I won’t tell him anything.” A pressure on Odin’s shoulders caused him to look up. Miko stood there, glossy purple eyes showing no trace of anger or hurt. “You’re young,” the Elf said, tightening his grip on Odin’s body. “I expect you to turn to others when you don’t know what to do.”

 “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s just… I don’t know how to help you.”

 “I don’t believe anyone does, Odin, and I don’t believe anyone ever will. Even I don’t know how to relieve the urge and temptation that rests in my soul.”

 “I’m sorry I broke your trust.”

 “You haven’t broken my trust at all,” Miko said, taking Odin into his arms. “Please, don’t think you have.”

 “I… I just… I just want to be the best I can be for you,” Odin sighed, tightening his hold around the Elf’s chest. “The only other person I’ve ever wanted to please was my father, and without him here—”

 “You turn to me,” the Elf nodded, finishing what Odin couldn’t. “It’s all right. Please, don’t be afraid you’ve done anything to disappoint me.”

 “All I’ve wanted to do was please you.”

 “You have,” Miko said, “and you always will.”

 


 After Miko and Odin returned, they excused themselves from the mansion and headed back to the infirmary with Nova. The whole ride back, Odin couldn’t help but feel guilty and wronged—guilty because he’d revealed something Miko had told him in confidence, wronged because he had no one else but Nova to turn to for advice.


He’s already said he’s all right with it, he thought, looking back up at the Elf.

 Still, that did little to relieve the pain in his heart.


 “You have a good time up there, bud?” Nova asked, sliding an arm around his shoulder.


 “Yeah,” Odin said, somehow managing to force a smile. “I did.”


 “The mayor’s a pretty nice man.”


 “He is,” Miko agreed. “It takes a good person to open up his home like that.”


 Odin nodded, reaching down to mess with one of the buttons on his sleeveless jerkin. It’d come loose sometime, though when he couldn’t be sure. He’d have to ask Joseph if he could borrow some needle and thread so he could sew it back together.


I don’t think I could do it the right way with magic.

 Though he could both mend and heat fabric, he didn’t think he would be able to sew the thin areas between the button and jerkin without somehow messing up. That was something else he’d have to learn how to do.


At least I’m not going to be a tailor.

 He laughed at the thought.


 “What?” Nova grinned.


 “I was just thinking about how I’m not going to be a tailor,” Odin said, fingering the button in his shirt. “It’s loose.”


 “Ah,” Nova said.


 “I’ll mend it for you,” Miko offered.


 “Oh no, sir—I can do it myself.”


 “It’s fine. I enjoy doing simple things like knitting anyway. They help put my mind at ease.”



That’s odd, Odin thought, because it always seems to drive me nuts.

 “If you want to, that’s fine. Thank you.”

 “There’s no need to thank me.”

 The carriage passed over the invisible barrier that separated the old part of the village from the new. Amidst newer, browner wood and more evenly-laid paths, Odin found himself missing the somewhat-colorful, red-wooded area they’d just been in.

 “Sir,” Odin said. “When my hip is fully recovered, can me and Nova come stay at the inn with you?”

 “The mayor has arranged for us to stay in a small cottage near where he lives. It’s down the hill right near the main road, so we’ll have easy access to the rest of the village.”

 “That’s awfully nice of him,” Nova said, though Odin thought his voice held some sort of amusement. Given the convenient placement, it was no wonder Nova sounded the way he did.

 “He’s taking a liking to me, I suppose,” the Elf said.

 Nova chuckled. Odin elbowed his side before he could say something stupid.


We don’t need you screwing things up.

 “Anyway,” Odin said, “Joseph said my hip should be better soon. If I’m walking as well as I am, all I’ll have to do is keep getting the right amount of rest and exercise.”

 “He’s a good man,” Miko agreed.

 Odin kept his silence as the carriage continued to lead them through the village.

 


 That afternoon, after they’d eaten a small lunch of soup Joseph had brought for the three of them, Odin lay in bed watching the cloaked Elf guide a thin needle through the tough folds of fabric of his jerkin. For having such big hands and such well-proportioned fingers, the small needle didn’t seem to trouble Miko at all. He’d been more than sure that the Elf might have trouble using such a small instrument, much less the ability to maneuver it so well.


He doesn’t cease to amaze me.

 “Is something wrong?” Miko asked, looking up to face him.

 “Oh, no,” Odin smiled. “I was just thinking about how hard it must be to use that small a needle, what with how big your hands are and all.

 Nova chuckled. Miko merely shrugged and went back to knitting.


 “You kidding?” the older, human man asked, plopping down at the end of Odin’s bed. “He can do anything.”


 “Not anything,” the Elf murmured.


 “Still, pretty much everything.”


 “The two of you flatter me.”


 “We’ll be quiet,” Odin said.


 Miko nodded.


 “Hey,” Nova whispered, gesturing Odin to get out of bed. “Come here. I gotta show you something.”


 “What is it?”


 “Some new game I found in a book here.”


 “A game?”


 “Yeah.”


 After sliding out of bed, Odin made his way over to the table in the corner. There, a pair of wooden, eight-sided dice and a stack of cards lay arranged in the center, neatly-posed as though prepared specifically for that very moment.

 “You see,” Nova said, lifting a couple of cards and setting them right-side up. “You draw four cards, roll the dice, and put down as many numbered cards as you can.”

 “Ok,” Odin said. “What’s the goal of the game?”

 “It’s like this,” Nova said, drawing two more cards, setting them face up, then rolling the dice. One die had a four, the other a two. “There’s six there, and I’ve got a two, a three, a one and a five card, so that gives me eleven numbers. But, listen to this—you need to match the cards as perfectly as possible, or else you lose part of the fifty points you start out with.”

 “So the point of the game is to make the other person go to zero then?”


 “Yeah. Wanna play?”


 “I guess,” Odin shrugged, sliding into the chair opposite Nova. “What’s the game called?”


 “Beats the hell out of me, but at least it gives us something to do.”


 Odin couldn’t agree more.


 


 They played the nameless game for the next several hours, trying to best one another in chance and luck. After a few games, however, Odin started to doubt that he had much luck, as he only continued to lose time and time again as the day continued on.

 “We’re almost tied,” Nova chuckled, setting down another perfect set of cards. “I mean, I’ve won five and you’ve won three.”

 “Now you see my point.”

 Nova chuckled and turned his head up to look around the room. Odin, too, looked over his shoulder. It soon became apparent that they’d been deserted some time ago. “I wonder where they went,” he mumbled, pushing away from the table to walk toward the window.

 “Hey!” Nova cried. “Where you goin’?”


 “I think I’m done, if that’s all right.”


 “Aww, come on!”


 “Do I have to?”


 “No.” Nova stood and walked to Odin’s side, slapping an arm across his back. “That was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?”


 “Yeah,” Odin said. “It was.”


 Eyes on the window, he scanned for any trace of Miko or Joseph. The two could’ve stepped out at the height of their game, when Odin had won his first match, but he couldn’t be sure. For all he knew, they could’ve been gone for hours and neither of them would have known, so enraptured in their game they had been. “Where do you think they went?” he asked.

 “Beats the hell out of me. Don’t worry—they won’t be gone for long.”


Yeah right.

 Knowing Miko, he’d probably returned to the mayor’s house.


Uh oh.

 “What if Miko went back to visit the mayor?” Odin frowned.


 “How do you mean?”


 “The whole reason we left earlier was because I wanted to get him away from there.”


 “So that’s why we left,” Nova mumbled. 


 “But anyway, what if he’s up there?”


 “I don’t think we have anything to worry about, Odin. He’s got self control. He—”


 “There!”


 Odin pointed.


 The red and black carriage came barreling up to the building, whips flying and horses whinnying in protest. A flick of the reins stopped the mighty beast in their tracks just as Joseph flung himself from the contraption and into the infirmary.

 “What’s wrong?” Odin asked, heart thundering in his chest.

 “Your knight master’s at the mayor’s house,” Joseph gasped, setting his hands to his knees. “You have to get up there. The mayor’s daughter is very sick. They’ll need all the help they can get.”

 


 The moment they entered the mansion and into the chaos placating the air, Miko bounded across the room and ascended the stairs with unimaginable speed before disappearing down a hall above. Odin, with little to no time to ask where they were going, simply followed as fast as he could, despite the throb at his hip.


Not now, not now, he thought, fighting back tears. Don’t cave in on me.

 If his hip decided not to support his weight, he’d be back at the bottom of the stairs before he would even realized what happened.

 “You ok kid?” Nova asked as they stepped off the last stair.


 “Yeah,” he breathed. “I am.”


 “He went down this hall, right?”


 “Uh huh.”


 Nova slapped Odin’s back, then gripped his hand, pulling him along. They needed no direction as the frantic cries of the old man and the struggling gasps of a woman desperate to breathe drifted out into the hall to meet them.


Should we go in? Odin thought, but soon let it go when Nova pushed the door open.

 “What can we do?” Nova asked, reaching up to rub his face.

 “Stay back!” Miko cried, the force in his voice so powerful that it sent even Nova back a few steps.

 “Help her!” Hakua cried. “Please!”

 “She’s choking,” Miko whispered, setting a hand on her chest. “Step back, sir.”

 “What are you—”

 Before the man could finish, the Elf cast a glove off and slit the girl’s shirt open from blouse to midsection. Heaving breasts exposed, frantically falling and covered in sweat, Miko set a hand between the two perk muscles and reached up to tilt the woman’s head forward.


What are you doing? Odin thought, drawing against Nova’s side. How are you going to get her to stop choking?

 Tossing his head back, Miko’s hood came free of his skin and hair, revealing handsome worry in the most terrifying form. His eyes, wide with pain and misery, closed as he bowed his head and pressed his colorful lips to the girl’s pale blue flesh.


He’s—

 “Sucking it out of her lungs,” he whispered.

 Wasn’t such a move dangerous? Hadn’t the healer back at the castle said that performing magic on something you couldn’t see could produce deadly consequences?


Unless he’s not using magic.

 The thought crossed his mind for only a brief moment before Miko broke away from the girl. Coughing, she threw herself forward, arms outstretched, and dug her fingers into her savior’s cloak as his large, strong hands met her back.

 “Odin,” Miko said. “The glass.”


 “What, sir?”


 “The glass of water.”


 The amber-colored vial sat near the bed, atop a small end table. Odin had just stepped forward and lifted the glass when the Elf spat what rested in his mouth out.

 A quick glance down showed the mixture of brown-grey residue floating amidst the water.

 “Who… who are you?” the girl asked, openly sobbing in a stranger’s arms.

 “No one,” Miko said, setting a hand at the back of the girl’s head and guiding her back down to the bed. “Sleep until your body is healed.”

 Almost immediately, the girl ceased trembling.

 Hakua let out a low moan.

 


 While the mayor’s daughter recovered, her breathing tuned to the natural rhythms of her now-healing body and her lungs no longer swollen with bile, Odin and Nova sat downstairs, trying to listen to the conversation that took place in the room no more than a few feet away. Hakua and Miko spoke in soft, hushed tones. Every so often, a slight word would drift toward Odin’s ears, filling his chest with heat and worry, but nothing in the air could be made out, save for the subtle rise in pitch from Hakua the few times the conversation rose to a crescendo.

 “What are they talking about?” Odin asked, leaning close so only Nova could hear.


 “Probably what they’re going to do with the girl.”


 “What to do with her?” Odin frowned. “What are you—”


 “Miko wants her, Odin. Now that he’s saved her from an early death, he’s free to do what he wants.”


 “What?”


 “You’ve never heard that before?” Nova frowned. He crossed his arms over his chest, obviously troubled by the sentiment, before leaning back in his seat and letting loose a sigh. “If a knight, or someone of similar status, saves a nobleman, chieftain or mayor’s daughter, he’s free to take her to bed with him, regardless of marital status or whether or not they are committed to another’s affairs.”

 “He wouldn’t do that, Nova. Just because he can doesn’t mean he—”


 Odin stopped speaking. Miko stepped forward from the hall and gestured the two of them to rise.


 “Is everything all right, sir?” Odin asked, sliding his thumbs into his pockets.


 “Everything is fine,” Miko sighed. “The girl is safe, Hakua isn’t frantic, and we’re returning to the infirmary to gather up your clothes and other personal belongings.”

 “How come?” Nova frowned.


 “We’ll be moving into the cottage—unless, of course, Joseph wants to keep you in the infirmary, Odin.”


 “He said I should be ok,” Odin mumbled.


 “Good. Let’s get going then. We need to give the two of them their time alone.”


 


 They returned to the infirmary and packed Odin and Nova’s belongings. Into sacks, packs, and by any other means possible, they assembled their gear and personal artifacts in preparation to move to where they would be kept for the remainder of the year. The whole while, it seemed as though a heat was rising in Odin’s chest—burning, slowly, through his esophagus and into his mouth, where it birthed decay and made him think of all the horrible things in the world.


He wouldn’t, Odin thought, rising from his place near the end of his bed.

 Just when they seemed about ready to leave, Joseph returned from his afternoon errands and asked to look at Odin’s injuries.


Just as a precaution, he said.

 Beneath the privacy of a sheet, Joseph examined the wounds, prodding the area around the scar with his fingers and gently stroking the now swollen-over scar tissue. Once he deemed his leg well, he slid his hand up Odin’s thigh until they rested at his hip, where a black and blue bruise lay knotted against the surface of his skin like a wicked tattoo of the flesh.

 “Damn,” Nova whistled, falling to a knee by the nurse’s side. “That looks like it hurts.”


 “It does,” Odin mumbled, adding just the slightest bit of sarcasm in the hopes that Joseph would stop poking and prodding.


 “I’m just checking to see that it’s healing properly,” the man laughed. “Don’t worry—it’ll all be over soon enough.”



I might as well just shut up and deal with it.

 Setting one hand behind his head, Odin closed his eyes and listened to the man’s sighs of approval. Nova, breathing slowly, reached out and set a hand on Odin’s chest, right by his ribs.

 “It’ll be all right, bud. You’re ok.”

 “You’re perfectly fine,” Joseph said, standing. “I see no reason to keep you here unless your leg reopens of if your hip shows no signs of recovery.”

 “So I can go then?” Odin asked, sliding out from under the sheets. He reached for his underwear at the end of the bed.

 “You can go, but I wouldn’t suggest running or doing any strenuous leg exercises until the wound heals. You don’t want to rip it open.”


No, I don’t, he thought, grimacing when he remembered how bad it had hurt to run. He nodded and slid his trousers up his legs. “Thank you,” Odin said, reaching out to grasp the man’s hand. “You’ve done so much for all of us.”

 “Yeah,” Nova said. He, too, offered a hand. “It means a lot.”


 “I know it does, guys. You don’t have to thank me though—it’s part of my job.”


 “It doesn’t matter,” Odin smiled, accepting the man’s firm handshake. “You still took care of us.”


 “And nursed us back to health,” Nova added.


 “Again, part of my job.”


 The door opened. Miko crouched down and entered. “Is my squire able to leave the infirmary?” he asked.


 “More than ready, sir. If you can, try not to make him do anything that might open his wound. It’s healing, but I don’t want an accidental fall or jump to tear it open again.”

 “Don’t worry. I won’t allow him to injure himself.”


 “All right then. I guess I’ll see the three of you around—if you’re staying, at is?”


 “We’ll be here for the next year,” Odin said. “We’ll come around and visit. Huh, Nova?”


 “Right.”


 “And you’re more than welcome at Hakuo’s cottage if you’d like to visit,” Miko said.


 “I’d be honored,” Joseph replied.


 They bade the man a final goodbye before slinging their packs over their shoulders and their weapons at their sides.


 Before he could leave, Odin turned and smiled.


 It seemed like everywhere he went, his faith in the kindness of strangers only continued to grow.


 


 “It’s small,” Miko said, “but it will keep the three of us.”

 Plain, devoid of beds and with only a shower room built into the side, the cottage stood about the size of a small barn, suitable for keeping horses at an inn or a similar establishment. Odin chose a place in the corner, slinging his pack off his shoulders. Nova, who chose to sleep near the western wall, settled his pack beside Nova’s, where he settled down onto the floor cross-legged and surveyed the room with curious eyes.

 “I’ll make the beds,” Odin said, accepting his knight master’s pack as Miko slid it off his shoulders. “I haven’t been acting like much of a squire lately.”

 “That’s fine,” Miko said. He never specified if he meant the bed or about Odin saying he hadn’t been acting like a squire.

 Choosing to ignore the open statement, Odin settled to his knees, began arranging his master’s larger-than-average bed, then slid across the room, grabbing for Nova’s pack. 

 “It’s all right, kid. I can make my own bed.”


 “Let him,” Miko said. “He wants to.”


 “Right,” Odin nodded.


 Though Nova seemed doubtful, he released his hold on his pack. Odin opened it up and pulled clothes and other personal items out of the bag, one of which included a small mirror and a knife.

 “For shaving,” Nova chuckled.

 Odin laughed. Nova had done anything but shave over the past few days.

 “At least you keep your beard trimmed,” he chuckled, rolling Nova’s bedroll out.

 “Just because I’m hairy doesn’t mean I don’t keep myself clean,” the man laughed, locking Odin’s head between his chest and forearm, then messing with his hair before releasing him.

 “I know. I’m just kidding. You look good with a beard anyway.”


 “You do,” Miko agreed, voice low and painfully-plain.


 Both Odin and Nova turned to look at the Elf.


 “Is something wrong?” Odin frowned.


 “Hmm?”


 “I asked if something was wrong.”


 “Oh, no.” Miko shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong.”


 “You sure?” Nova asked.


 “Yes, Nova—I’m sure.”


 Though Odin doubted his master’s words, he continued to make the bed.


 Unable to resist the urge to sigh, he bowed his head.


 Now that he had permission, Miko could more than easily go and take the thing he’d been wanting for so long.


 


 “Nova,” Odin whispered. “Are you awake?”


 “Yes,” the man grumbled. “Why?”


 “Can we go outside? I need to talk to you about something.”


 “Can’t it wait until morning?”


 “No.”


 Muttering something under his breath, Nova stood and ran a hand through his hair. He waited for Odin to rise—keeping a hand on his head, as if the request had frustrated him to no end—before he pushed the door opened and slid out into the white night.

 “What is it?” Nova shivered, turning to face him. “It’s colder than hell out here.”


 “I know,” Odin said. He fumbled with the belt of his pants, then let out a long, troubled sigh. “About Miko—”


 “You woke me up to ask something about him?”


 “Can you let me finish, please?”


 Nova nodded, but leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. His expression, though harsh, had lightened, as if he’d realized his nature and had decided to correct it.

 “As I was saying,” Odin said, narrowing his eyes in warning. “Do you think he’ll go to the mayor’s daughter?”


 “Why are you so worried about this?”


 “Because—”


 “Why?”


 “I—”


 “Just spit it out already Odin. No use in bullshitting me around.”


 “Because it destroys his honor!”


 Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself down, Odin set his hands at his sides, but dare not release the curl on his fists for fear that the aggression would only channel back into his head.

 “Odin,” Nova sighed. “You gotta realize that men get these kind of urges. They’re not easy to keep bottled up.”


 “I haven’t had them.”


 “You’re not a man either.”


 The comment stung him into silence.


 Had Nova meant what he’d really just said?


 “You see what I mean, bud? Just because a man can keep his emotions bottled up for months on end doesn’t mean he won’t cave when he has the chance to release some strain.”

 “Why haven’t you done anything then? Why haven’t you tried to find a woman to—”

 “That’s different. I’m married.”

 “It’s no different, Nova! Just because you’re married doesn’t mean you can’t go find a whore and bring her back here, and just because he saved the mayor’s daughter doesn’t mean he has the right to rape her!”

 “He wouldn’t—”


 “What would you call it then? What would you call going and taking the mayor’s daughter against her will?”


 “I—”


 “It’s rape. If he goes up there, he’ll be raping her.”

 “Miko said he wouldn’t,” Nova said. “He—”


 “That doesn’t matter! He shouldn’t take for something he gave!”


 Nova kept his silence.


 After a moment of watching his friend and trying to figure out just what to do, Odin sighed, ready to go back into the cottage and try and go back to sleep.


It isn’t worth it, he thought, brushing past Nova and stepping forward. It isn’t—

 “Odin.”

 Odin stopped, hand circled around the doorknob.

 “I don’t know what else to tell you,” Nova continued. “I know this bothers you, because it bothers me too, but we can’t control what he wants to do.”

 “I know,” Odin sighed. “It’s just… wrong.”


 “I don’t know what else to tell you.”


 “Then don’t tell me anything.”


 Before he could push the door open, Nova grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back slightly, just enough so Odin would release his hold on the doorknob.

 “Let go of me,” Odin whispered.


 “I just want to tell you one more thing before you go back in there.”


 “What?”


 “If it bothers you that much,” Nova sighed, leaning in close to his ear, “talk to him about it.”


 “I won’t be able to change his mind.”


 “Just because you can’t change his mind doesn’t mean he won’t reconsider what he’s going to do.”


 


 For the next several days, a lingering sense of dread hung over Odin’s head like a dark storm. He stayed in the cottage most of this time, reading and losing himself in fictional narratives or historical accuracies in the hopes that the storm would finally pass. The birds, he knew, could shake the storm, could muster the urge, could dissuade the darkness, and the wings upon which they flew could guide the world. For that, he knew, things should be perfectly fine—that no matter how horrible his situation and feelings seemed to be, they would simply be carried away on the wings of creatures loved and holy.

 However, when his feelings did not pass—when his insecurities became holes in his heart and threatened to swallow him whole—he stood from his place on the floor and almost cast the book against the wall, which would’ve surely broken it.


I can’t.

 The leather-bound tome had been included in the pack that Daughtry had especially arranged for him. Along with handwritten texts about some of the lesser-known places in the world, it also contained short tales of men in armor who saved villages from peril or maidens from monsters. Such a gift couldn’t be wasted, nor abused during a moment of passion.

 Taking a moment to allow the knot of rage in his chest to loosen, Odin looked out the window and stared at the barrier that lay no more than a dozen feet away. Its magical surface slid and crawled with hidden entities—dragons made of snow and air, spiders created from ripples and whorls, men dragging women from their homes and into back alleys.

 No matter how hard he tried—no matter how much he attempted to force his conscience into higher, more pleasant places—all he could see was the Elf, naked, poised over the trembling virgin not ready to have one of her most important things ripped away from her. Would she be afraid, he wondered, as the Elf lingered before her, member taut and heavy, or would she simply give in, for she knew she was nothing more than a fair game to a man whom had saved her life? She, the beauty; he, the beast—a crime of passion, a moment of lust, an equinox of envy and a constellation of love: these were the things that this could be described, that could be compared, that could be spoken off, but would they ever really relate to the end?

 In thinking of such things and just how much they related to his life as a whole, Odin began to wonder. Had Nova been right in his assessment of the situation? Was it right for a man who’d saved a maiden to take her back to his room and do any and everything he wanted to her? Because if it was, and if that law of anarchy really did exist, Odin didn’t think he wanted any part of it.


I don’t have to be like that, he thought, crossing his arms over his chest. I don’t have to do those kinds of things.

 He could be a good man, a good squire, a good knight. He could ride upon his horse of darkest blacks and make his way across the land, saving any and all who needed his help, and by his sword he could slay those who meant harm to those innocent and pure. He need not ever commit an act of sin, of violence, of terrible greed, and he need not ever speak or think of such things, as in that regard he could be the best man he could be—a man whom, by all definitions, was a hero in every essence of the word.

 “Odin?”


 He jumped, falling back into the nearby wall.


 Nova stood a few feet away, a concerned frown framed by a thin mustache and a neatly-trimmed beard.


 “What?” Odin asked, surprised at how out of breath he was.


 “Are you all right?”


 “No. you know what’s bothering me.”


 “Have you talked to him?”


 “I’m not going to.”


 “Why?”


 “Because it’s none of my business.”


 “You’re his business though,” Nova said. “He’d want to know if something was bothering you.”


 “He knows what’s bothering me. He just doesn’t want to talk about it.”


 “Maybe he’s sparing you the grief of a confrontation. Have you thought of that?”


 “No,” he said, but his thoughts betrayed him otherwise. He had thought of it, as it had been on his mind more than a few times, but just because Nova had brought it up didn’t mean he had to admit it. “I haven’t.”

 “Well, think about that, then think about how much he cares about you.”


 “I know how much he cares, Nova. He took me out of the tower.”


 “Because he believed in you,” the man said. “Just like I do.”


 “You believe in me?”


 “I wouldn’t have left my wife if I didn’t believe in you, Odin.”


 Odin nodded, stepped forward, and wrapped his arms around his friend’s chest. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do if I only had him to talk to.”

 “You’d talk to him and only him,” Nova said, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “Think about what I said though, all right? Do it for me. Please?”

 “I will,” he sighed. “Don’t worry.”

 


 That night, Odin opened his eyes to see Miko garbing himself in his black cloak. Oblivious to his actions and focused on the current task at hand, the Elf continued to dress, snapping the buttons up his torso and pulling his gloves over his hands. It seemed anything but impractical, the thing he was doing, and it seemed that at any moment he would simply turn and leave without thinking on the matters beforehand. His goal was set, his eyes locked, his target in sight. For one to think he may possibly turn around without intervention would have been madness itself. In that moment, however, Odin felt it his duty to say something—if not for the Elf, for himself, for if he didn’t then surely he would be scarred for life.

 “Sir,” he said, raising his head from its place atop his pillow.

 Miko turned to face him. “Yes?” he asked.

 Though he could not see the creature’s face, he sensed a disturbance there—a tremble, possibly, within his voice, weakened to the point of where the deep baritone sounded no more than a child’s tenor. For that, it seemed, his purpose had been meant.


I did it, he thought, pleased, but not yet willing to collect his reward. I actually made him think.

 “You’re going,” he said, sinking his teeth into his lower lip. “Aren’t you?”

 They exchanged gazes for several long moments—Odin’s direct, the Elf’s darkened and shrouded over. That, however, did not matter, because in his heart and mind Odin could feel just what it was the Elf was doing. An eye, clever and docile, traced his body, from his shrouded waist to his long-sleeved shirt, producing the sensation of hundreds of miniature bugs crawling across his skin. Some bit, causing gooseflesh, while others simply began to dig in and force themselves into his bloodstream, in turn causing an unease so deep and horrible it seemed at any moment his heart would explode out of his chest.


Come on, he thought. Let what I said have affected you.

 To his surprise, and to his unholiest satisfaction, the Elf continued to dress.


 “Tell me,” Odin sighed, his voice sad and resembling something of a wounded dove. “I don’t want to worry.”


 “I’m going to see the mayor’s daughter.”


 “I thought you said you could contain your urge?”


 “I lied.”


 The sigh that escaped the Elf’s lips instilled the revelation that Miko did, in fact, realize his intentions and just how wrong they were. But unlike what Odin expected, and contrary to his beliefs, Miko continued to dress, only further loosening the restraints he’d kept for so long.

 “Why would you give in like that?” Odin asked, standing, wanting to go to his master’s side but unsure how he would react. “Why would you just let everything you told me go?”

 “Even I have weaknesses.”

 “But you don’t have to have them.”

 “You have to realize, Odin, that all men experience urges that they cannot simply shrug off. When given the option to release that urge, it’s better to let it go than to keep it locked inside.”

 “Even if it makes the man feel like he’s done something wrong?”


 “Yes, Odin—even if he feels like he’s done something wrong.”


 “If you go up there,” Odin began, this time taking a single, bold step forward, “I hope you know you’ll be raping her.”


 “I’d do no such thing.”


 “What else would you call taking a woman against her will?”


 “Look, boy,” Miko growled, turning his head to glare at him from beneath the shroud of his cloak. “You will not question my intentions.”

 “Sir—”

 “Put yourself in my place. Would you keep one of the most powerful urges you’ve ever felt locked inside, or would you release it any way you could?”

 “I wouldn’t rape someone just to make myself feel better!”

 “There’ll come a day when you want a woman just as badly as I do, and when that day comes, you’ll realize that you won’t be able to control that urge. At least I have been given permission to take the girl. I could do it against her will.”

 “You will be doing it against her will.”

 A hand lashed out.


 A brute palm struck his face.


 Sent to the ground, blood trickling from the side of his lip, Odin could only look up, mind reeling and face throbbing in pain.


 For a brief moment, he thought he saw the most terrible anguish light his knight master’s face before he slipped out the door.


 Lying on the floor, bleeding and hurt, Odin curled into a ball, closed his eyes, and cried himself to sleep.


 There was nothing he could do.


 A woman was going to be raped tonight.


 


 That morning, Odin didn’t get out of bed until late in the afternoon. Having woken not only at dawn, but to a day where things seemed impossibly-dreary, he dreaded the day and what it would bring so much that he simply lay in bed with his eyes closed, not in the least bit inclined to get up and face the demons that surely lurked nearby.

 Finally, when the sun lay high in the sky and pierced directly through the overhead windows, Nova came to his side and shook him up. “Odin,” he whispered, reaching out to touch his face. “What happened last night?”

 “We talked,” Odin said, pushing himself into a sitting position.

 “You talked?”

 “Yeah. I took your suggestion and talked to him about what he was going to do last night. He hit me when I told him I would never rape a woman just to make myself feel better.”

 “That bastard,” Nova growled.


 “It doesn’t really matter,” Odin laughed, reaching up to rub his bruised face, “because he went anyway.”


 “I haven’t seen him all day.”


 “He’s too afraid to come back and face what he did to me.”


 Placing a hand on Nova’s shoulder, Odin rose to his feet and faced the eastern windows. A mere sliver of the mansion lay visible on the hill, a single drop of blood atop a virgin’s skin.

 “”I’m going to talk to him when he gets back,” Nova said, voice thick with anger. “Only a coward hits a boy, especially a boy who’s only concerned about him.”

 “I knew it was a bad idea to try and talk him out of it.”


 “No it wasn’t. You didn’t do anything to deserve what he did.”


 “I insulted him.”


 “He deserves to be insulted, Odin. Don’t you get it? He said you would end up raping someone when you got the urge to fuck just because you wanted to. How pathetic is that? You acted more like a man than he did last night.”

 Odin said nothing.


 In the lapse of silence that followed, Nova drew close and set a hand on his shoulder. “Come on,” he said.


 “Where are we going?” Odin frowned.


 “To the bar. We’ll get some lunch and forget about this whole incident for now. Ok?”


 “Ok.”


 With a sigh, Odin followed his friend to the door, only just realizing how much it hurt to touch something the Elf had no more than a few hours before.

 


 They ate a variety of breads, cheeses, meats and vegetables and tried to forget about the earlier conversation and the emotions it had stirred. Throughout this time, and during the duration before and after the meal, men sitting at the bar or tables glanced at Odin when they took notice of the bruise slowly flowering across his face. They, however, said nothing, and whether they glanced at him due to the bruise or something more Odin didn’t know. He suspected the former held a very strong hand in this game—the one who held the king.


I don’t think he’ll be coming back to the cottage for a while.

 Sliding cheese rolled in meat into his mouth, Odin looked up at Nova, watching him tear a chunk out of his thick sandwich. A quick look at his plate showed he’d tried to stuff most, if not everything between the bread.

 “Is that good?” Odin asked, not sure whether to copy his friend.

 “I think it is,” Nova said, swallowing his mouthful before swigging it down with a light alcohol. “I promise not to drink as much as I did last time.”

 “It’s all right,” Odin said. He, too, sipped the beer, in favor of the numbing sensation it created in both his heart and face. “As long as you don’t get drunk, you can order another glass. I might order one myself.”

 “I thought you didn’t like the stuff?”


 “So did I,” Odin mumbled.


 Nova frowned, but returned his attention to his food, as if suddenly unnerved at Odin’s sad eyes.



I really need to cheer up.

 Why drag Nova into his bad mood?

 “Sorry,” Odin sighed, setting his glass back on the table. “I mean, for being so depressing.”

 “It’s all right. If I were you, I know I’d feel bad. I’m surprised you haven’t cried yet.”

 “I’m trying not to,” he said, not bothering to mention he’d bawled more than enough last night. It was quite possible he didn’t have any more tears to cry. “Anyway, thanks for taking me out to lunch.”

 “You don’t have to thank me, bud. I know it’s not a lot, but considering I’m using some of the money my father-in-law gave to me, it’s all I can really afford, since I’m not digging into our journey’s stash. I used most of my money trying to find you.”

 “It’s ok. Really. I like what you got us.”

 “Me too,” Nova chuckled, setting the other half of his massive sandwich down. “Gotta give me a little to get the urge to finish what I ate. I didn’t realize how much food we ordered.”

 “It didn’t cost that much though.”


 “Yeah, but we still got a lot of food.”


 Odin nodded. He smiled for what he believed had been the first time that day. “You want to go anywhere else after this, Nova?”


 “Like where?”


 “I don’t know. Just… around?”


 “Sure. It’s not like we have much else to do anyway.”



No, Odin sighed. We don’t.

 


 After lunch, they made their way down the long street that both the infirmary and bar sat on, taking in what they’d already seen. Though Odin didn’t particularly pay attention to his surroundings, as his mind was much too frazzled, he liked the feeling of being with his friend above anything else.


At least he doesn’t hit me.

 Then again, he had provoked Miko at a bad time. Would the same thing have occurred if he’d chosen his words more carefully? Could he have avoided getting backhanded if he had simple stated that he wouldn’t rape anyone?


Why would I do that? What makes him think I’d do that?

 Up until now, he hadn’t considered the prospect of being with someone—mainly, and in part, because he’d always been focused on getting out of the tower and becoming a knight. He knew he would eventually like to have a family—a home, a purpose, a job and, above all else, a responsibility—but until that time came, he couldn’t dwell on it. He couldn’t imagine being a husband, much less a father to a child in that given moment of time.

 “Hey,” Nova said, reaching out to touch his upper back. “What’re you thinking about?”


 “Not a whole lot,” Odin said. “I was thinking about what I might do after I become a knight,”


 “A family?” Nova asked. Odin nodded in response. “That’s what I want after I get back to Bohren.”


 “You do?”


 “Uh huh. I hadn’t discussed it with Katarina before I left, but I’ve always wanted a son.”


 “You’d make a good father,” Odin said.


 “I hope so. Now that I’m with Katarina, at least I could give my boy everything I never had. Not that it wouldn’t matter if Katarina was wealthy or not, but it does help.”

 “What makes you think you’ll have a boy the first time around?”


 “I’ve seen it?”


 “Your Sight?”


 “Yeah. All I see is a baby in Katarina’s arms, but I know it’s a boy because she keeps saying, ‘Our son.’”


 “Do you see yourself in your visions?”


 “No. Not yet, anyway.”


 Odin looked up when they came to the end of the road—where, directly at the junction that created an L in the path, a black, stone plaque stood, its text too faded to read.

 “What do you think it is?” Odin asked.

 “I dunno.” Nova stepped forward and bowed his head to the black surface. “I’m guessing it commemorates the village. You know, saying it was built and what it hopes to accomplish.”

 “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

 “I think they have one in Bohren, though I can’t really be sure.”

 “And Felnon’s not big enough to have anything like that.”

 “Your home’s been around for a few years though, right?”

 “Uh huh. I don’t know exactly how long, but it’s been there since before I was born—I know that much.”

 “Ah well,” Nova chuckled. “You want to keep going?”

 “I don’t know,” Odin shrugged. As far as he could see, there wasn’t a whole lot up the northern road. “If you want to. I don’t care.”

 “I don’t either. I’m just saying—there’s not a whole lot we can do back at the cottage. If your leg and hip were better, we could go spar or something, but that’s out of the question.”


It sure is.

 “There’s got to be something to do here,” Odin said. “I mean, Joseph’s friend had a carriage, but I don’t see how they’d raise the horses with no grass.”

 “Unless they’re using some kind of magic to feed them.”

 “I don’t see how they’d been doing it though,” he mumbled.

 As far as he remembered, it took plants to make plants. Of course, a person could always mate two preexisting plants or flowers himself, but that took work and a careful eye. Grass, on the other hand, had to have a place to grow, as well as soil and enough sunlight and warmth to keep it alive.


It is a globe here, he thought, entranced with the idea of what kind of magic the mages could be using to make their fruits and vegetables. Did it ever rain here?

 “Let’s go up the road,” Odin said. “Maybe we’ll find the answer to that question.”

 “Might as well,” Nova grinned. “Come on, bud. Let’s go.”

 


 Though they never did find where the townspeople kept their livestock, how they grew their food or whether or not the globe surrounding the village was capable of producing precipitation, the time spent together was well worth the trip. They took the far, north road back to the village and arrived at the cottage around dusk, just as the sky lost its brilliant hue and the orbs ceased to give off their warmth.

 “At least we’re home,” Odin said.

 “Yeah,” Nova sighed, “but we had fun, right?”

 Nodding, Odin pushed the door open. He’d expected to see Miko at least lying or sitting on his bed, but frowned when he saw that the Elf hadn’t returned. “He never came back,” he said.

 “Do you blame him?” Nova asked. “He hit you hard enough to knock you down. I don’t think he’ll be back for a while.”


 “I don’t want him to be gone through.”


 “You don’t?”


 Odin shook his head and seated himself down on his makeshift bed. “He hit me because he was hurt and confused,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t want him to think I hate him.”

 “You’re a very forgiving person, if you don’t mind me saying.”

 “No,” Odin smiled. “I don’t.”

 “I mean it. Miko said you forgave your father after he threatened to take you back home. He also said you forgave Daughtry when he apologized for not trying to do more to get you out of the tower.”

 “People make mistakes.”


 “Yeah, but it’s not easy to forgive those kind of mistakes.”


 “I don’t see why I should hate or stay mad at someone after they apologized. All it does is continue to make me feel bad.”


 “He’ll be glad to know that you’re not angry.”


 “I know,” Odin said. “I’m not.”


 


 With the rising sun came the realization that Miko had not returned—that the angel, so grand and beautiful, had fallen from grace; that the king, so high and mighty, had been brought down; and that the child, whose fate was foretold from the beginning of time, was slain by the giant. It was for this reason that as Odin slowly came to consciousness that morning, he sighed. Frustrated beyond belief, he sat up, brought his knees to his chest, and bowed his head.


Why are you still gone? He thought, taking slow, deep breaths. You know I don’t hate you, so why do you have to keep us apart?

 Could the Elf have stayed with the woman, or had he simply kept his distance because he was afraid of what might happen when they met again? Or, Odin wondered, could he be so ashamed of what he did that he could not bear to look upon his face again?


Come on, Miko. Please.

 His torturous thoughts stopped when an idea hit him.

 Why hadn’t he thought of it before? How could something so simple, something that required absolutely no contact at all, stay in the back of his mind until just now?


Maybe because I’ve been too stressed out to think about it?

 Chuckling, Odin unlocked his hands from the bottom of his knees and extended his wrists, beginning to conjure the image of the white dove his friends from Elna had taught him to use. Fueling said image with all the grief, pain and hardship he’d experienced from the past few days and what little happiness that had arose from remembering said technique, he brought the bird into existence, its form shimmering to being. A smile crossed his face when it began to jump and flap around his hands.

 “Hey,” he said, hoping the sound of his voice wouldn’t wake Nova. “It’s me.”

 He paused, not sure how to continue the message. The bird cocked its head, as if it bore intelligence beyond what Odin had consciously passed into it, and cooed. He found himself smirking, because he hadn’t even tried to make the bird react to his pause.


Just keep going.

 “I’m not mad at you, sir,” he added, with confidence he hadn’t felt until just then. “Please, come back to the cottage. I… I miss you, and I hate not knowing where you are or how you’re feeling. Please, come back. I want to see you again.”

 With that said, and his words foretold, he broke the connection between him and the summon and cast it into the air to set it free. It flew a complete circle about the room before disappearing through the northern wall, leaving Odin to sit and wonder whether or not the creature he’d come to think of as his second father would actually return.

 


 What seemed like forever later, Miko stepped into the cottage. He turned and closed the door behind him, but made no move to disrobe.

 “Hello sir,” Odin said, standing to cross the room, but taking extra care to keep a safe distance between the two of them. “I’m sorry about what happened a few nights ago. I shouldn’t have questioned your actions.”

 “You had every right to. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”


 “It wasn’t your fault. You were just hurt and upset about what I said.”


 “I shouldn’t be hurting the young man I’m supposed to be protecting.”


 Miko reached up and pulled his hood from his head. His eyes, now revealed for the first time since he’d stepped in, looked sad and glossed over, like pools sallow and speckled with blood. He imagined the Elf might cry if he said the wrong thing.

 “Please,” Odin sighed, reaching out to touch his master’s arm. “Don’t be sad. I forgive you.”


 “I don’t deserve forgiveness, Odin.”


 “You made a mistake. Everyone makes them.”


 “I shouldn’t. What would happen if I made one out in the field or during battle? One little mishap could get one of us killed.”


 “You shouldn’t be thinking about things like that. It doesn’t have anything to do with what we’re talking about.”


 “Yes it does.”


 “No, sir—it doesn’t.”


 For the next several moments, they stood in silence—Odin unsure what to say, Miko likely the same. The Elf was the one who took the initiative. Instead of saying something, however, he began to pull the rest of his dark clothing off, careful to cast them aside, then walked to the bed that he hadn’t lain for days. There, he did the unclasp of his cape and let it fall to his feet, then descended, drawing the fabric around him like a child would a blanket. “I’m going to bed,” the Elf said, looking over his shoulder.

 When Miko lay down, Odin wasn’t sure what to expect.


 On sudden impulse, he crossed the room and covered his knight master with a second blanket before the Elf had a chance to do so.


 “Thank you, Odin,” the creature said. “I don’t deserve your kindness or respect.”


 Leaning forward, Odin draped an arm across the Elf’s back and placed his hand right below the strong ribcage. He held the embrace for what seemed like an eternity.

 When he pulled away, Miko rolled over to face the wall.

 The gesture began the ache in his heart all over again.

 


 “He apologized then?” Nova asked.


 “No,” Odin said.


 “What?”


 Odin kicked a rock that lay in his path and looked up at his friend. Nova frowned, reaching up to scratch his cheek. “I don’t get it,” Nova said. “I thought you apologized?”

 “I did.”

 “But he didn’t apologize back?”

 “He said, ‘I should be the one apologizing’ and, ‘I shouldn’t be hurting the young man I’m supposed to be protecting,’ but not that he was sorry or ashamed of what he did.”

 “He doesn’t know how to apologize to you, Odin—that’s all.”

 “I know.”

 Another rock soared through the air, this time colliding with a house. It only barely missed the window. “I need to quit doing that,” he mumbled.

 “Odin,” Nova said. “Listen to me.”


 “I’m listening.”


 “You’re not keeping anything from me, are you? You two didn’t get into a fight or anything?”


 “No, we didn’t. He seemed… unsure about coming back.”


 “Do you blame him? It was the first time he’d seen you in a few days.”

 “I expected him to be glad that I forgave him, not… well… depressed.”


 “He’s different from us, you know? Besides—we can’t expect him to react the way we want him to.”


 “I know.”


 Another sigh escaped his lips, but this time he managed to resist the urge to kick another rock. Instead, Odin crouched down and picked up one of the stones. He examined hits surface and pondered why it was white until Nova set a hand on his back.

 “You need to talk again. He needs to apologize for hitting you.”

 “He did.”

 “As far as you told me, he didn’t apologize. Let me finish though.” Odin nodded. Nova waited another moment, likely expecting Odin to counteract, then let out a deep breath. “As I was saying,” he continued, “he needs to apologize for hitting you, and you need to make sure he understands that you apologized. It sounds like he shrugged off what you said because he didn’t think he deserved an apology.”

 “Why do you think that?”


 “You said he rolled over after you stopped hugging him, right?”


 “Yeah.”


 “That’s what makes me think that.” Nova pried the rock from between Odin’s clenched fist. “Pretty rock. You gonna keep one?”


 “How come?”


 “Don’t you want something to remind you that we were here?”


 “I… I guess.” He hadn’t ever considered taking home a souvenir.


 “Well, I know I’m keeping one.”


 Rather than pocketing the rock Odin had just held, Nova reached down and figured through the patch until he found a stone worth keeping. He slid it into his pocket, then took Odin’s hand and set the rock in his palm.

 “You could’ve taken mine,” Odin said.


 “I know, but I want you to keep this one, ok?”


 “Ok.”


 “Like I said, talk to him again, all right?”


 “I will, Nova. Don’t worry… I will.”


 


 “You want to talk about it?”

 Miko looked up. He’d only risen from sleep because Odin had asked to speak with him, though rather than secure his cloak around his naked upper torso, he’d wrapped it around himself and remained placid, eyes dull and face devoid of expression. “No,” the Elf said, then sighed, “but we have to.”

 Sitting down, Odin crossed his legs and set his hands in his lap. He waited until the Elf raised his eyes, then to see if he would speak. When he didn’t, Odin took a deep breath and decided he would have to go first. “You know I meant it when I said I was sorry,” he said, “right?”

 “I know your apology was sincere.”

 “But do you know I meant what I said?”

 Miko said nothing at first. Gradually, though, he expelled a breath from his pursed lips and nodded. “I didn’t want to believe it, but yes, I do.”

 “Why didn’t you want to believe it?”


 “Because I don’t deserve to be forgiven.”


 “You made a mistake, sir. Like I said, I don’t blame you. If I were you, I probably would’ve hit me too.”


 “You would?”


 Though his choice in words had been a bit harsh and one-sided, Odin nodded. They at least held some semblance of honesty, especially given the situation. “I called you a rapist,” he began, then almost continued with an ‘I know you aren’t before thinking better of it. “I know I won’t ever understand what you go through, but I can try and understand how bad the urge must have been.”

 “I hope you never feel so great an urge, regardless of what I told you. She bled.”

 “She was a virgin?”

 “Yes. She… was afraid of my organ. She begged me not to… to lay with her, but I was so far gone that I couldn’t resist. I hurt her, Odin—I hurt her more than I have any other woman I’ve been with. You should’ve seen the sheets after I was finished. They were covered in blood.”

 The Elf bowed his head. He failed to hide the tears that the light caught and reflected.

 “Sir,” Odin sighed. “Please… dn’t cry.”

 “You were right, Odin. I did rape her. I gave in to the beast and let it do whatever it wanted to do to that poor girl. I… I wanted to keep going even after I released myself ten times.”


Ten times?

 Was it even possible for someone to go for so long, for a woman to endure such pain? Miko’s organ was not small, by any means. He’d been surprised at its size back in Ornala, when he’d seen it flaccid and free of arousal. How large was it when thick and full of blood—double that length, maybe more? 

 “Sir—”


 “She screamed,” Miko said, his voice dull and without emotion.


 “Sir?” Odin asked. “Are you—”


 Slowly, with grace that seemed impossible given to the situation, Miko pushed himself to his feet and set his fingernails to his arms, where there he began to dig his fingers into his flesh. Sharpened, horribly, to vicious points, they cut through skin like knives and brought forth blood so dark and black Odin wondered but for a moment if it was not blood but sludge. In turn, it took him several uncalculated moments to recover, and when he did Odin grabbed the Elf’s wrists and managed to pry them apart, but not without slicking his fingers in blood. 

 “Nova!” Odin screamed. “Nova! NOVA!”

 Nova burst into the room from the outside world and forced himself between the two of them, grabbing Miko’s bloodied hands. Somehow—and how, Odin felt he would never know—Nova forced the distraught Elf against the wall, pressing their bodies together like two lovers tangled in a frenzied fit of cannibalism.

 “KNOCK IT OFF!” Nova screamed, slamming his chest into Miko’s what all his might. “STOP!”


 “Let go of me,” Miko said, voice still devoid of its conscience.


 Odin pressed up against Nova’s back.


 With the combined weight of Odin and Nova against his body, Miko gave in. He stopped moving, struggling, even screaming. Instead, he bowed his head into Nova’s neck and remained silent, his body free of all struggle and his breath nearly inaudible in spite of the violence wreaking havoc through the room.

 Finally, when the words began to make sense, they became stutters—long, drawn-out vowels that only bore one word. “I,” it was. “I… I—”

 “Quit,” Nova said. “No more.”


 “I—”


 “It’s over, Miko. You can’t change what you’ve already done.”


 The Elf’s eyes began to darken at a considerable pace.



Is he, Odin thought, but didn’t finish, as soon after the Elf’s entire body went slack in Odin’s arms.

 When he was unsure—when he knew not how to respond, to act or to say in response to this strange and somewhat-euphoric sense of admittance—Odin took several steps back and watched.

 In but a short moment’s time, Nova drew the Elf away from the wall and pressed him down into the ground.


 There, at the depths of his own cruelty and mercy, Miko lay silent.


 Odin closed his eyes.


 Just what was it he would do?


 


 The whole while his arms were being bandaged, the Elf didn’t say a word, nor did he protest when Odin led him to his makeshift bed on the floor and told him go to sleep. Throughout the whole ordeal, Nova watched with his arms crossed over his chest, barely moving and hardly breathing at all. It was as though they were being watched by some higher, greater thing, and for that they didn’t speak a word. They could, it seemed, be judged at any moment, and for that silence seemed the greatest answer.

 It was only when Odin thought his knight master had fallen asleep when he gestured Nova out of the cottage.


 “If I’d have known he would’ve done that,” Nova began once they stood firmly outside, “I would’ve told you to leave him alone.”


 “It would’ve come out one way or another. It’s best he did it with both of us there.”


 “Odin… why did he try and tear his arms apart like that?”


 Though the answer lay at the very tip of his tongue, Odin couldn’t bring himself to say—to tell Nova about the way Elves freed themselves of their immortal depression or how on long, cold nights, Miko stared out in the window in the hopes of immortalizing happy times for a sad, uncertain future; how, despite happiness, anguish always lay beneath the surface; and how, despite love, something always festered and ate at his heart, a gargantuan worm to the body, the mind and the soul.

 “Odin?” Nova asked.


 “He wanted to hurt himself, Nova.”


 “Why?”


 “I don’t know. I guess it makes you feel better.”


 “How could digging your fingernails into your skin make you feel better?”


 “I don’t know.”



Yes I do.

 He knew more than well that hurting oneself or shedding blood in any way produced something inside the mind that made it feel good. The simple act of imparting a mortal would on one’s skin could bring about the reality that pain did, in fact, exist, and if pain existed in a world where everything seemed wrong and out of focus, you, too, had to exist, despite what was said or done or what floated before your eyes at certain times of the night when you couldn’t go to sleep.

 “Should we ask Joseph to come?” Nova frowned, once more shocking Odin from his thoughts. “Do you think he’d be able to help?”


 “He can’t help Miko. I don’t think even we can.”


 “We got him to stop.”


 “That’s because he knows us. Do you think he’ll let a complete stranger come anywhere near him when he’s like this?”

 “No,” Nova sighed. “I don’t.”

 In the following moments, when it seemed as though everything was raining down upon him in a maelstrom of agony, Odin crossed his arms over his chest and tried desperately to maintain control over his emotions. He would not cry. He could not cry, because to reveal weakness in such a moment would have been to abandon his duties as a caretaker when at that point in time it seemed completely necessary.

 It wasn’t until several moments later, when he wrapped his arms around Nova, that the darkness began to dissipate.


 “I’ll be ok,” Odin whispered, setting his face in Nova’s stubbly neck. “We’re here for him… and each other.”


 “I know,” Nova sighed. “That’s all we can do, right? Be there for him.”


 Odin nodded.


 He thought he felt a tear slide down his collarbone when Nova chose to set his face in his neck.


 


 After they came inside, they decided that it would be best if one of them stayed close to Miko at all times. A heavy change in schedule, both physically and emotionally, would be required, but until they knew for sure that the Elf would not harm himself, they had to keep close tabs on his whereabouts and actions.

 The following morning, Odin roused his knight master from sleep and undid his bandages. Bloody, but not completely soaked, he set them in a nearby pile, all the more wary of the possibility that placing the blood in an open orifice could make him immortal.


He said if someone drank it.

 Then again, blood could go through places other than the mouth—the eyes, the nose, wounds, sores.

 Really, though—was he that afraid of being truly immortal? How could he be, especially after the revelation that the blood traveling through his veins was deluded with the essence of immortals?

 “Odin,” Miko muttered.


 Odin looked up. “Yes, sir?”


 “I can bandage my own arms.”


 “I know, but I don’t want you to hurt them on accident.”


 Gathering the bandages into his arms, Odin took a roll of the hand-sewn fabric and unraveled it, cutting a piece of cloth only when he deemed the length necessary and suitable. Afterward, he applied medical gauze that had been included in their supplies to the bandages’ lengths, then started wrapping Miko left, and worse, arm.

 “If you need anything,” Odin said, raising his head from his progress to look the Elf in the eyes, “tell me, ok?”


 “All right.”


 “I’m serious. You… you need to rest.”


 He thought about adding both physically and emotionally, but figured it might cause more harm than good.

 While he continued to bandage the Elf’s strong but torn arms, Odin examined his master’s facial structure and how, when depressed, the beauty seemed to disappear. His skin, usually vibrant and pearl white, now seemed dull and grey—ashen, like the remnants of a fire that had destroyed a loving home. His cheeks were hollow, the cleft in his chin more prominent, his nose harsh and ugly. Even the grand purple that made his eyes sparkle had deemed and now resembled nothing more than two black, empty wells—places where, Odin knew, the dark things lay, endlessly tormenting the one creature who could not choose just what it was that haunted him.


Is this what happens to Elves when they’re upset? he wondered. Do they lose their beauty?

 He could ask, but he didn’t think it would do any good. Maybe a book from a library or personal collection could help him. Even a mage might be able to answer his question.


Or I could ask Icklard and Domnin.

 The thought of speaking to them hadn’t crossed his mind until just then. If he did end up getting in contact with them, he’d have to wait until Miko fell asleep.

 “There,” Odin said, setting a hand on the Elf’s shoulders after he finished bandaging his arms. “Better?”


 “They sting.”


 “They’re supposed to, sir. It’ll help.”


 “I…” Miko stopped. He turned his handsome face up. A bird, desperate to escape its cage, lay in his expression—his eyes its wings, his cheeks its body, its tail the oh-so-prominent cleft of his chin. Above all, and most frightening, were its cries, made of eyes that so desperately wished to speak pain, but couldn’t. “Yes,” Miko then said, slowly and deliberately, as if unsure of his words, “I… suppose they are.”

 “Sir—” The knot in Odin’s chest tightened, constricting his lungs. For a brief moment he found himself unable to breathe until Miko made the slightest movements. Of anything the Elf could do, he blinked, eyelashes meeting in a brief embrace before the dull, black purple came back.

 “Yes, Odin?”

 “I’m… I’m worried about you.”

 “Of course you are,” the Elf said, a smirk somehow managing to lighten his face. “Your empathetic heart yearns to ease the restless soul of a creature you will never understand.”

 “I’m trying to understand. Can’t you see?”

 “I understand that perfectly well, but maybe you should acknowledge the fact that I am hundreds of years older than you will most likely ever be, then consider that you will never completely understand me.

 “But at least I’m trying.”

 A grand tremor started in Odin’s chest, forced its way down his arms, then made his fingers twitch. He managed to contain it, for the most part, but it was still more than obvious his mind waged a battle with his body, trying to overtake even the simplest task of resting on his knees.

 “Odin,” Miko said, the smirk disappearing and his eyes gaining the slightest clarity. “Please… don’t fear for me.”

 “But I do!” he cried. “I do fear for you. You tried to… to—”

 “I didn’t.”

 “What were you doing then? Why were you tearing your arms about?”

 “I wasn’t—”

 “Don’t lie to me! I know how much pain you’re going through! I mean… I only know bits and pieces, but… I know more than anyone else does.”

 “Odin, don’t—”

 “I don’t want anything to happen to you. If you died… I’m not sure what I’d do.” Tears, slick and wet, trailed down his face, sliding across his cheekbones and kissing the curves of his lips.

 “Don’t cry, Odin.”


 “I can’t help it, sir. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”


 Miko reached out and set his hands on Odin’s shoulders.


 “Nothing will happen to me,” Miko said. “I promise.”


 Odin looked up.


 For that brief moment that he met the Elf’s eyes, he thought he saw the normal spark that made him proud to be not only the Elf’s squire, but his friend and confidant.

 It wasn’t until that breath of time that he realized someone—or, more appropriately, something—had come back.

 


 Miko plagued his thoughts, his dreams, his waking moments, his beautiful breaths and his terribly agony—he walked the plane of beauty and caressed within his skull the places that held compassion, virtue and integrity. Yes, he would speak, while Odin lay sleeping, as if he would be heard even through the barrier of unconsciousness, I am here. Most often than not, Odin would fall asleep thinking about the Elf only to enter a dream in which he became present. An epiphany, some would have been fit to describe him, were they to see the creature within Odin’s dreams, for shrouded in light and bearing a halo on his head the Elf appeared to be an angel—a deity so spoken of in human lore but with no true recollection on whether or not they existed. In these dreams, he would walk, he would talk, stop, then exhale a breath of air. From his lips would then be born happiness, as when red smoke expelled from the Elf’s mouth and around his body Odin felt as though nothing in the world could go wrong.

 The night after he tried to console the creature’s weary soul, Odin had a dream—a dream that, while natural and seemingly-content, both surprised and startled him.

 In this dream, so shrouded in light and shadow as it was, they walked along the outskirts of Ornala’s castle ground speaking freely and without hesitation. Miko, without his cloak and in all his glory, walked along the side of the road as if he were without worry of the attention he would draw, and attention he did. Both men, women and even children would stop in place to look at the mighty creature. Their eyes would falter, their mouths would drop, their limbs would tremble—even yapping dogs felt the need to be silent, for it was within his presence that they felt all the more mortal and all the less like Gods.


They don’t know what he is, Odin thought in his dream, turning to watch a group of squires glance at them, then quicken their place. Tht’s why they’re afraid.

 Really, though—who could blame them? When faced with something new, a person usually reacted in one of a few ways: he would run, she would scream, the girl would laugh, the little boy cry, the elderly couple would stop and sigh and realize that it was within such a short amount of time that their lives had passed, for they knew when looking upon the creature’s face that this thing was ethereal. When Odin himself had first met his knight master, he’d felt a slew of emotions—awe, terror, unease, excitement. In the end, however, hiow could he expect them to feel the exact same as he did when looking upon something so beautiful, yet strange?

 “How does it feel,” Miko began.


Feel, Odin thought, but found his dream self smiling, then saying, “Good.”

 “You’ve worked hard to get this far.”

 For the first time since the dream had begun, Odin took notice of how much older he looked. His face, hardened and squarer than his previous teenage years, lay framed in a dark beard shadow, which ran along his cheeks, darkened at the chin, then lightened slightly before it curled up onto his lip.


Is this, he thought, what I’ll look like…

 When he… what, exactly—became a knight, went back to the castle, returned from a great and grand mission several years down the road?


Does it really matter?

 No. It didn’t. The vision, as amazing as it was, only existed in a dream, and would continue as such until the future revealed itself for better or worse.

 The two of them continued down the road, but stopped at the end of a path that slanted down to a hill. There, they watched the water of the Ornalan harbor from the docks, eyes mused and mouths pursed with indecision.

 “Are you glad to be home?” the Elf asked.

 “Yes,” Odin said. “I am.”

 


 Startled from sleep, Odin glanced around the room, wondering where exactly he was. However desperate his heartbeat, how placated his mood and how uneasy his thoughts were, it took but a moment to remember that he lay under the roof of a cottage in Neline—a cottage that, while small, had been supplied by the mayor of the Globe Village, particularly for Miko’s comfort and sanity.


Will we really be here for that long? He thought, sitting up and running a hand with sweaty hair.

 Nova leaned against the nearby wall, watching him with calm, amber eyes. “Are you all right?” he asked.


 “I had a weird dream,” he replied.


 “About what?”


 “That we hadn’t gone back to the mainland until I was older.”


 “How much?”


 “I’m… not so sure.”


 The concept of age could hardly be explained by physical appearance, let alone by simply looking at someone’s face and gauging the fat in their cheeks or the hollow of their face. Just because he had looked a little older and had beard shadow didn’t mean a thing, as for all he knew that could be on his face tomorrow or even next year.


He said we’d be here a year… so that makes sense.

 What didn’t make sense was the time difference that seemed to have been so obviously-present in his dream. If they returned to the mainland when he completed his journey, that would make him eighteen, if not nineteen-years-old. He’d become a squire at sixteen-and-a-half—if all played out well, this would all be over when he was eighteen.

 “Ah well,” Nova chuckled. “A dream’s a dream, right?”


 “I guess.” Odin turned his head and watched Miko’s back rise and fall with each passing breath. “Has he said anything?”


 “No. Why?”


 “I was just wondering. I’ve never had a dream like that.”


 “You haven’t had dreams about me or him?”


 “No, it’s not that. It’s just… weird. It felt like I really was at the castle with him.

 “Well, like I said, dreams are dreams—you have ‘em or you don’t.”


 “I know.” He settled back into bed and drew the blankets tightly around him. “Anyway, I’m going to try and go back to sleep.”


 “Sweet dreams,” Nova said.


 Sweet dreams they would hopefully be.


 


 Odin sat up with Nova out of boredom and because he couldn’t seem to fall asleep. Miko, who hadn’t said a word since Odin rose from his tangled mess of blankets and pillows, rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, eyes wide and aware.

 “Are you all right?” Odin asked, a frown crossing his lips when he took in the Elf’s behavior.


 “I’m fine,” Miko said, draping an arm over his brow. “Why aren’t you in bed?”


 “I can’t sleep.”


 “Neither can I.”


 A brief smile crested Miko’s fine lips before it disappeared into the pearl canvas of his fine face. He studied the ceiling for several long moments, then sat up and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his naked torso and setting his attention on the door opposite them.

 “Are you sure you’re all right?” Nova asked.


 “I’m feeling much better than I have in quite a while, my friend.”


 “Does this mean you’re ok?” Odin asked, wary at the idea that recovery could come in such a short amount of time.


 Miko smiled and lifted a hand to push a length of hair behind his long, pointed ears. “It does, Odin. I guess… I guess…”



What? Odin thought, staring at both the creature and at the look in his eyes.

 “You guess… what, sir?”

 “That I can be myself again.”

 In that single moment, when it seemed that the entire world was riding upon the Elf’s shoulders and only his, Miko’s bright features returned. His porcelain skin gleamed in the sullen moonlight, his eyes sparkled despite the darkness, and his smile—arguably the most beautiful thing about him—showed strong and pure.

 They say that there comes a time in someone’s life when they think they are about to lose everything. When that time comes, there is only one of two things to do—to give in and die or to fight.

 It seemed as though Miko had just won his fight.

 Odin couldn’t be happier.

 


 “Sir,” Odin said, drawing his eyes away from the sky to look at his knight master. “You said we were going to be here for a year, right?”

 “Yes,” Miko nodded. “That’s right.”


 “But where does that leave my other year?”


 “Ah.”


 Expecting more, Odin stopped, waited, and gently nudged a rock out of the road. Miko set a gloved hand on his shoulder, leaned into his side, then whispered, “It’s a secret.”

 “No,” Odin laughed, taking a few steps back and away from his sire. “You’re not doing this to me again.”


 “Why not?”


 “Because I’m not waiting weeks to find out where we’re headed once we leave here.”


 “What’s the fun in waiting to go somewhere?”


 “That’s not what I meant.”


 “I know.”


 “So,” Odin paused, drawing the word out to gain his master’s attention. “Are you going to tell me?”


 “No.” The Elf chuckled and continued walking down the road, only gesturing Odin along when he stood his ground. “Come, Odin.”


 “What if I don’t move until you tell me where we’re going?”


 “Then you’re going to be standing there for a very long time possibly forever.”


 When Miko started walking again, Odin stood his ground, hoping that the Elf would give in and reveal to him their next destination. It wasn’t until the much older being turned the corner that Odin sighed, took a deep breath, and continued following his knight master, knowing the secret would eventually come despite the circumstance.

 In one year, they would be leaving both Neline and the Globe Village behind.

 He might as well enjoy his time while they were here.



 


 



Chapter 7

 “Odin!” Nova called, then ceased his incessant yelling a short moment later. “What the hell are you doing?”

 “Pull ups!” Odin laughed, pulling himself up onto one of the cottage’s metal bars, then swinging his legs up onto a second before he pushed himself into a sitting position atop it. “Why? What’s up?”

 “Miko’s ready to leave.”


 “He is?”


 “Yeah, so get off there. We need to get going.”


 “Ok.”


 Odin looked down at the ground below. After a careful moment of consideration, he tilted his body back, grabbed the opposite bar, then slowly slid down the one he was sitting on until he had his hands on the bar behind him. He dropped down shortly thereafter.

 “How’d you get up there anyway?” Nova frowned. “It’s three, four feet higher than you are.”


 “I jumped.”


 “I’m not even going to ask how. Let’s go.”


 Laughing, Odin slid up against Nova’s side and followed his friend into the cottage. Miko, across the room, was stooped over his pack, pushing and rearranging it as he saw fit. He only looked up as the door closed behind them. “Hello,” he said. “Are the two of you almost ready?”

 “I am,” Nova said. “What about you, Odin?”


 “All I need to do is pack.”


 “All right,” Miko said. “Get packed, then we’ll leave.”


 


 At midday, after they’d prepared for the next part of the trip, they made their way through town and toward the gate that would lead them out and into the wasteland. Odin glanced at Miko, then at Nova, both of which wore their hoods over their heads. Nova’s mess of uncombed beard stuck out at odd angles and directions, as if forewarning of the hell they would soon be enduring come a few moment’s time.


We won’t be coming back here after this.

 “Sir,” Odin frowned, unnerved by the lack of dialogue between them. “Is something wrong?”


 “No,” Miko said, turning his eyes on Odin, then lifting them to the road. “And yes.”


 “You want to share?” Nova frowned.


 “It’s nothing the two of you should worry about.”


 “We’ll be worried if you don’t tell us,” Odin said. “Sir—”


 “She’s pregnant, Odin.”


 Both Odin and Nova stopped. The Elf would’ve continued walking had he not noticed their sudden halt. “As I said,” he continued, voice nondescript and once more falling into its all-too-haunting monotone, “it’s nothing to be worried about.”

 “But how,” Odin started. “I thought—”


 “Gestation is different with Elves.”


 “You were only with her one time,” Nova started. “You—”


 “You should know better than anyone that it only takes one time for a woman to become pregnant with your child, Nova. You, too, are a married man.”

 “I—” Nova stopped. He glanced at Miko, then at Odin. He eyes fell to the ground almost instantaneously.


 “Sir,” Odin said, taking a few steps forward. “We should stay here. If she’s pregnant, you can’t just—”


 “The child is not my responsibility. Besides—I won’t allow my squire to play caretaker to a babe when he has no need to.”


 “But you said—”


 “Did I ever say something, Odin?”


 “No, but—”


 “If a man is engaged with a woman for more than one brief time, yes, he should stay and be a father to the son or daughter he bears. But if there is only one time, and only one time, a man cannot help if the woman becomes pregnant.”

 “Sir—”


 “Do not question me further. I have made my decision. We are leaving both Neline and the Globe Village behind.”


 Without waiting for a response, Miko started off, leaving Odin and Nova to stand there and consider his words.


 “We can’t just leave,” Odin whispered, grabbing Nova’s arm. “If she’s pregnant, we can’t—”


 “We can’t control what he wants to do.”


 “We’ll tell him to stay!” he cried. “We—”


 “I know how you feel, Odin, because I feel the same way. I can’t stay here though. My wife’s been waiting for me for far too long. I can’t make her weight just because some woman is pregnant with his child.”

 “But Nova—”

 “I’m sorry, Odin. He won’t stay, I can’t stay, and you’ll never learn how to be a knight if you stay here and take care of a baby.”

 Nova took one last deep breath before shrugging his pack further up his shoulder and continuing down the street.


So, Odin thought, falling in place behind his human friend only when he felt himself capable of actually moving. This is it then.

 This was the last time they would be in Neline—and, he assumed, the last time Miko would ever return.

 


 “These are for all of you,” a young woman whom had introduced herself as a Gate Guardian said, turning and grabbing three thick, fur cloaks out of a wooden dresser before returning her attention to them. “The mayor’s asked that the three of you garb yourself in them before you leave.”

 “The mayor is very kind,” Miko said, but didn’t reach out to take the cloak.

 “He wants you to have them, sir. He’s asked me to keep you here until you do.”


The mayor sure is stubborn, Odin mused.

 Considering the Elf had impregnated his daughter, the mayor was being awfully generous. Now if he had been the mayor, Odin wouldn’t have been so quick to impart gifts, especially to a man who had abandoned his grandchild and forever mark him or her as a bastard.

 Not knowing what to do but not willing to reject the gift, Odin stepped forward and accepted one of the cloaks, drawing it over his already tightly-bundled body. Nova, too, took a cloak, painstakingly shoving it over his thick, furr-lined coat and pants before snapping the buttons together.

 “Sir,” Odin said, looking up from his progress of securing the coat in place. “You should take one too.”

 “The mayor’s asked for you too,” the young woman said, pushing the largest of the cloaks forward. “He had it custom made for your size.”

 “Thank you. Please, give the mayor my regards.”

 “He wants you to be as safe as possible,” the gate guardian said, crossing her arms over her chest. She turned her attention to the distant windows within the tunnel and let out a brief sigh. “As a gate guardian, I should warn you—the spring storms might be surging this time of year, especially considering how severe our winter has been.”

 “You don’t think anything will go wrong,” Odin asked, “do you?”

 “I highly doubt it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if something did. The mayor’s said the two of you are mages. How you crossed the land I’m not sure, but do as you did before and make sure not to wear yourselves out during your travels.”

 With that said, the young woman nodded, then made her way to the gate, where she positioned herself along a group of other gate guardians before they began to slide locks, bars and gears out of place.

 “We’ll go slow this time,” Miko said, sliding the second hood over his head just as a colossal groan began to reverberate throughout the interior of the tunnel. “I sent a message to the brothers some two weeks ago. The boat is on its way as we speak.”

 The gate opened.

 A storm of snow blew in.

 


 In the days after they disembarked from the Globe Village they covered little ground at a time, going as slow as possible in order to avoid overworking themselves for fear of collapse from exhaustion or the chill. Not once throughout those moments, hours, or days did Miko push any of them past their limits, and not once did they travel during a storm or as night fell. It would have seemed, looking upon the darkened world, that there would be monsters crossing the landscape—giants, it could be said, of snow and ice, melded together by old magic brought about by the destruction of the once-beautiful world and created merely to protect the land and what little happened to say there.

 That night, Odin huddled close to Nova, as he had in days previous before entering the Globe Village, and watched Miko sit near the enchanted fire. The Elf pulled his hood back and let his hair fall across his chest, offering but the slightest smile when he saw Odin’s watchful eyes. “Can’t sleep?” he asked.

 “No,” Odin said, shaking his head. “I mean, I haven’t tried.”


 “Are you anxious to leave?”


 “Sort of.”


 “I don’t blame you. I’ve had enough of this weather myself.”


 Responding with only a nod, Odin set his head on his arm and closed his eyes, listening only to the sound of Nova’s deep breathing. While only enough to drown out the majority of his thoughts, the sound did nothing to ease the worry of how Miko must have felt about the pregnancy.


Could I leave my child like that?

 Though he already knew the answer, he entertained the idea of what he might do or how he might feel should he have to leave the son or daughter he would one day have. If war, duty, or honor called him away from his family, how would he respond to the pressure of not knowing whether or not he would ever see that child again? Would he cry, like most fathers of worthy status and kindness likely would, or would he remain stoic and ride on, despite the circumstance and the possibility that he may never return?

 Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to worry about that for a long time.


Or at least for a few more years.

 The kingdom required attention, not only for the unease between Ornala and Germa, but because he was training to protect it.


Does Nova feel like Miko does?

 Regardless, it was the closest thing he had to relate Miko’s feelings to. The night he’d sent the message to Katarina, Nova’s tearful passion had struck something in him that he could’ve never imagined. He’d always thought that, because he’d been locked in a tower, that any emotions other than his own would be dull, blank slates devoid of color. Those gut-wrenching two years had molded him into a completely different person than what nature should have obviously intended for him.


It doesn’t matter.

 No. It didn’t. In his mind, he’d turned out fairly well. Everyone had their flaws—why couldn’t he?


 “You’re restless,” Miko said.


 “Yes sir,” Odin said, opening his eyes to mere slits.


 “Come. Sit by me.”


 After making sure Nova hadn’t accidentally set his hand, arm or face against any part of his body, Odin crawled toward his knight master and pushed himself into a sitting position.

 “Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?” the Elf asked.

 “Not really, sir.”

 “All right. We’ll sit up then.” Miko draped an arm across Odin’s back and pulled him closer. He held this one-armed, half-embrace for quite a while, his breath easing in and out of his chest like some broken harp played by uneasy hands, before he sighed and asked, “Are you ashamed of me?”

 “What?” Odin frowned.

 “I asked if you’re ashamed of me.”

 “Why would I…” He paused, resisting the urge to sigh when he realized what the Elf truly wanted to know. “I don’t have a right to answer that.”

 “Are you ashamed though?”


 “Sir—”


 “Please, Odin—answer me.”


 “I can’t answer that, sir.”


 “Do.”



Do? Odin thought, trembling, the flame of unease burning within his chest so bright and hard it threatened to overwhelm him whole.

 How was he to say that what he felt Miko had done was wrong—that, regardless of his actions, his merits or his intent, he had forcefully taken perhaps the most vulnerable thing from a woman whom deserved no harm or hill will? With that in mind, what, he wondered, could she possibly be feeling now? She carried within her womb an illegitimate child, a bastard whose father had run away and an individual whose fate now was held within her hands? Did she cry at night for the things that were taken, for the crimes committed, for all that was lost, or did she simply refuse to believe that what transpired was, in fact, happening?


Did she…

 Odin swallowed the lump in his throat.

 No. He couldn’t think about such things.


You know it might be true, he thought, this time unable to shake the feelings from his body. You as well as anyone should know that if a woman doesn’t her baby and there’s a mage nearby, all she has to do is—

 “Odin?” Miko asked.


 “Yes?” Odin replied, struck from his conscience as if he were a drum upon which the most unholiest of thoughts were played.


 “You never answered my question.”


 “I’m not going to.”


 “You worry about me far too much.”


 “It’s not hard to worry about you, especially after everything we’ve went through in the past year.”


 “I understand, but you need not worry. Both of our scars have healed, my friend. Do you not realize that?”


 “Mine were physical, sir. Yours… they’re something you can’t see.”


 Miko said nothing. Instead, he watched him with the same unblinking stare that Odin had become accustomed to. For the next long, several moments, he stared into the creature’s eyes, unsure of what to do or say, before, at the same time, they both turned their eyes to the fire.

 Outside, a bloody howl ripped through the calm silence of the night.


 “We might be staying in here tomorrow,” Miko said, drawing the conversation into a different direction. “Would that bother you?”


 “No. I’d prefer to stay inside where it’s warm than go out where it’s cold.”


 “So would I,” Miko smiled.” Odin, I… I’d like to thank you for looking out for me.”


 “You don’t have to thank me, sir.”


 “Yes, my friend, I do. It’s in times like these that I’m thankful that someone is watching out for me, because if no one did, I don’t know what I’d do.

 


 The following day brought them to the location of where they’d been attacked by the Kerma. A once-grand chain of hills, now lying in ruin, bore the children of rock and ice, jagged across the landscape and appearing as though a clod of dirt had been ground by a mighty hand and was allowed to fall wherever it pleased. Somehow—by either sight, memory or revelation alone—old wounds flared up along Odin’s thigh and hip, slicing unease throughout his body and forcing him to reach down and grip the hilt of his sword.


You’re there, he thought, sighing. “You really did a number on that hill,” he said, imagining the purple beam of light that his knight master had shot at the hills.

 “I couldn’t believe it either,” Nova said. “You’ve really got a lot of power, Miko.”


 “I was concerned about more archers. I would not necessarily destroy something so beautiful.”


 “I know. You just wanted to make sure me and Odin were safe.”


 Miko nodded. Through the fur hood and the cloak, the Elf appeared to be a Kerma—a lost, dying species afraid to show its true face. While one rotted in agony, slowly-but-surely decaying away, the other suffered in beauty, one so terrible it struck more fear than awe into the eyes of his beholders.

 “You think they’ll leave us alone?” Odin asked, releasing hold on the hilt of his blade.

 “I don’t think there’s any around these parts,” Miko said, pointing to the toppled remnants. “Unless they’ve somehow carved shelters through the ice, which I highly doubt they did, they’ve moved on.”

 “We can take ‘em,” Nova nodded. “We’ve already proved that.”

 “Let’s keep going. I don’t like being at a standstill.”


Neither do I, Odin thought, sliding up against his knight master.

 Last year’s attack had been his first real test of power, and while he hadn’t escaped unharmed, he’d survived, a testament not only to his strength and prowess with his magic and might, but the luck he’d been blessed with either by chance or from some divine power. Something with as much magical power as that Kerma could’ve easily killed him, but somehow, someway, he’d managed to fend off the onslaught of blades and kill the chieftain.

 In the distance, a mercury of blue cloud skirted across the horizon, trailing the far eastern sky. With it came lightning in shades of electric blue and hot pink, forewarning of a violent storm that would soon be headed their way.

 “How long do you think until it gets to us?” Nova asked.

 “Not too long,” Miko said. “Come, let’s keep moving. We want to cover as much ground as possible before we have to stop for the night.”

 


 Outside, the world exploded in sound. The wind howled and the snow pounded against the exterior of the shelter, shaking even Miko, whom, while normally grounded, seemed to tremble in spite of the fact that they were safely within their frozen dome. Even his hands—which, for the past year, had showed little-to-no unease—shook, his knuckles popping and his fingers flourishing to the beat of some earthly sound.

 “Sir,” Odin said, raising his voice for the first time since they’d stopped for the night. “Are we going to be all right?”


 “Don’t worry,” Miko said. “We will.”


 Though the Elf smiled, Odin knew it was forced—an artificial replacement to a natural reaction.



Even he’s scared.

 From the way the Elf had just expressed himself, Odin couldn’t help but wonder whether or not his knight master had said they would be all right just to put him and Nova at ease. It wouldn’t be completely outside his behavior, as he’d done it before, but that didn’t necessarily mean he’d lied, did it?


Did he?

 “You ok kid?”


 Odin nodded. Nova draped an arm across his shoulders. “It’ll be ok,” the older man whispered. “We’re safe in here.”


 “Nova’s right,” Miko said. “We’re as safe as we can be.”


 “Could the Kerma get in here if they wanted to?” Odin asked.


 “No. The Kerma may be bold, but they aren’t stupid. They wouldn’t dare wander in a storm like this.”


 After lying down and scooting back against Nova, Odin pushed an arm up and set his hand against it, watching the purple-pink flames dance and lick at the domed ceiling. Their vain attempts cast Miko’s barely-visible face in dull light. 

 “Is the flame duller because you’re tired?” Odin asked.


 “Pardon?”


 “The fire’s not as bright as it usually is.”


 “Yes, I suppose it is,” Miko said, then frowned, watching the curious flames. “I am tired.”


 “I can keep the fire going if you want. It doesn’t take that much energy.”


 “I know, Odin, and thank you. I appreciate your offer, but I’ll be fine.”


 “Besides,” Nova mumbled, setting his head just above Odin’s on his own outstretched arm. “Wouldn’t the energy just lessen after you fell asleep?”

 “Yes. It would.”

 “All right,” Odin sighed. “I was just offering. I don’t want you wearing yourself out.”

 “Don’t worry,” the Elf said, spreading out along the length of the shelter’s floor. “Besides—traveling this way hardly wears me out at all.”


That’s good, Odin thought, closing his eyes, because I’m ready for all this to be over.

 


 He got his wish three days later.

 Rising up from the frigid depths of the sea, much like a lost icon to the world whom had been resurrected by the arts of dark magic, the boat drifted to shore like a wanderer in the night, three large anchors keeping it in place and a series of sails slowly tilting to accommodate the slight wind that tore from the north. Amidst the few men tending the anchors, wiping up the deck and navigating the boat with the sales, a twin series of lights lit up the pale, grey sky—one green, one orange.


Icklard! Odin thought. Domnin!

 “We’re back,” Odin smiled, looking up at Nova and Miko.


 “We sure are,” Nova laughed, thrusting a hand into the air. “Hey!”


 “Hey!” Odin called, laughing and running forward, but careful to keep his distance from the shoreline. “Hey!”


 As he neared the boat, the twin lights stopped moving, as if taking notice of the figures making their way toward the boat. The brothers appeared at the side of the boat a moment later. “Hey!” they both called, raising their hands in greeting.

 “Call the captain!” Domnin yelled, breaking the chorus of his and his brother’s cheers. “Tell him they’re back!”

 


 “So,” Icklard said, leaning back in his seat. “How was the trip?”


 “Cold and miserable,” Odin sighed, nodding when Domnin offered a cup of tea. “I’m just glad it’s over.”


 “How long were you out there?” Domnin frowned.


 “I… I’m not sure.”


 “Your cheeks are windburnt.”


 Somehow, by miracle or chance, he resisted the urge to feel his cheeks and instead lifted his cup of tea. Honey tickled the inside of his mouth and the bottom of his tongue as he set it to his lips. “Thank you for the tea,” he said.

 Domnin smiled and reached up to scratch a messy tuft of unshaven beard at his chin. “It’s no trouble,” the darker-haired brother said. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like honey or not. Icklard said he doesn’t.”

 “I never said that,” Icklard smiled. “I just said it was too sweet.”

 “And this is coming from someone who eats the most chocolate whenever it’s made.”

 Icklard chuckled, raising his middle finger just slightly. Odin smiled and sipped his tea. “So,” he began, “anything new between the two of you?”

 “Not really,” Domnin shrugged.


 “We went back home for a month or so,” Icklard said, kicking his feet up onto the table.


 “How was that?” Odin asked.


 “I got to see my girl,” Icklard said.


 “And I,” Domnin started, but stopped a short moment after. “Well… I didn’t do much of anything. I mostly just hung around the dock and helped Jerdai.”

 “At least the two of you got off the water for a little while,” Odin said, taking another sip of his tea. “I’m surprised you two don’t get sick of the sea.”

 “Oh, don’t worry,” Icklard laughed. “We do.”

 “You can count on that,” Domnin added.

 As the last of his tea disappeared between his pursed lips, Odin set the small cup down and brought his feet up onto the couch. He waited for either of the brothers to say something before he spread out across it.

 “Tired?” the younger brother asked.


 “A little.”


 “You can sleep in here,” Domnin smiled. “We don’t care. Do we, Ick?”


 “Nope.”


 “I just don’t want to bother you.”


 “You’re not bothering us, Odin,” Icklard said, sliding his feet off the table. He reached over and set a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “We’re your friends.”

 “All right,” Odin smiled. “Thank you.”


 “We’ll wake you if your master or your friend comes looking,” Domnin said.


 With one final nod, Odin closed his eyes.


 Darkness swallowed him.


 


 “There you are,” Nova chuckled.

 Odin jumped, nearly slamming the door in the process. “Sorry,” he muttered, closing the door as quietly as he could. “I fell asleep.”

 “Hey, I don’t mind. I was just wondering where you got to.”

 Odin turned to see Nova spread out along one of the far beds directly beneath the window. Seemingly-freshly-washed, the man’s skin gleamed in the faint light piercing through the window. “You look different with lighter skin,” he smiled, crossing the room to sit on the opposite bed.

 “I know,” Nova said, pushing his back against the headrest. “It’ll be good to get back to the mainland.”

 “It will,” Odin nodded.

 Glancing around the room, he took everything in—from the small, rounded dining table to the bathing room tucked in the corner. It hadn’t changed a whole lot, though something about it seemed different.

 “Does it seem different to you?” Odin asked.


 “What?” Nova frowned.


 “The room. Does it seem different?”


 “I… I don’t know. Not really. Why?”


 “Probably because we haven’t been here for a while. Don’t worry—we’ll get used to it.”



Yeah, but for how long?

 While he liked the idea of going to a new and possibly-wonderful place, the fact that Miko preferred to keep the location secret bothered him. Did their next destination involve a rough, unstable climate like Neline, or were there dangers present but completely unaccounted for? Was that why Miko hadn’t revealed their destination before? To ensure that they would have to go, regardless of any uproar it might have caused?


He wanted to make sure we would go to Neline.

 If Miko had told them outright that they’d be going to Neline, Odin doubted he would’ve agreed to go, much less Nova. The man had thrown a big enough fit when they’d arrived—what would he have done if he’d known in advance?

 “Nova,” Odin said, looking up. “Where do you think we’re going?”


 “I don’t know,” the man shrugged. “Why?”


 “Because I was just thinking about how Miko hadn’t told us we were going to Neline.”


 “What do you mean?”


 “I think he kept it a secret because he was afraid we’d fight him. I know I wouldn’t have been eager to go had I known what Neline was like.”

 “You think he’s got another place like Neline in mind?”


 “I don’t think so,” Odin said. “I—”


 He stopped speaking when the door opened.


 “Hello,” Miko said, looking between the two of them. “I was starting to worry, Odin.”


 “I was with Icklard and Domnin, sir.”


 “No need to worry about Odin,” Nova said, reaching over to ruffle his hair. “He won’t just wander off on us.”


 “I’d hope so,” Miko said. “We’re leaving now. A storm’s coming in.”


 “A storm?” Odin frowned.


 “Yes,” the Elf sighed. “It would be best if you stayed with us, Odin. I have a feeling it’s going to be a rough night.”


 


 He’d never been more scared in his life.

 Outside, waves higher and larger than the boat itself surged, casting the Annabelle to and fro as if it were a demon itself. A pendulum, some would have been fit to describe it, swaying back and forth as if compelled by some higher force—it could be said that Death Itself had begun the motion of execution, as from the sky fell water that resembled coagulated drops of blood. They snaked along the windows and thundered down from the heavens as giant creatures of searing heat lit the sky, roaring infernos that cracked the air like whips against a horse’s hide. The air itself was quite terrifying, and completely unforgiving in all respects. Below, however, was even more frightening. The violent beauty of the sea seemed to rebel against the common fisherman as with its waves came the scratching of nails against wood, of silent banshees who could not scream over thunder and a tremor that rocked the entirety of existence. 

 Until that very point in time, Odin could have never imagined such a thing.

 As if the Annabelle herself trembled within the presence of such horrible adversity, and as if she possessed some intelligence that bordered beyond the average idea of the life of wood, a seizure traversed the length of the ship and made everything upon its walls and foundation shake. Bowls tumbled from the table, shattering to the floor; paintings bolted to the wall tilted to one side then the other, obscured and indifferent of their surroundings; and books upon the shelves came flying forward, wild birds freed from their roosts and with wings spread in impossible flight. They could have screamed, Odin thought, if they were truly given a voice, and as they flew across the room, into the walls and onto the floor, it seemed that chaos had taken control of the world and that there seemed to be no sanity left at all—that life, as he knew it, had simply upended itself: not from choice, but nature, a cruel bastion through which the entire world existed.

 Huddled beneath his blankets and trying his hardest not to cry, Odin drew up against the wall and desperately willed the storm to stop with thought alone.


It will work, he thought, shivering, his body long since devoid of strength. It has to.

 Who was he kidding, though? He was no weather mage, no spell caster who could control the elements and bend them to his will, no elementalist who could call from the world the forces of nature and beg them to stop, to turn aside and leave these men alone. Try as he may—both physically, mentally, and perhaps even spiritually—there was no way a child like him could control such a freak even of the natural world, much less even begin to attempt to stop it. Gaia, the Goddess of Nature, was believed to be greedy, and though her gifts were many she bore from creation tragedy—of storms, weather, waves and blood that could shadow over everything and swallow anything whole. To think that such a cataclysmic event could be plaguing their travels had to spell something in his life. Were they being punished, Odin wondered, for Miko’s misgivings, for his terrible act he’d inflicted upon a virginal woman, or was this simply an accident—a thing that, while completely terrifying, was not in the least bit intended for them?

 “No,” Odin whispered, shaking his head, tears spilling down his face. “No, no, no…”


 “Odin,” Nova whispered. “You ok?”


 “No!” he sobbed, no longer able to contain his feelings. “I’m scared!”


 “I am too, buddy.”


 “Is Miko asleep?”


 “I’m not sure.”


 A moment later, Nova slid out from under his covers and came to Odin’s side. He sat on the mattress for a moment, watching the world outside with calm but wide eyes, before spreading out alongside him.

 “What?” Odin frowned, not sure what to expect.


 “I’m laying down beside you.”


 “Why?”


 “You wanna know the truth?” Nova asked, a smile appearing when a burst of lightning lit up the inside of the room. “I’m scared shitless.”

 “We’re going to be ok, right?”


 “I’m not sure, Odin, but I think we will. I mean, we’ve got Miko here, and Domnin and Icklard are just down the—”


 “We should go check to see if they’re all right.”


 “Odin—”


 “Please.”

 “What about Miko?”

 “You can go.”

 Both jumped at the sound of the Elf’s deep, if somewhat-calm voice. “Keep to the walls,” Miko explained, “and try to hold on to something even if you think it might come off. It won’t be easy to navigate the halls with the ship rocking back and forth.”

 “Are you sure?”


 “I’m sure.”


 Odin crawled out of bed and stumbled toward the door, turning his eyes on Nova to see if he would follow.


 For a brief moment, he considered the possibility that he would be going alone.



No.

 Before his thoughts and fears could overwhelm him, the older man sighed, nodded, then crawled out of bed.

 “We’ll be back,” Odin said, about to go for the door. He stopped in midstride, turned to his knight master, then stepped forward to set a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, sir. We’ll be ok.

 “I know you will,” Miko said, reaching up to set a hand on Odin’s face. “Don’t worry, Odin—everything’s going to be all right.”

 


 Old wood creaked beneath their feet.

 While the ship groaned in protest, Odin and Nova made their way down the hall, grappling onto anything they could. Several times, and during moments in which the waves seized the ship and tousled it, Odin had to grab onto both Nova and one of the candelabra to keep them from soaring into the opposite wall or flying down the hall. Such feats of strength left him breathless, as it took all his might in order to maintain both himself and his friend.

 “Hey, kid,” Nova breathed, holding himself steady after the most recent wave passed. “We should go back.”


 “I have to know if they’re all right!”


 “They’re just fine, Odin. They’re—”


 Odin took off down the hall before Nova could finish.


 Another wave rocked the ship.


 It sent him into the far wall.


 “Fuck!” Nova screamed, throwing himself toward the nearest object he could grab onto. “This is crazy, Odin!”


 “I don’t care! We have to make sure they’re all right!”


 “Ok! Ok! I heard you! Just keep going.”


 As his older friend instructed, Odin turned, but made sure Nova knew where to follow before continuing deeper into the ship. 


 Icklard and Domnin’s room, which sat at the very end of the hall, stood no more than a few dozen feet away.



I can make it.

 But how, he thought, would he, if there wasn’t anything to hold onto? With no candelabra in plain sight or any securely-bolted tables, he’d either have to run and risk getting thrown into the walls or wait until the ship stopped moving.


Do I really want to wait that long?

 Taking a deep breath, Odin threw himself forward, kicked a foot out when the ship sent him into one wall, then pushed his arms forward when the resounding pendulum force sent him into the opposite. From there, he jogged with his back to the wall until he got to the door.

 “Come on!” Odin cried, grimacing as he caught sight of Nova flying into the wall he had just narrowly avoided.


 “I’m trying, Odin.”


 “Here!” He turned, made sure he had a firm hold on the doorknob, and extended his hand.



God, please, don’t break on me.

 The moment Nova gripped his hand, Odin turned, pushed the door open, and threw both of them inside.


 “Odin!” Icklard cried. “Nova! What’re you two doing here? You should be inside!”


 “We came to check on you,” Odin said, somehow managing to force a smile.


 “I only tagged along because of the kid,” Nova grumbled. He pushed himself upright and leaned against the wall, taking extra care to grab onto one of the chairs in the process.

 “Where’s Domnin?”

 “I don’t know,” the man said, reaching up to tangle his hands through his hair. “I… I think he’s up with the captain, but I’m not sure. I came back by myself because of the storm.”

 “You don’t know where he is then?”


 “No!” Icklard cried, collapsing beside Nova. Even in the darkness Odin could make out the tears glistening in the man’s eyes.


 “You couldn’t send a message?” Nova asked, grunting as thunder cracked overhead.


 “I… it’s… I can’t concentrate. The boat’s moving too much and I can’t fix an image on him.”


 “Why?”


 “I just can’t, ok! Dammit!” Icklard cried, tossing a plate into the wall. It shattered upon impact, sending glass raining through the air and onto the floor. “I can’t do this kind of shit when I’m upset! It fucks the magic up because I don’t have a clear head!”

 “What about,” Odin began, then stopped.


Can I—

 “The rain,” he said, staring out and at the open world. “Icklard, does it—”


 “Skewer magic?” the younger of the two brothers asked. “Yes. It does.”


 “Should I even—”


 “No! Don’t!”


 “I don’t under—”


 “In this kind of weather a message will evaporate faster than you could ever imagine. They’re supposed to trap light, or at least harness it. But look—there is none. No moon, no stars, no nothing. If you try to make something out of nothing you’re only going to hurt yourself—or worse, get killed.”

 “We’re going to the captain’s quarters then,” Odin said, reaching out to set a hand on Icklard’s trembling shoulder. 

 “We’re doing what?” Nova asked.

 “You heard me.”

 “You’re crazy, kid! We’ll die out there.”

 “No,” Icklard sniffled. “We won’t.”

 


 “All right!” the mage called, holding one hand steady on the railing while the other gripped an exposed metal bar. “I’m going to keep the wind and rain off the two of you while you make your way around these stairs, then up them. All right?”

 “How?” Odin cried.

 A splash of water sent them into the nearby wall. Odin coughed, while Nova spat the salty liquid out of his mouth with a low curse.

 “I’m going to place a barrier around you while you walk,” the fire-haired brother said. “It won’t do much more than hold the water off, but if I can help—and control—it, I’ll try to get the moisture off the wood. Hold on to whatever you can and try not to slip. I don’t think I could catch you before you flew off the edge.”

 A lump developed in Odin’s throat. “I can get the water off the wood so you can keep the barrier in place.”


 “Yeah. All right. Good. Ok.”


 “You ready?” Nova asked.


 “Yeah,” Odin said. “I am.”


 Turning, he gave Icklard a thumbs up before he and Nova started across the deck. A thin, orange haze wrapped around their bodies and hovered close to their skin—so close, in fact, that it sent the hairs on the back of Odin’s neck on end and caused gooseflesh to rise along his skin.


It’s all right.

 “It’s just the magic,” Odin said, raising his voice so Nova could hear him.

 “I know,” the older man called back, tightening his grip on Odin’s sleeve. “Pay attention. We don’t want to go overboard.”

 Putting forth the best effort he could, Odin eased his feet toward the walls and kept his hands where he might be able to grab onto something. While doing this, he swept his eyes over the deck in front of them, drying it before their feet touched ground and the rain could penetrate through the magical barrier surrounding their bodies.

 “We’re getting closer,” Nova said, clapping his back. “Come on, Odin—just a few more steps and we’ll—”


 Before the man could finish, a mighty wave crashed into the side of the boat.


 Odin lost his balance.


 Nova slammed into the side of the deck so hard Odin swore he could’ve lost consciousness.


 When his friend pulled away from the wall, fresh blood flowed down his nose. “I’m all right,” he said, smiling through bloody teeth. He reached forward and took hold of the wet railing. “Hold on to my hand, Odin.”

 “Are you sure you’re all right?”

 “Yeah, I’m sure. Come on—we gotta keep moving.”

 Reaching forward, Odin gripped his friend’s hand, surprised at the strength it held. He’d expected the shock of a possibly-broken nose to unsettle Nova, if even in the slightest bit. Surprisingly, though, it didn’t seem to, and despite the fact that fresh blood continued to ooze down his face, the man’s grip remained strong, willing him forward even when he didn’t think he couldn’t.

 “Are you coming?” Nova laughed.

 “Look out!” Icklard screamed.

 This time, a wave larger than Odin had ever seen reared its mighty head. He froze, tightening his grip on Nova’s hand almost instinctively.

 Could this have been the monster Jerdai had spoken of—the reason why he said that men were better off on land?


And so it was, Odin thought, swallowing a lump in his throat, that the beast raised its head.

 “And swallowed us whole,” he whispered.

 He had little time to contemplate the question, because in the next moment, Nova pushed him to his chest and crushed him against the wall.

 A wave of water crashed down on them.


 Nova coughed.


 Odin simply quivered as the orange barrier dissolved.



Icklard!

 “Icklard!” Odin screamed, pushing Nova away from him. “Where are you!”


 “I’m fine!” the brother called back. “I can’t stay out here! The weather’s too bad!”


 “What about us!”


 “I’m sorry!”


 Odin caught sight of Icklard fleeing into the ship before another, smaller wave crashed onto the deck.


 “We better keep going,” Nova said, snaking their fingers together. “Come on, Odin!”


 “But—”


 “Do you want to die out here?”


 “No.”


 “Then come on!”


 After tightening his grip on his friend’s hand, Odin forced himself up the next few steps, desperate to maintain footing on the slimy, weather-soaked wood that seemed to be covered with algae even though that wasn’t even possible. Whenever he slowed down, either from exhaustion or doubt, Nova pulled him along, even managing to drag him up a few steps when he slipped and nearly fell back down the stairs.

 “There,” Nova said, taking a deep breath when they stepped onto the second deck. “See? It’s not too far.”

 “I know,” Odin gasped, glancing at the captain’s quarters that stood no more than half a dozen feet away

 After taking a moment to recover from their near death-defying escapade, Odin took the next few steps, tightening his grip on Nova’s hand. He looked up at his friend, forced a smile, and guided the two of them across the deck until they came to the door.

 There, he opened it and threw the two of them inside without any preparation.

 “Odin a voice asked. Odin looked up. Both Domnin and Jerdai sat in the corner of the room, huddled together under a mass of blankets and pillows. “What’re you doing here?” the older brother continued.

 “Icklard was in hysterics,” Odin said, turning his head just in time to see Nova close and bolt the door. “Are you two all right?”

 “We’re fine,” Jerdai sighed, running a hand across his forehead. “You two are the biggest fools I’ve ever seen. Walking on the deck in a storm like this.”

 “He’s my friend,” Odin growled. “Mind your own—”

 “Don’t, Odin.” Nova set a hand on his shoulder before he could continue. Once sure Odin wouldn’t say anything else, Nova raised his eyes, expelled a breath, then asked, “You got any extra blankets?”

 “Yeah,” the captain said. “In the cabinet.”

 


 Without the ability to produce a white dove or the surety that his message would be delivered, Odin settled down on the floor beside his friend and shivered at the feel of Nova’s clammy skin. With the rain bearing down upon the ship and thundering across the windowpanes, he couldn’t help but imagine the water sliding over his skin—thick, lengthy globules that took on a life of their own and traversed the entirety of his body. At one point he shivered, thinking he was still freshly-wet, but quickly ceased to hake when Nova wrapped his arms around his chest.

 “Hey,” the older man whispered, brushing his lips against Odin’s ear. “It’s all right. We’re safe.”


 “How do you know?”


 “Well… I really don’t.”


 “We’ll be fine,” Jerdai said, pushing himself up on one elbow. “The ship was built to withstand this kind of weather.”


 “Are you sure?”


 “He’s sure,” Domnin said.


 For the first time since they’d settled down, Odin took notice of the closeness between the two men. Contrary to previous statements, Jerdai didn’t seem to particularly care, but he didn’t completely ignore the younger man either. Several times, he set an arm across the mage’s chest or leaned in close and whispered something in his ear before readjusting his position. The simplicity of the relationship surprised Odin. For some reason, he’d expected more—or less, in hindsight, considering what Icklard had previously stated.


He said they only see each other every so often.

 Even then, didn’t two people who saw each other even on a semi-regular basis act a certain way when they were together?


No, he thought, letting out a short breath. You can’t expect people to act like anything.

 He’d learned such lessons when in a tower—when, at dinnertime, the guards would bring him cold food, or how Daughtry seemed to completely isolate his true feelings about his conditions in order to teach him without any guilt or doubt. Even Nova, whose moods he could usually predict, was just as erratic and unexpected, so to think that Domnin and Jerdai would react to one another in a particular way was absolutely ignorant beyond compare.

 “You sure you’re all right?” Nova asked again. “You’re not moving.”

 “I’m fine,” Odin said, taking one last look at Jerdai and Domnin before setting his head on his arm. “You think Miko will know what happened?”

 “He’ll know,” Nova said. “Don’t worry, Odin. Everything’s going to be all right.”

 


 The following morning, Odin woke to the most surreal dawn he had ever seen. The blank, grey sky, extending far into the distance, washed out any trace of color that had existed the previous day. There was no sun, no clouds, no birds flying through the sky or making any noise. Even the air, though calm, felt weighted down, as if the wind were blowing from above. Despite these bleak circumstances, however, everything seemed calm—undisturbed in a manner that felt eerily wrong.

 Taking care not to wake Nova, Odin slid out of his friend’s grip, stood, and walked to the window. There, he set a hand on the glass and leaned against the wall, watching the still water below.

 “It’s strange, isn’t it?”


 Odin jumped, but nodded. Domnin came up alongside him and looked out the window.


 “It is,” Odin said. “Do you think the ship’s all right?”


 “If anything,” the mage began, “the sails were torn or we lost a few buckets and some rope. The worst we could’ve lost was an anchor, but even then, those are weighed down fairly well.”

 “We weren’t supposed to live through that, were we?”


 “I don’t think so,” Domnin sighed. “You want to know what I think, Odin?”


 “What?”


 “I think our world works in very strange ways. Men travel the sea in hopes of fame and fortune, then somehow manage to survive even the strongest storms, while newborn infants die just because their mothers didn’t have proper care during childbirth. Horses reject their young, while the occasional fox or wild dog will welcome the smallest rabbit into its home, mothering it the way its own mother could not. Then there’s a young man like you, who was locked in a tower for more than two years and probably would not have ever come out and was welcomed in the arms of a stranger that found him through divine intervention.”

 “Why are you telling me this?” Odin whispered. “It seems so—”

 “False?” the mage asked, then smiled when Odin’s lips turned down into a frown. “I don’t know why we survived, Odin; and while I don’t know the why or how, that doesn’t matter, because we can all live another day. You can continue to travel the land with your friend and master, and, someday, become a knight; my brother can return home to the woman he loves; and I…”

 “You’ll… what?” Odin asked.

 “I can continue to be with the man I care about,” Domnin said, looking up at Jerdai. “And while he may not care about me as much as I care about him, at least I know I’ll be there for him just one more day. Right?”

 While Odin couldn’t necessarily understand or relate to everything Domnin had just told him, he nodded. He did, at the very least, understand that they had lived another day, and for that they should be never be ungrateful for the things they had.

 In the end, any and all the things a man possessed would one day be gone.

 


 Odin, Nova, Domnin and the captain descended the second deck to witness the damage the previous night had done. Ropes lay strewn over the deck, buckets stood lopsided or on their rounded bottoms, an anchor lay prone, disengaged from its place near the far wall—through the carnage, and amidst a series of men who stood gathering up the scattered supplies, one of the ship’s large sails had been spread out, where several men stooped with needles and spare fabric in hand. Among these men stood the cloaked Miko and Icklard, who each held a hand steady as purple and green magic spread out from along their finger and sewed the sail together like glowing worms crawling over a leaf.

 “Icklard!” Domnin cried, running out ahead of the group.

 While the two brothers united, gripping one another in a mighty embrace, Jerdai leaned against the wall and lit his pipe, inhaling the tobacco with a sigh. Odin glanced at Nova—who, in turn, glanced at him before they looked out at the wreckage.

 “Pretty bad storm, huh?” Nova said, hoping to break the silence that had existed since they left Jerdai’s quarters.


 “It was,” Jerdai agreed, pulling his pipe away to exhale a plume of smoke. “It could’ve been a lot worse though.”


 Odin nodded. He looked up just in time to see Miko coming toward them, the mage brothers in tow.


 “I’m glad the two of you are all right,” the Elf said, then looked up at Jerdai. “And you as well, captain.”


 “Thank you, sir,” Jerdai said. “You helpin’ my mage repair these sails?”


 “I was, yes. I’ll continue if you’d like.”


 “I’d prefer someone help the brothers, if they could. I don’t trust my men with pins and needles.”


 “I can help too,” Odin said, smiling when he caught a smirk on the captain’s face.


 “You know how to mend fabric, boy?”


 “Yes sir.”


 “Then you’re more than welcome to—”


 “Excuse me for interrupting, sir,” Icklard said, coming up from behind Miko. He waited for the captain to give his approval or rejection before continuing. “I just wanted to thank you for what you did last night, Odin. And you too, Nova. I don’t think I could ask for better friends.”

 “Don’t mention it,” Nova grinned.


 “You don’t have to thank us,” Odin added, casting a glance up at Jerdai, who only shrugged and leaned back against the wall.


 “Still,” Icklard said, edging closer to his brother. “It means a lot.”


 “We better get working,” Jerdai grunted, adjusting the pipe between his lips. “We can’t move until that sail’s fixed.”


 “What about the reserve sail?” Domnin frowned. “Couldn’t we use that?”


 “We’ll fix this sail,” the captain said, “and use the reserve only if the main one is damaged beyond repair.”


 Without another word, Jerdai turned and made his way onto the second deck, where he could easily observe the work taking place.


 Odin caught sight of Icklard whispering to Domnin before the two of them walked back to the sail.


 “I’m guessing the captain’s not much for the mage,” Nova muttered, looking out at the blue-grey sky.”


 “Doesn’t seem like it,” Odin shrugged.


 “Love works in strange ways,” Miko mused, setting a hand on both of their shoulders.


 “It doesn’t seem like Jerdai loves him, sir.”


 “He does, in his own way. Come, though. Let’s not let this bother us—we’ve got work to do.”


 


 The rest of that morning and afternoon was spent repairing the sail, untying knotted rope and gathering any and all of the buckets they could find. By the time the sun crested the horizon, the sail had been retied, reset and freshly expanded, all to ready it for tomorrow’s journey.

 Odin sat near the base of the crow’s skull watching the captain and the mages converse back and forth. Nearby, Nova watched the setting sun, while Miko paced the deck below, arms crossed and hands in the crease of his elbows.


I wonder what they’re talking about, he thought, looking toward the mages. A quick glance in their direction showed that the captain had disappeared.

 Taking his chance, Odin stood and crossed the deck. He knocked on the railing to alert the brothers of his presence before stepping forward. “Hey,” he smiled. “What’s up?”

 “Not a whole lot,” Domnin sighed.


 “The captain wants to make up for lost time,” Icklard said. “Which means we’ll have to travel by night.”


 “Is that a bad thing?” Odin asked.


 “It is when you’re not sure where you are,” Domnin said. “See, the storm threw us off course, but we don’t know how much. When this happens, the captain always has us sit out late, watching the stars and using our magic to adjust the sails in whatever direction we need to go.”

 “It’s a long and boring process,” Icklard mumbled. “and a bit tiring.”


 “I’ll sit up,” Odin said. “I mean, if you don’t care. I won’t get in the way.”


 “Of course we wouldn’t. But really, Odin—you don’t have to do that.”


 “I will.”


 “You’re going to be bored out of your mind,” Domnin sighed. “You sure?”


 “Yeah,” Odin said. “I’m sure.”


 “Hey, kid!” Nova called, waving up at him. “You ready to go in?”


 “Change of plans!” Odin called back. “I’m going to sit up and help the brothers tonight!”


 


 Odin sat in darkness. Nearby, the brothers stooped with their legs crossed, pouring over what appeared to be a star map. Every so often, one of them would set his magic-tipped finger to the map, point in the air, then look back at the map again before gesturing the other to adjust the sails. This process, while obviously-common and not in the least bit tasking, seemed to take a lot out of either of the brothers when they began to adjust the sails. When doing so, one would lift their hand, spark it to life with fire, then send several orbs of light into the air in order to view the progress of the sail’s wary direction. Odin watched in mute fascination, mouth agape, as Domnin’s orange orbs danced around the sail and eventually began to shift it to the east—toward, Odin assumed, where they would be docking to get supplies.


But where would we go? he thought, frowning, tilting his head as the sail began to adust to Domnin’s will. Kegdulan?

 He’d read much of the country beneath the mountains—of how, in choice locations along the coast and closest to the Hornblaris, Dwarves had abandoned completed stone villages and outposts in favor of homes within their mountains. These places, it was said, had been the basis for the kingdom, and it was only when the Kegdulanian king had decided to form his country that any human activity had been present. Before, very little had existed there beyond wildlife, much less sentient creatures who happened to live in the shadow of the mountains, and it was for this reason that Odin pondered on the political climate between Kegdulan and Germa in light of the desert country’s position on Ornala.

 Why, Odin wondered, did the Germanian king not want parts of Kegdulan? Was it because of how barren it was, for the fact that the farming was more severe and the space more wrought with untamed nature, or was it simply because he simply saw Ornala as a better prospect?

 Rather than think about the politics and the climate that surrounded them, Odin shook his head, straightened his posture, then crawled to sit between the brothers. He watched Icklard take his turn sending green orbs up to examine the sails before asking, “Where are we?”

 “On course,” Icklard sighed. “Finally. Thank God.”


 “I thought the storm blew us off though?”


 “Apparently it didn’t,” Domnin shrugged. “But then again, we’ve been adjusting the sails for the past few hours.”


 “We don’t have anything to worry about then?”


 “Not unless the wind comes up and decides to push us back.”


 Pulling his legs to his chest, Odin watched the two brothers scrutinize the maps pressed before them—one a hand-drawing of the land, another the star locator their attention had been set on for the past few hours.


We’re good then, he thought, tightening his grip just below his knees.

 “You can go to bed,” Domnin said, looking up.


 “Are you sure?” Odin frowned. “I mean, it doesn’t bother me. I can stay up.”


 “You might as well go to bed, Odin. There isn’t much you can do anyway.”


 “All right,” he sighed, pushing himself to his feet. “Thanks for letting me camp out.”


 “And thank you fo the company,” Icklard smiled. “Goodnight.”


 “Goodnight,” Domnin added.


 “Goodnight,” Odin replied.


 He made his way for the stairs, thankful that this part of the night was over.


 


 “You’re back,” Miko said.

 Odin nodded, pushing back against the door to make sure it had firmly shut. He turned the bolt and laced the chain before turning to face his knight master. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask for your permission to stay out,” he said.

 “Don’t be. I don’t mind.”

 “Still…”

 Deciding it would be best not to get into a battle of wits, Odin sat on his bed and leaned forward to undo the laces on his boots. Once both were off, he leaned over the metal footrest and opened the chest, setting both boots inside.

 “How was it?” Miko asked.


 “How was what?” Odin frowned.


 “The night.”


 “All right, I guess. It’s dark out there.”


 “It is,” Miko agreed. The Elf stepped away from his bed and toward Odin’s. After a moment, Odin patted the place beside him, gesturing him to sit but with one gesture. “You did a good thing, staying out there with those brothers.”

 “They’re my friends,” Odin said. “I’d do anything for them.”


 “It’s not often you find someone so willing to help another.”


 “I know,” he said. “More than well.”


 He thought of the castle and how the only people who had ever helped him was the mage and the weapons master. The healer had come in his time of need, but only because he’d been sick, and his father—he’d come out of redemption, to free the troubled soul that had rested within its cage of flesh and trekindle the flame of a fire that had long since burn out.

 “I didn’t mean to dredge up bad memories,” the Elf said.


 “You didn’t, sir. I… I mean... it’s not your fault.”


 “There are times when I speak without considering how my words will sound.”


 “It’s ok. I know you didn’t mean for that to happen.”


 “Thank you, Odin. It means so much to know that I haven’t offended you.”


 “I’m not easy to offend,” he smiled. After a moment of silence, Odin sighed and reached forward. His hand met the Elf’s naked lower back, where he slid it along the muscle until he came to rest his palm on his side. “We’re both tired,” he said, setting his head against Miko’s shoulder. “We should get some sleep.”

 “We should,” Miko agreed.

 Standing, breaking the physical connection they just had, Miko started for his bed, but not before turning and whispering a short goodnight.

 Odin watched the Elf crawl between the covers before he uttered his own goodnight.

 


 “Dammit!” Jerdai cried.

 Odin stopped, unsure of whether or not to step up onto the second dock. While he didn’t think the captain would mind his presence, he didn’t want to intrude on a private moment.

 Instead of immediately taking his last step off the stairs, Odin waited, watching the captain’s movements. Until then, he hadn’t realized the man had set a hand over his face.


Something’s wrong.

 Taking a deep breath, Odin stepped forward. “Sir?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”

 Jerdai raised his head. Fresh blonde stubble lined his face, while his usually-calm, brown eyes possessed lines that criss-crossed the whites of his eyes and bled into his pupils. “Nothing’s wrong, son. You have nothing to worry about.”

 Though he didn’t necessarily believe the answer, Odin nodded. His first thought led him to believe that something was wrong with the ship—that the sail had torn, that they’d lost one of the anchors, that there was a leak and they were slowly-but-surely going to go under who knew how many leagues away from land. Shortly thereafter, however, he realized that the sails were in perfect order, that losing an anchor was highly unlikely, and that a leak, if one were present, would have surely spread like wildfire.


That doesn’t mean something isn’t wrong.

 He didn’t dwell on that thought. He did, however, think of something else.

 Earlier that day, after he’d just risen from sleep and come out onto the deck, he’d seen Domnin and Icklard sitting near their favorite spot—at the bow, just above the wooden maiden. Usually they would’ve been talking so early in the morning, making casual banter or telling jokes that they’d heard from the sailors, oftentimes so lewd that Odin himself found them hard to believe. But, as he’d come to behold, something had been wrong. Whenever Icklard would say something, Domnin would shake his head or shrug. Then, when the younger brother would reach out to give a friendly touch, the elder would brush the gesture off, or push Icklard’s hand away. This behavior eclipsed to where, after he’d been touched one too many times, Domnin had actually slapped his brother—hard, it seemed, for Icklard’s entire torso shifted to one side and he reached up to touch the shoulder that’d just been slapped.

 After that, Icklard had made no further attempts at communication. Shortly thereafter, Domnin had stood and departed into the ship.


Something must be wrong, Odin thought, grimacing, the memories stinging like stray bees from a patch of dandelions.

 While he didn’t particularly care to get involved in other people’s business, Domnin was his friend, and for that he felt he should know about the inner workings of his relationship with the captain. If he could help, he would, and could, so long as he was given the chance.

 “Are you sure?” Odin asked, taking a step toward the captain.


 “I’m sure, Odin.”


 “You can tell me if something’s wrong, sir—I won’t say anything.”


 “I already said—”


 “I saw Domnin slap his brother this morning.”


 “And how does that—”


 “I know, sir,” Odin sighed. “I know.”


 No further explanation was needed. Jerdai stared for several long moments, watching him with eyes haunted and like shallow beaches, then sighed before turning his eyes out to sea.

 “You want to talk about it?” Odin asked, this time closing the distance between them.


 “We were fighting about our relationship.”


 “How come?”


 “He thinks I need to give him more attention.”


 “Do you think that?”


 “I’m the captain of a ship—by the Gods, how the hell am I supposed to manage the boat and him?”

 “Maybe he’s right,” Odin shrugged. “Maybe you don’t give him enough attention.”


 “Now you’re taking his side?”


 “No,” Odin said. He took a deep breath, then expelled it. “He said he doesn’t feel like you care about him.”


 “That’s not true,” Jerdai sighed.


 “Then why were you fighting about our relationship?”


 This time, it was Jerdai’s turn to remain silent. The man continued to look out at the ocean, as if the answer to Odin’s question would appear on the waves. Odin could imagine it now—a maiden, rising from the depths, carrying within her hands a choice of swords: one bronze, one silver and one gold. From these swords a question would be asked—if you would feed your loved one, if you would move into a bigger house, if you would help your neighbors, your friends, your daughters, your wife. When answered, the maiden would offer; and if refused, she would return with the next sword in tow. First would come the bronze, dull, dark and glowing, then would arise the silver—beautiful, pristine, and worth its weight in coin. The gold, however, would be marvelous, and from its surface a family could be fed for years, possibly even a lifetime. A real man, however, would not be seeking money. Instead, he would be seeking the answers to his problems, and it would seem, in most circumstances, they money was not the answer, for the love of another was not weighed in bronze, silver or gold, but in heart—in blood, it could be said, as it was not without consequence could one truly open their heart and reveal themselves to another soul.

 After several moments of silence, during which time Odin began to grow uneasy, Jerdai turned to look at him. “It’s not that I don’t care about him,” Jerdai said.

 “I don’t understand,” Odin said. “What is it then?”


 “It’s just… I’ve never been in love with another man before.”


 “Are you worried about what people will think?”


 “Hell yes I am, Odin, and that’s what scares me. The churches don’t approve, the people don’t understand—it’s all of it. How would you feel if you couldn’t walk into a temple without getting judged or if you had to worry about losing your job just because someone doesn’t like who you fucking sleep with?”

 “But I thought you owned the boat?”

 “I do, but that’s not the point. The point is: if someone doesn’t approve of me or what I do, they can find a different captain to ship their wares or carry their supplies. You as well as I know there’s more than just one captain that knows how to sail a boat.”

 At the end of his painful monologue, Jerdai turned and made his way to his quarters, but not before he turned to face Odin one last time. “You were asking why we were fighting about our relationship,” he said. “It’s because I’m too big a coward to care about anything other than losing my job.”

 


 After Jerdai left, Odin stared out at the sea, just as the captain had no more than several moments ago. Lost in the midst of ethereal waves, he tried to find the answers to all the questions he wanted to ask.


How could someone be so afraid of loving someone else? he thought. And how could anyone ever disapprove of something as simple as a person’s happiness?

 Maybe his questions weren’t locked away in an iron box in a sky, just as he thought they were. Maybe they lay deep inside himself, waiting to resurface at the slightest touch of an old, foreign memory.


Father, he thought, then found himself whispering the word.

 Just as he thought it would, the answer came to him in the form of a simple memory.

 Two years ago, just when he thought things had been going well, his father had caught him using magic for perhaps the final time. At that particular moment, when it seemed that everything was coming down to one final, ultimate choice, he’d questioned why his father had feared and hated magic so much. Now, though, he realized that his father had just wanted to protect him from something that could destroy him.


But how could love destroy someone?

 Love, especially one so unnatural, could destroy one’s sense of self, were they not to accept it or had grown up in strict, controlled circumstances. It could be the lance atop the rod—a prod, one could say, that speared the man in the chest without ever being granted or permitted. The rose certainly did hold its beauty, but when grappled the wrong way could bite and draw blood. Love, of course, could certainly be baffling, and in the most horrible sense unsettling, but it could not destroy the person looking upon such a thing from an outside source. To think such a thing was ignorant, but to not understand and in turn repress it? That in itself was plain ignorance, nothing more.

 “Is something wrong?”


 At the sudden intrusion, Odin looked up. Miko stood no more than a few feet away, watching him from the safety of his hood.


 “No,” Odin sighed, “and yes.”


 “Would you like to share?”


 “I… I don’t know.”


 Sighing, Odin set his arms on the railing, careful not to push his weight into them. He took several moments to gather his thoughts and try to figure out what he planned to say before turning his head up to face his knight master’s shrouded eyes. “Jerdai and Domnin got in a fight about their relationship,” he said, turning, pressing his lower back against the railing. “I guess Domnin was upset about Jerdai not wanting their relationship to be closer. When I asked Jerdai about it, he said that he wasn’t closer to Domnin because he was afraid to be closer to him.”

 “Many consider the love of two men to be blasphemous—sick, even.”

 “Why would it be sick though? It’s not like it’s any of their business.”

 “I don’t know why they would think that, Odin. What I do know, however, is that Jerdai has to consider his employment, despite the fact that he’s in an untraditional relationship.”

 “Why would someone care whether or not a… a man like Jerdai carried their supplies?”

 “Think of it this way,” Miko said, erasing the distance between them with but a few simple steps. “If you were a king and, for some reason, believed a black man couldn’t work as well as a white one, would you enlist his services?”

 “No.”

 “And if a Dwarf refused a mortally-wounded human access to his home because he believed the human would steal his treasure, would you blame him?”

 “But the man’s wounded,” Odin said. “The Dwarf should—”

 “Would you blame him, Odin?”

 Odin started to speak, but stopped. He realized the ultimatum he’d just been given had only one answer. “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t.”

 “So do you see why someone wouldn’t want Jerdai carrying their supplies just because he goes to bed with a man?”

 “I guess,” Odin sighed. “I mean, I can understand why someone wouldn’t want to hire him because of that, but what’s the reason?”

 “Personal indifference, maybe, but who knows. I don’t like to think about these kinds of things, because in the end there’ll always be people who don’t understand or appreciate others for who they are.”

 Nodding, Odin looked down at the deck. Just as he expected, Icklard had stayed behind even after his brother had run off. “I don’t like to see people suffer,” he sighed. “Especially my friends.”

 “I know you don’t,” Miko said, setting his hands on Odin’s shoulders. “Just be glad that their suffering will only be short lived. Some suffer much worse.”

 “I know.”

 When he said those words, he meant them, as he did know them.

 He didn’t have to look far to find true suffering—as, at times, the world seemed all the harsher against those who were different in one shape or another.

 


 One morning, long after Odin had thought of suffering and how close it always seemed to be, he woke to a still, unmoving ship. At first concerned, he frowned, unsure what to think. After a moment, however, he realized that Jerdai must have stopped the ship for a simple, if somewhat-mundane reason and pushed the idea from his head.

 Rolling out of bed, he made his way across the room and into the bathing chamber, where there he made sure to grab a washcloth before bending to pick up the barrel of water. He hoisted it onto a table, dipped the rag into it, and sighed when he ran the cool cloth across his face.


Hopefully they boiled it, he thought, cursing himself for not doing so.

 Oh well—if he ended up smelling like salt, who cared?

 Undressing, he took the next few moments to wash his face, underarms and privates, all the while yearning for the comforts of a real bath and the true clean it would bring. He didn’t dwell on that, however, instead opting to finish up, toss the cloth into the corner and make his way back into the main room.

 Miko turned away from the window just in time to meet Odin’s eyes.


 “Sir,” Odin frowned, taking a step forward. “Is something wrong?”


 “No. Why would you think that?”


 “We aren’t moving.”


 “Oh, that.” The Elf smiled and gestured him forward. Once Odin stood at his side, he set a hand on his shoulder. “Jerdai’s seeking permission to dock in the town of Fisherman’s Point.”

 “We’re over the border?”

 “We’ve been over the border for quite some time,” Miko laughed, squeezing Odin’s upper arm. “If you think about it in a literal sense, anyway.”

 “I guess,” he shrugged. He glanced at Nova and, finding him still asleep, walked to his own bed, where he bent and pulled a fresh pair of clothes from his chest. “How long will it take him to get permission?”

 “I don’t imagine too long. Why? Anxious to see the town?”

 “Kinda,” he said, pulling his underwear up his legs. He sat down and ran a hand through his hair, grimacing when a fingernail snagged a tight knot. “If you want to know the truth, I’d like to take a bath.”

 “As would I.”

 Odin smiled. He slid his feet into his trousers, pulled them up to his hips, then buckled them in place, all the while trying his hardest not to look at the faint blotchy discoloration at his hip or the scar on his upper leg.

 “Are you all right?” the Elf asked.

 “Oh.” He looked up at his knight master, halfway between sliding his belt through the loops of his pants and buckling it into place. “I’m fine. I… I was just looking at my scar.”

 “Ah,” Miko nodded. “It’s nothing to worry about. Most scars disappear entirely.”

 “Sir,” Odin sighed, sliding his shirt over his head. “How long will we be here?”

 “As long as it takes Jerdai to gather supplies. The worst scenario would be having to wait for a few days to have fabrics and food imported from the surrounding towns. I assume Jerdai will want to have the sail taken care of, or at least replaced.”

 “All right,” he said, closing his eyes. “Whatever it takes.”

 


 That afternoon, after Jerdai gained permission to dock, Odin, Miko, Nova and the rest of the crew made their way up the long, angled path that would lead them to the city. Salt and cold buffeted the group of at least one-hundred or so as the reckless tide came in and crashed against the rocky cliffside. Mist, in fine sheens of blue and white, cascaded through the air, catching the light and reflecting thousands of miniature rainbows, while the occasional gull flew overhead and taunted them with its warring cries. Tears ran down several of the men’s eyes. Some held shirts or kerchiefs over their noses, resisting the urge to sneeze. Odin alone found himself almost unable to keep from squinting his eyes to avoid both the harsh light from the overhead mountains and the spray of water in the area.

 “Like Elna is to Ornala,” Miko said, immediately drawing their attention, “Fisherman’s Point if one of Kegdulan’s main sources of food.”

 “I never imagined setting foot here,” Nova said, sliding a hand into his shirt to scratch his chest.

 “Neither did I,” Odin said, then found himself smiling soon after. The simple realization that he had actually come this far forced so many feelings from him—joy, mostly, but also awe and wonder. He’d never imagined walking the slanted path of a land leagues from home, desperate in pursuit of supplies, nor had he ever imagined battling a dying race in the most frigid land known to man. In such a short amount of time, he’d come much further than he’d ever imagined and made friends with people and things he could never have even begun to dream of. That alone was enough to bring about the warmest of feelings in his chest and force tendrils of happiness throughout his facial muscles.

 “Hey,” Nova grinned, slapping an arm around Odin’s shoulder. “What’re you smiling about?”

 “Nothing,” he laughed. “I’m just thinking about how far I’ve come.”

 “Tell me about it. I can hardly believe I used to work at a farm in Bohren,” Nova said, then paused, as if something horrible had just struck his heart and tore his world to pieces.

 “Are you all right?” Odin frowned.

 “I’m all right,” the older man said, then sighed, running a hand across his face and through the wisps and tangles of hair in his beard. “I was just thinking.”

 “About what?”

 “Katarina.”

 “You’ve been away from her for a very long time,” Odin agreed, setting a hand at his friend’s lower back, but unsure whether or not the touch was appropriate. That, however, didn’t necessarily bother him, as considering they were friends he felt he could get away with much and be scolded for little. For that alone he allowed his hand to stay, and in the moments following his reciprocating gesture, he sighed and asked, “Will you be all right?”

 “I’ll be fine,” Nova said, this time tightening his hold on Odin’s left arm. “It’s just… hard, you know, not being there with her and all.”

 “She’ll be very happy when you come back home.”

 “Her happiness is all that matters to me, Odin. God… when you ever get married, and I hope you never do unless you’re able to commit yourself to a family, don’t ever make the choices I did. Not that I regret finding you, because you’ve become one of the best, if not the best friend I’ve ever had, but… well… I think you can understand what I’m saying.”

 “I do,” Odin nodded.

 In the moments of silence that followed, he considered his actions, his feelings, and his duties to not only his friends and family, but his country and began to realize that his idea of a family might not be possible considering the circumstances that he’d thrown himself into. 


It’s all right, he thought. You have friends.

 Friends, if anything, could at least alleviate the burden of being alone. Besides—he was much too young to even consider a family yet, regardless of his somewhat-royal implications and that he was now a squire in the kingdom of Ornala.

 They continued on in silence for the next long while, listening to the sound of gulls and the sound of waves crashing against the rocks below. The sun, ever-present, continued to rise, launching itself over the peaks of the mountains as though it were a living entity itself. It mattered not whether it was a star or a living entity, as scientists proclaimed and as preachers ordained, because in that moment it was no heavenly figure, no blessing artifact. It was, in that moment, a horror, one that bestowed upon them light so grand and harsh Odin half expected to become burned.

 When it began to seem that the path would no longer end, Miko spoke. “We’ll be staying in a bar until Jerdai is able to purchase the supplies for the next part of our journey,” he said.

 “That won’t take no more than a few days, right?” Nova asked.

 “No, but don’t plan on getting out of here too quickly. Anything can happen.”


No need to tell us, Odin thought, drawing a quick breath.

 When they stepped off the final leg of the man-made path along the cliffs, a sight rose before them so perilous and daunting his heart stopped beating in his chest.


Breathe, a voice whispered.

 Odin did just that and considered his place in the world.

 Before them, like a giant crossing the lands in which were said the beginnings of humanity had risen up, the Hornblaris Mountains rose into the sky as far as the eye could see. Gold, rubies, sapphire, emeralds, and every other jewel imaginable and calculated by the human mind caught the sunlight and reflected it back into the sky, speaking of treasures that could not be touched and air that could not be breathed. It was, as could have been described, breathtaking—a breath of darkness exhaled from the lips of the Gods and formed by the boundaries of time. This, in and of itself, could have made any man tremble, as in looking upon it Odin felt his heart trembling and his muscles twitching beneath his skin. His eyes, however, were soon disarmed and eventually fell to the city below. Entombed within a clearing in the woods, whose bark had been darkened a deep black by moisture and salt, it appeared to be nothing more than a few scant houses built without care and in haste. However, as they grew closer, the city expanded, hidden within the nooks and crannies shielded by an army of wood that extended into the sky and expanded itself like parasols carried by the finest, most royal women.

 “Look at it,” Nova said, loosening his grip on Odin’s shoulder.


 “Yeah,” he said. “It’s… beautiful.”


 “It sure is bud.”


 “The Dwarves built it because they liked the view,” Miko said, setting a hand on both of their shoulders. “But like most Dwarves and even some men, they couldn’t stand the heat and salt, so they left it completely abandoned.

 “So much for taking the time to build a city,” Nova grumbled. “Please don’t tell me we’ll be staying in some place big enough for only Dwarves.”

 “Not at all,” the Elf smiled. “I think you’ll find our friends left quite the place for us to stay.”

 


 As Miko had said, the Dwarves had left behind quite the place to stay in. Complete with high, extended ceilings, darkened wood and fresh, meaty food, the bar itself seemed welcoming after many long months of sailing not only for its offerings, but for its placement, which in and of itself seemed practiced and well-thought out.


It’s almost as if they left it here for humans, Odin thought, blinking, watching the bartender fumble with several plates covered with food before him.

 Either way, it didn’t necessarily matter, as when the bartender set a plate of ribs, freshly-steamed vegetables and a small bowl of soup before him, Odin could hardly believe his eyes. He glanced at Nova, who seemed just as surprised, before turning his attention to his knight master—whom, as always, remained hidden under the cloak. Though he couldn’t see the Elf’s face, indifference wafted from his relaxed stature and faint breaths.

 “Thank you,” Odin said, glancing up at the black man who’d served him.

 “No need to thank me, lad,” the Kadarian said, his voice thick but pleasant. “Just doing my job.”

 The man nodded, smiled, and disappeared into a room alight with fire, where several women amidst the company of only a few men laughed and began to dance around a table.

 Once sure that he hadn't been imaging things or their meals had not been scrambled with another patron’s, Odin lifted a rib and bit down, somehow managing to suppress a moan when rich sauce exploded from within the confines of the meat. He turned to face Nova, whose face had since become lathered in sauce and spit.

 “It’s good, isn’t it?” Odin asked.


 “Hell yes,” Nova managed between bites. “Thanks Miko.”


 “There’s no need to thank me,” the Elf said, cutting a slice of meat with a thin knife.


 Odin frowned. His knight master’s voice hadn’t been filled with the pride it usually had, with the confidence that marked him as strong and more than capable of being a genuine being. For some odd reason, it sounded as though he were depressed.


Oh, Odin thought, turning away as memories of Neline came flooding back.

 Trying to distract himself with food, he lifted his spoon from the bowl of soup and slid it into his mouth, hoping that the flavor would brighten his mood and lift his spirits. As he already suspected, however, the food had lost its taste. Fine broth went to waste on petty guilt, while peas, carrots and lettuce cooked and boiled to perfection stuck to his teeth, plaque to emotions he could not control.


He’s thinking about her.

 Once again, he turned his head up to face his knight master, but quickly turned away when the Elf glanced at him. Although he’d done his best to make his gesture appear to be nothing more than a quick glance around the room, he already knew he’d failed.


He knows.

Miko always knew. Whether or not the talent was a natural gift to the Elves or just a heightened sense of intuition he didn’t and would probably never know.

“Somethin’ wrong?” Nova asked, tearing a piece of rib off with his teeth.


“No,” Odin whispered, sliding a slice of toasted bread into his mouth. As an afterthought, he added, “I’ll tell you later.”


“All right,” the older man shrugged. “If you say so.”


With one last glance at the surrounding area, Odin took his fork, his knife and his pride and cut into the meat, all the while imagining how one simple action could make a heart’s worth of trouble fade away.

 


 “He’s upset,” Odin said, drawing his knees against his chest.


 “Can you blame him, Odin? He left the woman pregnant with his child.”


 “I tried to get him to stay.”


 “Don’t even begin to start feeling guilty about this. He was the one who wanted to go, and he was the one who decided to take us to Neline in the first place.

 “Would you have stayed if he had wanted to?”


 “Odin—”


 “Please, Nova—answer my question.”


 Nova turned his head away, glancing at the window as though something had caught his attention. Odin knew better than to interrupt his friend, so he let him look out the window until he was ready to speak. Nova began, slowly, by saying, “No,” then sighed and said, after setting a hand to his head, “I wouldn’t have.”

 “Not even for—”


 “We went through this already, bud. I’ve got a wife waiting for me to come back home.”


 “But are—”


 “I don’t want to talk about this.”


 “I wasn’t going to ask about Neline,” Odin said. Nova paused, waiting. After a moment, he nodded, gesturing for Odin to continue. “I was going to ask if you were going to leave us after we get back to the mainland.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “I mean… are you going to go back to your wife, start a family and forget about me and Miko?”

 “Odin,” Nova laughed, reaching over to grip his shoulder. “I would never forget about you or Miko. Why would you think that?”

 “Your love your wife very much,” Odin sighed, turning his eyes away from his friend.


 “But I love you, Odin, and I love Miko too. The Elf’s like a best friend, and you… well… you’re like a little brother.”


 “I am?”


 “Yeah. You are.”


 “It means a lot to hear you say that.”


 “And it means a lot to know that I’ll always have friends to turn to when I need them. I didn’t have a lot of them growing up, mostly because I lived with my father on the outskirts of town. I hardly went to school, and the few times I did, it wasn’t long enough to make any friends. I’m like you, in a way—I stayed home to please and work for my father, I didn’t go to school, and I didn’t play with any other boys my age, so don’t think I don’t know what you went through.”

 “I know you know what I went through.”

 “See?” Nova smiled. “I’m never going to forget about you, and I’m sure as hell not going to just up and abandon you either. I’ll have to take a break to stay with my wife for a while, because you know just as well as I do that it’s been far too long since I’ve been with her, but I’ll never just refuse to travel with you.”

 “You won’t?”

 “Hell no. You think I’m going to let you run around Minonivna without an escort? If the king’ll let me, and if the time allows it and Katarina isn’t with a child, I’ll be more than willing to be your guard.”

 “You will?”


 “Of course,” Nova grinned. “Can’t have you running around by yourself, can we?”


 “Guess not,” he smiled. “Thank you, Nova… it means a lot.”


 “I know,” Nova said, patting his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know for aa fact.”


 


 Several hours later, Nova fell asleep, leaving Odin to sit up and wait for the Elf by himself. The time spent waiting in the candlelight, though grim, was not without effort. He decided to research the land and see if he could find their next destination, if only to keep himself entertained. He read about the desert that they seemed to be so close to, that of which they were unlikely to visit if only because of the conflicted political climate, the outer, ‘forbidden’ Judarin Isles, and the Tentalin Isles that rested within the gulf of the Three Kingdoms.


We wouldn’t be going here? he thought. Could we?

 So are as he could tell, there couldn’t be any other places to visit. The Jurdarin Isles were, as the book had said, ‘forbidden’ and rumored to be protected by both the Gods and the jagged coast, and as he’d already anticipated, they couldn’t be visiting the desert. Besides—even if they did, the Cadarack lay within a completely different kingdom, so how would they get there, much less without mounts?

 To Odin’s knowledge, they couldn’t be going anywhere but the Tentalin Isles.

 Just as he started to turn the page to the section of the individual Isles, the doorknob clicked, signaling the insert of a key. Odin froze, waited, then sighed when the door opened to reveal his knight master. “Sir,” he said, closing the geography book that sat before him. “Where were you?”

 “Speaking to old men about life,” Miko said, pushing the door closed, then locking it with the same key he’d used to unlock it. “I’m sorry for keeping you up.”

 “You didn’t.”

 “Oh, don’t worry—I did.”

 A smirk appeared on Miko’s face as he pulled his hood back. He stood there for a moment, smiling at what he just said, before he began to disrobe, pulling both his cloak and his cape from his back.

 “Why were you talking about life with old men?” he frowned, thinking of how the Elf had acted earlier.

 “For general conversation, I suppose. I figured you and Nova could use a little personal time anyway.”

 “Don’t think that we don’t want your company,” Odin said, reaching up to run a hand through his still-unwashed hair. “If something’s bothering you, you can talk to us. You know that, right?”

 “I know,” Miko smiled.


Of course you know, Odin smirked. You just don’t tell us anything.

 Then again, that wasn’t entirely true. Miko had confided about his overwhelming need to be with a woman and about the deep depression that forced thoughts of death and suicide in his mind. Such things weren’t meant to be glossed over, especially considering his age and lack of experience.

 “I feel like I’m talking to a man sometimes,” Miko said, reaching down to part his hands over his skirt. “Not that you aren’t one, because you most rightfully are. What I mean is that you’re very wise for your age.”

 “You flatter me, sir.”

 “There’s no need to feel that way. It’s only the truth.”

 Odin nodded and stepped forward to gather his master’s clothes. While Miko walked to the bed, stopping by the window as he did every night, Odin folded the black ensemble and placed it on the bed.

 “Thank you,” Miko said, glancing over his shoulder.


 “You’re welcome.”


 “Goodnight Odin.”


 “Goodnight, sir.”


 


 A knock at the door roused him from sleep.

 At first, Odin remained in bed, thinking Nova or Miko would answer it. Gradually, though, he came to realize neither intended to do so.

 Sliding out of bed, he grabbed his belt and secured it around his waist so his trousers wouldn’t slide down his bony waist, then stepped toward the doorway. He stopped, waited, then ran a hand over his face to clear aside any sweat that may have managed to run down his brow before opening the door.

 Icklard and Domnin stood in the hall, talking amongst one another. They obviously hadn’t noticed the door had opened.


Ok, Odin thought, waiting for either of the brothers to take notice of him.

 “Oh,” Icklard said, turning his attention to the now-open doorway. “Hello, Odin.”


 “Good morning,” Domnin added.


 “Hello,” Odin yawned, running a hand through his hair. “Do you guys need something?”


 “Sorry for waking you,” Icklard sighed, reaching back to scratch his neck. “We came to ask if you wanted to walk around town with us.”

 “This early?”

 “Better to do it now than later,” Domnin smiled. “We’ll have the streets to ourselves.”

 “I… I guess,” Odin shrugged, casting a glance over his shoulder. “Let me put my socks and shoes on. You can come in and wait if you want.”

 “That’s all right,” Icklard said. “We’ll wait in the hall.”


 “If your knight master or Nova want to come, feel free to invite them,” the older brother added.


 “All right. I will.”


 Without waiting for one of the brothers to reply, Odin closed the door and made his way back to the bed. He took a deep breath, reached up to rub the sleep from his eyes, then grabbed for his socks. He’d just begun to pull them onto his feet when Nova rolled over and set a hand over his eyes. “Somethin’ up?” the man croaked.

 “Icklard and Domnin invited me to come see the city with them,” Odin said, pulling his socks further up his ankles to smooth out the wrinkles in them. “Do you want to come?”

 “Nah. It’s too early to be walking around town anyway.”


 “All right. I’ll see you later then.”


 “Yeah. See ya.”


 Nova rolled onto his stomach and closed his eyes. He seemed to fall asleep almost instantly.


 Odin glanced around the room, hoping to catch sight of his sword. He found it propped against the wall next to Nova’s scythe. Miko’s silver sheath, though not visible, could easily be hiding in one of the chests or amidst their packs.


Doesn’t matter anyway, he thought, making sure he’d properly secured his sword at his side. It’s not like we’re going to run into any trouble here.

 The worst he could imagine was getting into a bar fight, but even then, Nova had upheld his promise not to get shit-faced drunk again.

 “Odin?” Icklard asked, gently knocking on the door. “Are you almost ready?”

 “Yeah,” he said, pulling the blanket further up Nova’s back. “Let me lock the place up.”

 He walked to the threshold, lifted the key from its rack, and opened the door. He brushed out into the hall, locked it, and slid it under the crack beneath the wood, hoping Nova would be smart enough to locate it should he rise from bed before they returned.

 “All right,” Odin smiled, stretching his arms over his head. “You guys ready?”


 “Definitely,” Domnin grinned.


 Icklard smiled and led them down the hall.


 


 “It’s so… dark,” Odin frowned, looking up at the sky.

 “The Hornblaris does a good job at keepin the sun from rising early,” Icklard said, gesturing back at the mountains behind them. “They’re higher than they look.”

 “Especially in the morning,” Domnin said, stopping, then turning to look at the grand peaks that rose above them. “It’s… well… I don’t know how to describe it. Surreal, maybe, but I don’t think that’s the right word.”

 “I think the mountain’s anything but surreal,” Icklard laughed, clapping his brother’s back. “We’ve seen stranger things than the Hornblaris Mountains.”

 “Yeah, but… we’ve never been so close.”


 “You’ve never been this close to them?” Odin frowned.


 “Oh, no,” Domnin smiled. “We’ve only seen the mountains from a distance.”


 “I still don’t think they’re as surreal as you make them out to be,” Icklard said, smacking the back of his older and taller brother’s head. “Come on—we’ve got more town to see.”

 “What all did you want to show me?” Odin asked, falling into place with the two older men.”


 “We just wanted to look around. Right, Domnin?”


 “Right,” the older brother said. “We’ve never been here before.”



I figured, Odin thought.

 He raised his hand to cover a cough that escaped his throat.


 Memories came flooding back almost immediately.


 “Guys,” Odin said, looking up at the two of them. “You don’t think I’ll get the blood cough again, do you?”


 “You’ve had it before, right?” Icklard asked, waiting for Odin to nod before he continued. “I don’t see why you’d get it twice, if you’ve already had it.”

 “Does it worry you?” Domnin frowned.

 “My knight master said he catches it every so often. I worry I’ll give something to him.”

 “Your master is a strange one,” Icklard mused, sliding his hands into his pockets. “I don’t understand why he walks around in that cloak all the time. I mean, I can understand if he’s sensitive to light—as Jerdai and the man himself has said—but I’ve never heard of that before.”

 “He could be mixed blood,” Domnin mused, turning his attention to Odin. “Has he mentioned anything like that to you?”

 “Nuh-No,” Odin stuttered, swallowing a lump in his throat.

 Both brothers stopped. Domnin stared at him for a moment, frowned, then looked up at his brother, who only shrugged and offered a small, if somewhat-forced smile. “Doesn’t matter anyway,” Icklard said. “We don’t discriminate. Do we, Dom?”

 “Nope.”

 “Come on. Let’s go get some breakfast.”

 


 They stopped at a small shack along the side of the road and ate hot rolls and butterscotch tea. Odin, liking the tea so much upon the first initial taste, was keen to ask the old woman who owned the bakery if he could buy a pack of the sweets they carried.

 “Why, of course,” she said, eyes alight with newfound pleasure. “I always knew someone would ask if they could buy some one day.”

 “You’ve never been asked before?” Odin frowned.

 “Why, no—no one has at all. I find it odd, considering most who come in here seem to enjoy the tea. I’d imagine sailors such as yourself would like something nice to drink out on the sea.”

 “We’re not sailors,” all three said, almost at the same time.


 The old woman merely laughed and walked behind the counter, where she disappeared into a back room.


 “Are you going to buy some?” Odin asked, watching his friends over the rim of his cup.


 “I don’t know,” Icklard shrugged.


 “We might as well,” Domnin said, reaching into his pocket. “Besides—Jerdai complains about all the honey tea I make.”


 “It’s not like he drinks it.”


 “That’s my point.”


 Icklard snickered, but quickly straightened out when the old woman returned.


 “Here we go boys,” she said, setting two, pocket-sized bags before them.


 “We’ll pay now,” Odin said, fishing a few silver pieces out of his pocket. “Will this work?”


 “Silver?” she asked.


 “Uh… if you want something else, I can—”


 “Oh no, dear, it’s not that. It’s just… I’m not used to being offered such sums of money.”


 “Is it too much?”


 “I won’t lie, because I’m an honest old bird, but this butterscotch, it’s worth much less than it seems to be. I’m not going to take your money just because you offer it, though you’ll find many a person in this city will be more than willing to take whatever is offered.

 “You’re very kind,” Odin said, looking at the three silver pieces. He shifted the coins in his hand, watching them gleam in the faint light that pierced through the nearby window, then looked up at the old woman. Had she even seen a silver piece in her life, much less had one grace her old, wrinkled hand?

 He waited, not sure what to do or say, before smiling and setting the pieces in her hand.


 “Dear, I said—”


 “Please, take them,” he said, curling her fingers until they touched her palm.


 “I can’t—”


 “I’m a squire, ma’am—I can part with a few silver pieces.”


 “I don’t deserve such kindness.”


 “Everyone does.”


 Once Odin released his hold on her fist, the old woman uncurled her fingers, looked at the money in her hand, then walked around the counter.

 She disappeared into the back room without another word.

 


 “You know,” Domnin said, sliding a piece of butterscotch into his mouth, “she might have been playing you.”


 “I know,” Odin sighed, sliding his hands into his pockets. “They’re only silver pieces.”


 “Still, you gave her more money than she needed.”


 Odin turned his head down, preferring to stare at his feet rather than meet either of the brothers’ eyes. Just the knowledge that he could’ve been tricked out of money shamed him to no end. How, he thought, would he be able to face his knight master if he couldn’t even face his friends?”

 “Hey,” Icklard said, setting a hand on his shoulder. “It’s ok. We’ve all been duped out of money at least once in our lives.”

 “I haven’t.”

 “There’s a first time for everything,” Domnin said. He, too, set a hand on Odin’s back. “Besides—there’s worse things that could have happened.”

 “She could’ve taken gold,” Icklard said.

 “Or worse. Robbed you.”

 “I know,” Odin said, looking up at his friends. He stopped walking to look up at the sky, which had since brightened. Yellow-orange peeked over the highest points of the mountains and cast flaming shards of red across the eastern horizon. “Thank you, Icklard, Domnin. I mean, for being there for me.”

 “You don’t have to thank us,” Icklard said.

 “You don’t,” Domnin smiled, running a hand up and down Odin’s back.

 “What am I going to tell my knight master when he asks about the missing silver? I took it so the three of us could spend the day together.”

 “Well,” Icklard smiled, sliding a silver piece out of his pocket. “I’ve got this.”


 “And I’ve got these,” Domnin added, holding two of his own.


 “I can’t take this from you.”


 “Yeah you can.”


 “Besides,” Icklard chuckled. “You paid for our food and butterscotch. It’s the least we could do.”


 


 By the time they returned to the bar later that day, the sun had fallen across the sky, as though plummeting to the earth like a being from a faraway world. Before they had a chance to enter the establishment and thereby rule their day done, they stopped to examine the sunset, bathing in the glory of the ethereal glow that radiated from the nearby sea.

 “It’s not often you see a sunset like this,” Domnin said, sliding an arm across his brother’s shoulders.

 “It makes you thankful for the things you have,” Icklard agreed.

 Odin kept his silence, choosing to step forward to allow the brothers their moment in favor of lingering nearby to disturb it. He crouched down by the side of his road and raised his hand to block out the majority of the harsh sunlight. He stayed there for several long moments, watching the sea ripple and shift, before Icklard bent down and touched his shoulder.

 “Come on,” Icklard said. “Let’s go in.”

 Standing, Odin turned and made his way into the bar, where he crossed the large room and made his way up the stairs. Once there, he led the brothers down the hall until they stood at the foot of his room.

 “Do you want to come in?” Odin asked.


 “It’s getting dark,” Domnin shrugged, sliding his hands into his pockets.


 “We will if you want us to,” Icklard added. He, too, shrugged, but unlike his brother kept his hands out of his pockets.


 After a moment of waiting to see if either of the men would say something else, Odin shrugged. He set his hand on the doorknob, tested its locked, and pushed the door open when he found he could enter. He stepped into the room, gesturing the brothers to come in.

 “Sir,” Odin said, looking around the corner. “I’m back. I—”

 Before he could finish, a figure lunged forward, catching Odin off guard. He instinctively jumped back and ran into the wall, not knowing it was Miko until he stopped in place in front of both brothers. Nova, who looked like he’d just been sleeping, came out from around the corner. He leaned against the wall, cocked one eye at the brothers, and smirked.

 “Meet our friend,” Nova chuckled.


 “Yuh-Yuh-You’re an Elf!” Domnin cried.


 “Silence!” Miko hissed. “There’s no need to make it public knowledge.”


 Icklard, stunned, stared at the impressive figure before him, only stepping into the room when Domnin gripped his shirt and dragged him in. The Elf secured the door and locked it, turning his eyes on the brothers only when he felt it safe and giving them a menacing glare that surely could have killed were such a thing possible by gaze alone. “There’s no reason for anyone to know except the three of us,” Miko said, watching the mages with cold, unblinking eyes.

 “Since when does Jerdai let Elves on his boat?” Icklard asked. “And since when does the King of Ornala allow something other than a human to train his squires?”

 “For quite a while,” Miko said, his deep voice rumbling in his chest. He glanced at Odin out of the corner of his eye, but soon returned his attention to Icklard and Domnin. “You understand my need or secrecy, do you not?”

 “Yes,” Icklard said, glancing down at his feet.

 “Excuse us, sir,” Domnin added. He glanced at his own feet as well, but quickly returned his attention to Miko when he realized he’d been disrespectful. “We’ve never lain eyes on an Elf before.”

 “I’m not an Elf,” Miko said. “My blood is tainted.”


 “Just because you’re half Drow doesn’t mean you’re not an Elf. You can’t help who your parents were.”


 “Thank you, sir. Your kindness is not necessary, but appreciated.”


 Likely unsure what to say, Domnin looked at his brother, who’d since returned his attention to the Halfling in their midst. Miko reached over and gripped Odin’s shoulder, staring into his eyes. That brief moment of connection seemed like an eternity, but quickly passed when he turned his eyes back to the brothers. “Would you like to stay?” he asked.

 “We’ve bothered you enough,” Icklard sighed, reaching up to run a hand through his hair. “We barge in here without permission, invade your privacy and make you uncomfortable with our presence. We’ll leave.”

 “No… Icklard. Is that your name?”


 “Yes sir.”


 “There’s no need to leave. A friend of Odin’s is a friend of mine.”


 With one last smile, Miko turned and made his way deeper into the room, leaving Odin with a disturbing sense of vulnerability he hadn’t felt since Ornala.

 


 “Do you know where you came from?” Domnin asked, pulling a teapot off its rack in the fireplace.

 “I do not,” Miko said, accepting the cup Domnin offered. He set it to his lips, sipped its butterscotch contents, and nodded. “It’s quite good.”

 “There’s a shop in town that sells it,” Icklard said, casting a glance at Odin. “We stopped there earlier.”


 “Yup,” Odin nodded. He resisted the urge to bite the inside of his cheek.


 “Something happen to you?” Icklard asked, looking at Nova, who sat on the bed, still shirtless. “You look—”


 “Like hell,” the man laughed. “I’m just tired, that’s all.”


 “Tea will fix that,” Domnin said. He accepted an empty cup his brother offered, filled it halfway, then extended his arm toward Nova.

 “Don’t worry,” Odin smiled, upon seeing the look on Nova’s face. “It’s good.”

 “I’m just not much of a tea drinker, that’s all.” Nova accepted the tea, sipping it soon after. His tongue slid out of his mouth and across his lips. “Yeah, it’s good.”

 “Told you.”

 Nova chuckled, tipping the cup back to drink. Icklard accepted his own cup of tea and scooted over when Domnin stood, allowing his brother to slide into the extra spot on the loveseat.

 “Is there anything else you’d like to know?” Miko asked.

 “There’s a lot of things I’d like to know, but I won’t bother you with them,” Domnin laughed. He nudged his brother’s ribs, nearly spilling tea in the process. “We’ll ask you later, on a day where it’s not so late.”

 “We could speak at dinner, if you’d like.”


 “We don’t want to bother you,” Icklard frowned.


 “You won’t,” Miko said, glancing at Odin and Nova. “Would you mind if I joined the brothers for dinner?”


 “I don’t care,” Nova said.


 “It’s fine with me,” Odin added. He looked at his knight master, then Domnin and Icklard before sipping his tea. It seemed to have lost its taste.

 “Dinner’s not for quite a while though,” the Elf smiled. “Let’s just enjoy one another’s company before we have to listen to drunk men prattle on about their lives.”

 


 “At least he has someone to talk to,” Nova grumbled, stabbing a piece of meat with his knife. He bit down on the end of the blade and pulled the meat away. Odin couldn’t help but grimace. “What?” the older man frowned.

 “Aren’t you afraid you’ll cut yourself?”


 “If I do, oh well—it’ll heal.”


 “But it’ll hurt.”


 “Oh well.”


 “It’s your tongue.”


 Nova muttered something under his breath before stabbing another piece of meat. Odin sighed and picked at his vegetables, not in the least bit interested in his food.

 “Did something happen earlier?” Nova asked, setting his knife down.


 “No. Why?”


 “You’re moody.”


 “No I’m not.”


 “Yeah you are.” When Nova smirked, Odin turned his head down and slid a piece of carrot between his lips. He grimaced at the sharp flavor that penetrated the inside of his mouth. “Look, bud—why don’t you just tell me and get it over with.”

 “I think I had some money stolen.”

 “You think?”

 “I gave three silver pieces to the old woman to pay for our lunch and butterscotch.”

 “Why the hell would you do that?”

 “Shh!” Odin growled, casting a glance at Miko and the brothers, who sat a nearby table. “When she came back with the butterscotch, we asked how much the meal was and she said she could’ve lied and gave us an outrageous price. But since she was a ‘good old bird,’ she didn’t. I… I thought I’d give her the silver pieces I took to pay for our day out.”

 “Why didn’t Miko say anything?”


 “Icklard and Domnin paid me back.”


 Nova sighed, shook his head, and picked his knife up. “Lesson learned, huh?”


 “Yeah,” Odin muttered. “It is.”


 “You plan on telling him what happened?”


 “I’m not sure. I mean, on one hand, I don’t want it on my conscience, but I don’t want to lie either.”


 “I don’t know what to tell you, Odin. It was stupid enough giving an old crone silver without asking her to give you change, but feeling guilty after you got your money back is even worse.”

 “I didn’t get my money back—Icklard and Domnin gave it to me.”

 “Same thing.”

 Decided it would be best to let the day’s previous happenings go, Odin took a deep breath and continued eating, glancing up at his knight master every so often. The battle that wageed in his head sent his heart into overdrive, forcing it to pump blood into his desperately-starving mind. He had all the time in the world to decide what to do, but the longer he put it off, the longer he’d feel the way he did.

 “If you were me,” he asked, “what would you do?”


 “I don’t know,” Nova said. “I’m not you.”


 Odin smiled.


 


 By the time they returned from dinner the bar had started to die down. Normally, Odin would have to sit up and wait for the commotion to settle down before he could go to sleep, as it seemed that any and everyone on the floor beneath was much too loud and would not allow the other patrons to sleep. Tonight, however, was another story entirely. Even if he had to wait for the patrons of the bar to leave or go to bed, he wouldn’t have been able to sleep anyway. Too many things ran in his head—thoughts of lies, deceit and hard-earned silver.

 When he was more than sure that Nova had fallen asleep, Odin crawled out of bed and made his way to the window, where Miko sat watching the night. The Elf turned his attention to Odin a moment later, after he’d realized his squire had roused from sleep. “Is something wrong?” he asked.

 “There is, sir.” Odin took a deep breath, not sure if he would be able to tell the truth. The fear of consequence ran amok in his mind and birthed within his skull a flower in the shape of a skull—a thing with hollow eyes and dead, rotting teeth. It taunted him for several long, undeterminable moments, in which he merely stared into the Elf’s gleaming eyes, before finally he expelled the breath, longing for its presence once it left his chest. “The silver pieces I took from our fund earlier, to pay for our day,” he said, grimacing, his fingers instinctively curling into his palms. “I… I gave them to an old woman who worked at the bakery.”

 “Oh?”

 “Yuh-Yes, sir—I did. She… she came back to the table with our butterscotch and asked if we wanted to pay now or later. When we asked what she would charge, she said she wouldn’t lie, then said that many people here would trick you out of your money. I ended up giving her the silver based on her honesty, but after we left, Domnin said I could’ve been tricked.”

 “You could’ve,” the Elf agreed, “but no matter.”


 “What?” Odin frowned. “Sir, aren’t you… you mean you’re not—”


 “You learned your lesson. There’s no need to dwell on a mistake unless you continue to make it.”


 “You’re not going to punish me?”


 “Why should I punish you when you’ve done nothing wrong?”


 “But sir… I gave away our money, your money.”

 “Money is but a material possession. There’s no reason to own it unless we have need for something.”

 “I just feel like I’ve done something wrong,” Odin sighed, unable to mee the Elf’s kind eyes. “That’s all.”

 “Odin,” Miko laughed, setting his hands on his shoulders. The Elf waited for him to face him before he continued. “Everyone makes mistakes. You know that as well as I do.”

 “Yes sir.”


 “I made a… no. No.”


 “Sir?” Odin frowned. “What’s wrong?”


 “It’s nothing.”


 “It has to be something.” He pulled away and looked into the creature’s eyes. “You were going to say something.”


 “No I wasn’t.”


 “Yes you were.”


 “No—”


 “Then why did you stop?”


 It began as the metamorphosis of a flower whose leaves only opened at night. A long jaunt, a deep dark pool, a world of ash and the things that soon came to overcome it—it took little to see just what was happening when staring upon his knight master, and for that he trembled as, quickly, with pace he had never intended, it continued. The Elf’s eyes darkened; his lips, pale but purple, faded into the flesh of his mouth; and his face, usually enamored with expression, turned to nothing but a blank slate. It was something Odin had seen before—when, in the cottage on the island of Neline, something had happened to the Elf that rendered him completely stupefied. Catatonia was a beautiful thing, Odin mused, when used to the utmost degree. One could merely retreat into their conscience when the world began to swallow him whole. It was not, however, something blessed, especially not in something so beautiful as Miko. Rather, it was a curse—a destiny, it could be said, for the things that ultimately should not exist.

 “Sir?” Odin asked.

 When Miko did not respond in any way, shape or form, Odin extended a hand and flushed his fingers before the Elf’s eyes, expecting some form of reaction to happen. When nothing did, however, a chill begin in Odin’s heart, one so dark and terrifying that it made every pore on his arms stand on end.


He’s thinking, Odin thought, about what he did.

 He could not necessarily give pity to the creature for what he’d done. Although he did, in hindsight, understand what may have taken over him, given his blood and just how unbalanced he was, he could not feel pained for the thing that sat before him. Such selfish actions of the human or sentient heart are said to be refusals of admittance, those of which could not be earned with coin or heart. For that, Odin knew, he could do nothing.

 “Miko?” Odin asked, pulling his hand away and returning it to his side.

 The Elf’s eyes, set to the outside world, stared forward, unblinking.

 It was at that moment Odin realized there would be no chance in the Heavens or in Hell that he would be able to break this trance.

 With a brief sigh, he pressed a hand against the creature’s back, held it there for several long moments, then began to make his way back to the bed.

 Just before he closed his eyes, Odin watched his knight master and thought only one thing.


Is this justice, he wondered. Or is this punishment?

 


 The following morning, Nova’s rough hands shook him awake. At first Odin fought, trying to push his friend’s fingers away. Then, slowly, he became conscious enough to hear the words flowing from his friend’s mouth.

 “Odin,” Nova repeated, tightening his grip on his shoulders as his voice continued to gain more clarity. “Get up and get dressed. We’re leaving.”

 “We are?” Odin sat up, shivering at the morning cold. His ears burned and the bridge of his nose ached.

 “Yeah, we are, so get dressed. You can sleep on the boat if you’re still tired.”

 Once sure he’d heard correctly and that he was not dreaming, Odin rolled out from under the covers and reached for his shoes. He pulled them on, laced them together, stood, then followed Nova out of the room, making sure to lock the door behind him. He started for the stairs with his friend, but stopped before he could continue, turning to look at the place they’d stayed in for the last few days. It would, most likely, be a long time, if not never, before they came back.


Well, he thought, tightening his grip on the brass key that rested in his hand. I guess this is it then—the next part of my adventure.

 “You comin’?” Nova asked, tapping his foot on the dull-colored wood.

 “Yeah,” Odin said. “I am.”

 With one last look at the door, he followed his friend down the stairs, knowing in his heart that this would be the final stretch of his journey.



 


 



Chapter 8

 


 As Elna had more than a year ago, and the Neline coast only a few months back, Fisherman’s Point faded with time, leaving them with only glimpses fo strangely-dyed wood, jagged cliffs and the Hornblaris Mountains, which continued to haunt them for weeks on end until they disappeared in a haze of cloud a month later, when nothing could be seen in the distance except water endlessly shifting upon the horizon. At first, the days seemed endless, as though time itself had ceased to exist; then the weeks followed, soon dragging on into the first month. They ate well each day, with fish for breakfast, lunch and dinner, and those men who’d lived on the sea their entire lives sung of faraway lands that could never be reached within a mortal’s lifetime—of a land beyond the Crystal Sea, where Elves and creatures of old had sailed to one day touch the mainland.

 Gradually, Odin fell into his usual routine. He’d rise at almost dawn, walk out onto the ship both to greet the new day and to relieve himself, then slide back into his room until the day wore on. He fished with Nova, spoke with Miko, and played magical games of catch and release with Icklard and Domnin.

 Soon enough, the reality of his last year became apparent. When winter came and went, the knights would return to Ornala with their squires, praying under harsh breath and swift whispers that their hard work would not end in disappointment. He thought of everything he’d learned and how, should he be accepted into the king’s army, he would benefit his country.


I can do it, Odin thought, tightening his grip on the point of the railing, where the ship’s two sides met to become one at the bow. I know I can.

 Closing his eyes, he breathed in the warm, morning air and imagined himself among the king’s men. Garbed in fine armor and armed with the finest of weapons, he would be atop his mighty mare, waving at the crowds of men, women and children assembled at the front gates, and he imagined it would be his father’s smiling face he would pick out in the crowd, beckoning to him with a wave of his hand. Son! he would cry, laughing and crying at the same time, his voice heard over a multitude of cries and jeers. You did it! he would say. You really did it!

 The thought of his father forced a warm, if provoked tear from his eye. It traveled down his skin and followed the rugged path of his cheek, where it clung to his sharp jaw with all its might. There, its journey ended, and began just the same. As its short life as human moisture ended, it fell, where it joined the vast, mighty ocean. There, it would live forever, just as he would should he become a knight of fame, honor and valor.


This is it, he breathed, expelling his breath as slowly as he could, relishing the release of pressure from his chest. This is where I become a man.

 With one last, final breath, he opened his eyes to face his destiny.

 It was glorious.

 


 “It’s awfully calm today,” Domnin mused, leaning against the railing. “Don’t you think?”


 “Don’t fall,” Odin warned.


 “We won’t fish you out,” Icklard chuckled.


 “Yeah right,” Domnin laughed. “You’d be jumping right in after me.”


 “Don’t count on it, brother.”


 As though thinking better than to potentially risk falling into the ocean, Domnin pushed himself away from the railing and arched his back to stretch his muscles. He rolled his shoulders, loosened the strain in his arms, and smiled, reaching up to scratch his shaven, if somewhat-stubbly chin. “So,” he said, looking from Odin, to his brother, then back again. “What do you two want to do?”

 “I don’t know,” Odin shrugged. “I’m fine just standing out here.”


 “You’ll get bored of that here quick,” Icklard smiled, smacking Odin’s arm. “But you already know that.”


 “Yeah, I know.”


 “I’m tempted to make a sphere out of water, except I don’t want to get in trouble.”


 “A sphere out of water?” Odin frowned. “What would you do with that?”


 “We toss it back and forth,” Icklard smiled. “It gets pretty wild at times, especially when we start running around the deck.”


 “We always end up hitting someone with it,” Domnin confessed.


 “The last time we played, Domnin nailed Jerdai right in the face.”


 Odin grimaced. “Ouch.”


 “Doesn’t feel too good to get hit in the face with a flying ball of water,” Icklard agreed. “But hey, Jerdai wasn’t mad for too long.”

 “Yeah, after I cleaned dishes and tidied his room for a month,” Domnin muttered, rolling his eyes.


 “Bet you didn’t get laid for a while.”


 “Do we really have to bring that up?”


 “Hey! I’m just saying!”


 “Anyway,” the older brother mumbled. “I bet we could get away with it if Odin played.”


 “I don’t know,” Odin said. “I don’t want to get us in trouble.”


 “You won’t get in trouble. Miko’s paid your way onto the ship.”


 “That doesn’t mean I can do whatever I want though.”


 The younger, red-haired brother smirked, lighting the tip of his pointer finger in green light. He shot a dart of light at his brother, who quickly raised his hand and stopped it with a bowl-sized barrier.

 “This one drives him even more nuts than the water game,” Domnin chuckled. “Especially when we start reflecting light off our barriers.”

 “It doesn’t hurt anyone,” Icklard explained, repelling a bit of Domnin’s orange magic. “If anything, it’s annoying.”

 “Here, Odin—catch.”

 Odin ducked before a bolt of magic could hit him in the face. Domnin chuckled, but quickly changed his tune when Odin retaliated with a shot of his own. The snow-white dart of light bounced off Domnin’s shield, then flew at Icklard, who quickly reflected it abck at Odin.

 “See?” Domnin laughed, catching the single orb of light within his outstretched palm. “It keeps you entertained.”


 “Especially when you get a crowd,” Icklard said.


 “Is that how you get caught?” Odin smirked.


 “Pretty much.”


 The two of them returned their eyes to Domnin, whose attention was set on the orb of light between his clawed fingers. The white orb of magic pulsed within his grasp, nearly invisible in the harsh glow of the afternoon sun. “I never thought about it until now,” the older brother said, “but you do know white magic is rare, right?”

 “No,” Odin frowned. “I didn’t.”


 “Purple is too,” Icklard added. “I had only heard of it before your knight master helped us fend off the Sirens.”


 “Do the colors mean anything?”


 “Dark Elves usually only have purple or dark-red-colored magic,” Domnin said, extinguishing the white orb with a clench of his fist. “White, though… Icklard, do you remember what’s so special about it?”

 “It’s known for its healing properties.”


 “Ah!” Domnin grinned. “I remember now. Like Diana.”


 “Yeah.”


 “Diana?” Odin asked, blushing when both brothers turned to look at him.


 “You don’t know who Diana is?” Icklard frowned.


 “No.”


 “Diana,” Domnin said. “Also known as Gaia.”


 “The Goddess of Life,” Icklard finished.


 “Oh,” Odin nodded. “All right. I know who you’re talking abiout now.”


 “Legend says she came over the Crystal Sea to the mainland of Minonivna with the Elves thousands of years ago. She supposedly brought life back to our dying land.”

 “Plants bloomed from dead rock under her feet,” the older brother continued, “and animals emerged from their caves to walk alongside her. She raised her arms and seeds fell from the heavens, planting the trees, the shrubs, the grass.”

 “She healed the sick and the dying,” Icklard said, crouching down to stare at the wood beneath their feet. “She touched near-dead men and made them young, brought children out of eternal sleep, purified the water tainted with disease and blood. I’m surprised you don’t know about her, Odin. But, then again, she’s not that traditional in mainstream religion.”

 “Why not?” Odin asked.

 “She was declared a heathen and burned as a witch.”

 “They say as she died,” Domnin sighed, “that the animals from the nearby forests came to witness her death. Some… some even say they shed tears.”

 “Animals can’t cry,” Odin said.

 “They did when Diana died.”

 “You know,” Icklard said, standing to his full height. “We’re lucky that people have opened their eyes since then. We wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t.”

 “I know,” Odin said, looking down at his hands. He thought of the magic flowing through his blood and how Diana, a woman who had only sought to bring good to the dying land of Minonivna, had been burned because of the gift that had helped so many, that had given birth to all life on the mainland and had made their world habitable again. “It… it makes me sad, knowing that people still don’t understand each other.”

 “Me too,” Domnin sighed. “Me too, Odin. Me too.”

 “Don’t you ever wish you didn’t have your gift,” Icklard said, reaching out to grip Odin’s arm. “Because sometimes, if you wish you didn’t have something, that something can disappear forever.”

 


 “Sir,” Odin said. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”


 Miko turned from his place at the window, purple eyes calm but curious. “Yes,” the Elf said. “You know you can.”


 “I was just wondering,” he began, settling down on his bed, “why you never told me the story behind my magic.”


 “Your magic?”


 “Diana,” he said. “Or Gaia, I mean.”


 “Ah.” Miko crossed the short distance from the window to Odin’s bed. There, he kneeled to the floor and set a hand on Odin’s bare knee, his thumb trailing up to where his first battle scar lay just beneath the fabric of his trousers. “I never thought it was important enough to tell you.”

 “Why not?”


 “I’m not sure. You’ve never asked about it either.”


 “I know,” Odin sighed. “But… well… I just figured you’d tell me.”


 “I don’t want to tell you everything, Odin. What good would it do to tell you everything when you could learn it for yourself?”


 “I guess, sir.” He looked down at his knight master’s hand. A long, bony finger slid along the surface of his scar, sending shivers up his spine and into the back of his neck. Miko stopped the moment he realized the action.

 “It’s still sensitive,” the Elf said, seating himself beside Odin. “Does it bother you much?”


 “Not unless I touch it.”


 “Your hip?”


 “It’s fine.”


 “May I see it?”


 Odin stood. He slid his shirt over his head, then loosened his belt, holding his trousers in place whilst sliding his pants down to reveal his now-healed hip. The once-knotted mas of purple, blue and black had since disappeared, healed by the natural wonder of his half-human body.


Half-human, he thought, blinking when he felt his master’s hand on his hip.

 Did it mean anything to be half-Elf? Did it grant him extraordinary powers of perceition or give him the ability to tune in to other people’s emotions? How, exactly, could he know if he had never experienced being human?


I was human for sixteen years of my life, he thought. Miko’s thumb rolled around the ball of his hip, occasionally pressing down as it searching for any defect that may have gone unnoticed. That should give me an idea.

 “I don’t see anything wrong,” the Elf frowned, gesturing Odin to pull his trousers back into place. “If it starts bothering you, please tell me. I would not want you to unintentionally injure yourself in battle.”

 “I can walk and run just fine,” Odin said, tightening his belt. “You don’t think it’ll cause problems, do you?”

 “There are some young men, like yourself, who are injured in a skirmish and cannot fight for the rest of their lives. Of course, even if you managed to be crippled in a fight, you’re still far more useful than an average soldier. Your Gift makes up for any weakness you may have. But no—I don’t think your past injuries will cause you problems. You’re young, and the body has a miraculous way of curing that which we cannot see.”

 “Yes sir,” he said, bowing his head. “Thank you.”


 “Was there anything else you needed?”


 Odin shook his head.


 “Good,” the Elf smiled, turning away from him. “If you have any questions, feel free to come back.”


 For some reason, Odin took that as a sign to leave.


 


 Nova stood near the railing, looking out at the ocean. At this time of day, with the sun almost directly above, most of the men had since peeled their shirts off, revealing flaking or scarred, red skin. Nova himself had decided to take this method into consideration. He, occasionally, scratched at the beard that framed his cheeks and jaw, as if it pained him to have so much hair on his face. The teardrops of moisture that beaded down his cheeks gave Odin the impression that such a thing might be uincomfortable.

 “If it’s hot,” Odin said, stepping forward, “why don’t you shace it?”


 “Because I like my beard,” Nova smirked, glancing over his shoulder. “It’s about time.”


 “Sorry. I was with Icklard and Domnin, then I went to see Miko.”


 “Is he all right?”


 “He’s fine,” Odin frowned. “Why? Do you know something I don’t?”


 “Not unless you count his looking out the window something you don’t know.”


 “Do you think he sees things we can’t, Nova?”


 “I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s got the blood of two different Elves in him—who knows what he can see.”


 Odin shrugged. He nudged Nova’s ribs as a group of men passed.


 “You know I won’t say anything,” the older man whispered, slapping his back.


 “I know. I just don’t want someone to accidentally hear us and tell Jerdai.”


 “You really think he’d kick us off the boat just because Miko’s a Halfling?”


 “You heard what Icklard said. ‘Since when does the captain let Elves on his ship?’”


 “Yeah,” Nova grunted, turning his eyes back to the ocean. “I guess you’re right.”


 With nothing further to say, Odin turned his attention to the sea and watched the gentle waves roll back and forth in the mass of water below them. In the long months they’d been at sea, he’d learned that still water was something to be wary of. The night the Sirens had struck the ship, killing a dozen of Jerdai’s men, the sea had been dead-calm, just as it had just before the terrible storm that had cost him and Nova their lives. It would’ve seemed that such stillness was meant to be an omen—a foreshadowing, some may say, of epic proportions, that was meant to be viewed and as such prepared for.

 “Hey,” Nova said, drawing Odin from his thoughts. “Can I ask you a question?”
“What is it?”

 “When do you think we’ll get to where we’re going?”

 “I don’t know,” Odin sighed, closing his eyes, baring his neck to the salty air. “I wish I did though.”

 


 When Nova could no longer bear the heat, Odin rejoined Icklard and Domnin at the front of the ship, where they lfited orbs of water for the dolphins to play with. The sleek, shining creatures trailed alongside the boat in glee, squeaking greetings, flipping in circles and twirling just above the surface of the water whenever the orbs of water chased after them.

 “They’re mammals, you know?” Domnin said, looking up at Odin.

 “I know,” Odin said. “I’ve been told.”

 “Fish don’t breathe air,” Icklard commented, raising one of the orbs just in time for a dolphin to jump from the water to capture it between its outstretched jaws. “There’s a few other creatures that breathe through blowholes or through their noses, but I’ve never seen any of them.

 Domnin tossed an orange-sized ball of moisture into the air, smiling when several of the creatures circled beneath the water as if they were sharks or other predatory creatures. “Some say everything came from the water. Supposedly, if you want to believe the legend and what the Seers have said, our world was once a giant ocean, a playground for all things big and small.”

 “The Elves rose first,” Icklard said, “in the form of smooth, pale-skinned creatures.”

 “They weren’t always beautiful though,” Domnin commented. “They once looked like the things that haunt the marshes near where you’re from, Odin. You know of them, right?”

 “The… uh…” Odin paused. “What are they called again?”

 “Marsh Walkers.”

 Odin nodded. He remembered them, more than well if he wanted to truly admit to it. Such things were meant to be avoided, he knew, from what his father had once said—that when hungry, and devoid of natural food, they would take children and even livestock into the marshes and drain them of their blood with twin, fanged incisors that rested within their beaks. Contrary to belief, however, these things were not birds—were anything but. With big black eyes, long, bulbous fingers, skin that looked constantly wet and a height of some six feet tall, they resembled an amphibious creature much like a frog or even a salamander. It was for this reason, and from looking at an artist’s interpretation, that he had a very hard time believing what Domnin had said—that such an ugly creature, who appeared to be anything but beautiful, could, transform into something so magnificent, so beautiful, so articulate and pure. Miko could have never been such an ugly thing, even in millennia past, so it was for that reason when, in looking at Domnin’s face, Odin said, “I’m not so sure I believe that,” then shrugged, hoping his words hadn’t offended either of his friends.

 “Neither am I,” Domnin said. “It’s just what I’ve read in a few old books.”


 “It is hard to believe,” Icklard agreed. “I’m not sure about it myself.”


 “We’re trained mages, Odin—we’re expected to look at things from all sides.”


 “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing,” Odin said, looking up at the brothers. “I’m just saying I’m not so sure about it.”


 “That’s the bad thing about mortality, huh?” Domnin laughed. “It keeps uf from seeing the things we want to see.”


 “Just imagine what Miko’s seen,” Icklard mused.



Yeah, Odin thought. Just imagine.

 


 Night bloomed darkness.

 Outside, a dull orb of white light lit up the night sky, extending its rays like petals to a lily that only flowered in the blackest places of the world. It cast an iridescence across the water in a way that made the low-hanging mist shine—seemingly, of course, like mushrooms struck by magic and forced to glow for the rest of time.

 Stepping from the inside of the boat and onto the deck, Odin scanned the area in search of his knight master, careless as to whether or not his presence would disturb a moment that would rather have been left alone. Miko had stepped out of the room earlier, saying he’d return in but a moment, but hadn’t come back since.

 Maybe, just maybe, he’d finally found the thing he’d been looking for.

 Taking his first deep breath of the cool, night air, Odin drew his cloak around his shoulders and made his way further onto the deck. Beneath the crow’s nest, shielded in an octagon in light, he experienced a feeling of lineliness he hadn’t felt since Ornala, when he’d been locked in the tower. Around him, light—seeming to beckon him with its pleasant presence—danced and flickered whenever the waves shifted the surface of the fog, taunting him into submission. Out here, alone and without the company of others, it chose to threaten him with solitude, that of which seemed all the more present in light of the fog rolling up from the sea and onto the deck.

 “Sir?” Odin asked. “Where are you?”

 Something cried out in the distance.

 At first, the sound reminded him of a water bird, like those who made nests along the coasts of wooded lakes. After a moment, however, he realized the scream had not been made by a bird, but it definitely could not have been made by a person either.


A monster? he thought, shivering. In this current climate, it was any wonder what could be lurking about.

 “Miko,” he said, choosing to use his knight master’s name in the hopes that the sound would draw his attention. “Please, come back inside. It’s cold out here.”

 A figure standing at the front of the deck shifted, back facing him. He recognized the broad shoudlers and stepped forward, smiling and relieved beyond compare. “Why didn’t you answer me?” he frowned. “Why didn’t you—”

 He stopped speaking.

 A tremor vibrated his being.

 The fog, which had risen to the point where it blocked almost everything from sight, shifted, revealing the large, sleek head of a creature Odin had only begun to dream of. 

 Lochna, a water dragon from depths of the ocean so deep it was said she rose only once in a thousand years, watched Miko with large silver eyes, intent on the slight, minute movements only a trained eye could see. About the size of a royal guard’s shield, the silver ovals that made up her eyes caught the moonlight and reflected it back at whomever had the honor of standing in her presence, only further sealing the forbidden pact two of the land’s most ancient creatures could have held.


You’ve called, Halfling, a sound androgynous but bearing feminine qualities said, her voice rolling over Odin’s brow and off the back of his head like pudding spilled but not yet cleaned up. Your cries are heard, even though they are not spoken.

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


Tell me: what is it that troubles your kind soul?

 “I… I’m afraid,” the Elf said, his voice low, but high enough so Odin could hear. “I’m afraid something bad is going to happen.”


Why is this?

 “Because I feel it.” Miko lfited his head. “In my heart, in my mind… in my blood. I do not know what to do, and I feel it is my responsibility to shield my squire from whatever may lie in his future.”


My future? Odin frowned, shivering, not cold but not comfortable in the least. What is—


There is nothing you can do to alter the future, Lochna said, causing Odin’s thought to stab into his brain and inflict the most tremendous of pains in the center of his forehead. And, kind Elf—Halfling, whatever you choose to be—there is nothing I can do to alter it or ease your worries. I am no mage, no Seer, no prophet. All I can say, and all I can tell you, is that despite whatever lies in this young man’s future, it is his to face, not yours.

 “I…” Miko stopped. He looked down at his hand, then sighed, a rumble of struggled breath breaking the silence of the otherwise-calm night. “Thank you, my friend. Please… do rest. I will never call you again.”

 Before his eyes, Odin watched something he thought he would never see disappear through the fog and into the sea.

 


 In the days following his discovery, Odin stayed in his room, preferring his own company than that of others. At first, no one said nor did anything, but it soon became apparent that something was bothering him. Several times, Icklard and Domnin came to check on him, always asking if something had happened or if he had something on his mind. Nova, too, asked, but Odin said nothing, other than that he was sick and wanted some time to himself.

 At night he dreamed of water dragons and of Elves who asked them questions, while during the day he dwelled on thoughts harsh and unconsecrated, trying as hard as he could to force them from his mind, but to no avail. It eventually escalated to the point where he couldn’t think about anything but the conversation Lochna and his knight master had had, which only served to further drive his consciousness into the pit of agony.


You need to stop, he thought, taking a deep breath. This isn’t going to get you anywhere.

 Uncurling himself from the mass of blankets he’d bundled up in, Odin crawled out of bed and made his way into the bathing room, where he looked at the circular, wooden tub they hadn’t used since they left Fisherman’s point. Then and there, he decided he would take a bath, then heat the water up for either Miko or Nova, whomever returned first.

 Turning, he grabbed the bucket of water at his side and brought it near the far wall. There he set it under a pump, turned its rotating knob, and began to draw water from the sea through an ingenius and somewhat-impossible method that couldn’t have been committed without magic or some kind of pressurized system that Odin didn’t even want to begin to think about. The process, though tedius and requiring a constant rotation of the pump’s vaulve, did not take long to complete, given that he was able to cross the distance between the pump and the tub back and forth fairly quickly. Soon enough, he had a tub full of water before him.

 “All right,” he muttered, kneeling beside the tub. “Here goes nothing.”

 He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and looked deep inside himself, locating the fountatin that fueled his magical being and that of everything else in their world. Once found, he began drawing energy from it, shivering at the warmth that traveled the length of his arm and toward the water. It bothered him for only a moment until the water started to sizzle. A dip of his finger proved he’d heated it enough for a substantial bath.


At least I’ll be clean, he thought, parting the folds of his jerkin.

 Not that dirty water necessarily bothered him. He could bathe in it just fine, but he preferred to know what could be in the water around him before he stepped into it without any clothing. He’d heard of foolish men developing illness just because they hadn’t bothered to clean their water.

 After double-checking to make sure the tub had indeed heated up, Odin stepped out of his trousers and into the bath. Inside, he sunk until only his upper lip remained above its surface and closed his eyes. He took slow, deep breaths, reveling in the water’s warmth and the way it seemed to drown out all but the simplest of things.


This feels so good, he thought.

 “Hey.”

 Odin jumped, inhaling water in the process.

 Coughing, he looked up to find Nova standing in the threshold, both hands braced against the wall. “Sorry,” the older man smiled. “I was going to ask if I could get in with you.”

 “I don’t care,” Odin managed, pounding his chest. Water ran out the corners of his mouth.


 “If you’re modest, that’s fine—I can wait.”


 “I’m not modest,” Odin laughed, coughing up more water. “It’s ok. Come in.”


 He turned his head to allow Nova his privacy. A moment later, his friend settled into the water beside him.


 “Thanks,” Nova sighed, splashing water on his face. “It feels good to have a warm bath.”


 “I’m going to run another for Miko later,” Odin said, lifting a bar of soap at this side. “I don’t think he wants to bathe in our water.”

 “I doubt he’d care,” Nova laughed. “Here—hand me that bar of soap.”


 Odin slid it in Nova’s hand, then moved over so the man could better wash himself.


 “Can we talk now that we’re along?” Nova asked, sliding the soap across his chest. “I’m worried about you.”


 “I know. It’s ok. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”


 “Heh,” the man laughed. “Yeah right. Knowing you, you’re keeping something you seen or heard to yourself and it’s eating you alive.”

 Crimson lit Odin’s cheeks. Nova chuckled and gently splashed him. “So I was right,” he said, running wet fingers through the soapy curls of hair on his chest. “You know you can talk to me, bud.”

 “I know.”

 “So why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you?”

 “All right.” Odin sighed, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. “A few nights ago,” he said, giving Nova his full attention, “I saw Miko talking to a water dragon.”

 “A water dragon?” Nova frowned. “You serious?”


 “Uh huh.” Odin paused, crossing his arms over his chest. It seemed so cold despite the warm water that came to his nipples.


 “I thought dragons were extinct?” the older man asked.


 “Supposedly extinct,” Odin offered.

 “Anyway, I guess that doesn’t really matter,” Nova sighed. “I can understand why that would bother you, Odin, but it’s not like Miko’s going to tell people he can talk to a dragon.”

 “It’s not that, Nova.”


 “What is it then?”


 “He… uh… said that he…”


 “It’s ok. Take your time.”


 “He said that something bad was going to happen, and that he felt he had to protect me from it.”


 Nova said nothing. He looked down at the water, almost as if something had caught his attention. For a brief moment, Odin entertained the fantasy of that same water dragon appearing from beneath the silky white soap water to greet them with its presence. That idea quickly passed though, as Nova sighed and brought Odin’s attention back to his face. “I don’t know what to tell you, Odin. On one hand, I’m kinda worried, because if Miko feels like something is wrong that can’t be good. On the other hand though, I don’t think you have anything to worry about, becaue it’s not like you can control what’s coming your way.”

 “Maybe this is pointless,” Odin mumbled.


 “What?”


 “I said maybe this is pointless.”


 “Yeah, but what’s pointless?”

 “Being on this adventure, training to become a knight. This.” He flushed his hand at the air around them. “I don’t get the point if something bad’s going to happen to me.”

 “Don’t say that,” Nova said, setting a hand on Odin’s arm. “Imagine what you’re going to be doing in a few years, Odin. You’re going to be a knight, riding around the country, helping those who need help and defending those who can’t defend themselves. What could be better than that?”

 “If something’s going to happen to me, Nova, I won’t be able to help anyone.”


 “Bullshit you can’t!”


 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. He looked into his friend’s eyes, unsure of what to say. “What?” he asked.


 “You can do anything you want. Don’t hold yourself back just because someone’s saying they think something bad’s going to happen to you.”

 “But Miko—”

 “Miko nothing, Odin. I don’t care if he’s half-Elf, half-Drow, half whatever the fuck you can think of—he’s still here, he’s still physical. Just because he’s lived a lot longer than we have doesn’t mean he knows something we don’t.”

 “What if he has the Sight or something though? Like you have?”

 “So what? Just because someone has the Sight doesn’t mean everything they see is true.”

 “But you… you found me.”

 “That’s because it was right that time. Who knows what could have happened. I could’ve went all the way to find out you didn’t exist. Would that mean that just because I saw something and didn’t find it that I was somehow better than everyone else, somehow more useful? Because if it does, hell—sign me up. I’ll be the king’s royal seer.”

 “That’s not funny Nova.”


 “But do you see my point?”


 “Yeah,” Odin sighed. “I do.”


 “Come here bud,” Nova said, opening his arms.


 With nothing else to do, Odin sighed and slid into his friend’s embrace.


 “Everything’s going to be all right,” the older man whispered, patting Odin’s upper back. “Don’t worry. I promise.”


 Somehow, Odin believed that, despite everything he felt.


 


 Later that day, after Odin and Nova had bathed for what seemed like hours, Miko returned. Upon noticing the pair of them were freshly-washed and clean, he smiled, then strode across the room to sit at Odin’s side.

 “You’re very handsome,” Miko said, touching Odin’s face. “As are you, Nova.”


 “Thanks,” Nova grinned, reching up to smooth his beard. “I kinda already figured I was though, since I’m a married man and all.”


 “I know.” Miko returned his eyes to Odin. “Is there still water?”


 “I’ll go run more,” Odin said, standing. He smiled when Miko pursed his lips. “It’s all right, sir. I was planning on doing it anyway”

 “All right,” the Elf shrugged, slipping his cloak off his shoulders. “If you want, that’s fine. Don’t feel as though you have to.”

 “I know.”

 Odin reached up and gripped the Elf’s smooth wrist. He traced the muscles up his knight master’s arm until his hand came to rest on his shoulder, at which point his eyes fell to the Elf’s smooth, handsome face. As always when in the presence of such a tremendous creature, he stared until he figured his action too impolite, then turned and made his way into the bathing chamber.

 As he pumped fresh, if salty water into the tub, he found himself thinking about what he and Nova had discussed earlier. Although his friend was only a few years older than he was, Nova held gems of knowledge in his mind that he could only hope to achieve. He couldn’t imagine being on this journey without him. Had Nova not been there, he would’ve never had the courage to introduce himself to Icklard and Domnin, nor would he have had the strength to traverse the shaking halls of a storm-battered ship. And now, pumping new bathwater for a creature he could have only hoped to dream of, he realized he would have never gotten over the worry and fear of the future heading his way like a loaded crossbow shooting its bolt had it not been for Nova.


He’s helped me a lot, Odin thought, reaching up to scratch an itch on his cheek. I don’t know what I’d do without him.

 “Is it ready?”


 Odin blinked. Miko set a hand on hi shoulder, kneading the tightened muscle.


 “Almost, sir,” Odin said, kneeling beside the water. “You can undress now.”


 Miko slid his hands to the knot of his skirt while Odin held his hand over the water, warming its depths from top to bottom. He caught sight of Miko’s muscular legs, but quickly turned away, not wanting to stare like he’d done so long ago in Ornala.

 “There’s nothing to be ashasmed of, Odin.”

 “I know, sir. It’s just that… well, you already know what I think of you. You’re strong, smart… brave.”

 “As are you, my friend.” Miko set a hand on Odin’s cheek, sliding a thumb along his jaw. Unnerved by the touch, Odin shivered and would have drawn away had he not the self restraint. “Is something wrong, Odin?”

 “No, sir. Is… is the water warm enough?”

 Miko stooped, sliding the tips of his nails inside. “Yes,” he nodded, stepping over and into the tub. “Thank you, Odin. I’ll call if I need anything.”

 Odin nodded, accepted the grip his knight master offered, then left the room, trying his best to shake the iamge of a life-hardened warrior from his mind.

 


 As traveling southwest would have predicted, the weather continued to worsen, often to the point where even the comfort of four walls all but diminished. Odin, who’d experienced this drastic change in temperature firsthand upon their initial maiden voyage, refused to go on the deck without reason now that the skin on his back, shoulders and arms was flaking.

 “Dammit!” Odin cried as Nova rubbed sunburn balm on his back. “That fucking hurts!”


 “Quite a mouth on you there,” Nova chuckled.


 “Shut up.”


 “I’m sorry, Odin, but don’t feel like you’re the only one who has it.”


 “I know,” he sighed, biting his lower lip. It’d be raw by the time the day was over. “Sorry.”


 “Don’t be.” The older man paused, squeezing more balm onto his hand. “Damn hot weather.”


 “It makes you wonder where we’re actually going.”


 “Sure as hell does,” Nova agreed.


 “I just wish everything didn’t have to be such a big secret.”


 “So do I, but you heard Miko—‘you’ll appreciate it more if you want until we get there.’”


 “Did you appreciate Neline?”


 “No,” Nova mumbled. “I was cold and miserable both ways.”


 Odin chuckled. Nova slapped the back of his head and dumped him out of the chair. “Hey!” Odin cried.


 “Snooze you lose, bud.”


 Smirking, Odin rose, brushed some dirt off his trousers, and walked to the bed, where he spread out across it on his stomach and tried his best not to move. “I hope this weather doesn’t last too long.”

 “Even if it does, we’ll get used to it.”

 “I guess.”

 Nova settled down at the foot of the bed and squeezed Odin’s thigh. “Just relax and get some sleep. The sunburn will be gone soon enough.”

 “I know. Thanks Nova.”

 “Don’t mention it.” Nova rose and crossed the short distance to his bed, but turned and looked out the window before he could get there.

 “Something wrong?” Odin asked.


 “No,” Nova said, glancing back at him. “It’s just…”


 “Just… what?” Odin frowned, sitting up when Nova stopped speaking.


 “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


 The older man settled down on his bed without another word.


 


 “I said I’m not going outside guys.”


 “Aww, come on,” Icklard said. “It’s not that bad.”


 “Did you see my arms?” Odin asked, holding them out for emphasis.”


 “Yeah, we’ve seen them,” Domnin mumbled, “just like we’ve seen all the other men as well.” Icklard chuckled. Domnin elbowed him in the ribs. “Are you coming or not?”

 “I—”

 “Look.” Domnin reached into his pants pocket. He withdrew a clear glass bottle with honey-colored liquid inside. “This will keep you from getting burnt up out there.”

 “I don’t know, guys.”


 “We’ve been bored out of our minds without you,” Icklard said. “You only abandoned us without saying where you’d be.”


 “You know I’d either be with you, Nova, or here in our room.”


 “You’re never with your knight master,” Domnin agreed.


 “What’s that supposed to mean?”


 “Nothing! Nothing!” Domnin raised his arms and nearly dropped the bottle of balm in the process. “I’m just saying—we never see him either.”

 “Do you even know where he goes during the day?” Icklard frowned.


 “No,” Odin said. “I don’t really care where he is as long as he’s not lonely.”


 “Lonely?” Domnin asked.


 “He’s told me some things about himself that makes me worry sometimes. Don’t worry—he’s all right. It’s just… well, you know how it is.”

 “You worry about the people you care about.”

 Odin nodded.

 “So,” Icklard said, drawing the word out to get both Odin’s and his brother’s attention. “you gonna come out on the deck with us?”

 “I guess,” Odin sighed.

 “Good,” Domnin grinned. “‘Cause we’re gonna climb the crow’s nest.”

 


 High above the world, the crow’s nest lingered like a dark cloud waiting to spew forth a storm. Ropes, chained to a bird’s roost, dangled from its surface, creating a nest so wide and vast that even the largest spider would have taken pleasure in making its home there. However, no matter how safe or sturdy it looked, it did not quell the fear that rested in Odin’s chest, fluttering like a butterfly desperate to escape the clutches of some fang-toothed, predatory creature. He thought that if he let it go—if he took his first step onto the net and began to climb its tangles—that spider he had seen in his mind would come forward, snatch his butterfly from its cage, and make him fall to his death. His fear, as extreme as it was, caused him to shiver, so much so that he imagined he must look like a spectacle, considering his height and build.

 “Odin?” Icklard asked, setting a hand on his arm. “Are you ok?”


 “No,” Odin said, swallowing a lump in his throat. A bead of sweat ran down the bridge of his nose.


 “Are you afraid of heights?”


 “Nuh-Not really.”


 Had he truly been afraid of such things, he would have never ventured to the window in that fifth tower on choice days, when he felt like the only person in the world. He would have never stared out at the young men training before and longed for any companionship, and he most definitely would not have thought about throwing himself out it.


One fall, his words had been. That’d be all it would take.

 It would be the same with the net. If he did actually choose to take his first step onto the structure and the wind came up, shifting his next foot or handhold only slightly, it could easily send him falling tens, if not dozens of feet back to the ship—or worse, into the ocean itself.


I can’t do this.

 “I can’t do this,” Odin said, looking up at Icklard.


 “I thought you said you weren’t afraid of heights?”


 “I’m not. It… it’s just… I don’t want to fall.”


 “You won’t fall,” Domnin said, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Besides—even if you do, me or Icklard can catch you.”


 “It’s not that hard to stop someone in midair,” Icklard agreed.


 “So don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”


 “All right,” Odin sighed, stepping forward. He tilted his head back to examine the crow’s nest above them and once more shivered. “How do I do this?”

 “Grab on, like this,” Icklard said, grabbing one piece of the rope, “then put your one foot here, then there. Like that.”

 Odin waited, watching Icklard traverse the first few feet up the net. The man stopped, tightening his grip on one of the ropes, and let go with his other hand, waving them up. “It’s not that bad,” he laughed. “Come on.”

 “Race you to the top!” Domnin jeered.

 “You’re on, Dom!”

 Domnin leapt onto the net and started up the ropes, soon catching up with his brother. Odin, on the other hand, merely watched them, still unsure about the whole thing.


They’re going to think you’re a pussy if you don’t do this.

 “I’m not weak,” he whispered, taking a step forward. “I know I’m not.”

 With one last deep breath, Odin took hold of the rope and pulled himself up, doing just as Icklard instructed. Left hand first, then right, followed by each foot, he made his way up the net as though he’d been doing it all his life without a care in the world. Several times, the wind came up and shifted the ropes, taunting his fears and jeering at his advance, but he didn’t fall, not even when he thought he would.

 “See!” Icklard called down, laughter in his voice. “It’s not that hard, is it?”


 “No!” Odin laughed. “It isn’t!”


 “Better hurry up!” Domnin yelled. “You’re going to lose the race if you don’t!”



That’s all right, he thought, but nodded so Domnin would know he’d heard him. I’d rather lose the race than my footing.

 He continued climbing up the net, stopping every so often to observe the ocean or something that caught his eye. Several times, he thought he saw one of the air-breathing mammals, and even caught sight of a large group of fish that sparkled just beneath the surface of the water, reflecting their light back up and into the air as if they themselves were capable of such luminescence. The sights alone made him regret not at least trying to come up here before.


Oh well. I’m here now.

 Once at the top, Odin pulled himself into the nest with Domnin and Icklard’s help, then stopped to take a breath before pushing himself into a sitting position. Here, at the top of the world, the glaring heat of the sun burned the planks beneath their feet, forcing Odin to readjust his position or risk getting burned. After a moment, however, Ickalrd reached down and channeled magic into the wood, chilling its surface to a bearable temperature.

 “I don’t know how long that will last,” Icklard said, “but it’s better than nothing, right?”


 “Definitely,” Domnin greed, scratching his beard.


 “Are you going to keep that?” Odin asked, watching Domnin toy with the hairs on his chin.


 “I don’t know. I might.”


 “Oh, he will,” Icklard grinned. “Jerdai likes it.”


 “Shut up!” Domnin laughed, slapping his younger brother’s arm.


 “Well, he does.”


 “Have you two been better since…” Odin paused. “Since… uh… you know?”


 “Oh,” Domnin mumbled. “You must’ve heard about the fight.”


 “No one was talking about it, at least as far as I know. I found out about it only because I heard Jerdai swearing at himself at something one morning. I asked him what was wrong, so he ended up telling me. I’m sorry for bringing it up.”

 “It’s all right,” Domnin said, running a hand through his hair. “But to answer your question, yeah—everything’s been fine.”


 “Jerdai’s been better,” Icklard agreed.


 “Except he’s still keeping us a secret.”


 “He just doesn’t want to lose his job, that’s all.” Odin sighed. “I mean, I can understand how that must feel, but he’s doing it to keep your livelihood safe.”

 “I guess you’re right,” the dark-haired brother agreed.


 “Hey,” Icklard said, sliding an arm around Domnin’s upper back. “We came here to have fun, didn’t we? Don’t get down on us.”


 “We did,” Domnin agreed, looking up at them. “Sorry, Odin.”


 “It’s ok. Don’t worry about it.”


 Odin stood and took hold of the wooden barrier that encircled the crow’s nest. The rocking boat made him nervous, especially considering the fact that it seemed his footing could easily be disarmed and he could go plummeting into the deck or ocean below, but he figured he would be all right. The brothers wouldn’t let him fall.

 “It’s beautiful,” Odin said, looking out at the area before them.


 “It is,” Domnin nodded, taking place behind Odin. “It looks like it could go on forever.”


 “It pretty much does,” Icklard muttered.


 “Wait.” Odin paused, squinted, and pointed at something in the distance. “What is that?”


 “What do you see?”


 “Uh… Islands.”


 Like animals silently stalking their kill, four islands of various shapes and sizes crept from the ocean, rearing heads that had not been seen until that point. Though not completely visible from their vantage high above the boat, they looked to be covered in dense foliage—pine, it seemed, though he wouldn’t know until they got closer. The longest and most-intimidating island curved in places like a jagged sword waiting to slice through the mainland at its most vulnerable moment.

 “Oh no,” Domnin breathed.


 “What?” Odin asked, panicked. “What is it?”


 “Tentalin.”


 Uncertain, Odin turned to look at the islands, tightening his grip on the railing as a wave came up. Whether that action had been physical and caused by the ocean or metaphorical and created by his emotions he didn’t know, but didn’t particularly care.

 At that moment, he realized why Miko had kept their destination a secret


 “No,” he whispered.


 “Odin?” Icklard asked. “Is something wrong?”


 “He kept it a secret because that’s where we’re going.”


 “Where?” Domnin frowned.


 “Tentalin,” Odin said, looking back at the two of them. “We’re heading toward one of those islands, guys. And I’m going to be leaving for one of them.”



 


 



Chapter 9

 


 Uncertainty rose in his chest as he followed Icklard and Domnin down the net, plaguing him with fears, doubts and worries. His first dealt with the islands and which one they would be staying at, while his second and possibly most important beckoned to question where they would be sleeping. They couldn’t stay out in the open on any of the islands. Goblins, Orcs, Ogres, Trolls—each inhabited an island of their own and each posed a danger in their own way.


It’s going to be all right, he thought, taking slow, deep breaths. The wind came up, tousling his hair over his eyes. He thought he would fall when his fingers slipped from the rope and he tried to grab, but managed to keep a strong grip with his other hand. As long as I don’t kill myself before I get down.

 Funny, how things seemed to work that when someone tried to accomplish something greater with their life. A man could serve the king and choke on a piece of meat; a woman could have the happiest of lives within the church only to trip and break her neck; a child, prancing about, could stumble across a bear and then be eaten alive. If anything, those that tried to better themselves somehow managed to destroy the good part of their existence by trying too hard.

 At the bottom of the net, Odin joined the brothers and descended onto the first deck. Already a group of men had congregated near the railing, cavorting at the sight of a new and possibly-dangerous place. Among them stood Jerdai, who kept a fair distance away from his frlocking ship hands if only to maintain a level of superiority to keep his men from doing anything too stupid.

 “Sir,” Odin said, pushing his way through a group of men who stepped in front of him. “There must be some mistake. We shouldn’t be here.”

 “You shouldn’t,” Jerdai agreed, “but we’re in the right place.”


 “What?”


 “Your master has asked me to bring the three of you to the Tentalin Isles.”


 “No fucking way in hell am I going there!” Nova roared, nostrils flaring as he pushed two shiphands out of his way. “Turn this boat around, Jerdai.”

 “I can’t do that, Nova.”

 “You could always leave.”

 Odin looked up. Miko offered a comforting touch to one of the men Nova had pushed out of his way and gently nudged him out of the path. The hulk in black stood before Nova, staring him down with eyes no one could see.

 “What’re you talking about?” Nova growled. “I’m not leaving.”

 “I you’re not leaving, then why are you refusing to go to the location I have chosen?”

 “Because it’s this!” Nova cried, throwing a hand in the air. “Are you out of your fuckin’ mind? You’ll get your squire killed if you take him there!”

 “You shouldn’t question my actions, Nova.”

 “Why shouldn’t I? We’re goin—”

 “There is no need to argue about this. I have already made up my mind. We’re going to the Tentalin Isles.”


 “But sir,” Odin started. “Are you—”


 Miko turned and strode away, disappearing into the boat.


 “I’m sorry,” Jerdai sighed, setting a hand on his forehead. “This is where he asked me to take you.”


 “You could’ve refused!” Odin cried.


 “No, Odin—I couldn’t have. When a man takes your hand and puts more money than you’ve ever seen in the base of your palm, you can’t refuse what he asks you, no matter what it is.”

 “But—”


 “I’m sorry. The Lady Annabelle is going to the Tentalin Isles… whether I like it or not.”


 Sighing, Jerdai shoved his hands into his pockets and took the stairs, disappearing from sight as he ascended the second deck.


 “What do we do know?” Odin asked.


 “Nothing,” Nova sighed. “Nothing at all.”


 


 Back in their room, Miko busied himself with packing their supplies—first his, then Odin’s, followed by Nova’s. He set all three by each applicable bed, pausing only to make sure he had packed something the correct way before returning to his work. Steadfast and not in the least bit willing to step forward and assist his knight master, Odin watched the Elf from the safety of the far wall, afraid that what he had said earlier might have caused a bit of a stir.


It did, he thought, brushing his suddenly-cold arms.

 The hair follicles stood on end, creating a gooseflesh-like affect that could have been compared to the thin, wiry and dying hairs on a dog afflicted with mange. He thought of how he’d experienced such sensations only a few times in his life and realized that, like Neline, they would be going into unexplored territory.

 “Sir,” he said, frowning when the Elf turned his still-cloaked head up at him. “Have you been here before?”


 “I would not take you somewhere I have not been.”


 “If I can ask… which island it is?”


 “Ohmalyon.”



The island of the Ogres.

 Trembling, he summoned the image of such a creature in his mind. At about twelve feet high at the smallest and anywhere from fifteen to twenty at its highest, such a creature towered over any man and even the tallest Elf, dwarfing him in stature and minimizing him incope. Their arms would be thick and knotted with muscle, their backs hunched at the shoulders in order to bear the weight of their body on their front hands, while their knuckles, naturally hardened as they broke and scarred over, would cushion them as they supported themselves on their limbs. He imagined coming face-to-face with one and wondered what exactly would happen. Were they intelligent, like their ancestry had once claimed, or were they stupid—dumb, as men would call them, of emotions and speech?


Should I ask why he’s been here? Or do I keep that to myself?

 Maybe it would be better not to ask.

 Stepping forward, Odin nudged his knight master aside, smoothing out the blankets on the bed the Elf had been making. He fluffed the pillows and tucked the quilts under the mattress, careful not to squish his fingers with their impressive weight, and flattened the corners of the quilts as best as he could. When he finished, he made both his and Nova’s bed, then turned to face the Elf, humility alight in his mind and unease fluttering about his heart. “I’m sorry about earlier,” he sighed.

 “You reacted in a much better manner than Nova did.”

 “Nova’s just worried about our safety.” Odin paused, glancing at his hands. “And besides—he just wants to get back to his wife. That’s all.”

 “That’s no excuse for causing such a stir.”

 “I… I guess.”

 Odin chose to remain silent, allowing Miko to continue through the room, tidying and arranging things as he saw fit. He pushed chairs in just slightly, rolling them on their safety bars even when they had been pushed out of harm’s way, and aligned a sweet dish so it would rest directly in the center of the table. He even brushed what Odin thought was dust off the sitting chairs.

 “Arm yourself,” Miko said. “We’ll be leaving soon.”


 “Are you sure?”


 “There’s no point in carrying your sword by hand.”


 The wicked weapon sat in the corner, near where Nova’s scythe stood propped against the wall. Still in its sheath, but covered with a protective sheet to keep its sheen, Odin unwrapped the weapon and attached it to his belt, making sure it wouldn’t interfere with his gait before taking Nova’s scythe in hand. “It’s heavy,” he grunted, setting the shaft against his shoulder.

 “Did you expect it to be light?”


 Odin shook his head.


 “No matter,” Miko said. “Come—we must calm Nova before we dock.”


 “Why is that, sir?”


 “Because there are some very special people I want you to meet, Odin. Some very special people.”

 


 Pine trees rose in the distance as the ship steadily progressed toward the largest island in the Tentalin chain. Ohmalyon—wicked, shaped like a sword and located closest to the second, southeastern peninsula that jutted out from the kingdom of Kegdulan—called to them in the form of colorful birds that tipped the surface of the trees, as if warming them to turn back or risk the repurcussions they would surely face. They cried out and disbanded, spreading wings and taking flight before disappearing into the forest that lined the beach.

 “Look at it,” Odin said, bracing himself against the railing.

 “It’s like a long-lost home,” Miko agreed.

 Odin glanced at his knight master, surprised at his choice of words. Was that why the Elf had brought them here—because it held some greater significance?


Of course it does, he thought, running a hand through his hair. Everything he’s done has helped us in some way.

 Ornala, Elna, Neline, and now here, Tentalin—he’d learned something from each and every place. Regardless of how trivial or strange their locations may have seemed, Miko had brought them to each for a reason, even if it didn’t seem immediately clear. Like those places, Ohmalyon would be no different.

 “We’ll be docking soon,” Miko said, setting a hand on Odin’s back. “Are you ready?”

 “As ready as I’ll ever be,” he sighed.

 Nova, who’d since recovered from his fit, stepped forward and set a hand on Odin’s back, just below where Miko’s palm graced the area just beneath his shoulderblades. He felt both men’s hands touch, even though he couldn’t see them, and he could have sworn their fingers interlaced, as if lost and unsure what to do.

 “Everything will be fine,” Miko said, drawing Odin’s eyes toward him. “You have nothing to worry about.”


 “We know,” Nova said, taking a deep breath. “Right, Odin?”


 Nodding, Odin turned his eyes on the island in the distance—not to avoid the question, but to face it head-on.


 He hoped that no ill would come out of this next part of their journey.


 


 Peach sand parted under the ship’s belly as they coasted the sandbars and prepared to depart for the island. Several men ran back and forth across the deck, securing sails and tossing anchors over the side. Icklard and Domnin raised their hands, sparking magic from their palms, to hold the ship steady as both the tide and the rush of activity rocked the boat to and fro. Even Jerdai, who normally stood aside and made sure nothing would go wrong, stepped forward to help. He joined a group of five men in lifting a small, arrow-shaped canoe, hefting it over his shoulders and carrying it to where the stairs would soon collapse into the ocean.

 “Sorry to say,” the captain grunted, rolling his shoulders after he and the other men secured the boat in place, “but this is as close as we can get to the island.”

 “Understandable,” Miko nodded, glancing at the water that lay between the island and the sandbar. “This will be no trouble to cross.”

 “I’m just worried about the ‘bars. You think you can navigate them, or do you want one of my men to sail across with you?”


 “How would he get back?” Odin frowned.


 “That’d be his problem, son.”


 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.


 “There’s no need for that,” the Elf said, turning just in time to see the stairs slam into the sea. Water soaked a group of nearby men, several of whom nearly slipped and went overboard. “Thank you for your service, Jerdai. It is much appreciated.”

 “No, thank you.”

 The captain shook Miko’s hand, then Nova’s. When it came time for Odin to shake, he reached out and tentatively gripped the odler man’s hand, not sure what to say. He met Jerdai’s brown eyes a moment later and smiled when the captain offered him a grin.

 “You’ll do great out there, boy,” Jerdai said, slapping his naked shoulder. “You’ve got a great man leading you and a good friend at your side.”

 “Thank you, sir.”

 “No, Odin—thank you. I’ve realized a few things in the time I’ve met you and I think they’ll make me a better man because of it.” The captain released hold on his hand. “Good luck, son—you’ll need it out there.”

 “Thank you.”

 With one final nod, Odin bade Jerdai goodbye and followed Miko and Nova across the deck, avoiding seawater, piles of rope and anything else that might cause them problems. Once at the stairs, Miko took their packs and passed them down to two other men, one of which stood holding the cannoe in place, the other evenly distributing supplies throughout their transport. Icklard and Domnin stood nearby, watching Odin with sad eyes.

 “Guess this is goodbye,” the older brother said, forcing a smile when Odin stepped forward.

 “For now, anyway,” Odin sighed. He, too, forced a smile, not wanting their last meeting for the year to be filled with sad memories.

 “Don’t worry,” Icklard said, reaching out to punch Odin’s shoulder. “You’ll be back.”

 “You know I will,” he laughed, wrapping an arm around each brother. “Thank you, guys. I don’t think I could ask for better friends.”

 “No need to thank us,” Domnin said. “Right, Icklard?”


 “Right”


 “Good luck out there, Odin.”


 “Even though you don’t need it,” Icklard chuckled, smacking the back of Odin’s head when the three broke their embrace. “You’ve done so much for the both of us in such a short time. I don’t think we’ll ever be able to repay you.”

 “There’s no need to,” Odin smiled, reaching back to rub his neck. “That’s what friends do, right? Friends help friends.”


 “Friends help friends,” Icklard agreed.


 “They sure do,” Domnin said.


 “Goodbye, Odin. We’ll see you when you come back.”


 “You’ll almost be a knight be then.”


 “I hope so,” Odin said, sighing when Nova set a hand on his shoulder. “Bye guys.”


 “Bye,” the brothers both said.


 Odin gave the two a final nod before he followed Nova down the stairs, careful not to slip on the water that perforated their surfaces. At the bottom step, Miko gestured Odin into the center of the boat, offering a hand on which to stable himself as he stepped over the half a foot that separated the stairs from the boat. Once he settled down, Nova stepped in behind him, then Miko, who took the helm and accepted an oar one of the men offered. Nova, too, received an oar, following Miko’s lead by setting his to the right while the Elf positioned his own to the left.

 “When winter passes?” Jerdai asked, crouching to look at the Elf.

 “When winter passes,” Miko nodded, reaching out to shake the captain’s hand one last time.

 Raising his hand in friendly goodbye, Odin watched the men cheer, whistle and yell encouragement, Jerdai only pushing them away from the boat when he saw fit. Behind them, Icklard and Domnin released sparks of light into the air, willing them to explode into a comical display overhead. Bolts of green and orange brightened the air, sparking and flying around and above the boat in a friendly, victorious parting as if the magic were birds, butterflies and dragonflies summoning them off to the world.

 “Goodbye!” the brothers called, waving their magically-brightened hands in the air. “And good luck!”

 “Goodbye!” Odin called back.

 As the brothers disappeared from sight, and as they became harder and harder to see, Odin thought back on his last year and what the journey had brought him—how, in Neline, he had learned that even the greatest of beings had weaknesses, and how, despite the odds, and the fact that your race was slowly disappearing from the face of the earth, you could still fight for the things you believed in.

 This would be the last year he spent as a squire.

 While he had time, he had to make it last, if only to secure his memories for the lifelong journey ahead.

 


 Stone buildings appeared as they neared the beach. Men dressed in long, tan cloaks walked the water’s length in a perfect line of seven, waving hands toward the woods as if beckoning something to appear. Odin, who’d been left to sit while Miko and Nova pumped the boat, leaned forward, squinting to try and see the figures better. “Who are they?” he frowned, setting a hand on Miko’s back.

 “Tentalin Monks,” the Elf said, glancing over his shoulder at the two of them. “These are the people I wanted you to meet, Odin.”


 “Why?”


 “Because they are very wise men who have sacrificed everything in order to better their lives.”



To better their lives.

 Would these men, these monks, serve as an allegory for what was to come, as a metaphor for the future and just what he would have to sacrifice for his own destiny? Had Miko implied that in order to become a good knight, he, to, would have to give something up in the process?


I’ve already given something up, he thought.

 Did giving up his childhood really mean anything? He’d accomplished nothing in those two years in the tower, nothing except growing closer to a high mage of the court and developing his body into a perfectly-structured fighting machine. Even then, that relationship couldn’t mean anything more than two mens’ pity to a misunderstood boy, could it?


No. It doesn’t.

 Taking a deep breath, Odin crossed his arms and bowed his head until his chin met his chest. The sight of the beach and the men walking across it nauseated him for reasons he couldn’t understand.

 “You ok?” Nova asked, squeezing his shoulder.

 “Yeah,” Odin said, expelling a breath. “I am.”

 The older man patted his back before retuning to his work. Odin continued to dwell on his thoughts at how knighthood would affect the rest of his life until he felt Miko stir in front of him. He looked up to find that the Elf had raised a hand and that the men on the beach had stopped to give them their attention.

 “I come to the island of Ohmalyon with my squire, Odin Karussa of Felnon, and my friend, Novalos Eternity of Bohren,” Miko said. “I ask for permission to come into your land.”

 “Your permission is granted!” one called back. “But what are you, cloaked creature?”

 Odin grimaced.


Creature.

 So—despite the guise, they knew that Miko wasn’t just a large man in a cloak.

 “That is of no concern right now,” the Elf said, lowering his hand to grip the oar. “My name is Mikaeisto Unaistaio. We mean you no harm.”

 “Then come forward. Only those with wicked hearts would see fit to step onto a land only to harm those innocents who inhabit it.”


 Miko resumed paddling, carefully navigating between a group of sicky rocks and a sandbar that lurked just beneath the surface.


 “Why didn’t you answer them?” Odin asked, touching the Elf’s arm. “Won’t they think we mean harm if we ignore them?”


 “I didn’t ignore them, Odin. I chose not to reply. There’s a difference.”



Sure there is, he thought, shaking his head.

 He reached down to make sure his sword had stayed buckled at his side. While he didn’t think the monks would pose any danger, mostly because Miko had said they were men he’d want him to meet, there was no harm in being cautious, especially around strangers.

 “I’ve met too many to be that dumb,” he mumbled.


 “What?” Nova asked.


 “Nothing,” he said, running a hand through his hair. He looked up at his knight master. “Will we stay with them, sir?”


 “For a little while,” Miko said, the flexing muscles in his arms visible even through the black cloak. “I think it would benefit you to listen to whatever they’d like to say.”

 “Why are they here, sir?”


 “That would be a question better left for them to answer.”


 “All right.”


 “Don’t worry. They’ll answer anything you’d like to ask.”


 When they came within a few feet of the beach, Odin kept quiet, eyes following what few monks had continued along the tree line, waving their curled hands as though connected to a greater instrument. The others who had remained behind watched them with indifferent eyes, waiting for the strangers to set foot on their land.

 “Just stay calm,” Miko said, stabbing his oar in the sand. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure nothing happens to the two of you.”

 With uncertainty clouding his thoughts, Odin stepped out of the boat and took his place alongside his knight master. Nova, meanwhile, struggled to remove himself, further complicated by his broad frame and the heavy scythe he carried with him. The ever-patient monks waited, lacing their fingers together and allowing their hands rest about their pelvic bones. None of them spoke until the hairy, red-haired man came forward.

 “We welcome you to Ohmalyon,” the lead monk said, bowing his clean-shaven head, “Odin Karussa and Novalos Eternity, as we welcome you, grand being in black.”

 “We thank you for your kindness,” Miko said, bowing his head in turn. “I would like to request safe passage into the forest of Ohmalyon.”

 “For what reason?”

 “I am raising my squire to be a knight. I would appreciate the opportunity of letting him experience a land that few grown men have ever seen.”

 “There is no reason for a squire to enter these woods and cause trouble with our brethren,” the monk said. “Please, turn back while your boat still waits.”

 “We mean no harm to anything that makes their home in these woods, sir. My words are true. We seek only to rest, not bother anything that may inhabit these woods.”

 The monk said nothing. Instead, he looked at Odin, blinked—most likely at the sight of his red eyes—and waited. Ater a moment, he took a deep breath, but nodded. “I see no reason that you three cannot enter if you feel as though you must,” he sighed, looking back up at Miko. “That is, if you don’t cause trouble.”

 “We won’t.” Miko set a hand on Odin’s back. “Would it be possible for the three of us to stay with you for a few days, to recover from our long journey at sea?”

 “That would be no trouble, so long as the three of you don’t mind sleeping in the same room.”

 “We’re a party,” Nova grunted, shifting the scythe against his shoulders. “We’ve slept together since we left Ornala almost three years back.”

 “All right then,” the monk smiled, turning to face the stone building. “Follow me, my friends. We’ll get the three of you settled in, then we can talk about whatever you want.”

 


 “So,” the monk said, leaning across the stone table to face Odin. “You came from Ornala then?”


 “Yes sir,” he nodded, lifting his hands from the table. “I’m training to become a knight.”


 “How far along are you?”


 “A year-and-a-half.”


 “You’ve done well for yourself,” the monk agreed, turning to gesture a boy of about fourteen over. “Parfour, my boy—would you be kind enough to fetch our guests some water?”

 “Yes Master Beal,” the boy said, bowing his head. He scurried out of the room a moment later.


 “You have boys here?” Odin frowned, watching the wood door cling shut.


 “Why yes,” Beal smiled. “We do.”


 “Why?”


 Miko cleared his throat. Odin, realizing his behavior, bowed his head, cheeks burning a bright scarlet. “Excuse me, sir.”


 “There’s no need to be sorry, my son,” the monk said, setting a hand on his back. “But, to answer your question: we have several young men among us.”

 “How come?”

 “Many come from bad or troubled homes. Most of their parents abandoned them to the streets or left them in the company of strangers that did not take care of them. We offer homes they do not—and, most likely, never will—have.”

 “What all do they do here?”

 “They learn what they would’ve in our average society,” Beal said, smoothing the folds of his robes before crossing his arms over his chest. “The majority of them learn the things we teach—discipline, valor, respect for our others. Some choose to do other things though, like sing, paint or write. We’re quite diverse with what we let our young men do.”

 “This place is very old,” Miko agreed, speaking up for the first time since they’d entered. “You do very good work, Master Beal.”


 “Thank you, sir,” the man nodded, turning just in time to see Parfour return with the water. “Thank you, young sir.”


 “You’re welcome, Master.”


 The boy set an ornate, stone-carved goblet in front of the monk, then walked the curve of the table to give Nova one. He nodded, offering Nova a polite smile before making his way toward Miko. He stopped, examined the cloaked Elf for a brief moment, then offered the glass, which Miko took with a small nod and a quiet thanks.

 “Thank you, Parfour,” Odin said, accepting the glass as the young man offered it.

 “Yuh-You’re wuh-welcome,” the boy replied, surprise lighting his eyes. Odin imagined he’d never been addressed by name by strangers.

 “I regret to inform you that I have business to attend to,” Beal said, taking one last sip of his water and rising. Parfour, can you stay with our guests and assist them with anything they may need?”

 “Yes Master Beal, sir.”

 “Thank you.” The monk returned his focus to the three of them, eyes lingering on Miko. “If you need anything, please, feel free to ask the boy. He’s here to help you with whatever you need.”

 “Thank you,” Miko said, sipping his water. “We appreciate your generosity.”

 “The pleasure’s mine,” Beal smiled, turning to leave.

 Odin watched the old man leave with a strange, disturbing sense of peace. While he’d seemed polite and used his authoritative figure properly, something about the monk bothered him, like he was a dirty bird mixed in with a group of clean ones contaminating fresh drinking water.


You’re just paranoid, that’s all.

 Looking up, he smiled at the younger man and sipped his water. “Do you like it here?” he asked, setting his glass down.


 “Muh-Me?”


 “Yes you,” Odin smiled. “It’s all right. You don’t have to be so proper.”


 “We don’t care,” Nova grunted, kicking his feet up on the table.”


 “Nova!” Odin laughed.


 “Shut up, kid—I’m tired.”


 “I can take you to your rooms, if you’d like,” Parfour offered, heading for the door.


 “We can wait for a moment, “Miko said, turning his eyes on Nova. “Unless you’d like to leave now, Nova?”


 “I can wait. Don’t worry.”


 Miko nodded. He lifed his glass, his long, glove-sheathed nails wicked in the subtle light pouring in from the high, open windows.

 “You never answered my question,” Odin said, looking back up at the boy. “Do you like it here?”

 “It’s all right,” the boy shrugged, rubbing his robe-covered arms. “I don’t have to do a whole lot, other than listen to what the monks say and go to classes every few days.”

 “It sounds like a nice life,” Odin agreed. “And there’s a nice view.”

 “I guess.”

 Parfour looked down at his feet. Odin followed his gaze, imaging he’d seen a rat or something similar scurrying across the floor. As he figured, nothing except the cold, hard ground lingered at his feet.


He’s nervous, Odin thought, scratching a cheek.

 “I’m ready,” Miko said, rising. “Would you escort us to the room we’ll be staying in, Parfour?”

 “Yes sir,” the boy said, stepping back so Odin could rise from his stone chair. “Please, follow me.”

 


 “Everything’s made out of stone here,” Nova grunted, adjusting his position on the blankets arranged below him. “It hurts my back.”

 “The blankets aren’t helping?” Odin frowned.


 “Not really.”


 “We have extra,” Miko said, sorting through the largest of their four packs. “Would you like another blanket, Nova?”


 “If you want to get me one, sure.”


 Miko pulled a quilt from the pack and passed it to Nova, who folded it double and spread it across the length of the stone. Unlike a normal bed, the stone that the Tentalin monks slept on had head and footrests, which appeared to have been carved out of the wall, but Odin couldn’t be sure.

 “How long will wwe be here, sir?” Odin asked, sitting down on his bed of choice.

 “Not too long,” Miko said, lifting his head to look at the wooden door. “I don’t like it here either, if you want to know the truth.”

 “Why?” Nova frowned. “They seem all right, if a little strict.”

 “Their ways bother me. The young men have little time to themselves, and what little they do is spent sleeping. They’re forced to stay here until they come of age, or until they escape to the boats that occasionally come by to drop off supplies. Or worse—they flee to the woods.”

 “Is it really that bad here?” Odin asked.

 “You tell me,” the Elf said. “You’re the one who saw Parfour turn his eyes away at your kindness.”

 Odin nodded. He’d just started to shut the image out of his mind until his master mentioned it. “I don’t know,” he shrugged, spreading out along the blankets. “I’m just thankful that I had such a good father.”

 “Me too,” Nova said. “Even though the man wasn’t my real father, he still took care of me.”

 “You had a good man to raise you,” Miko said, pulling an extra blanket for both himself and Odin out of the pack. “It’s easier to grow up if you have a stable parent.”

 “Do you remember your parents, Miko?”

 “No,” the Elf said, “I don’t.”

 While Miko turned, dropped his pack near the foot of his bed and began to smooth a new blanket out over it, Odin thought about his father and how it would’ve been to grow up without him. He dared to think about what would have happened if he would’ve grown up on the streets of Felnon as a child and how he would’ve survived.


There weren’t any children without their parents in Felnon though.

 The thought alone made him shiver.


 “Will it be cold tonight?” he asked.


 “No,” Miko said, pulling his hood down. “It won’t.”


 


 As Miko had said, not even the slightest amount of cold air fluttered into the room and disturbed the warm night. Odin, who had yet to be taken by sleep, rolled over to face the stone when he found his thoughts too troubling for his own good, hoping that the sight of a still, unmoving surface would put him to sleep.

 Sighing, he forced his eyes shut, but not to the point where it caused him pain. He tried to push the images of young men in robes and children on the sides of dirty street corners out of his mind, but no matter how hard he tried, they continued to start, taking shelter in the nooks and crannies within his head. At one point, he even opened his eyes to will away a terrible vision of Parfour arching his back in his bed, clawing at his chest as though demons inhabited his body.

 “It’s all right,” he whispered, reaching up to rub sweat from his forehead. “They’re just bad thoughts.”

 Despite his reassuring words, he still couldn’t believe that Parfour lived a life without troubles. The fact that he’d turned his head down in the presence of a kind stranger only proved that the monk’s teachings weren’t entirely good.

 “Sir?” Odin whispered, hoping his knight master would hear. “Are you still awake?”

 “Yes, Odin,” Miko said. “Come here if something’s bothering you.”

 Throwing his legs over the side of the bed, he looked up to find Miko sitting up, all but a sheet covering his lower body. Odin stared at the Elf’s moon-brightened form for a moment, then rose and crossed the room.

 “What’s troubling you?” the Elf asked, scooting back so Odin could sit down.


 “A lot of things,” he sighed, taking a deep breath. “I just don’t like to see people suffer, that’s all.”


 “You believe someone is suffering?”


 “Parfour. He… he didn’t seem happy.”


 “Seldom few seem happy in our day and age,” Miko said, running a hand down Odin’s back. “You can’t let the things that your mind wants you to see bother you.”

 “Why am I feeling this way, sir? I… I don’t know what to do.”

 “There’s nothing you can do, Odin. You can alleviate the burden of whatever you’re feeling by talking to someone, but only you can fight the things that rest in your heart.”

 “It just seems like there’s nothing worth fighting for sometimes.”

 “There are many things worth fighting for, my friend. You’ll come to find that in your life.”

 “Sir, can I…” He paused. Miko waited, dark eyes visible even in the darkness. Odin wondered for a brief moment if the Elf’s eyes naturally glowed, or if he just happened to see something that wasn’t really there, before he took a deep breath and expelled it. “It’s childish, but… may I sleep with you tonight?”

 “There is nothing childish in wanting the comfort of another person at your side.” Miko slifted the sheet.


 “Thank you, sir.”


 Miko said nothing. He merely raised an arm, rested his head atop it, and closed his eyes.


 That night, Odin ell asleep with the Elf’s chest pressed against his back and an arm draped over his side.


 


 He woke feeling warm.

 At first, Odin thought that Miko hadn’t left the bed, and rolled over to press himself against the Elf’s warm body. But, as he soon found, his knight master had long since left, leaving only his warmth to signify that he, too, had slept there throughout the night.


I shouldn’t have slept with him, he thought, drawing a piece of the blanket into his curled hand. A squire shouldn’t ask his knight for such a thing.

 Then again, wasn’t that a knight’s job—to assure that his squire stayed as comfortable and secure as possible?


It wasn’t right.

 Sighing, he opened his eyes to find himself alone in the room. He considered staying in bed, but decided against it and crawled out from beneath the covers, where he walked to his own bed, bent at the foot of it, and fingered through his pack until he found a fresh pair of trousers and a new jerkin.

 “Nova!” he called, pulling the new pair of pants up his legs. “Miko, sir! Where are—”


 “They’re not here.”


 Odin jumped.


 Parfour stood in the open threshold, watching him with curious eyes. “Are you all right?” the boy frowned, setting a hand on the wall. “I heard you calling and wasn’t sure if something was wrong.”

 “Nothing’s wrong,” Odin said, shrugging his arms into his jerkin. “And don’t worry—I’m fine.”

 “All right.”

 The boy remained in the threshold, watching him run his hands through his hair and over his face. When he reached down to button the jerkin, the boy’s eyes followed his hands to his chest, seemingly marveling at the way his fingers snapped and secured the buttons in place.

 “Are you all right?” Odin asked, looking up at the young man.”

 “Ah-I’m all ruh-right.”


 “You don’t seem like it.”


 “Why don’t you thu-think that?”


 “You seem uncomfortable around people.”


 “I…” The boy paused. Shrugging, he stepped into the room and crossed his arms over his chest, soon leaning against the wall. Like he did yesterday, he stared at the floor, not able—or willing—to meet Odin’s eyes.

 “I used to be like you,” Odin said, reaching for his sword that rested underneath the bed.

 “What?”

 “Always nervous, afraid of what people were going to say or think of me. If you haven’t noticed, I’m not the most normal person you could meet.”

 “Your eyes are red,” the boy nodded. This time, he looked up at Odin, his pupils a startling shock of green-brown sparkling with just the slightest bit of orange. “I… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

 “I was talking to you, Parfour. Don’t think that you can’t talk back when I say something to you.”

 “All right.”

 Odin stepped forward and set a hand on the boy’s shoulder, hoping, but not sure, if Parfour would give him his full attention. At first, the boy started to turn his head down, but stopped after a moment. Apparnetly, something about the look in Odin’s eyes had caught his attention and he chose to give him his full attention.

 “You want to show me around?” Odin asked, tightening his grip on the fourteen-year-old’s shoulder. “I’d love to get to know you a little more.”

 “Ah-Are you shuh-sure?”

 “I’m sure,” Odin smiled. “Come on—let’s go.”

 


 “And this is where the monks train us to fight with our staves.”


 “Wow,” Odin said, stepping into the huge, sand-covered sparring circle. “It’s… so different from what I’m used to.”


 “Your sparring circles aren’t covered in sand?” Parfour frowned.


 “No. They’re covered in dirt or mud.”


 “Oh.” The boy shrugged. “All right.”


 “Are you any good?” Odin asked, lifting a staff from its rack. He traced the polished wood, surprised at its smooth texture and its eccentric shape, in which a bulb of carved wood adorned each side of the weapon as well as in the center, between where the user would place his hands likely to balance out the weight of the weapon.

 “Oh, we can’t,” the boy said. “Please, don’t—”


 “Why not? Will you get in trouble?”


 “I… I don’t know.”


 “There’s no one around to see us, Parfour. Come on—spar with me.”


 “I don’t know,” the boy said, looking down at his feet. “Please, don’t make me, Odin.”


 “If you don’t want to, I won’t make you. I’m just saying—if someone says something, I’ll just say it was my idea. That way you can’t get in trouble.”

 “I know better though.”


 “So do I, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun, right?”


 Parfour chose to remain silent. Odin sighed, set the end of his staff in the sand, and waited for the boy to respond.



I don’t know what they did or told him, he thought, but whatever it was, it’s completely warped his personality.

 “Parfour,” he started.


 “All right,” the boy said. “I’ll do it.”


 “You will?”


 The young man nodded. “I will,” he said, lifting a staff of his own. “I… I don’t think we’ll get into trouble.”


 “We won’t,” Odin smiled, taking a few steps back to allow Parfour entrance into the ring. “Tell me something though.”


 “What’s that?”


 “How come your rings are filled with sand?”


 “Beach fighting,” the boy said. “Pirates sometimes come and try to raid. They never get past the beach.”


 “I bet,” Odin grinned. “You ready?”


 “Whenever you are,” the boy mumbled.


 Tightening his grip on the staff, Odin began to walk the outer edges of the circle, nodding when Parfour began the same motion. He waited—trying to gauge whether or not this small, meek boy would attack first—and watched his feet, thinking back on his duel with Nova in Ornala and how easily his friend had taken him out.


Watch your feet, he thought, readjusting his grip on the staff.

 “Are you nervous?” Odin asked, hoping his question didn’t sound like a taunt.

 “No,” Parfour said. “I’m waiting.”


Oh, Odin smiled. They teach the same kind of fighting they do in Ornala.

 It couldn’t hurt to initiate the fight.

 Stepping forward, Odin thrust his upper body to side to side and threw a thrust at Parfour, ducking when the boy returned with one of his own. Surprised, caught off-guard by the boy’s agility and stumbling as the sand shifted, Odin barely had time to jump and avoid a sweeping attack.


Shit, he thought, hopping back only to stumble. So he’s not as bad as he looks.

 “Didn’t expect that, did you?” the boy chuckled, spinning the staff over his head. He jabbed the bulbous end at Odin and laughed when he jumped back to avoid it.

 “No,” Odin laughed. “I didn’t.”

 He continued to block and doge Parfour’s attachs, more than convinced he would not win a fight like this. With each step he took it seemed his body would sink—first slowly, then more quickly as his legs gained weight on looser, less-compact sections of the material below them. Occasionally, when Parfour struck outward, Odin would return a strike of his own, but any time he did the younger boy would deflect it, using his momentum in order to retaliate. The staff came so close to his head and feet so many times he thought he would surely lose, felled by a clunk to the head or a trip of the feet.

 Parfour spun his staff.

 Odin blocked the hit, but didn’t expect the opposing end to flip back around and knock his weapon aside.

 The tip of his staff flew up, over his shoulder and struck the sand at his ankles. He was forced to drop the weapon when Parfour swung his weapon around his body and then in front of him with one hand.

 Odin ducked.

 Parfour’s staff passed inches over his head.


Damn, he thought, panting, grabbing his weapon and trying desperately not to lose his footing. He lunged, throwing both his head forward and his staff at the boy’s ankles, but was once again deflected with a simple downward thrust.

 “You keep going for my feet,” the boy said, retaliating with another one-handed swing of his own. “You’re not going to beat me that way.”

 “I’ve always been told to go for the feet,” Odin gasped, sweat trickling down and over his forehead.


 “That doesn’t work when you’re fighting a Tentalin Monk.”


 Odin smirked.


 Parfour faked a lunge, then spun and swung his weapon in a complete circle. Odin brought his weapon up just in time to catch Parfour’s weapon between the two bulbous orbs at the center of his staff.


Could’ve broken my fingers there.

 “Your hands aren’t supposed to be that close together,” Parfour scolded, flicking the bottom of his staff up, then the top of it down, consecutively knocking the tip of Odin’s weapon into the air and onto the sand. “You’ll break your fingers.”

 “I know,” Odin chuckled.


 He kicked a leg out, spraying sand at Parfour’s feet.


 On instinct, the boy threw an arm over his ceyes.


 Odin lunged forward, then lashed out at the boy’s feet.


 Wood met flesh.


 Parfour lost momentum and fell on his back—startled, but otherwise unhurt.


 “Damn,” Odin gasped, letting his staff fall from his grip. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


 “No,” the boy breathed, accepting the hand Odin offered. He waited to be pulled up before he brushed sand and spittle off his face.

 “I didn’t think you would be that good.”

 “Neither did I,” Parfour smiled. “Well… I mean, I didn’t think you would be that good with a staff. I figured you knew how to use a sword, but I wasn’t sure if you’d been trained with other weapons.”

 “Most of the pages at Ornala are trained with wooden swords,” Odin said, seating himself on the solid edge of the arena. “If they train with staves I wouldn’t know.”

 “You wouldn’t?”

 Odin shook his head. “Long story short,” he said, “I ended up being accused of something I had no intention of doing and was locked in a tower because of it.”

 “I’m sorry,” Parfour frowned. “At least you’re not in there anymore, right?”

 “I owe my freedom to my knight master. The man in the black cloak.”

 “He scares me a little,” the boy confessed, running a hand through his short, sandy-blonde hair. “His voice makes my chest shake.”

 “It did the same thing to me when I first met him.”


 “Is it true, what Master Beal and the other monks are saying? That he’s not human?”


 “That’s not something I can answer without being disrespectful,” Odin sighed, looking up at the boy. “You understand, right?”


 “I do.”


 “It’s not like I don’t want to tell you, Parfour. It’s just that I can’t.”


 “Don’t worry. I understand.” The boy stood, arched his back and scratched the curve of his spine, casting a glance over his shoulder at Odin when he didn’t immediately rise. “Are you coming?” he asked.

 “Where are we going?” Odin frowned, pushing himself to his feet.

 “The beach,” Parfour smiled. “We can go swimming or something.”

 


 “The water’s too cold to swim,” Parfour sighed, rising and shaking the liquid off his hand. “Sorry.”


 “It’s ok,” Odin said, setting a hand on the boy’s back. “Don’t worry. I’m not disappointed.”


 “That’s good. I was kinda looking forward to it.”


 “There’ll always be tomorrow,” Odin smiled, patting Parfour’s back. “Right?”


 “I guess.”


 Parfour looked up, eyes trailing to the woodline. The same groups of monks Odin had seen yesterday paced the length of the beach, waving their hands at the woods. This time, however, he noticed something else—a low, harmonious hum, like some kind of metal was being hit by another of the same type to produce a sound akin to a gong or a bell going off in a town square.

 “What’re they doing?” Odin asked, grimacing at the sound as it filled and vibrated within his ears.


 “Warding the Ogres away,” Parfour shrugged.


 “Warding them? What do you mean?”


 “The monks use something called Dangil Orbs to keep the Ogres away. They’re not exactly magic, but from the way it was explained to me, the sounds the orbs make keep certain kinds of animals and lesser sentient creatures away.”

 “Do they really work?”

 “I doubt it,” Parfour chuckled. “I mean, the Ogres aren’t stupid. They probably just think we’re a bunch of dumb humans making music or something.”

 “Probably,” Odin smiled.


 “We better go though,” the boy said, taking hold of Odin’s wrist. “If they catch us out here, we could get in trouble.”


 “All right,” Odin said, looking up at the monks. “Let’s go then.”


 The two of them continued on their path toward the monastery, but not without looking at the Tentalin Monks and their strange warding ritual one last time.

 


 “You’re back,” Miko said.


 “About time,” Nova chuckled, sitting up and arching his back. “We were starting to worry.”


 “Sorry,” Odin frowned. “I was with Parfour.”


 “You were?” Miko asked.


 “Yeah. You should’ve seen him, guys. It was amazing.”


 “What was?”


 “I…” Odin paused, glancing at Nova out of the corner of his eye. “I know I shouldn’t have, sir, but I asked Parfour to duel me. I’m sorry for breaking the rules.”

 “Parfour agreed to this?”


 “Yes sir. I asked if he would, and he didn’t want to at first, but he finally did.”


 “It’s fine,” the Elf said, lacing his long fingers together. “What was amazing about the duel, Odin?”


 “He nearly beat me,” he said, leaning against the wall. “I don’t think I would’ve won if I hadn’t made that running lunge at him.”

 “The monks are quite good with their staves,” Miko agreed. “I assume you weren’t dueling all that time?”


 “No. We were going to go swimming, but we had to sneak back because the monks were walking along the beach.”


 “Warding the Ogres off,” Nova grumbled, rolling his eyes. “That’s about the biggest crock of shit I’ve ever heard.”


 “Nova,” Miko sighed, shaking his head. “I agree that it’s not the best course of action, but that doesn’t mean you should mock their ways.”

 “Are you kidding me, Miko? They think the Ogres are going to run off just because they’re waving a bunch of metal—”

 “Parfour doesn’t think they work either,” Odin said, pushing himself away from the wall and taking a few steps forward. “Sir… can I ask something?”

 “You know you can, Odin.”


 “He doesn’t belong here.”


 “Who? The boy?”


 “He’s too good a fighter to stay here. He should be at the castle, training to be in the army.”


 “What are you suggesting?” Miko frowned. “That I ask the monks to allow us to take him with us when we leave?”


 “He’ll be fifteen then,” Odin said. “He doesn’t like it here. I don’t know what they do or say to them, but whatever it was has completely changed his personality. He doesn’t act like someone his age should. He acts like—”

 “You?”

 Odin blinked. Nova had been the one to speak, not Miko. “What?” he asked, looking over at his fire-haired friend.

 “He acts like you,” Nova repeated, throwing his legs over the stone bed. “Haven’t you noticed that? He hardly talks, doesn’t like to look people straight in the eye, and he’s worried that he might disappoint someone.”

 “I’m not like that,” Odin sighed, looking down at his feet. “At least, I don’t try to be.”

 “You do have a reserved personality,” Miko agreed. “But that’s not a bad thing.“

 “But he isn’t like me, sir—he’s worse. He won’t even look me, a squire, in the eye.”

 “He’s probably just shy,” Nova shrugged.


 “He’s not shy, Nova. I don’t know what he is, but he’s not shy.”


 “If you’re that worried,” Miko said, turning his dark eyes on Odin, “I’ll speak to Beal.”


 “You will, sir?”


 “I will,” the Elf nodded, “but only because you believe something is wrong, Odin. I don’t doubt your ability to judge a person’s behavior, but I do want to say this: don’t think that just because a person seems shy and a little reserved means they hate the situation they’re in.”

 “I know, sir.”

 “If anything, I’l request Parfour come along as my apprentice. This island is no place for a boy. It’s too… too clouded in the midst of things.”

 “Sir?” Odin frowned. “Are you—”

 “Nothing’s wrong, Odin.” Miko smiled. “By the way—I want to let the both of you know that we’ll be leaving for the forest tomorrow.”

 “We will?” Nova grunted.


 “We will.” Miko stood. “I hope you don’t mind a little walking.”


 “How come?” Odin asked.


 “Because we’re going to be doing a lot of it.”


 



Don’t be afraid, Parfour whispered. There’s nothing in that forest that will hurt you.

 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat.

 Right now, he wasn’t so sure he believed that.

 Around them, the still unsurety of the forest threatened to swallow him whole. Not even the wind, which occasionally shifted the trees and the needles at their feet, assured him that everything would be fine, as upon its wings existed nothing more than the faint smell of pine, wood and the occasional breath of ocean water.

 To Odin’s right, Nova grunted, tearing his jerkin open with one violent thrash, while to his left Miko remained silent and stoic, examining the area around them with hidden eyes. Odin, meanwhile, felt too indifferent to believe he could understand the fear he felt.

 “You all right kid?” Nova breathed, running a hand through his hair.


 “I’m fine,” Odin said. “Are you?”


 “Just hot, that’s all.”


 “I’m afraid to say that it won’t be getting any better,” Miko said, gesturing them along. “It’ll only get hotter as we get further in.”

 “The trees lock the air in place,” Odin nodded, glancing up at the sweeping arms of the pine trees above. “Are the nights just as bad?”

 “They’re better in the forest than they are on the beach. At least the dirt doesn’t trap the heat like the sand does.”

 “I was about ready to die when we went to bed last night,” Nova said. He arched his back, ripped his jerkin off his shoulders and stuffed it into his bag. “Sorry—it’s too damn hot for me.”

 “It’s fine.” Miko set a hand on Nova’s arm. “Would you like a rag or something?”


 “No. I’m fine, but thanks.”


 Sighing, Odin turned and jumped over a log, just narrowly avoiding a creeping treeroot in the process.


 “Gotta be careful,” Nova laughed. “You’ll trip and fall on your face here.”


 Odin nodded. The rock formation no more than a footstep away needed no explanation.


 “I’m not saying you can’t liven our adventure up a little,” Miko continued, “but please, be careful—you don’t want to fall on something, or worse: step on a snake.”

 “There are snakes here?” Odin frowned.

 “What forests don’t have snake?” Nova laughed.

 “I don’t know. I was just thinking that because this was an island so far away from the coast that there wouldn’t be any here.”


 “They migrated with many other creatures eons ago,” Miko said, sliding up alongside Odin. “Like I said, just be careful.”


 “I will, sir.”


 Nodding, Miko continued forward, stepping over protruding treeroots and around thick rocks. Occasionally, he would stop, point at something, and move it aside with his magic. It soon became apparent why he did this when an army of ants about the size of Odin’s thumb rushed from a hole in the ground. “The insects are bad too.”

 “We can see that,” Nova grimaced, watching the thumb-sized creatures with wary eyes. “They’ll leave us alone, right?”

 “Step over, not on them, and we should be fine.”

 Odin and Nova glanced at each other. Odin took a moment to consider what his knight master had said, then stepped over the ants after Miko. They turned to find them disappearing into the trees.

 “Guess we weren’t expecting much when we came here,” Nova mumbled. “Huh, kid?”


 “I wasn’t sure what to expect,” Odin said, turning his eyes on Miko. “Will we have to worry about a lot of ants?”


 “As long as I turn over whatever rocks we might knock over, we should be fine.”


 “All right,” Nova said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “You ready, kid?”


 “Yeah,” Odin smiled. “I am.”


 Turning his head, Odin took one last look at what remained of the beach in the distance and continued along after Nova and his knight master.

 He hoped Parfour could survive another year in that hellish monastery.

 


 That night, after the sun fell, Odin, Nova and Miko huddled around a campfire, the only light in their seemingly-eternal darkness. Miko, hood down and normally-dark eyes brighter than usual, stirred soup in a pot, stopping every few moments to look at them. “Are you two all right?” he asked.

 “I’m fine,” Odin said, drawing the folds of his bedroll around his shoulders. “Nova?”


 “I’m all right,” the man shrugged. “It’s just fucking cold, that’s all.”


 “At least it’s not hot anymore.”


 “Yeah, but I don’t have any long-sleeved shirts with me.”


 “I’ll make you one once we settle into our location,” Miko said, letting the wooden ladle rest in its pot.


 “Where are we stopping?” Odin frowned.

 “Our location is not set. We’ll have to find it.”

 “Find it?”

 “Find what?” Nova asked.

 “The Ogres,” Miko said.

 Neither of them said a word. Nova’s face scrunched into confussion and hurt, while Odin—whose heart had been calm and still at this point—panicked. Eyes wide and breath quickening, he looked up at his knigt master, stricken with panic so harsh he felt his heart hammering inside his chest. “Suh-sir?” he gasped, reaching up to part his jerkin. “The-The Uh-Uh-Ogres?”

 “I was raised by them as a child, Odin. My mother still survives.”

 “Your mother?” Nova laughed. “You mean to tell me that you were raised by Ogres?”

 “They’re not as stupid as the common man makes them out to be, Nova. She was—and, I believe, still is—a shaman, the leader of her tribe.”

 Regardless of whatever kind of relationship his knight master held with such creatures, Odin couldn’t help but tremble. Instantly memories of horror came back—of how, once upon a time, when men were but young creatures in this world and the Leatherskin family was still on the mainland, they were beaten and brutalized, snapped in half or killed outright by a simple wave of their fist. These things had haunted his life—when, as a child, he’d read of them and knew instantaneously that they weren’t meant to be trifled with—so for him to be utterly terrified was not out of the question.


It’ll be ok, he thought, taking slow, deep breaths in order to try and console himself.

 “Suh-So we’ll be staying with thu-thu-them?”


We can’t be, Odin thought, tears breaking the surface of his eyes. We just can’t be.

 “There’s no need to be worried, Odin.”


 “Besides,” Nova said. “Miko wouldn’t take us somewhere we couldn’t handle.”


 “That’s a lie!” Odin cried, standing. “What about Neline? Huh? What about that?”


 “Odin—”


 “That Kerma nearly killed me. I would’ve died if I hadn’t stabbed him through the chest!”

 “Did you die?” Miko asked, clamly stirring the soup.


 “That’s not—”


 “Did you die?” the Elf repeated, this time turning his eyes up at Odin.


 “But… but…”


 “I asked if you died in Neline, Odin. Answer the question.”


 “No. I didn’t.”


 “Then there is no reason to believe that I would put you in any intentional danger, is there? Nova carried you through the storm while I held our supplies at hand. We both made sure that no harm befell you. Right?”

 “Ruh… right.”

 “Then please, sit and act decent. Supper is almost ready.”

 Unsure of what to say or do, Odin merely stood there, watching Miko as he first took the pot off the fire, then poured a bit of soup into two bowls for himself and Nova. Once he came to the third and final plate, he poured it slowly, as if taunting Odin to say more.


You know he isn’t going to stand a fight, and you know that even if you do get into one, you’re not going to win.

 “All right,” Odin sighed, lowering himself into his original position. He reached up to wipe the tears from his eyes, surprised at how his heart seemed to still. “I’m sorry, sir.”

 “There’s no need to apologize. You were frightened—it’s only natural.”

 “Thank you.” Odin accepted the soup, the spoon the Elf offered, and scooped some of the thick offering into his mouth.

 Although wary of what tonight, and possibly the following day would bring, he took pride in the fact that he could trust his knight master with his heart, body and soul.

 


 Startled, heart pounding and mind reeling in all directions, Odin woke from a dream in which he’d been chased, then violently beaten by an Ogre.

 At his side, Nova breathed slowly, occasionally grunting or coughing in his bedroll, while Miko sat across him from the fire, tending its flame with a wave of his hand in whatever shape or direction he wished. He stopped the moment he realized he had an audience. “You’ve woken,” the Elf said.

 “Yes sir,” Odin said, sitting up. A pain hit his stomach, nearly sending him onto his back. Instead, he set a hand over his abdomen and took slow, deep breaths. Had the Ogre crushed his chest in his dream, forcing his bones into his midsection? “I had a bad dream.”

 “What about?”


 “An Ogre… beating me to death.”


 “Are you all right?”


 “My stomach hurts.”


 “Come. Sit by me.”


 Pushing himself out of his bedroll, Odin crawled across the forest floor and settled down beside his knight master. He did his best to hide the grimace that came when his stomach pulsed, but didn’t bother to try and disguise the slow, deep breaths he took.

 “I hope my cooking hasn’t bothered you.”


 “I don’t think it’s that, sir, but thank you for asking.”


 “I’m supposed to be concerned. You’re my squire—I don’t want any harm to befall you.”


 “I know.” Closing his eyes, Odin leaned the Elf’s side, sighing when Miko set an arm across his back.


 “It’ll pass. Don’t worry.”


 “It’s not that… the dream bothered me.”


 “Dying in a dream can be very frightening. I’ve experienced it many times myself.”


 “You have?”


 “I dream just as you and every other living being does.”


 “I… I didn’t mean it like that.”


 “I understand.”


 “I just meant… I didn’t think you saw yourself dying in your dreams. I thought they’d stop coming after a time. The dying dreams, I mean.”

 “No. Whether I like it or not, the dying dreams continue to persist, though I’m happy to say one graces me with its presence only once in a great while. The dreams, though… I’m happy to say age hasn’t taken away a simple pleasure of life.”

 “You thought it would?”

 “Once upon a time, yes. Some Elves say they don’t dream after they’ve reached a certain age. Others believe that once the dreams cease to exist, parts of your soul begin to burn away.”

 “Do you believe that?”

 “No, but it’s not hard to have doubts, especially when Elves thousands upon thousands of years old simply cease to exist, resting in their homes and moving only when they need to nourish themselves, if even then.”

 “I don’t think that will happen to you,” Odin said. “You know why?”

 “Do tell.”

 “You move around. I think that if you’re trapped or forced to stay in one place for a long time, you start to lose focus with the world around you. That happened to me when I was locked in that tower.”

 “They would have eventually let you go,” Miko said, closing his eyes. “The court wouldn’t have forced you to remain in that tower.”

 “Do you believe that, sir?”


 “I do,” the Elf said. “Do you know why, Odin?”


 “Why?”


 “Because you’ve always been destined for greater and better things. One day, after our adventure is over and the three of us have parted ways—I for mine, Nova for his family and you for yours—you’ll be riding around on your black horse, waving your sword and bearing the king’s banner, and you’ll go down in legend. Because unlike what several have thought—and what many will eventually think—you’re different, Odin. You’re going to change your country, and maybe even our world, for the better.”

 


 “What’s he doing?” Odin whispered.

 “I don’t know,” Nova grunted, shrugging his pack up his shoulders. “Be quiet. Let’s see what he finds.”

 In front of them, no more than a few feet away, Miko fell to a knee and began sifting through the debris on the forest floor. Twigs, rocks, dead foliage and other organic matter—all came under scrutiny, as if each and every object beneath the canopy of trees meant something more than what it appeared to.


What is he looking for? Odin frowned, glancing at Nova.

 The Ogres couldn’t be that hard to find, could they?


 “Unless they hide their tracks,” Odin mumbled, doubting his words even as he said them.


 “Hmm?” Nova asked.


 “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”


 The older man chuckled. Odin elbowed his side in turn.


 “They’re heading east,” Miko said, rising. “It hasn’t been long since they passed through this clearing.”


 “How do you know?” Nova asked.


 “Look.” Lifting his hand, Miko revealed a small, rock-like object that he held between two fingers.


 “What is it?”


 “A tooth,” the Elf said, setting it in Nova’s outstretched palm. “See the dark matter on the one side? It’s dried blood, which means it was recently pulled from its original owner.”

 “What kind of tooth is it?”

 “A giant boar’s.”

 Nova grimaced. Odin cast a glance behind his shoulder when he heard something rustle in the bushes, but found it only to be a blackbird dancing in the underbrush, cawing at a small companion that came running out a moment later.

 “Do we have to worry about them?” Nova frowned, passing the tooth back to Miko.

 “I don’t think so. Unless we come across a pair mating or stumble across a male intimidated by our presence, we should be fine. Even though there’s not many humans on this island, the animals have come to learn that men aren’t to be trusted.”

 “No kidding,” Nova mumbled.

 “I don’t get it though,” Odin said, gently taking the tooth from the Elf’s hand. “Why were you looking for the tooth? And how do you know where the Ogres are heading because of it?”

 “They hunt boar for food, Odin. I can tell where they went because it’s customary to leave part of a kill so it can return to the earth.”

 “To kep the cycle going. All right.”


 “If you’d be so kind, I’d like you to put the tooth back where I found it.”


 “I wasn’t planning on keeping it.”


 “There’ll be plenty of boar to go around once we settle into place,” the Elf said, nodding as Odin tossed the tooth back into its original location. “If either of you would like something while we’re here, please, don’t hesitate to ask. It’s always nice to have something other than a memory to look back on your trip at.”

 “Don’t worry,” Nova said. “If we want anything, we’ll be sure to tell you.”


Yeah, Odin thought, taking place beside his knight master.

 At that moment, the only thing he wanted was somewhere warm to sleep. He didn’t think he could take another night of being out in the cold.

 


 “All right,” Miko said, turning to face them. “I don’t know for sure, but I think we’ve found them.”


 “You do?” Odin frowned. “How?”


 “See those mounds of dirt out in the open?”


 “Yeah. I do.”


 “Depending on the area, Ogres will make home in whatever they can. Caves, tunnels, mounds of dirt and clay—anything can be a suitable home so long as it’s large enough for them to inhabit.”

 “So,” Nova said, “you think this is where they’re living?”

 “Like I said, I’m not sure, but it’s highly likely that there is a tribe living here. Whether or not it’s my mother’s is up for debate.”


How are you going to look for one Ogre on an island like this?

 “Sir,” Odin said, taking a step forward. He stopped when a branch snapped under his weight. Grimacing, he looked around the clearing, then past Miko, out into the open. Nothing moved near the great mounds of dirt. “Sorry.”

 “It’s all right, Odin. What were you going to say?”


 “I was going to ask how we were going to find your mother on an island this big.”


 “The different tribes are connected to one another, either by treaty or territory. They should know where my mother is.”


 “And if they don’t?” Nova ventured.


 “Then we keep going,” the Elf sighed, looking up at the two of them. “Either way, we need to at least make our presence known. We don’t want any of the neighboring tribes to think we’re passing into their territory without reason.”


I knew we shouldn’t have come here, Odin thought, struggling to maintain his composure. This was a bad idea.

 “Are you going by yourself?” Nova asked.


 “Yes,” Miko nodded. “There’s no reason for the two of you to be put in harm’s way.”


 “Do you think something will go wrong?”


 “I don’t know,” Miko said, turnin to face the clearing. “If something does happen and I’m unable to get back to you, please, find your way back to the beach.”

 “But sir,” Odin started, “You can’t—”


 The Elf entered the clearing without waiting for Odin to finish.


 “It’ll be all right,” Nova said, taking hold of his arm. “Don’t worry—he’s not stupid.”



No, Odin thought. I guess not.

 *

 Miko stepped into the clearing and touched down on home territory for the first time in dozens, possibly hundreds of years. Almost immediately, the familiarity of the area assaulted him. Blackbirds sitting in the trees, cawing away at things normal beings could not see; air, hot and humid, drifting away from the sea on all sides; the trees, tall and heavy, with branches as long as his body and, in some places, a human’s home—these things, and more, were of home, of peaceful things and lives left untouched by creatures who dealt in consequence rather than forgiving action. The greenery, the flora, the fauna, the smells, the textures, the dirt beneath his feet and the air whispering through his breath—everything about the area threatened to overwhelm him in but a moment, as it seemed at that given point in time that he had awoken from a long slumber only to find himself in a place called home.


Why did I wait so long?

 Time didn’t matter for something that didn’t age in body—in spirit, maybe, but the mortal realm did not operate on a spiritual level. Sure—spirits came, spirits went, and spirits would always be among them, but that didn’t matter when most life was created to exist in the form of flesh, a catacomb for beings bound to walk, eat and breathe until they died. It didn’t matter that a year could pass and a baby could be born, and it didn’t matter that in that same year almost a dozen could die, but when you couldn’t be born, and when you couldn’t die, time meant nothing unless one absolutely meant it to.

 “Mother,” he whispered.

 A grey, solitary figure appeared from one of the mounds and stepped into the clearing, just as he’d done just moments before. At a hulking height of at least fifteen feet, the Ogre had to be male, if only because of his height and the size of his arms. Bulging, knotted with muscle, and larger than his entire body, it turned to face him with a head rounded by creation and molded by necessity.

 “Nafran,” it breathed, in perfect human and not in the least bit alarmed at his presence. “What are you?”


Nafran, he thought. Bastard blood.

 It knew what he was.

 “I am a child,” Miko said, “of one of your kind. Not in body or mind, but spirit.”

 “You have come to seek one of our kind,” the Ogre continued, deep voice reverberating across the short distance and into his ears. “Who is it you seek, Nafran, and why have you come to seek her?”

 “She is my mother, kind creature, who plucked me from the sea and took me as her own before the world changed and man became who they are today.”

 “So she is a Nafran taker. What is her name, and what is yours?”


 “Mikaeisto,” he spoke. “And my mother’s name is Sunskin, Talon of the Black heart.”


 *


 “He’s not even afraid of it,” Odin whispered, crouching down so Nova could settle in beside him.


 “What’re you talking about?” Nova frowned. “He’s not afraid of anything.”



He’s braver than I’ll ever be, Odin thought, jumping when Nova set a hand on his back.

 “Be quiet,” Nova said.


 “Sorry. You scared me.”


 “I just don’t want it to think we’re watching them.”


 “It probably already knows, Nova.”


 “Still—no need to let it think we’re spying.”



You’ve got a point there.

 Keeping his silence, Odin readjusted his footing and reached out to steady himself on the tree nearby.

 With his hand pressed to the bark and the brunt of his weight balanced on the soles of his feet, he continued to watch the scene unfold.

 *

 “You are a friend,” the Ogre said, “of the Black Heart.”

 “Her child,” Miko repeated, descending to one knee. “I seek to see her one last time, should my involvement with the human race bring about my desctruction.”

 “You should have not left the island, Nafran. You were safe here—guarded, protected.”

 “I was sheltered here,” he nodded. “too sheltered. I would not have learned what I wanted to learn or seen the things I wanted to see if I stayed here. I would not have—”

 “Tainted yourself with the love of mortality.”

 He said nothing.

 “You have done many things, Nafran; some good, some bad. But what you have not done is realize that, in your doing, you have brought upon yourself a dilemma that you cannot cure. You were safe, and you were sheltered, but most of all, you were vulnerable. You left before your mother could teach you how to hide your heart within your soul. Because of that, you will forever be touched by those who will not always touch back.”

 “I understand.”

 “Good. Then bring your mortals from the woods and bid them my greetings. Your mother is waiting for you, Nafran Mikaeisto of the Talon’s Black Heart. She has been waiting for a long time. Please… do not make her wait any longer.”

 *

 Without a word able to pass from either of their throats, Odin and Nova watched as the lumbering hulk of creature approached Miko, keeping as quiet as they could in both their movements and their breathing. A crack of a twig or a quick inhale of breath could easily alert the Ogre to their presence, as well as a possible betrayal on the Elf’s side.


Come on, Odin thought, brushing against Nova. Don’t make us wait.

 He might scream if they had to sit any longer.


 “They’re talking,” Nova whispered.


 Odin nodded.



Yeah, he thought, they are.

 “And in human, no less,” Nova added.

 Though words couldn’t be heard, the vibration in the air rattled Odin’s ears and echoed inside his head. The Ogre—head huge, eyes hidden in dark sockets—shifted its bulk from one arm to the other. The slight tilt of its body allowed discernable movement in its face to be seen.


We should be able to hear them.

 Had Miko cloaked them in a sound barrier even he couldn’t feel?


 “No,” he mumbled. “He couldn’t have.”


 “Odin.”


 “What?”


 Nova smacked him. “Be quiet.”


 Rubbing the back of his neck, Odin nodded and bowed his head, watching the two from a slightly-lower vantage point. The curve of Miko’s sword could just barely be made out in the slight jutting fabric of his lower robe.

 Did the Ogre see, or even care, about the blade? Would a creature so high and mighty even cower in the face of mortal weaponry or flinch when something half its size drew a shining blade against it?

 No. Something told him they wouldn’t.


 Turning, Miko raised a glove hand and beckoned them with a gentle flush of his fingers.


 “Come on,” Nova said, standing.


 “Are you sure he wants us to—”


 “He does.”


 Trugding forward, Nova broke the surface of the woodline just as the Ogre turned and sauntered toward the village.


 


 “Sir,” Odin whispered, drawing close to his knight master as he approached. “Was that—”


 “No. That was not.”


 “Then who—”


 “You couldn’t tell that was a male?” Nova laughed. “Are you blind?”

 “We were too far away.”


 “I know a pair of tits when I see them, kid, and I sure as hell know a dick when I see one. That Ogre was no woman.”


 “Shh,” Miko said. “Mother comes.”


 Odin looked up just in time to see a figure approaching.


 Skin wrinkled by time, darkened by the sun, joints white and cracked from use—the creature Miko called his mother approached. Slowly, with a stunted pace only the elderly could have had, she raised her head every few seconds, face devoid of emotion and eyes invisible even in the blinding, afternoon light. Her color, a dark brown with a slight spattering of yellow along her arms and shoulders, seemed to blend in with the entirety of the backdrop behind her, and as she came nearer Odin took note of the skulls hanging from her neck. Mostly animal, but some human, they dangled from what appeared to be a hardened piece of leather and clanked together with each lumbering movement, symphonic to a creature so powerful it could be felt in her presence. A crown of feather and bones tipped her head and a shawl of fur covered her body, only briefly exposing her sex when she shifted to adjust her height.

 When she came fully forward, she stopped, pushed her knuckles into the ground, and craned her head forward to look into her son’s eyes. “Maeko,” she said.

 Miko bowed his head. “Mother.”


 A bird cawed nearby.


 Odin jumped.


 Seemingly-startled, the Ogre looked over Miko’s shoulder and stared at him. “Red-eyed child,” she said, lips retracted in a smile to exposed flattened, yellow molars and sharp incisor teeth. “Fear trembles in your chest like a newborn at night.”

 “Yuh-Yes.”


 “Still your trembling. You fear nothing of things that do not hurt you, no?”


 “Yes. I mean, no. I mean—”


 “He is but a child, Mother,” Miko said. “Excuse his actions.”


 “I do not fault a human for looking upon something he has never seen, my son.”


 “Excuse my lack of empathy.”


 “You are pardoned.”


 Stepping forward, Miko set a hand on the Ogre’s shoulder and slid it down to her elbow, where he laced his arm through the gap between her body and leaned against the massive structure of her left arm. “Nova, Odin—if you would.”

 “My lady,” Nova said, stepping forward. “It is an honor.”


Why isn’t he afraid? Odin thought, watching his friend fall to his knee. How can he just stand there and… and do that?

 Lips pursed, but eyes hard as ever, Nova bowed his head the moment the Ogre reached out and set her hand over his entire back. “Who might you be, kind human?” she asked, index finger stroking the length of Nova’s arm.

 “I am Novalos Eternity of the Bohren Highlands.”


 “It is a pleasure to know that such a soul has been with my son, Novalos Eternity of the human highlands.”


 “Thank you.”


 “And you, child, who shakes so violently. Who might you be?”


 “Uh-Uh-Odin Kuh-Kuh-Ruse-Ah, of Feh-Fehl-Non.”


 “Would you admit yourself forward so I may touch your hand?”


 “Yuh-Yes.”


 Something told him if he refused such an action, Miko would never forgive him.


 With weight in his heart and iron in his head, Odin stepped forward and took Nova’s place, only bowing his head when he could no longer bear to look at the creature’s face. Her dark eyes, her hollow cheeks, her flaring nostrils and her expressionless smile—all did nothing to ease his worry, but everything to enhance it. When she touched his arm, he tensed, instinctively tightening his muscles in order to protect himself. But after a moment, when her hand encapsulated his side and her finger stroked his back, he realized she wasn’t going to break him in half or pull his arm out of its socket and relaxed. “You’re not hurting me,” he whispered.

 “It was never my intention to harm you, child. Why would I take an infant from the sea and raise him as my own if evil clouded my heart?”

 With nothing to say, Odin bowed his head and accepted her touch, willing himself to relax each and every muscle. A few times, he felt a tingle work its way up from his tailbone and stop at his neck, but didn’t think much of it until he remembered her status as the village shaman.


Is she using magic on me? he thought, exhaling, then inhaling a deep breath. Is that why I’m loosening up?

 “Are you,” he paused, swallowing, “using magic on me?”


 “No, my child.”


 “Then how am I—”


 “Her touch is healing,” Miko said, setting a hand on Odin’s s houlder. “It heals the sick, eases the weary, calms the frightened.”

 “As is the way of the shaman,” the Ogre said, pulling her hand back. “You have nothing to fear of me, child; nor do you, Novalos of Bohren’s Highlands. Come, my son, my friends. Your journey was long and restless. You must east and rest within walls of wonder.”

 The Ogre turned and made her way into the village, but not without waiting for her son to come to her side.


 The first thing Miko did before they got too far along was lace his arm within his mother’s.


 “It’s been a long time,” Odin said, taking stride alongside his friend.


 “Yeah,” Nova nodded. “It has—not only for us either.”


 Odin didn’t bother trying to shake the feeling of the Ogre’s hand from his body.


 He let it be.


 


 In the darkened, hollowed-out space of the dirt mound, Odin settled down against the wall and watched a son bond with his mother for the first time. The intimate gestures, touches, looks, eye contact—all spoke of a connection that Odin couldn’t imagine dreaming of, much less having in a physical manner. Like butterflies to a freshly-blooming flower, questions fluttered to his conscience, tickling his forehead and aligning the hairs on the back of his neck. What, he wondered, was it like, to have a person who raised you as if they were your own son? Did you feel loved, wanted, secure, peaceful, apathetic to the dangers of the world outside and comforted by a body warm and placid, or did you simply go on existing as though it was no different than having a father instead of a mother? One could say that one type of parent over the other could be interchangeable and that a father, as masculine as he was, could act on feminine ideals, and that women, as oftentimes unthought of as they may be, could assume a more dominating roll in order to discipline a child, but did that necessarily ring true, especially when dealing with something that wasn’t even human?

 Alienated, insecure and lacking positive emotion, he drew close to Nova and turned away from the scene.


 “Something wrong?” Nova frowned.


 “No,” Odin lied. “Nothing’s wrong.”


 “You sure?”


 “Yeah. I just don’t feel like we should be intruding on such a personal moment.”


 “There is nothing wrong with your presence,” the Ogre said, turning her head to face the two. “A moment treasured is a moment shared.”

 “She wouldn’t have invited you into her home if she didn’t want you here,” Miko added.

 The Ogre grunted. Shifting, she reached over and pulled a large, hand-carved wooden staff from her hand. A skull enlaid with two emerald-like gems tipped the top of it, though what type of creature the structure had come from Odin couldn’t be sure. Its face, twisted and gnarled, appeared old—ancient, even, as within its yellowing cracks lay dirt and possibly even blood that did nothing to dilude its surface. 

 “My son has reminded me that I have not introduced myself, fellow humans,” the Ogre said, lifting her head from her staff to look at the two of them, “so I shall do it now. Ogre language may be too difficult to pronounce—as my son has likely mentioned with his own, bastard-blooded name—so I will request that you call me the Black Heart. If you feel uncomfortable with this choice of recognition, you may address me as Sunskin.”

 “Sunskin,” Odin murmured.

 “We understand,” Nova nodded.

 “Understanding is a must within our circle. I assure that no harm will befall either of you while you are within my range of sight, but I cannot promise the same should you not be closeby. I urge you not to wander the village or the outer woods surrounding us. We are wise by design, but violent by nature. An Ogre will not think twice to attack you should you wander his or her property.”

 “We won’t leave,” Odin said. “We promise.”

 “My son is recognized by several of our tribe, as you have already seen. Should you require time away from my home, please, take him with you. If anything, his presence will be enough to protect you.”

 “Is there anything else we should know?” Nova asked, raising his head to look the Ogre in the eyes. “Any rules or customs?”

 “Never approach a pregnant mother, nor the young in our tribe. Seldom do humans pass through these parts, and even rarer are the times in which our young come into contact with them. By all means, don’t be afraid to pass by or look at them for a brief moment, but don’t attempt to speak or engage with them. It is our desire that our young remain free of human morals if possible. Never leave the clearing, never leave the village without permission, and never wander into the woods near the hills at night.”

 “How come?” Odin frowned.


 “There are… troubling things, in those woods,” Sunskin sighed. “There is no reason to explain.”


 “We understand, Sunskin,” Nova said, sliding an arm around Odin’s shoulders. “Right kid?”


 “Right,” Odin said.


 “Then we’ve reached an understanding.” She turned to Miko. “How long will you be staying, my son?”


 “Until the snow touches, then falls from the far mountains, Mother.”


 “You may stay here until you are ready to leave. Food is aplenty, and although I can’t promise you free run of our home, I can promise you there will be no lack of learning here.”

 “What?” Odin asked, startled.

 “I see in your eyes that you are a king-maker, Odin of Felnon,” Sunskin said, lips once again curling to reveal teeth. “Fear not, my friend. This year will not pass without triumphs.”

 


 That night, huddled between the folds of his bedroll, Odin watched the Ogre rise and fall with each breath. Beneath her massive girth and stature lay Miko, content in sleep with his head resting on his outstretched arm. The sight itself stirred feelings of abandonment and loss in Odin’s heart.


How does it feel?

 Would being raised by a mother have felt any different—and by mother, a real, true woman, one of flesh and blood? Of course, the loving, more-compassionate female figure would have been a help growing up, but he didn’t blame his father for his lack of a mother, nor could he necessarily discount the work that Mother Karma had done in helping his father raise him. Her hand was not gentle, and while oftentimes harsh, she’d always tried to instill within him a sense of independence that, in the long run, had ultimately granted him with the ability to survive even the most hellish of lonely times.

 But his mother—his real, true mother… what would it have been like with her?


She died during childbirth, his father had once whispered, setting a hand on his shoulder in the darkest night; when, as a child, he’d risen from a dream in which he’d saw a woman rotting and bleeding. Your mother was a very beautiful woman, son. Her last words were—

 “Odin,” he whispered. “His name is Odin.”

 The Elf’s eyes stirred beneath his lids.

 Odin sank his chin into the bedroll and watched his knight master with wary eyes. Surely he couldn’t have just heard him, could he?


No. He’s dead asleep.

 For what seemed like the first time since he’d met him, the Elf seemed content—peaceful, even, as though nothing could disturb him from his silent slumber. With his mother’s arm over his side and his back against her chest, how could he wake, if not for a scream or cry of anger, hurt or loss?


He can’t help what you don’t have.

 “No one can.”

 “Odin.”

 The rough, disgruntled sound of Nova’s deep voice jolted him from his thoughts. Rolling over, he turned to face his savior from his waking nightmare.

 “What’re you mumbling about?” the red-haired man asked.


 “Nothing.”


 “Don’t give me that shit. I’m not stupid.”


 “I never said—”


 Nova clamped a hand over his lips. “You gotta be quiet,” he whispered, leaning in so close that Odin could feel the wiry stubble of his friend’s mustache against his cheek. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

 “Now?” Odin mumbled, voice masked by the older man’s hand.

 “Better now than never, right?”

 Nodding, Odin pushed himself out of the bedroll and crawled across the room, toward the wall where his voice would less likely be heard. Nova joined him a moment later, scratching his chin and rubbing his eyes.

 “Them.” Odin gestured to the sleeping Ogre and her half-blooded son.

 “Them?” Nova frowned.

 “It…” Pausing, he glanced over at the two, then took a deep breath. After he expelled it, he returned his eyes to Nova. “It’s hard to explain.”

 “Well… don’t rush. We’ve got all the time in the world.”

 “I know.”


We’ve got too much time.

 Nova wouldn’t let something like this pass, especially not after being woken up.

 Taking a deep breath, he gave himself a moment of consideration for what he was about to say, then said, after pulling his knees to his chest, said, “I was thinking about how it would feel to have a mother. I was thinking about how different it would be if your mother raised you instead of your father.”

 “Weren’t you raised by a midwife?”


 “Partially, yes.”


 “Why are you wondering what it would be like to have a mother then?”


 “Mother Karma was… strict,” Odin sighed, drawing himself into as tight a ball as possible. “She… she was much like my father, in a way.”

 “How do you mean?”

 “She was usually the one to discipline me, to send me to my room, to smack me when I did something wrong or to scold me when I said something improper. My father… he was a bit on the soft side when I was little, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t discipline me.”

 “I understand.”

 “What did you do when you were my age, Nova?”

 “Worked in the fields, trimmed the grass, walked around the village, dreamed of one day not being so poor I could barely eat. Not a whole lot happened. How come?”

 “Just wondering.”


 “Before we get any further with this, Odin, I want to say something. You listening?”


 “Uh huh.”


 “You can’t regret how you were brought up when you were younger, how you were disciplined, what your parent did or said, what the midwife told you or how you didn’t grow up with a mother. We’re raised the way we are because it’s the way whoever raised us think we should be. Your father was afraid of your magic. Mine was afraid that he would die and leave me alone without any work. If you really think about it, our past has shaped the men we are today. Even though it might not have been what we wanted or what we should’ve had, it’s still the reason why we came to be who we really are. You understand?”

 “I know.” Looking up, Odin took in the sight of Miko and his mother and tried as hard as he could not to let his emotions betray his actions. It seemed to be a snake, this thing of his, slowly but surely curling around his heart and suffocating him whole. He imagined it large—brutal, even, with scales that dug into his skin with each and every squeeze and drew blood from his pores. To think that he could even begin to deny what Nova had said was impossible, as his words spoke truer than anything he could’ve ever possibly thought of on his own.


Does that make me selfish, he thought, to want something as simple as a mother?

 No. He didn’t think so. Had he a mother growing up, he quite possibly could have learned things to an utmost degree—compassion, interaction, heightened social standards and the ability to communicate with others more openly and surely. His father, while not a bad parent, had skimped on certain details of his life, possibly both because he was so different and because of his magic. A mother, though—what would she have thought?


Who knows.

 “Nova,” Odin said, raising his head from the ground to look at his friend in the eyes. “Can I ask you something now?”


 “Might as well,” the older man chuckled. “Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, right?”


 “I know I’ve probably asked you this before, but… why were you so willing to leave your wife just to come and find me?”


 “My father once said to follow your heart and not let anything else get in the way. I sacrificed a lot in leaving my wife—my happiness, my security, my home, possibly even my relationship. In my mind, though, and most importantly my heart, I knew I had to help you, or at least try, even if you weren’t real. Let me tell you something, Odin, and I won’t leave you without the details—I wasn’t too willing to leave my wife. It killed me on the inside to think that I would be leaving her for months, let along years. I hadn’t even been married for more than a few months before I started having visions about you, so you can imagine how hard it was to tell her that I was leaving to find a boy I had seen while I was asleep. I got into a fight with my father-in-law the night before I left.”

 “You did?”


 “Yeah. I did.”


 “I’m sorry.”


 “No need to apologize. Look at it this way—if I hadn’t’ve left, would I be here with you right now? Would I have met an Elf and his Ogre mother or even gotten to see places and things that most people don’t even begin to dream of?”

 “No.”


 “Then don’t apologize, all right?”


 “All right.”


 “Let’s get back to bed. I have a feeling that they’ll wake up if we keep talking for much longer.”


 “Ok.”
“Odin?”

 “Yeah?” He paused. Almost halfway into his bedroll, he looked over at his friend and frowned.


 “Just remember what I said. Promise?”


 “I promise.”


 Closing his eyes, Odin settled into the bedroll and onto the ground.


 He fully intended on keeping his promise.


 


 .“Wake, red-eyed child,” Sunskin said, pressing her palm to Odin’s chest. “Dawn comes and the sun lights the world.”

 “It does?” Odin yawned, opening his eyes. The sight of the Ogre made him jump, but he calmed down soon after. He even chuckled when the shaman’s mouth curled into a smirk. “Sorry?”

 “There is no need to apologize. Wake. My son hunts rodent in the woods. He’ll soon return with hare.”


 “Sounds like breakfast to me,” Nova grunted, stretching his arms over his head. “Morning, Odin.”


 “Morning,” he said, pushing himself out of his bedroll and to his feet. “Thank you for waking me, Sunskin.”


 “It is my honor, child.”


 Taking a moment to gain his composure, Odin reached down, grabbed his shoes, and settled down on the mound’s dirt floor. He went to work putting his boots on, securing buckles and doing up their laces. By the time he finished, Miko walked through the door with three freshly-killed rabbits in hand.

 “They’re bigger than the ones on the mainland,” Nova mused. “Or at least the ones near Bohren.”

 “I don’t believe rabbits have need of the highlands you’re from. The altitude would make them easy prey for predators.” The Elf pulled his hood from his head and extended the rabbits to the Ogre. “Mother.”

 “Son,” she nodded, taking the mammals in hand.


 “Would you like me to skin them?”


 “No. Rest, Maeko. You’ve done enough for the morning.”


 As asked, Miko settled down on the floor beside Odin, craning his head up and to the sides to stretch the muscles in his neck.


 “Good morning, sir,” Odin said.


 “Good morning Odin, Nova.”


 “How’d you killed them?” Nova frowned. “You don’t have a bow.”


 The Elf raised a fingernail. The tip glistened with blood. “The nature of hunting is to do it as fairly as possible. While I may not agree with using projectile weaponry to kill such creatures, I’ll do it, if only out of necessity. Hunting like an animal is much more difficult than one would imagine it to be.”

 “You killed it bare-handed?” Odin frowned.


Of course he did. Why else would his nails be covered in blood?

 “Yes, Odin—I did.”


 “How’d you manage that?” Nova smirked.


 “I’m not as raucous as I appear to be, Nova. I am an Elf after all.”


 “I’m not saying you’re loud or clumsy, but how can you hunt bare-handed when you’re so big?”


 “Very carefully,” Miko smiled. “Very, very carefully. Odin chuckled. The Elf flashed a grin and set a hand on Odin’s back. “I trust the two of you slept all right last night?”

 “I slept fine,” Nova said. “Odin?”


 “I did too.”


 “Good,” Miko said. “I was worried that you might be cold in just your bedrolls.”


 “My people have no need for shawls of fabrics,” Sunskin said, looking up just as she pulled the top layer of a rabbit’s skin off with one mighty tug. “I am sorry if you were uncomfortable, fire-hair and red-eyes.”

 “We were fine,” Odin smiled. “Don’t worry.”

 Nova nodded his agreement.

 With a grunt, Sunskin tore the rabbits head off and tossed it next to the flayed piece of skin. Odin nearly gagged at the brutality of it.”

 “I’m sorry,” the Elf murmured. “Don’t expect my mother to change her habits just because she has guests.”


 “We won’t,” Nova grinned. Odin pounded his chest and coughed a few times. “Gonna make it, bud?”


 “I’ll live,” he managed between another cough.


 “Would you like to take a walk?” Miko asked. “I’m sure you’d both appreciate a breath of fresh air.”



If only he knew, Odin thought.

 It didn’t take long for him to follow his knight master out once Miko stood and made his way for the entryway.

 


 “Stay close to me,” the Elf breathed. “We’re strangers here.”


 “Don’t most of them know you?” Odin frowned.


 “No. They don’t.”


 Shifting, Odin glanced at a group of Ogres standing on the side of the road. Each bearing a slightly-different color, the tallest and most-dominate male looked the color of burnt orange, while the two beside him bore variations of green and grey. He wondered why the Ogres would look so radically different in color from one another, then figured that they had to have come from different bloodlines.


Just like people.

 It could be true, in theory. The people in Neline looked pale as sheets, unexposed to the sun and not in the least bit burnt, while those from the Cadarack appeared to have been born from the rock itself. With their black skin and their hollow, sunken eyes, they looked different only because of the climate they lived in. Pale men did not need to be dark without a sun and dark men did not need to be pale when there was a fireball in the sky constantly shining overhead. For that alone the idea of the Ogres’ colors being based on their lineage didn’t seem too outrageous.

 Continuing on through the village, Miko turned left and began leading them down a long path. Just like the road before, this one lay blanketed by varing sizes of mounds. Some only as large as a small shack, like Sunskin’s, others as massive as a small armony—each varied in size and design. Some even bore handprints or insignias in their mud or clay surfaces, clearly signifying who or what lived there.

 “What do the insignias mean?” Odin asked.

 “Well,” Miko said. “As you already know, my mother is the Talon of the Black Heart, which is why you’ve been seeing claw-shaped markings on some of the homes. Others—like the half-circle with the sharp, triangle point—sifnigy lineage.”

 “But everyone here’s part of your mother’s tribe?” Nova asked.


 “Yes, Nova—they are.”


 “Why is lineage important then?” Odin offered.


 “Just like we are proud or ashamed of where we have come from, the Ogres are as well.”


 “How many different tribes are there on this island, sir?”


 “I couldn’t say for sure,” Miko sighed, stopping in midstride. He looked up as a lumbering Ogre of fourteen or fifteen feet approached.

 “Nafran of the Talon’s Black Heart,” the Ogre said, leaning forward to look into Miko’s eyes. “Why have you brought humans here?”


 “They are friends, Bafran of the Ocean’s Blue Moon. You have no need to worry for you or your children—they will not harm you.”


 “My children do not need to be corrupted by human filth.”


 “I understand your concern, but as I’ve said, you have no need to worry. They—”


 Bafran growled. He raised a hand as if to strike, but only curled his fist, clenching it until the joints popped. Each individual noise sounded like bones breaking in a human’s body.


He’s so, Odin thought, then stopped.

 In looking at the creature, saltwater-blue and bearing pockmarks of dark violet across his upper arms and shoulders, he seemed to be nothing more than an animal—raged, confused and disoriented, as though something about his current surroundings and happenings was plaguing him to the utmost degree. It was possible, all things considering, but could their presence really have that much of in impact on this community?


Possible.

 When the Ogre lowered his fist and returned it to the ground, his knuckles crunching into the dirt and debris below him, the creature thrust its head forward, almost so close that his and Miko’s noses touched, and growled, “I will have no trouble crushing your bones, Nafran. Keep your humans away from my family and we will not have trouble.”

 “Understood.”

 Turning, the Ogre lumbered down the road, mumbling things in a language that made Odin’s knees shake. It was only when he was sure that the creature would not turn around and survey them did he begin to shiver.

 “We have a problem,” Nova mumbled.

 “It appears we do,” Miko nodded.

 


 “Bafran has no need threatening you to get his point across,” Sunskin said.

 Odin grimaced as the pot the Ogre boiled in popped. Liquid spat in an eager attempt to inflict harm upon the shaman, but came nowhere near close enough to actually burn her.

 “I would not have mentioned this were I not concerned for my friends, Mother.”

 “I understand, Maeko. Do not fear telling me the happenings of you and your friends’ travels. I do not judge based upon what others do to you.”

 “What does ‘Nafran’ mean?” Odin frowned.


 “He called you a Nafran?” Sunskin growled.


 “Yes, Mother—he did.”


 “I will see that he is punished for calling my soul such a vile thing.”


 “No. I don’t want any trouble following us while we’re here.”


 “Maeko—”


 “I know you care for my feelings, but there’s nothing to be concerned about. I’ve been called worse.”


 Trouble in her old eyes, Sunskin turned her head down and continued to stir the soup, occasionally adding spices and peppers that resembled something like stars alight in the bright night sky.

 “To answer your question,” Miko said, drawing attention back to him, “Nafran is an Ogre word for bastard-blood.”

 “Why would he call you that though?” Odin frowned. “You’re not a bastard. You don’t even know if your real parents are even still—”

 “Alive,” Sunskin nodded. Miko turned his head away. A throb of guilt sounded in Odin’s chest. “He has been called a Nafran since I pulled him from the sea.”

 “You’ve never told us about that,” Nova said. “You were at sea?”

 “I don’t know, Nova. I was only a child.”

 “Before humans came to the island,” Sunskin said, “we used to live along the beach and bring fish in from the sea. One day, while I was tending to the nets that once ran along the shoreline, I saw what appeared to be a piece of wood entangled in the seaweed’s folds. When I came closer, the waves came up and started tossing the debris. I soon realized after that it wasn’t a piece of nature when I heard a child crying.”

 “Which is why I’ve been called a Nafran ever since I can remember understanding the word,” the Elf continued, turning his dark eyes on Odin and Nova. “I was tossed at sea and left to die.”


He couldn’t have, Odin thought. He’s too… too—

 “Not all things are pure,” Sunskin said. “Even the most beautiful of creatures can be wicked.”

 “I’m sorry, sir. I… I didn’t know.”

 “There’s nothing to be sorry for, Odin. Whoever my parents are or were, they didn’t care enough to merit my presence. I do not take my life for granted.”

 “Nor should you, my son.”


 “Thank you, Mother.”


 “Come. Let’s not talk of such things any longer. Food is ready. We must not let it go to waste.”


 Odin settled down on the floor only to find himself sinking lower.


 How could someone have done something so cruel?


 How could someone have tossed a child at sea?


 


 They spent the rest of the afternoon waiting for both the day and the intruding feelings to end. Inside—pressed together with an Ogre, an Elf and a fellow human being—Odin felt claustrophobia set it. In took hold of his chest, squeezed his heart, threatenened to overwhelm him as though he were nothing more than a spider trapped within a glass bottle with water pouring in from above—images of a tower and a large, locked door came to mind and nearly sent him over the edge, toward the place where madness lay hungry and present like a dog starved and awaiting its kill.

 Heart pounding, he took slow, deep breaths and waited.

 When night fell, fireflies came out to play.

 Ranging from the occasional, small group to larger swarms of about three or four dozen, they spirited amidst the mounds and danced to the sound of the wind. Several, in ritualistic lust, latched onto one another and began plummeting to the ground, only to save themselves at the last minute and return to the air as though nothing had happened. This bizarre, if somewhat-beautiful display brought warmth to Odin’s dark heart and secured within him a sense of peace he had not felt since their encounter with the saltwater Ogre.

 While Sunskin slept and Nova dozed in the corner, Miko sat in the entryway, watching the spectacle unfold.


 “Sir?” Odin asked.


 The Elf glanced over his shoulder. “Yes?”


 “Can I sit with you?”


 Miko set a hand on the spot beside him. Odin wasted in no time in taking his seat. “Have you been watching them?” the Elf asked, extending a hand out of the mound. “They’re quite beautiful.”

 “They are,” Odin nodded. A firefly broke away form the group and made its way toward them, then took its place on Miko’s extended nail. So close up, Odin could make out the pulsing bulb on its throax and its glistening, veiny wings, so waxlike that they could have very easily been crafted by a goddess. It arched its body as though stretching, pumped its wings, then took flight to rejoin its group. “Wow.”

 “It’s quite a sight, this island at night.”


 “How come we didn’t see any fireflies by the beach?”


 “Too cold, windy. They prefer the woods.”


 “I’m sorry about what happened earlier, sir.”


 “Hmm?”


 “When I asked you what it meant to be a Nafran.”


 “Oh.” Miko paused. “Don’t worry. I’m not upset.”


 “You say that, but I know.”


 “You read me like a book, my friend.”


 “It’s because you’re not bothering to close your cover.”


 The Elf smirked. Odin couldn’t smile.


 “Like I said,” Miko continued, “there’s no need to worry about how your question did or didn’t effect me. I am not prone to insult or injury.”

 “I know, but it’s never nice to have feelings hurt.”

 “No. It isn’t.”

 Scooting closer, Odin reached across his knight master’s back and gripped his shoulder. He said nor did anything for the next several moments, simply enjoying the closeness and the bond they shared. After he felt he’d done his part, he withdrew his arm and set it in his lap, content with his gesture and what it had accomplished.

 “They’re beautiful,” Miko whispered.


 “Sir?” Odin frowned.


 The Elf said nothing. He only continued to watch the fireflies.


 


 Like a creeping spider slowly making its way up a tree, the sun rose over the horizon and gave birth to the light of a new day. Birds rose from their slumber, cawing and crowing in glee and grief, Ogres shuttered to and fro, and Odin, barely conscious, tossed and turned, tangled in the folds of his bedroll.


Child.

 The voice, deep but female, rumbled in his head.


Still your meaningless shakes.

 He settled down.

 World bleary, eyes unfocused, he caught one glance of the Ogre before he drifted back to sleep.

 Later, after his body calmed and his mind fully came to consciousness, Odin pushed himself up and rubbed his eyes, taking slow, deep breaths in order to gain his bearings. Outside, an Ogre passed by, dragging what appeared to be the bloody carcass of a giant pig in tow.


Are those the boars Miko was talking about?

 If so, it was no wonder the Elf didn’t want them in the woods.

 “Red-eyes.”

 Startled, Odin looked up to find Sunskin sitting nearby, legs planted on the ground and hands hanging limply in her lap. “Yes?” he frowned.

 “You drame of things that made you shake.”


 “I did?”


 “You did.”


 “I…” He paused. “You woke me up, didn’t you?”


 “You were not conscious, but you did wake, if only in spirit.”


 “I saw you. You… had your hand on my chest.”


 “To still your shakes. Yes. I did.”


 “Thank you.”


 “There is no need to thank me. Come—sit by me, child of Felnon.”


 Odin turned, surveyed the area and, finding both Miko and Nova asleep, crawled across the room. He settled down beside the Ogre with the slightest bit of unsurety.


She could crush me with one finger if she wanted to.

 Still, that meant nothing. She opened her home to them—what reason would she have to hurt him?


None.

 In the back of his mind, he knew Miko would spare no mercy to someone who hurt him, not even his own mother.


 “Was there something you needed?” he asked, taking a moment to brush his hair out of his eyes.


 “No.”


 “Oh. All right.”


 “I simply wanted company. My son spent a long night staring at the firebugs.”


 “I wanted to ask you about that,” Odin mumbled, looking down at his hands. “Sunskin… can he… can he…”


 “Can he what, child?”


 “Can he see things I can’t?”


 “How am I to know what he sees and what you cannot?”


 “He’ll sit in one spot for hours at a time, staring at nothing but the sea or the fireflies we watched last night. I worry about him. Whenever he gets like that, he won’t answer me. He won’t even move or breathe when he’s looking at whatever it is he’s looking at.”

 “Have you considered that there are things only certain beings can see?”


 “Yes. Me and Nova talked about that on the way to Neline. Miko’s also mentioned it himself.”


 “Then what is there to question if you already have an answer?”


 “That’s the thing—I don’t have an answer.”

 “Like I said, I am unable to know what you see, nor do I know what my son sees. It would not surprise me if he saw things the eyes cannot see. His blood, though pure, is tainted. His father took root of his mother’s beautiful body and corrupted it in ways that you could not begin to imagine, child. What other reason would a beautiful creature with eyes of gold and skin of silver let such a monstrosity touch her?”

 “Are they really that bad?”

 “Even the most sinister of Goblins or the most disgusting of Orcs could not begin to match the evil that rests within a Drow’s heart. They say you cannot be born evil, but that is a lie, my friend. That is a lie indeed. Eons ago, when the world was young and the beautiful, White Elves had just built their shining city, a group of men and women broke into a sealed chamber and stole a book that held our world’s most darkest secrets.”

 “What book?”

 “A book so filthy, so corrupt, that any who touched it lost a part of themselves. Their skin turned grey, their bodies craved blood, so much so that they became vampires—bloodsuckers, things that stalked the night and fed of the weak and innocent. But that is not all the book did. No. Such a book could not taint one so just by touching it.”

 “What turned them into Drow then?”

 “The magic inside the book blackened their hearts and cursed their blood, their minds, their seed. That magic was Necoromancy, bone magery, flesh summoning, the gift to bring a corpse back to life—nothing inside that book was ever meant to be read, nor should it have ever been written.”

 “So the magic inside it cursed them forever?”

 “And turned them into a completely different race,” the Ogre nodded. “You must understand, my child—my son is not a pure-bloded creature like you or I. His mind endures an endless state of torture and his body lives in a constantly state of agony just to keep itself alive. He is by no means perfect.”

 “What’s the point of living if you’re always in pain though?” he frowned. “Why suffer with it?”

 “Because there are greater things in this world than death,” the Ogre said, “especially when there are much worse things to suffer afterward.”

 


 Rising from sleep in a tangled yet elegant grace, Miko rose from his spot on the floor, arched his back and pushed his arms over his head, flexing nearly-gleaming muscles in the light of a new day. He stood there for a moment, reveling in the warmth the sun bathed im in, before turning to face Odin and Sunskin. “Hello,” he nodded, bowing his head. “Good morning Mother, Odin.”

 “Good morning,” the Ogre said. “You slept well?”


 “As always. You?”


 “As always.”


 Smiling, Miko stood, grabbed his cape, and secured it around his neck, but not before whipping the folds free of dirt. “Odin,” the Elf said.

 “Yes sir?”


 “Would you be wiling to walk with my today, maybe experience a little more of the culture here?”


 “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”


 “Maybe you’re not one for walking.”


 “If I weren’t one forwalking,” Odin chuckled, “I don’t think I would’ve asked my father to let me join the military.”


 “True,” the Elf smirked. The tip of an exposed ear twitched just before Nova mumbled something under his breath.



Did I just see what I think I saw?

 Could the Elf really have heard the sound before it actually happened?


No. That’s just silly.

 Even so, he could not doubt what he had just seen.


You learn something new every day, he thought, pushing himself to his feet.

 “We’ll be back around midday, Mother,” Miko said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Please tell Nova that we won’t be gone for long.”

 “I will,” Sunskin said. “Be safe, and stay away from Bafran. Avoid his home and take the easy path. There is no need for conflict.”

 “I understand. Thank you.”

 Bowing his head, Miko gestured for Odin to follow.

 


 “How come you wanted to take me for a walk?” Odin frowned, sliding up alongside his knight master as a group of Ogres passed. “Is it because you wanted to get away from the mound?”

 “No,” Miko said. “I want this stay to be benficial to your knighthood, just like your experience in Neline was.”

 “What are you going to teach me here?”

 “Whatever comes naturally. As you’re probably aware, I’ve never played the role of a teacher, which is why our journey to Neline was fractured and disjointed. I should have made more of an effort to teach you.”

 “You taught me things, sir. You showed me how to send better messages with magic, how do defend myself in a fight, how to cope with situations outside my own.”

 “I’m glad you think so, Odin. In all actuality, hwoever, you taught yourself most of those things.”

 “How—”

 “I showed you few techniques and even fewer methods of defense. Icklard and Domnin were the ones who showed you how to send messages. I merely instructed you in how to send them long distances. And as to combat and dealing with outside situations, you defended yourself and learned to handle things through experience.”

 “But—”


 “I have done things normal social interaction could have taught you.”


 “That’s the thing,” Odin mumbled, bowing his head. “I never had any.”


 The Elf stopped in midstride. “Odin,” Miko said, setting both hands on his shoulders. “Such isolation normally drives men mad. The fact that you survived shows you’re capable of handling things most normal individuals cannot.”

 “That doesn’t matter,” Odin sighed, trying to turn his eyes up to face his knight master, but unable to do so. “I was locked in a tower for two years—so what? It’s not like I wasn’t completely devoid of attention. I had Jordan and Daughtry, not counting the healer I had when I was sick.”

 “That doesn’t matter either—you still had very little interaction with people.”

 “I—”

 “What’s the longest time the weapons master stayed with you, Odin? What was the longest magic lesson you had, or the longest time the healer spent with you in that tower?”

 “I don’t—”

 “Then my question is answered.” The Elf pulled his hands away. This time, Odin managed to lift his head to look the creature in the eyes. “Do you see my point?” he asked.

 “I think so.”

 “Strength does not only lie in brawn or brain, but spirit. When trapped, a soul begins to wilt and fade like a flower. When that flower dies—when it finally looses all its petals—it can no longer be saved. The same can be said for the soul. Its fire can only burn for a certain amount of time before it is finally extinguished.”

 “Why are you telling me this?”

 “Because you are stronger than most ordinary men,” Miko said, turning and beginning back down the road. “Sometimes… even stronger than me.”

 Odin didn’t know what to say.

 As the Elf continued down the road, hair whipping and cape blowing in the afternoon breeze, Odin couldn’t help but wonder why his master had just said that.

 His doubts quickly faded as Miko gained distance.


 Picking himself up, he took a deep breath, ran his hand over his eyes, and chased his knight master down the road.


 If anything, that brief conversation would only strengthen their relationship.


 


 In a dark, wooded area near the end of the village, Miko set his hand on a piece of bark and extended his arm, curling the fingernails on his free hand until each inch-long nailed touched one another.

 “What’re you doing?” Odin asked.


 “I’m going to show you something you should only attempt in the most dire of situations.”


 “What is it?”


 “Powerful, powerful earth magic.”


 “You mean using the elements from nature?”


 “That’s exactly what I mean, Odin.”


 Bracing himself, Miko pushed his right arm against the tree. Muscles tightening and brow furrowing in concentration, the Elf closed his eyes. Magic tickled the air like sparks from a fire, flickering around Odin’s head and popping his ears. Occasionally, he grimaced and nearly reached up to fumble with them, but stopped upon noticing a change in Miko’s demeanor. What originally appeared to be a troubled, concentrated creature now appeared stoic—calm, clear, and seemingly without a worry in the world.

 “Miko?” he frowned. “Sir?”

 The Elf pulled away from the tree.

 Autonomous, he turned, eyes still closed. His arm, still outstretched, slowly lifted until it rested at an oblique angle. The other did the same. Each fingers spread until the muscles in his hands visible tensed.

 “As you can see,” the Elf said, lips unmoving, but somehow able to produce sound, “I have nearly abandoned my sentient inhibitions.”

 “Sir?”

 “Watch me, Odin. Watch me become one.”


One?

 The Elf’s eyes opened. Green fire laced the rims of his purple irises.

 Before Odin could begin to say something, the tips of Miko’s bare feet began to change. Curling, twisting from the ground up, roots the size of vines entered the Elf’s ankles and wrapped around his legs, bulging his skin out as though he were afflicted with parasitic worms bent on destroying him from the inside out. What appeared to be only a brief transformation was refuted as his chest began to change color. Black veins spread across quaking abdominals, white sap leaked from weeping pores, and deep groves appeared in his chest as skin softened, then hardened over with bark.


He’s… he’s…

 “Changing into a tree.”

 Before his head became shrouded in bark. Miko closed his eyes and pursed his lips.

 From the tips of his long, sharpened fingernails, tiny, miniscule branches began to grow, spreading like twigs scattered amongst the forest floor. Buds the color of the brightest lime sprouted along the way of these branches until, finally, they bloomed into brilliant, yellow flowers, opening like carnivorous maws threatening to swallow the whole entirel.

 The Elf’s body whole, his presence covered in bark, his person began to thicken, building itself layer upon layer, until it appeared to be nothing more than a simple, misplaced tree standing in the middle of the open clearing.

 Odin couldn’t believe his eyes.


 His knight master—a living, breathing piece of flesh—had just turned into a tree.


 “Suh-Sir?” he asked, stepping forward, not sure whether to touch what had just been the Elf or not. “Are… are you there?”



I am here, Miko’s voice said.

 “How… how did you—”


By touching the tree and gathering its presence inside me, I have been able to take my essence and transform into the construct you now see before you.

 “But this means—”


Yes, my friend—this means every rock, every tree, every leaf could be watching you.

 “Don’t they already though?” he asked, trembling, still unsure about the entirety of the situation. “The mages say trees and plants have feelings of their own. Doesn’t that mean they have thoughts as well?”


Nature does as nature pleases. It watches you or it does not; it pleases you or it does not; it lives for you or it does not.

 “Do you want me to—”


No! I forbid you to try any such magic unless I specifically request you to. What I have done can takes months, years to learn. By doing such a thing, you are isolating yourself away from the powers of others. You could very well trap yourself into the very thing you are trying to transform into should your will not be strong enough.

 “All right. I won’t do it.”


Good. Now stay back. I’m going to return to my original form.

 As asked, Odin stayed put, bracing himself for the retransformation. It occurred as the original had—first with the layers breaking down, then with the branches on his hands returning to his body. The flowers wilting, returning to buds, then disappearing, the bark fading into skin—by the time the Elf’s original form returned, his cape and lower robe became visible, flapping in the wind as though nothing about him had changed. Strands of his hair slowly became visible as the bark that imprisoned it faded into nothing but keratin.

 “This is why you brought us so far out,” Odin said, blinking as the Elf returned to his natural self. “Because you didn’t want Nova to see.”

 “I didn’t want to frighten him or the Ogres that live here. Not many know that mages are capable of turning themselves into plants and rocks.”

 “But I thought that mages couldn’t turn themselves into anything that didn’t have a mind.”


 “Who says such things don’t?”


 “They—”


 “You’ve got to understanding something, Odin—just because someone tells you something doesn’t mean it’s true.”


 “So this lesson has two meanings,” he smiled.


 “True indeed,” Miko said.


 


 “You’ve returned,” Sunskin said.

 “What took you so long?” Nova grumbled. “And where the hell were you?”

 Miko shot Nova a dirty look. The man scowled, crossing his arms over his chest. “I was teaching Odin about the area,” the Elf smiled, setting a hand on Odin’s upper back. “Right, Odin?”

 “Right,” he smiled. “Really, that’s all.”

 “Like I’ll believe that for a second,” Nova mumbled. A sigh escaped his lips, but soon made way for a smirk. “Well, at least I know you didn’t ditch me.”

 “We have no reason to leave you here,” Miko said, settling down on the floor beside his mother. “How long have you been awake, Nova?”

 “For a little while. Not too long.”

 “I’m sorry we didn’t bring you along. I figured we’d let you sleep.”


And avoid any potential fallout, Odin thought, grimacing as a shiver traveled down his spine.

 “I’m glad you returned,” Sunskin said. “I was getting worried.”


 “About what, Mother?”


 “I was afraid you’d run into Bafran.”


 “We stayed far away from him,” Odin said. He, too, settled down on the floor, this time beside Nova. “We don’t want any trouble.”


 “Not if we can help it,” Nova added.


 “Good. I’m glad you see it that way. There’s been enough trouble as it is, what with those humans ringing those damned isntruments.”

 “The monks?” Nova frowned.

 “Monks, humans, worshippers of God or Gods or dirt—I care not what they believe or practice. What I care is that they’ve been coming into our forests and threatening the children with their presence.”

 “The orbs don’t hurt them,” Odin asked, “do they?”

 “No. Humans are stupid, pathetic creatures, dear child. That is not to insult you or yourself, Nova of Bohren, but it is true. Their ways are tailored to fit the mold in which they were made.”

 “She’s right,” Miko nodded. “They’ve been doing this since they’ve come to the island.”

 “Too long for me to count,” Sunskin sighed. The rumble in her chest and throat that followed continued on for several moments afterward, trembling like a bell struck by a hammer. “Let us not talk of such things though. If it becomes necessary, we will simply destroy our village and move. We have done it once. We can do it again.”

 Nodding, Odin crossed his legs, set his hands in his lap, and looked up at the Ogre.


 In her dark, nearly-invisible brown eyes, he thought he saw a tear form.


 That tear showed fear.


 That tear showed hurt.


 


 “Nova?”


 “Yeah?”


 “How come we think we have the right to take anything we want even when it isn’t ours?”


 “We?”


 “Us,” Odin mumbled. “People.”


 “Oh.” Nova frowned. “I’m not sure how to answer that.”


 Bowing his head, Odin closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath, trying as hard as he could not to envision a mighty creature showing weakness in the most intimate of moments. Before—when young, ignorant, arrogant, and especially apathetic—he used to think that only women and children cried: that the weak, who couldn’t control their emotions, chose to let it out rather than hold it in. In those days, he used to think men with swords and arrows were incapable of feeling such things, much less creatures and monsters from lore and legend, so to imagine that after all this time, he’d been led to believe such things seemed impossible—juvenile, even. Who thought, much less believed that only choice individuals felt pain—that monsters couldn’t scream and sentient beings could not sing? Who instill these beleifs? Who said that Ogres were dumb, stupid monsters, and who said magic couldn’t, and shouldn’t, exist?

 After all this time, after all this progress, why did people still say such things?


Because they can.

 “Because they will.”


 “Are you all right?” Nova asked, reaching out to touch his shoulder. “Odin?”


 “Huh?”


 “You were talking to yourself.”


 “Oh. Don’t worry—I’m fine.”


 “You sure?”


 Adjusting his position, Odin nodded and settled back against the monstrous mound of dirt and clay. He didn’t bother to look up when he heard the lumbering sound of foosteps approaching.

 “Odin,” Nova whispered. “Get up.”


 “What?”


 “I said get up.”


 With nearly no time to react, Odin was forced to his feet by Nova’s heavy hand before he even had the chance to stand.


 A moment later, he realized Nova’s haste.


 Bafran stood no more than a few feet away. Face lit in a scowl, the Ogre leaned forward and bared his teeth at the two of them. “Humans,” he growled, his deep voice reverberating in Odin’s chest and ears. “I thought I told you to stay away from my family.”

 “We haven’t been anywhere near them,” Nova growled back.

 “Test me, human. Your bones are no more than twigs to me.”

 “We didn’t do anything,” Odin said, taking hold of Nova’s shirt and pulling him back a step. “We’re sorry. We won’t bother you anymore.”

 “Your simple presence here bothers me, Nafran child. Both you and your impudent friend are no more than insects in my eyes. Had we our way, your entire race would be enslaved and forced to toil in the filth and shit that is humanity.”

 “We didn’t do this to you. Don’t blame us for something someone else did.”


 “You are human. You are the cuase.”


 “That’s enough, Bafran.”


 Odin grimaced as the female Ogre set her hand on his shoulder. Dwarfed by at least five feet, Sunskin’s prescence did little to demean the bigger Ogre’s size.

 “I want them gone,” the saltwater Ogre said. “Now.”

 “I don’t care what you want, Bafran Cacknea of the Ocean’s Blue Moon. These are my humans, as this is my son. They are as much my family as your children are yours.”

 “They are a danger to our livelihood!” Bafran growled. “I won’t stand for this, Black Talon. Every day they are here further exposes us to the damned on the beaches. What will you say when your son and these humans he brings with them bring about the destruction of our tribe? What will you say, Shaman? What will you tell your people when they are all but dead and homeless?”

 “As long as I am here,” Sunskin began, “nothing is going to happen. I have assured you this before, Bafran. If it is truly of your utmost concern that these humans are a threat to you, then by all means, leave. There are caves not far from here that are perfectly hospitable to you and your family.”

 “Why should I leave when I have been here longer than they?”


 “Because you are the only one complaining.”


 Not a word passed from Bafran’s lips following Sunskin’s accusation.


 For a moment, it looked as though the larger Ogre might lash out in retaliation. His deep-pitted eyes darkened, his lip curled over his front teeth, and the muscles in his forearm bulged as his fist curled into a massive lump.

 Just as Odin knew—and expected, despite the ever-present danger—Bafran remained stoic, if somewhat-angry “Fine,” the Ogre said. “So be it, Black Talon. Our bond wears thin.”

 With that, the Ogre turned and stalked into the village.


 A pit formed in Odin’s chest.


 Slowly, it began to deepen.


 


 “Mother,” Miko sighed. “You shouldn’t have—”


 “Don’t question my morals, Maeko. I am the one who leads this tribe, not the other way around.”


 “That doesn’t change the fact that he’s larger than you.”


 “Bafran would seem fit to an untimely and painful death should he inflict harm upon any of us.”


 “I… Mother…” Miko stopped. Brushing his hair out of his eyes, he cast a glance out at the paling midafternoon light and sighed. It took no more than a moment for him to return his gaze to the Ogre. “I just don’t want to see you hurt. You know what I’d do.”

 “His heart would be in your hands would he ever hurt me, my son. I know. I understand.”


His heart would be in your hands.

 Odin swallowed a lump in his throat. While he didn’t doubt Miko could, or would, do such a thing should someone hurt his mother, the act of imaging the feat alone forced a long, cold shvier down his spine.


No one hurts his friends.

 “Unless they want to die.”


 “Hmm?” Nova said. “You say something?”


 “No,” Odin said, shaking his head. “I didn’t say anything.”


 “I think we should stay inside for the rest of the day,” Miko said, lacing his arms around Odin and Nova’s shoulders. “Mother?”


 “Yes, Maeko.”


 “Would you like help with something.”


 “Have you taught the boy to knit?”


 A faint smile crested Miko’s lips. “The perfect thing to teach,” the Elf said. “Knitting without magic.”


 


 With his head bowed, Odin guided the yarn around his thumb and through the knitting needles, repeating the process each time with equal precision. At his side, Miko watched with intense fascination, never once allowing his gaze to slide from the long wooden needles Odin balanced in both his hands.

 “I never knew you were left handed,” Nova mumbled, leaning back against his bedroll and watching as Odin readjusted his hold on the one needle.

 “You didn’t?” Odin frowned.


 “No.”


 “I’ve been using my left hand since I was six. I kinda had to after I broke my arm.”


 “Oh.”


 “How come you mentioned it?”


 “You’d think it’d be harder to use your left hand than your right,” the older man shrugged, reaching up to scratch his tangle of fiery chinbeard. “Then again, I’ve only ever had to use my right.”

 “Which is surprising,” the Elf mumbled, eyes still set on the knitting needles. “It’s not often you hear of a farmer’s son coming out of the fields after years of work without injury.”

 “No,” Nova laughed. “It isn’t.”

 Sunskin snorted. Odin couldn’t help but chuckle. “You humans amuse me,” the Ogre said, shifting her massive bulk. “It’s not often you hear such trivial banter among Ogrekind.”

 “What do you expect?” Nova grined. “It’s not like we’ve ever been around Ogres before. Here I was, a humble farmboy out in the hills of Bohren, thinking all you Ogres did was run around and terrorize villages. Guess you proved me wrong.”

 “The false modesty used against us by your human storytellers has done much damage to our kind over the generations. It is they that forced us from the mainland with their lies and deceit.”

 “How did you end up on the island?” Odin frowned. “You couldn’t have made ships, could you?”

 “Dear child, we Ogres can do anything you humans can—we just choose not to. Why do you think we build our homes from clay and dirt or choose to live in tribal groups rather than cities?”

 “Because it’s simpler that way.”

 “Which is why our kind did not come to the islands by boats.”

 “Old lore has it that there used to be a landbridge connecting the islands to the mainland,” Miko said, turning his eyes up to his mother. “That is—”

 “Until the ground shook and quaked,” the Ogre finished, harmonizing her tale with her son’s in an almost-perfect display. “It was the God or Gods you humans speak of so that broke the islands away from their mother. I will not lie though, my friends—we Ogres and Leatherskins are much better off because of it.”

 “As is the fate of those races who fell to to the judgement of the human race.”

 Ogres, Kerma, Dwarves, Goblins, Elves, Drow, Centaurs, Giants—the list could go on and on, almost to no end, but each and every race that had come into contact with humanity had, in one way or another, been affected by them. While Ogres and other Leatherskins were forced to live on islands, and while the Dwarves buried themselves away in their Hornblaris Mountains, what would become of the diseased Kerma in the coming years? Would they truly, somehow recover, or would they simply fade away, a testament to humankind’s long, hard exploration?


Will their bones by all that exists? Odin thought. Will we look back someday and realize what all we’ve done?

 He looked his yarn around his needles.

 At that moment, he realized they should be bonding chains, not breaking them.

 


 “Odin, Nova—we need to talk about something.”

 Frowning, Odin turned his head up to find Miko standing in the entryway. Eyes set most likely on the village, he waited a moment before turning his attention back to them.

 “What is it?” Nova asked.


 “What’s wrong?” Odin added.


 “I think it’s time we leave the village,” the Elf sighed.


 “What?”

 Startled, Odin glanced at Nova. He wasn’t the least bit surprised when he saw scarlet crawling up from beneath the man’s beard and onto his cheeks.

 “Our presence here is troubling,” Miko said, reaching up to touch his temple. “Not only is it pressing on both ourselves and the other Ogres, it’s also taxing my mother.”

 “She didn’t seem—”

 “Her weakness is shown not in words, but actions, Odin.”

 “It doesn’t matter how her actions are shown,” Nova growled, standing. “What the hell do you expect us to do? Leave? Uh, last I recall, Miko, we can’t—the fucking boat’s gone.”

 “There are options—”

 “What? The beach, the woods, the monks? Can you honestly look me in the eye and tell me you want to stay with a bunch of lunatics who, for all we know, might be doing more than walking down the beach waving their stupid pathetic fucking—”

 “Nova,” Odin said.

 “Don’t Nova me, kid—I’m being realistic. Besides—even if the monks did let us come back, do you really want to sit around and listen to some nut preach all day? I sure as hell don’t.”

 “I’m guessing you weren’t one to practice in your younger days,” Miko smirked.

 “Hey—I’m all for believing in God as long as someone isn’t shoving His word down my throat. I just know better than to believe that just because someone says He said something doesn’t mean it’s true.”

 “True.” Pausing, Miko reached up and messaged his temples. His hands gradually spread to the sides of his face, where he rubbed the twin nodules of bone just above his ears. “I can understand your sentiments.”

 “Which is why I don’t want to leave.”


 “Which doesn’t mean we aren’t going to.”


 Odin grimaced. He didn’t think they’d be getting out of that one.


 “So what are you suggesting then?” Odin frowned. “What’re we doing if we’re not staying here?”


 “Before we continue any further, I want to make something clear: this was my decision, not my mother’s.”


 “We know,” Odin nodded.


 “I just wanted to make you aware that my mother doesn’t want us to leave. If anything, she’s willing to push her tribe away in order to let us remain here, but that isn’t in her best interest, as she’s getting much too old and would be far too easy a target if she was left to her own devices. As to your question, Nova, there are caves that would provide substantial shelter through the rainy months.”

 “What caves?” Odin frowned.


 “The cave near the hills.”


 He managed to swallow the lump in his throat. “Suh-Sir?”


 “Though my mother hasn’t forewarned me of what dwells near the hills, I promise that whatever it is, no harm will befall either of you, just as I’ve promised in the past.”

 “We know,” Nova sighed. “We trust you.”

 “I’m sure you do, Nova.” Again, the Elf paused. This time, it seemed he couldn’t help but let a breath of air pass from his lips. “I’m sorry. Had I known this would arise, I would have never brought you here.”


No, Odin thought. You wouldn’t’ve.

 Regardless, he knew the true nature in the Elf’s words.


 Behind Miko’s dark, purple eyes, he could see the real message—the one that beckoned for understanding.


 Only once in a thousand years is a child like he able to see his mother.


 When that chance comes, it can’t be easily pushed aside.


 


 They were ready to leave by the time Sunskin returned from her anonymous location. Packs over their shoulders, weapons at their sides, both Odin and Nova stood in the entryway watching Miko converse with the very reason they had journeyed all the way to the Tentalin Isles. Graceful head high, neck taut with tension, the Elf kept his eyes on the ancient, seemingly-ageless being before him. Not once did he alter in voice, turn his gaze away from the Ogre’s deep eyes or allow his lips to tremble for the act he commited, nor did his voice seem fractured and bent as though young and brimming with youth. It seemed, despite the remourseful, emotional tension that tinged the air, that Miko was able to hold steady, only nodding or speaking when required.


How hard is it, Odin thought, to leave your mother?

 The question, though deeply-rooted in his conscience, could not be answered. With his mother having died during childbirth and Mother Karma resembling nothing like a motherly figure, the question would probably go unanswered for the rest of his life, a dull flame silently burning without ever casting light.

 “Maeko,” the Ogre said, strong voice lower than usual. “Why—”

 “It’s too dangerous for us to stay here, Mother. Someone’s going to end up hurt.”

 “This is my village, Maeko. I care not what Bafran or any other Ogre think. As long as I lead these people, I am the one who decides who stays and goes, not the other way around.”

 “Which is why I’m not asking you to choose,” Miko sighed. “I know how much this means to you, because it means just as much to me, but I can’t risk having you hurt just because we’re staying in your village.”

 “Son—”

 “I’ve already decided, Mother. We’re leaving.”

 The deathly silence that followed raised the hairs on Odin’s neck, his arms, on his eyebrows and even the very tips of his eyelashes. Nothing could be heard. Not the wind, not the trees, not an Ogre lumbering in the distance or the birds shifting in the leaves—nothing. Like a God clamping his fist around a trumpeting angel, all sound had ceased to exist.


What… why didn’t she…

 He cast a glance at Nova. The man said, nor did anything. He simply stared at the two behemoths before them.


 “Mother,” the Elf whispered. A low growl followed Miko’s silent plea. “I… I’m sorry. If I could do something, then I—”


 A blur of movement instinctively forced Odin backward.


 The pot and pan arrangement above the fireplace exploded as the Ogre’s fist came down upon it.


 No more than a foot away from where his mother’s fist had impacted, Miko stood, grimacing.


 In one fell, swift motion, the Ogre turned and trampled out of the hut, leaving both her fireplace and, most likely, her son’s emotions in pieces.

 


 “Sir… you can’t—”

 “There is nothing I could’ve done to temper the severity of her reaction. We are lucky she controlled herself the way she did, otherwise one of you might’ve been hurt.”

 “Are you hurt?” Nova asked, trudging up alongside them.

 “Physically,” the Elf said, “No. Emotionally…”


 Nothing more need be said.


 Keeping his silence, Odin briefly turned his attention to Nova, who only shrugged in response.



She could’ve killed him, he thought.

 Would Miko have moved had his mother tried to deal a fatal blow, or would he have stood there and taken the punishment he felt he likely deserved? Like hell hath no fury like a mother scorned, the fact that she’d come so close to hitting him was evidence enough that her anger ran deep—bloodbourne, it seemed, like a disease slowly coursing through a dying thing’s veins.

 “Miko?” Odin whispered.


 “Yes, Odin?”


 “How long will it take us to get to the hills?”


 “Nightfall,” the Elf said. “We’ll be there just as the sun’s setting.”


 “And what if whatever’s out there finds us?” Nova asked.


 “Then have mercy on our souls, dear Nova.”


 


 Night fell with a crescendo of rain. Tropical in its humidity but agonizing in its force, it beat down on them relentlessly and without mercy. It seemed that no matter where they went, how thick the shrubs around them managed to be or what path they took, they couldn’t escape the frigid onslaught raining down from above, a god’s tears for angering his or her creation.

 Though cruel to their expectations, Mother Nature did what She wanted. She would not be swayed.


 “Odin,” Nova grunted, head bowed and shoulders hunched from the weight of the rainwater on his shoulders. “You ok?”


 “I’m fine,” he mumbled.


 Truth be told, he didn’t think he could stand another minute out in the rain, but he would not reveal that to Nova, much less to the knight master whose emotions were likely shattered. Like Neline no more than a year ago, the rain that pummeled them shook his core and weakened his resolve, giving him all the reason to simply stop and huddle beneath the roots of a large, nearly-dead tree.

 It would only be a matter of time before he did just that.


 “We’re almost there,” Miko said, lifting his head. He surveyed the area for a moment, then raised his hand. “I think this is it.”


 “Thank God,” Nova breathed.


 Odin nodded. He drew up alongside the Elf a moment later. “Are we he here?” he whispered.


 Yes, Odin. We are.”


 


 A spark of flame was all it took to call the cave home.

 Huddled around a fire in blankets and near-drenched cothing, Odin, Nova and Miko watched chaos rule the outside world. With lightning striking overhead and thunder booming in the distance, it need not matter whether they sat in front of the fire or ten feet away from it—the shivers came from only one place.


They’re definitely not from being cold.

 Those shivers—caused by lengthy, abandoned exposure to the outside world—didn’t exist anymore. They hadn’t since they’d taken their first few steps into the cave.

 Looking up, Odin drew the blanket around his shoulders and grimaced when his knight master caught his eye. Even in the brightest, most orange of fires, the tranquil purple that guided his world always managed to unnerve him in moments of weakness, regardless of whether or not that managed to carry over to the Elf himself. Something about the way Miko’s pupils dialated to the thinnest of slits, much like a cats, made his skin crawl and his heart beat faster. Was it because Miko was something other than human, or was it something else, something more all-knowing and sinister?


It’s nothing, he thought. Nothing at all.

 “Are you all right?” the Elf asked.


 “Huh?”


 “Are you all right, Odin?”


 “Oh.” He nodded and looked down at his knees before returning his attention to the being before him. “I’m fine—just cold, that’s all.”

 “It should pass soon enough.”


 “Hopefully,” Nova grumbled, speaking for the first time since they’d arrived. “It’s as cold as shit in here.”


 “Like I said, the rain should pass soon enough… should the islands not be afflicted by a storm.”


 “A storm?” Odin frowned. “What?”


 “You remember the agony the Annabelle befell during the rainstorm, right?”


 “Yeah.”


 “Think of that, but with winds so harsh and strong they can lift you up and tear you away from everything you know.”


 “That’s why the monks live in stone,” Odin whispered. “It—”


 “Protects them from the wind,” the Elf nodded. “As was the case with the intricate stone blocks you might have seen resting under your bed. They are slid into the windows and used to keep the wind from blowing into the monastery at night.”

 “You don’t think we’ll have any problems?” Nova frowned.

 “I highly doubt it. The only ones I’d be concerned for would be the monks, but even then, they live in their monastery. The worst that they’d have to deal with is cleaning the sand the wind lifts for the beach. And as for the Ogres, they’re not ignorant by any means—they placed themselves so far back for a reason.”

 “So everything’ll be fine then.”

 “Unless the storm decides to get worse.”


How worse would it have to be to get this far inland?


Odin dare not question his thought, less he jinx himself for his action.

 Spreading out, he rolled into his bedroll and closed his eyes.


 Tomorrow would be another day.


 Hopefully, nothing bad would come of it.


 


 The rain continued through the night and into the early morning. By midafternoon, after the sun eclipsed the horizon and hung high in the air, the ground remained so soaked with moisture that he didn’t want to get out of bed. Hung-over from both mental relaxation and the warmth the bedroll provided, Odin slept in, ignoring the ignorant, post-storm cries of the gloomy, dreary day.

 By the time he did rise, clouds darkened the sky and thunder sounded in the distance.

 “Again?” Nova groaned, reaching up to run a hand through his tangled mess of hair. “We might as well just go back to bed.”

 “Too much of a good thing can be bad,” Miko said, tightening his lower robe around his waist. “Trust me—you’ll feel much better if you wake up now than you will in a few hours.”

 “Yeah,” Nova grunted, pushing himself out of the bedroll. “Whatever.”

 Sighing, Odin, too, rose and turned to face his companions, but not without looking outside the cave and viewing the destructive effects of last night’s storm. From snapped twigs, to broken branches, to entire trees toppled by the mighty gale, power lingered in each and every surface and seemed to beckon him with moral wounds inflicted on their inanimate hides. Such imagery forced him to consider just how they’d managed to escape such chaos. Had the cave kept them safe, sheltering them from the torrential onslaught that pounded the earth, or had it been something else, something far greater and concrete than just simple rock and stone?


Him? he thought.

 No. Surely Miko wouldn’t have lain awake all night projecting a barrier in front of the cave. That would’ve required far too much effort, especially for a single person fighting to keep something such as a storm out of a cave.


But what if he did?

 What if, regardless of his superstitions, Miko had stayed awake all night, and kept a barrier in front of them while at it? It wasn’t out of his power—he’d proven that countless times by making the seemingly-impossible possible—but could he really sustain the energy needed to do such a thing? Could he hold a barrier throughout the night, shielding them from the wind and rain, or could he have done something else, something Odin wasn’t even aware of?


Does it really matter?

 It didn’t, but maybe an answer would be enough to quell the uneasiness rising in his chest.

 Shivering, Odin tightened his jerkin around his chest and buttoned it halfway, leaving just enough space to allow adequate breathing room. Behind him, Nova swore and cursed as he tripped and nearly ran into the wall. “It’s too damn wet in here,” the man grunted. “Fuckin’ rain.”

 “Maybe we should move farther back,” Odin suggested. “At least we wouldn’t be cold.”

 “The only good that would do would be allowing ourselves a personal comfort we can’t afford,” Miko said. He took a moment to lace his cape around his shoulders before continuing. “Have you considered how the fire would react?”

 “But it’s magicked,” Odin frowned. “How would it—”


 “It’s not entirely magicked, Odin. How do you think I kept it going through the night without being awake?”


 “I thought… you… you said—”


 “I have a remarkable depth of concentration, yes, but even I am unable to sustain such magic while I sleep.”


 “But what about back in Neline, when were were under the snow? How did you—”


 “He was medidating, Odin.”


 Odin glanced up at Nova, surprised at the sudden intrusion. “What?”


 “He was meditating,” the older man repeated. “It’s not hard to understand.”


 “How do you know?”


 “My father used to practice. Tried to get me to do it too, but I could never let the world go like that.” Nova laughed, as though something about his statement had unnerved him. He fingered the strands of hair at his chin, first twirling them around his knuckles, then unfurling and straightening them out. He let out one final bout of nervous laughter when he realized both Odin and Miko’s stares. “It scared me a little, ok? It’s not like I wanted to sink back while everything’s going on around me.”

 “You do have a point,” Miko nodded. “Meditation allows the confident relief. Anyone else might as well pull wool over their eyes.”

 “So that’s how you kept the fire going,” Odin mumbled. “You were meditating.”


 “While concentrating on the flow of energy.”


 “So you were technically—”


 “Sleeping, but without actually doing it.”


 Odin shivered. He didn’t need the cold air to provoke such an action.


 “I assure you both, there’s nothing to worry about,” Miko said, circling Odin and setting both hands on his shoudlers. “I know you may not have grown completely accustomed to the things I do, but I hope that as time’s gone on, you’ve been less willing to be afraid and more willing to give life to your thoughts.”

 “We have,” Nova agreed. “At least, I have.”


 “Odin?” Miko whispered, so close the Elf brushed his lips against his ear. “Are you still afraid of me?”


 He couldn’t answer. Lying, and telling the truth, wasn’t an option.


 “That’s fine,” the Elf said, encircling his shoulders and drawing him against his chest. “I just want you to know that I care about you, both of you. I do not lie without regret, nor speak the truth without worry.”

 “We know,” Odin whispered.


 Reaching up, he set a hand over the Elf’s long, bony fingers.


 A brief spark lit the base of his palm before he pulled his hand away.


 Whether that spark was personal or magical, he didn’t know.


 


 A second night of rain and wind buffeted them without abandon. From the time the sun departed beneath the grey clouds to the time night and the white moon cast its vision over the dark night, the storm continued, merciless and without care. It became so severe at one point that, in the middle of the night, Nova slipped into Odin’s bedroll without a word, mumbling nothing more than a brief thanks before tucking his head between his neck and shoulder.

 Miko remained awake until Odin fell asleep. Past that time, he couldn’t be sure.

 Morning birthed the world in hues of red, orange and pink. The remaining clouds from Ohmalyon’s second tropical storm bled warmth from their damp, grey surfaces, then burned alive until they disappeared completely. Though not every speck of grey disappeared from the sky, the few that remained skirted the edge of the horizon, following their brothers into the deeper parts of the oceanic horizon.

 Blissful warmth invited him into a new and inviting day.


 It was more than welcome.


 “Wake up,” Miko said.


 As if pulled from the warmest waters in the sea, Odin drifted into the mortal world at the sound of the Elf’s voice. So deep, yet so pleasant, the tenor verbatim rolled over his head and into his ears, seemingly cupping his face in its amiability alone. Its fertile nature beckoned him from the warmth of his covers, yet the warmth itself seemed far too great to sacrifice. If he moved, who would keep his kingdom, his sword, his shield, his honor and valor? Surely no one or no thing would come to replace his presence in his absence, so it seemed only natural to close his eyes, to let the sea return him to its depths until he finally rested on its black floor.


It’s so… so… warm, he thought, eyelids flickering as the sea tried to reclaim him. It can’t be. It… it… it…

 All feelings of things warm and tranquil burst when Nova tossed him out of the bedroll. “Get up,” the older man grunted.

 “Thanks Nova,” Odin mumbled, managing to flip his middle finger up before he fully stood. “Like I really needed to get thrown out of bed.”

 “You wouldn’t get up yourself, so I did it for you.”


 “Thanks a lot. I really appreciate—”


 “Don’t argue,” Miko said. “There’s no need for it. No harm’s befallen either of you.”


 “Sir,” Odin started. Miko silence him with a smile.


 “There,” the Elf smiled. “See? Everything’s fine, isn’t it?”


 With nothing else to say, Odin nodded and sighed as Nova bent to gather the bedroll. He couldn’t help but smack the back of the man’s head in the process.

 “The fuck?” Nova asked. “What was that for?”


 “For waking me up,” Odin chuckled, reaching down to rebutton his jerkin. “Thanks, big guy.”


 “Yeah, whatever.”


 “Huirry and dress,” Miko said. “We have to work today.”


 “Huh?” Odin frowned.


 “We’re going into the forest to salvage whatever blown-down wood we can.”


 “How come?”


 “We’re going to build a door for our cave.”


 “And how do you suggest we do that?” Nova chuckled.


 “Easy,” the Elf smiled. “We put it together.”


 “With what?”


 “Men didn’t always use chisel and nail,” Miko said, lifting his hands for both Odin and Nova to see. “There was once a time long, long ago, when all we had was our hands, my friends, and that was all we needed.”

 


 Coniferous trees begged to be fed.

 In the aftermath of the storm, nearly everything in the immediate area bore damage caused by the immense wind and the powerful rain. Unlike the previous day, when only the fairer, dantier of plants, leaves and branches had seemed to have been wounded, entire trees had been toppled in the wake of such chaos. Split entirely in half in sections or uprooted to the point of no reason, trees appeared to be lost—sad creatures that knew nothing of their now-meaningless existence. Once beautiful, tropical flowers bowed in defeat, petals lay scattered across the distant grounds, and comical gestures thrown forth from fallen pollen and dander now littered the forest floor, coating the earth in sickly hues of yellow, green and grey. The fact that nature Herself would show such a lack of mercy to Her earthly creations made the scene all the more depressing.

 “Look at it,” Odin sighed, running a hand through his still-damp hair. “I didn’t think it was this bad.”

 “We were in a cave,” Nova grunted, planting his feet on steady ground. “What did you expect?”


Not this, Odin thought. Definitely not this.

 “What nature has sacrificed will not have been in vain,” Miko said, stepping out of the cave and settling in behind them. “The spoils are ours, friends.”

 “Ours?” Odin frowned.

 “We are making a door,” Nova shrugged.

 As though taking the brief shift in Nova’s movement as a sign of defeat, Miko slid thorugh the gap in Nova’s side and stepped up to a nearby tree. There, he observed a branch dangling by a thin strand of keratin, then reached forward and took the helpless thing in hand. He wasted not a moment in tightening the muscles in his upper arm and pulling it from its mother with one mighty tug.

 “Why’d you do that?” Odin frowned.


 “Safety hazard,” Miko said. “See?”


 Odin and Nova leaned forward.


 Though the original assessment of the branch’s poor condition could easily be seen, what lay dormant beneath the limb’s bark spoke wonders of its physical condition. Inside—where thick, meaty treestuff should have been more than prevalent—the faint but telltale signs of ants and other bark-eating insects could easily be seen. From larvae, to husks, to the dead bodies that lay within, everything about the state of the limb proved to be dangerous, a perfect catalyst for nature to bring down Her creations onto the heads and shoulders of man.

 “It’s better that anything that might fall off come down before it hurts one of us,” Miko said, tossing the branch near the face of the cave. “All right—this is what we’re going to do. Odin, Nova, I want the two of you to go around and gather up any of the larger pieces you can. Leave the smaller ones alone unless they can be broken into kindling. While you’re doing this, I’ll walk around and remove any of the branches that I find unstable or look like they’re about to break off. It’ll only be a matter of time before the wind or rain takes them down.”

 “We don’t want that,” Odin mumbled, kicking a piece of bark off to the side.


 “Yeah,” Nova chuckled. “Can you imagine what one of those fuckers’d do to ya?”


 “Break your back,” he said, “or your neck.”


 “Which is why they need to come down,” Miko nodded, taking a moment to remove, then retie his cape around his waist. “Come on—let’s get started before the day begins to drag on. If another Ohmalyon storm is coming in, it’s bound to repeat its cycle before it moves on to the mainland.”

 “What if it doesn’t, sir?”

 “Then God have mercy on us, Odin, because if an Ohmalyon storm doesn’t repeat itself at least three times, something’s wrong.”

 


 All things come in three: birth, life, death; beginning, middle, end; preparation, infiltration, infatuation—all exhibit a common cycle necessary to life. Without birth you could not live, and without life you eventually die; without a beginning, there could be no end, nor a story to follow the two; and without preparations, wars could not begin infiltration, then live on into infatuation.

 Life is destined to repeat itself.

 For most things, that cycle occurs in threes.

 When the third storm rolled in that night, once again completing the ever-present and ominous cycle of three, Odin thought nothing of it. Instead, he simply watched the outside world occurring as naturally as ever, knees to his chest and chest to knees. He balanced himself on the balls of his heels whilst rocking himself to the tune of the rain. Occasionally, he’d blink when a flash of lightning lit the sky, but otherwise held no reckoning in regards to what was going on outside.

 Tranced beyond his wildest imagination, he counted the raindrops falling into the cave.


One… two… three…

 Nearby, Miko and Nova sat by the fire, only rarely speaking over the roar and hiss of the rain.


 Only when a figure appeared from the shadows did Odin break his trance. “Miko.”


 The Elf looked up.


 A bloody Ogre stood at the foot of the cave, one arm limply hanging at its side. Clenched within its grasp was a small, human-sized skull.

 It took less than a moment for Odin to distinguish white bone from tattered, brown scalp.

 “Bafran?” Miko asked, standing. “What are you doing here?”

 “It is within my right to eat my young,” the Ogre drawled, hollow eyes bare of even the slightest amount of emotion. “As is my right to kill them.”

 “What did you do?” the Elf asked. “Tell me, Bafran. Tell me you didn’t kill someone.”


 “Mersay,” Bafran breathed. “My son.”


 The Ogre dropped the skull.


 It shattered upon hitting the cave floor.


 Fragments of bone glistened as they scattered across the rock.


 “Bafran,” Miko said, pushing a hand back to ward Odin away from the entrance of the cave. “You can’t be here.”


 “Nor can I be anywhere, Nafran of the Talon’s Black Heart. Nor can I be anywhere.”


 When the fifteen-foot tall Ogre stepped into the light, a true visage of a disturbed yet-insightful creature came to life. Hollow not from design, but act, and painted not in color, but darkness, blood caked its face in a beautiful portraiture of horror. Flesh dangling from its mouth, teeth caked in gore, the Ogre ground its jaw and clicked its molars, each sound the hellfire snap of being devoid of a conscious. It fingered wounds at its palms, toying with hanging slices of flesh, and breathed in the humid, dirty air, its black tongue rising and falling between the torn flaws of its lips as nostrils and contracted. Its smile—cruel, deceitful, and evil—lit a fear inside Odin’s heart that, until that moment, he had never felt in his entire life. It was as though he was trapped within a room whose ceiling was slowly lowering upon him. There was nothing he could do, nothing he could say, nothing he could think, hear or even smell—it was only death that ruled his conscience, and in the face of such agony he could barely even move, much less attempt to make since of it all. It was for that reason, in staring at the Ogre’s face, that he felt something inside him die. Whether it was innocence, frailty, or something else, he did not know.

 “Bafran,” Miko repeated, retreating toward the far wall, where his sheathed sword lay hidden in the shadows. “Turn around. You’re not welcome here.”

 “Nor was I welcomed… in the village,” the Ogre gasped, raising its hands to claw at its face. “NOR WAS I WELCOMED IN THE VILLAGE!”

 “Leave while you still can.”


 “And thus your heart was in my hands.”


 The creature lashed out.


 Its foot quelled the fire.


 The world went dark.


 It took one moment for Odin to throw himself to his feet and conjure light at the tip of his fire, then two additional ones to release it into the air and give it life.

 When the third and final moment came, white light exploded and shrouded the cave in wonder.

 His sword drawn, his arm thick and taught, Miko evaded one of Bafran’s giant fists as it came barreling down over his head. With a flush of his body, he spun, brought his sword around, and sliced a fresh wound in the Ogre’s already-mangled right arm.

 Screaming, the bloody creature, now bathed in a more ethereal light, looked to be something unreal, an imaginary thing meant only for a world not supposed to exist. Its eyes seemed to bleed and every exposed vein appeared to be bulging from beneath its skin. There was even a moment Odin thought he could see the blood coursing through the Ogre’s body, pumped by rage and fueled by adrenaline, but no matter what controlled the enraged creature, its sole purpose was to destroy the one thing in its way—Miko.

 “NOVA!” Odin screamed.

 Swiping the scythe up from the floor, Nova tore the deerskin sheath from its pblade and swung it over his head. The blade came down on the Ogre’s shoulder, skirting its collarbone in a spray of blood until it came completely free.

 A second enraged scream tore through the howl of the wind as the Ogre threw itself at Nova, while a third echoed from its chest as Miko impaled his sword through its one remaining good arm.

 Though stunned by the events unfolding before him, Odin thought only of what he could do to help as Miko released hold of his blade and flipped away from the Ogre’s lunging jaw.

 Reaching down, he drew his sword from his sheath and prepared to lose his life.


Mine for yours, he thought, closing his eyes.

 It took one inspiring moment of confidence to decide his final course of action.


 Running forward, Odin jumped, then threw himself from a protruding rock and slammed his entire weight into his sword.


 He sailed through the air.


 His concscience on fire, he thought of all the things that had led up to that moment.


 His father, their preparation, their journey, his flight, his gift, his imprisonment, his salvation, his friend, his quest, his fear, his trial, his anger, his lesson, his guilt, his fright—in but one moment, when the play was to come for a close and he was to take his final bow, his life came down in an instance.


This is it, he thought, free-falling, sweat pouring down his face and fear racing through his heart. This is really it.

 A pressure lit the base of his forearms.


 He screamed.


 The weapon tore through the skin and muscle of a giant’s immense bulk before stopping halfway through the Ogre’s chest.


 This time, no sound came from the stunned and mortally-wounded creature.


 Odin didn’t have time to see the look on the Ogre’s face.


 Bafran whispered one last, inaudible word before collapsing to the ground, Odin’s sword through his chest and his angel of mercy on his back.

 It can take your whole life to learn how to use a sword.

 It takes less than a moment to kill someone with it.



 


 



Chapter 10

 


 “Odin,” Miko said. “Are you ready to leave?”


Already?

 Blinking, Odin lifted his head to find his reflection staring back at him from the stream below. Though no physically different than he was a year ago, something about the person that stared back from the stream begged to question whether or not he had really changed on the inside, or if any time had actually managed to pass from one moment to the next. This lapse of concentration forced him to blink several times, to differentiate from the person in the stream and the person looking into it—whom, at this current point in time, could very well be completely different from the man he considered himself to be.

 After a moment of recollection, a brief, if somewhat-disturbing thought struck him.

 Was it possible, he wondered, for the mind to blink, then reopen in a different place and time—for someone to close their eyes in sleep, only to open them in wake days, months, maybe even years later?


No, he thought. It isn’t.

 “Odin.”


 “What?”


 “Is something wrong?”


 Though he shook his head, Odin couldn’t help the sigh that followed, immediately opening his words to interpretation and therefore foiling the plot to try and avoid this conversation as much as humanly possible. “It’s,” he began, then stopped. A flicker of movement beneath the water broke his concentration just long enough for him to catch a baby catfish settling down at the bottom of the stream. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

 “Try.”


 “I can’t.”


 “How do you know if you don’t try?”


 “Because it hurts too much,” he whispered, bowing his head.


 The catchfish’s eyes rotated up.


 Catching Odin’s gaze in a frightened stare, the creature’s pupils widened, then dilated before it disappeared into the sand—a thrash of fear, anger and adrenaline kicking up bottom soil from the streambed.

 “Odin,” Miko said, falling to a knee beside him. “If this is about what happened—”

 “I know,” he mumbled. “It wasn’t there anymore.”

 “What was left inside that Ogre’s body was nothing but a husk of madness. Any conscience Bafran had was gone the moment he stepped into that cave.”

 Unable to reply, Odin took a deep breath, then expelled it. Ripples crossed the water as his breath met and disturbed its surfaces. 

 Once again, the catfish fled, disappearing downstream to never be seen again.


 “I’m not going to baby you on this, Odin—you’ll kill far more as a knight than you ever have as a squire.”


 “I know.”


 “So why are you still dwelling on something that’s dead and in the ground?”



Maybe for the same reason you’re dwelling on the things you’ve done, he thought. Because you feel guilty.

 He chose not to give life to his thought. Instead, he pushed himself to his feet, brushed the dirt off his pants, then sighed again. “Guess I never got to become a man,” he said, “huh?”

 Miko shook his head. Closing the distance between them, he took Odins’ face in his hands and closed his eyes. “You’ll always be a man, Odin,” the Elf whispered. “You don’t need hair on your face to prove that.”

 Leaning forward, Miko pressed his lips to Odin’s forehead, then walked up.

 It wasn’t until Odin reached up that he realized he had stubble.

 


 Upon returning to the cave, Odin found both Miko and Nova stooped over their packs, tying down the last of their essentials and preparing for the final leg in the journey. In the short moment that Nova looked up when Odin stepped into the clearing, a flash of confusion and bewilderment lit his face. Blinking, he wet this lips, then started to say something, but stopped when Odin shook his head and drew up alongside his knight master.

 “Thank you,” Odin whispered.


 Miko looked up, but said nothing as he returned to packing their belongings.


 “What,” Nova started. “You—”


 Odin shook his head, a smile crossing his lips as he bent to grab his pack.


 “Are we almost ready?” Miko asked.


 “Uh… yeah,” Nova said, hefting his bag over his shoulder. “I’m ready.”


 “Are you, Odin?”


 “Whenever you guys are,” he shrugged.


 Nodding, Miko bent, lifted the largest of the three packs over his shoulders, then turned to face the cave’s giant door. “This is it,” the Elf said. “Either of you want to say goodbye?”

 Odin nor Nova spoke.


 With one last look inside the cave, Miko slammed the door into place.


 More than one memory would be taken from this place.


 


 It took most of the morning and much of the afternoon to cross the forest and enter Sunskin’s domain. Like death swooping down from the heavens to reap the souls of the dead, they pushed on without hesitation, barely pausing when every Ogre in the immediate area turned to look at them. Not a single creature said a thing as they looked upon them with their dull, glasslike eyes, seemingly trying to speak without actually saying anything. A connection made not with words, but feelings, Odin forced himself to look at his knight master’s back, if only to keep himself from breaking into nervous shakes.


You did what you had to do, Nova had whispered, words long since spoken, but not easily forgotten. That thing would’ve killed him if you hadn’t’ve got to it first.

 Regardless, it didn’t change the fact that he felt as though he’d done something wrong.


 Guilt harbored in every man’s heart. Whether he chose to release it from the dock was another story entirely.


 Coaxing himself to believe his friend’s words, Odin pushed the thoughts from his head and continued to follow his knight master.


 For the next several long, agonizing moments, he stared at nothing but the individual threads in the Elf’s cape, tracing their benign patterns and trying to find out where exactly they ended. He followed one thread for what seemed like ages before it disappeared from sight, though lost to the tapestry or mind he couldn’t tell, nor did he particularly care to. If he found something else to obsess over, he might go insane.

 “Hey,” Nova whispered, smacking his shoulder. “Odin.”


 “What?”


 “What’s wrong with you?”


 “It’s… they… them—”


 “They’re not doing anything to you, so snap out of it.”


 “Nova—”


 “Look,” the older man growled, reaching across his shoulder to dig his fingers into the fabric of Odin’s shirt. “They didn’t do anything to us. It was one Ogre—one mad, out of his mind Ogre—that came into our cave and tried to kill us. They didn’t do anything to harm us, so get your fucking head out of your ass and quit acting like you are.

 Smacking the back of his head, Nova pushed Odin forward, nearly into an Ogre that had stepped out from around the bend in the road. “Child,” she cooed.

 “Suh-Suh-Sunskin,” he managed.

 “It is good to see your eyes.”

 “I… I don’t…” Odin paused. Swallowing a lump in his throat, he turned to look up at the Ogre, surprised when he found no hint of malice in her amber eyes. Concern, maybe even worry lit the orbs inlaid in her head like gold to a figurehead’s skull, but no hurt polished their surfaces and gleamed with anger. “I’m sorry,” he said, near the verge of emotional collapse.

 “For what, red-eyes?”

 “For doing what I did.”

 “Odin,” the Ogre said. Reaching forward, she set both hands over his shoulders and cupped his back in her palms, then tipped his chin up with one massive thumb. “You are aware that life is important,” she began. “For that alone you understand something that many never begin to learn, nor ever truly comprehend. Your shame lies in your youth, child, for you feel that robbing another’s life only serves to further your own. Am I wrong, red-eyed child? Do you not feel shame for taking someone’s heart and crushing it in your hands?”

 “Of course I do,” he sighed. “Why would I feel so guilty if I didn’t?”

 “Only you are able to grant your aching soul mercy for the act you’ve committed. Bafran sealed his own fate when he took a life young and fertile and ended it in his hands. Had you not protected my son, his life would have ended in pain, misery and sorrow, as would fire-hair’s and quite possibly your own. Are you aware of what we do to those who kill our young?”

 “No.”

 “Death for them is painful, torturous beyond a sword through the heart. Had Bafran not left the village and chosen to pursue others of our kind, he would have had his limbs cut from his torso and his body thrown to the woods for the pigs. Do you know what it feels like to be eaten alive, my friend? Do you know the agony of having your flesh torn from your body piece by piece until you finally cease to exist?”

 “No.”

 “Then pray for your heart that it heals, because had you not killed him, and had he killed both you, your friend and my son, his suffering would have been far worse than any death you could have given him.” Releasing hold of Odin, Sunskin turned to face Miko. This time, she didn’t reach out, nor make any attempt to extend any kind of physical gesture. “You leave when the winter passes and the spring is born new,” she said. “That time is now.”

 “Yes, Mother—it is.”

 “I bid you farewell and good nature in your journeys, my son, as I do you, Nova of the Bohren hills and Odin of the Felnon forests. This may be the last time I will ever see you.”

 “Mother,” Miko whispered.

 “I am old, Maeko. I am not ancient in blood as you are. I have seen these days coming for a long time now. There is no denying that my life, as important as it may seem, will eventually come to an end.”

 “You can’t stay here.”

 “Nor can I leave my people to journey to the human lands with you.”

 “The king,” Miko began. “He… he doesn’t discriminate. He is kind, loyal, just. He would take you in, Mother. He’d keep you safe. He—”

 “The human king may not care whose blood I was born from, but surely his people will. My kind has learned the ignoranance of those who bask in gold and bathe in blood, for if you recall, Maeko, it was they who pushed us from their lands, not us.”

 “Mother—”

 “There is a time for goodbye, my son. That time is now.” Stepping forward, Sunskin set a hand on Miko’s shoulder, and as she did Odin, tipped the Elf’s chin up and forced him to look into her eyes. “My whole life, I have dreamed for a child I could one day look upon, to call my own and share with him the most intimate of things. When my mate died, and when my one and only chance to have a child died with him, the pain and sorrow in my heart nearly destroyed my soul. But then… one day, Maeko, long before the humans walked the beaches and their orbs sang their song, I pulled fish from the sea and found something I dreamed I would never begin to find.”

 “Me.”

 “Yes, my son. I pulled from the sea a child bastared and abandoned, and in that child of black and white and maroon and silver I found the one thing that saved me from the hell you three experienced when a rogue entered your cave and tried to end your lives. I found my life, Maeko. I found you.”

 “Mother,” Miko whispered. “You… you can’t… you can’t do this to me.”


 “Forever abandoned from me you are, my son. As one once did to you, I cast you to the waves, to your own and to your sea.”


 “Mother!” Miko screamed. “You can’t do this!”


 “Leave now, Maeko, or forever be cursed with your final goodbye.”


 Words could have never described what a final, solemn ultimatum holds.


 With one last look at the creature that had raised him, Miko whispered, “I love you,” and turned toward the forest, only pausing once for Nova and Odin to follow suit.

 As they faded away, into the forest and from an Ogre’s heart, Odin thought he heard something.

 It only took him a moment to realize it was snot and tears.

 


 Flame licked the night, casting doubt in worry and faces in orange.

 Across from Nova and Odin, huddled between the folds of his cape and bedroll, lay Miko, eyes unmoving and gaze not in the least bit faltering. Although the Elf’s sights lay on the men before him, the brutal knowledge that he most likely could not see them floated in midair, biting at Odin’s knuckles and licking his palms like freshly-born pups. Wet, covered in phlegm and seeking out the one thing that connected them to the world, they gnawed at his fingers like they would teats, desperately seeking the lifeblood they needed while still trying to understand the world around them. Sometimes they’d bite too hard and blood would be drawn, while others would simply fall behind, moaning and yipping for their mother to pick them up, then bring them down. Like those pups, Odin wanted but one thing. His chance of getting it, however, was slim to none.

 “Soup?” Nova offered.


 Odin shook his head. Nova’s attempt to give him food had gone stale the third time around. “Is he even awake?” Odin asked.


 “It doesn’t look like it,” Nova replied, setting the pot back in place. “Then again, we both know how much that means.”


 “What’re we supposed to do, Nova?”


 “About what?”


 “About him.”

 “We don’t do anything.”

 “What?”

 “We don’t do anything,” Nova repeated. “We can’t do anything.”

 “You honestly can’t expect me to believe that.”

 “And you honestly can’t expect me to believe that we can do anything. He’s done this before, Odin.”

 “When? What are you—” The brief image of a froazen wasteland was enough to silence him. “Nova—”

 “We can’t do anything, Odin. Do you understand?”

 Nothing could be said to something like that. How could he retort if he had no reply?

 Shaking his head, Odin settled down in his bedroll and tried not to look into his knight master’s eyes. Those dull, glasslike purple orbs begged, screamed to be looked into. It was as though someone had trapped another being behind a glass wall and expected them to get out. What could they do but beg and scream to be set free if only they knew who was trapped inside?


Is something in there? he thought. Is something really in there?

 Looking into Miko’s eyes, it was hard to tell.


 “Do you want me to watch first?” Odin asked.


 “No,” Nova said. “Don’t worry—I’ll wake you up when I’m ready.”


 “What about—”


 “Leave him be. He’ll come back when he’s ready.”


 Only then would the Elf’s mind return.


 


 Dawn breathed its parlor upon the world in blue, grey and orange. Within the birth of a new morning, the sun bled orange as though pregnant and bloated with her child of light. First the clouds glistened, pink with the blood of the innocent, then the sky lightened, the blood wiped away with a cloth but not completely removed. Marked with the essence of the soon-to-be born, the light cut a path through the darkness and gave way to the pure—to the unconsolable, desperate blue of the world.

 Opening his eyes, Odin witnessed a perfect Minonivnan dawn on the final eve of his journey.


This is it, he thought. This is where the journey ends.

 He’d said the same thing, once upon a time, when he looked upon the Lady Annabelle and imagined where its folds would take him. Through the breeze and across the wide seas, past the trees and tall weeds—he once dreamed of that ship taking him to worlds that he could never imagine, to places where his heart would change and his position would grow. Despite his fears—which, at that time, had been so present—he had changed, and had grown more than he could ever possibly imagine. He’d crossed the grandest, frozen plane in the whole of the southern world, battled a dying race for life or death, and slept with Ogres thought to be dumb and deaf, all in the scope of three years. He’d done more in that amount of time than most people did in their entire life.


What’s next though?

 Service, enlistment, loyalty, death—did they not say that once you gave your life to the king it was his and his alone? Surely you couldn’t control the actions of a nobleman, much less sway him to save your soul in times of need. Only men with red robes and false amends could take your face in their hands and save the one thing you thought you couldn’t lose.


It’s too late to turn back now.

 Pushing himself out of his bedroll, Odin slung his shirt over his shoulders and stepped up to the woodline. There, he set his hand on one of the black trunks and looked out at the slowly-bleeding sun, as well as its mother clouds, who slowly but surely faded to black.


What will happen when I get to the castle though?

 Nova would be gone—that much was already clear. Miko, though… where would he go? He’d always claimed to be a wanderer, a nomad with no set goal and no choice home. Would the Elf simply walk away one night, never to return and be seen again, or would he come back one day in times of trouble, when Odin needed him most?


No. He won’t leave. He wouldn’t.

 Or would he?


 Sighing, Odin bowed his head just in time to avoid the stabbing needles of light pushing their way through the trees.


 At a time like this, he didn’t need anything else to worry about, much less a guardian who might leave and never return.


 


 “You’re up.”


 Odin blinked. “What?”


 “I said you’re up.”


 Blinking once more, Odin cleared his eyes, surprised to find that he hadn’t been imagining things. Miko sat across from him, cape slung over his shoulders and long hair shrugged over his broad, partially-naked chest.

 “Did I fall asleep?” Odin frowned.


I couldn’t have. I’m still sitting up.

 “I don’t know,” the Elf said. “I just rose myself. Are you well?”

 “I’m fine. Why?”

 “You…” A flicker from one of the remaining dying embers reflected off the Elf’s eyes, allowing Odin to focus on the overall expression. Though not completely grief-stricken, the obvious lack of emotion lit Miko’s face in a completely different light. Cheekbones hollow, porcelain skin dull and without life, eyes black—emotion could pain such fickle pictures on people’s faces, but when within portraits such as Miko’s, the true scope of life revealed itself in the most honest of ways. Frailty, chastity, honesty, trust—all were visible, all physical in a living, breathing light.


Do I tell him about last night?


Could he tell him? Could he honestly, truly admit to doing nothing but watching his knight master suffer through some post-traumatic reflex without doing a single thing? It wasn’t as though he’d abandoned him—he’d been no more than three feet away, either sleeping or keeping watch over the camp throughout the entire night. If anything, the only crime he’d committed was not doing more to try and help, and even then Nova had said to leave him be, to let him ‘come back’ when he was ready.

 “I… what?” Miko asked, drawing Odin from his thoughts.


 “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


 “If something happened, I want you to tell me.”


 “Nothing happened, sir. You fell asleep—that’s all.”


 “That’s all?”


 This time, Odin couldn’t help but turn his head down. Shame having gotten the best of him, he sighed, took a deep breath, then expelled it before forcing himself to look back up. “You fell asleep with your eyes open, sir.”

 The Elf pursed his lips. Suh a gesture didn’t indicate a natural response, especially given the creature’s usually-calm, stoic demeanor.

 “Sir?” Odin ventured. “Tell me something wasn’t wrong with you last night. You were just laying there, looking at me like you’d gone out of your mind. I didn’t know what to do.”

 “Nor should you have done anything,” the Elf replied. “To answer your question, Odin—no, nothing was wrong, nothing other than unnatural suffering.”

 “This isn’t the first time you’ve done this.”


Shit.

 There—the thing he’d wanted to say for so long, gone, out in the open and floating in midair.

 Frowning, Miko reached up to run a hand aross his temple. He stopped to finger the flush of one eyebrow before returning his hand to his lap. “Pardon?” he asked.


Pardon? Odin thought, somehow resisting the urge to laugh. Did he really just say pardon?

 How could the Elf have not heard him?

 “You did it in Neline after… you know… and here, the night we were watching the firebugs.”


 “Firebugs?”


 “Yeah. You don’t remember that?”


 “No, actually—I don’t.”



Even I can remember that, and that was over a year ago.

 Then again, had he remembered the incident because of the firebugs, or had it been because of the way Miko had acted that night—the way he’d unblinkingly stared at the creatures dancing amidst the clay huts, the way he couldn’t respond with more than a few choice words at a time?

 “Sir… do you remember telling me how you sometimes act the way you do because of your mixed blood?”


 “Yes. I remember.”


 “Do you think that might be the reason you acted the way you did last night?”


 No immediate response followed.


 Waiting, Odin settled his hands into his lap, fingering the loose threads on the sleeves of his shirt. He did his best to keep eye contact with his master, but made sure not to keep too much for fear of making him nervous. Though strong and full of pride, who knew how the Elf would respond to an unfaltering, questioning gaze.


I know I don’t want to find out.

 “Odin?”

 “Yes sir?”

 “To answer your question, no—I don’t know why I laid there without responding to you. I have to tell you something though, something that might explain some of my odd behaviors. Are you listening?”

 “I’m listening.”

 “There are times when, for no reasona t all, my mind will go blank—just like that. It’s almost like I’m closing my eyes to go to sleep, but without actually sleeping in the process. When I wake up, I’ll have no recollection of when exactly I laid down, nor will I remember the last thing I saw or did beforehand. It’s like… I can’t explain it. It’s like when you take a cloth and wipe a dusty table. The dust is gone, but the table’s still there, even though what was covering it is gone. Are you following me?”

 “Yes sir.”

 “There’s something else, Odin… I have to ask you something though. If I tell you this, I want you to promise to keep it between the two of us.”

 “You know I—”

 “You can’t tell Nova, your magic teacher, the mages, Parfour—anyone you think you know or may not know. You’ll promise me that even if someone puts a knife to your throat, even if someone threatens to cut you open piece by tiny piece or even if the king himself demands your deepest secret, you will never tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”

 “You know I wouldn’t, sir.”

 “This isn’t an occasional thing.”

 Odin frowned. What?

 Had he heard correctly?


 “Sir,” he said, “What are you—”


 “This happens more than I’d like it to, Odin. Do you understand?”


 “No. I… I don’t see what you—”


 “There are times when I’ll fall asleep and won’t wake up for days.”


 “Sir, what’re you—”


 “You heard me, Odin. I’ll lay down to go to sleep, but I won’t wake up the following morning. Sometimes I won’t wake up for days on end, maybe even months. I—”

 “But you wake up every day. You—”


When he doesn’t talk, when he doesn’t say anything, when he’s cooking dinner or when he’s staring at things you can’t see. When he—

 “Sir… are you saying—”

 “Yes, Odin. When you’ve woken to find me staring out at something, I may not have really been there.”

 A tangible thing made of everything and nothing slithered up his spine and curled around his neck. Baring its fangs, its tongue slicked across his throat and prepared to inflict the final, deadly blow. Poison of the greatest, truest quality would flow throughout his body and destroy his mind, but leave him concrete and pure, and while he would still be there in body and essence, where would that leave his mind, if only in a dark, beautiful place? Would he go where Miko went? Would he go anywhere? Where, exactly, would he go?

 “Back then,” Odin said, “when you were watching the firebugs. You’re saying that you couldn’t… that you weren’t able to—”


 “I couldn’t see anything, Odin. I wouldn’t have even known about this had you not told me.”


 “What happens then? What happens when you go to sleep and you don’t wake up?”


 “I don’t know. Maybe you go somewhere you normally can’t see, or maybe you don’t go anywhere at all. Maybe you’re just simply there, existing as though nothing’s happening around you.”

 “Sir… if you don’t know where you are or what you’re doing when this happens, how are you able to talk or walk around?”

 “I’m not sure. Maybe instinct takes hold of my body and uses it in the way it needs to, or maybe I’m really speaking, moving and doing everything else without being aware of it.”

 “Why haven’t you asked for help?”

 “Because for the longest time, I thought I was out of my mind, Odin. There were days I’d wake up expecting to be next to my friend or lover only to find them gone—vanished, apparently, never to be seen again. I’d rise and make my way out into my choice of dwelling, seek out a friend or companion and ask where they’d gone, then come to find out that the person I held more dear to my heart than anything else in my world had been gone a long time. Dead, they’d say, but sometimes in the rarest, most special of instances they’d say they’d simply moved on, afraid of who or what I’d become when, in fact, I’d become nothing. I’d simply stopped seeing the world for a much longer time than I thought.

 “To answer your question, Odin—no. I don’t know what happens during these times. I don’t know what happens inside me, I don’t know what happens around me, I don’t know what happens to the world or the things I exist in. I don’t know anything. Maybe this is why I always feel so tragic. Maybe this is why I seem like such a sad, helpless being.”

 Odin didn’t know what to say.

 In the distance, a bird chirped, singing the coming of a new day.

 Nearby, a chipmunk hopped onto a log and idly nibbled its nut, then skittered away just as quickly when it realized there were three humanoids nearby.

 No more than a foot away, buried in the depths of his head, Odin came to a realization.


 It realy was true.


 Sometimes, when you closed your eyes, you could wake up in an entirely different place, in an entirely different time.


 Fear grew deep.


 It spread its roots.


 It sowed its seeds.


 If only he could tell his knight master that he’d experienced the same thing no more than a day ago, maybe then he could close his eyes at night and dream without worry.

 


 Plush sand parted beneath their feet the moment they stepped on the beach. Distantly aware of the presence of ringing bells, Odin raised his head and scanned the area, searching for the monks that would surely be nearby. When he saw none, however, he couldn’t help but frown.

 “Something wrong?” Nova asked, setting a hand on his back.


 “Where are they?” Odin replied.


 “Who?”


 “The monks.”


 “Don’t know, “Nova laughed. “How come?”


 “I can hear bells.”


 “So can I,” Miko whispered.


 “That must mean they’re nearby then,” Nova shrugged, shifting his pack further up his shoulder.


 “You can’t hear that?” Odin asked.


 “Uh… no. That’s kind of what I implied.”


 “Sorry.”


 “No need to be. It’s obvious you two have better hearing than I do. No complaints from me.”


 “Let’s keep going,” the Elf murmured, stepping forward. “We don’t want to disturb their ritual.”



No, Odin thought. We don’t.

 Though he had no idea what might happen should they cross the monks’ path, he didn’t want to find out.

 Taking the initiative, Odin adjusted his slacking pack and continued to follow the Elf across the beach. Nova at his side, the ocean all the more present, he breathed in the clean, salty air and trembled at the sight of such a monstrous entity. Memories of his past breathed new life into his conscience with the simplest of actions. The chill his mind, the waves his thoughts, the breeze his doubts and the ocean his worries—it took little for the beautifully-violent thing to stir his heart.

 Butterflies swarming around his head, he thought of a boy and what a year could have done to him.


Parfour.

 “Sir,” Odin said, quickening his pace to keep stride with the Elf. “How are we going to ask Beal if you can take Parfour as your next squire?”

 “Simple,” Miko said. “I ask, they accept.”


 A brief flash of the Elf’s white teeth appeared from beneath the hood of his cloak.


 “Sir?”


 “There’s no need for them to argue their case with me, Odin. If I ask to take one of the boys and they refuse, I threaten them.”


 “Threaten them?” Nova frowned. “What’re you—”


 “Oh no,” Odin said. “You’re not saying—”


 `”I’m afraid so, Odin.”


 “Wait a minute!” Nova said, stopping in his tracks. “What’re you two talking about? What’s wrong?”


 “They’re abusing these children, Nova.”


 “What? Why—”


 “Parents send unruly sons to the islands,” the Elf said, “to show them how much they have—to teach them that they really do have a loving home even though they may think otherwise.”

 “The sick bastards.”

 “Do you not wonder why the boys would not make eye contact with us or why we barely saw them, if at all, despite the fact that this is a monastery?”

 “They were praying,” Odin mumbled. “That’s what they said. That’s why we never saw them. We… we didn’t—” He lost control of his words. Hand tightening to a fist, he reached down and took hold of his sword, rage burning in his heart and flames spouting at the front of his vision. “I’ll kill them,” he breathed. “I swear on my mother’s grave, I’ll kill each and every one of them.”

 “Your heart is in the right place, Odin. Sadly, your mind is not.”

 “That’s why they were so wary of us,” Nova said, turning his head to look at the two of them. “That’s why we were always being watched.”

 “Or scrutinized. Yes.”

 “That’s why Parfour didn’t want to do anything that might get him in trouble,” Odin whispered, no longer able to control his shakes. “That’s why he didn’t want to get caught when we were on the beach.”

 “Odin—”

 “This isn’t right!” he cried. “They can’t get away with this!”

 “Nor should they,” Miko sighed. “Odin, there’s nothing we can do at the time being. You’re not a knight, nor do you have the legal authority to take the boys or apprehend the monks. If you tried to take them now, in your current state, you’d be arrested for vigilantism. I dare not think what would happen to me as both your guardian and an untrusted, frowned upon Halfling should someone report us to the authorities as kidnappers.”

 “So what do we do?” Odin frowned.

 “We take Parfour,” the Elf began, “and return to the castle. Only testimony from the boy himself would convince the court that something should be done. The Tentalin Isles aren’t governed by your king, regardless of what anyone thinks or believes. Only activity that causes harm to the Ornalan people can merit an investigation on foreign soil.”

 “Which means—”

 “Yes, Odin, Nova. If Parfour is dead, or the monks refuse to give us to him, we may have to face coming off this island as heathens.”

 


 Tension filled the air. Wrought with worry, despair, agony, crime, and everything that could and would be wrong with the world, they sat in the antechamber awaiting Beal’s assembly, all the while trying to maintain a semblance of sanity and secure their troubles.

 Nearby, a servant boy stood with his back to the wall, eyes warry and full of caution.


Something’s not right here, Odin thought, trying his best not to squirm in his seat. His eyes.

 Calculating, crab-like, centered on each and every one of them at any given time—the boy seemed abstract, unsure of his surroundings, but dead-set on keeping track of everything that went on within the room. From the brief shift of Miko’s hand to the slack, nonreserved drum of Nova’s fingers on the stone table, nothing seemed to go unwatched or unnoticed. For that, it seemed, he was a spy—a rat, some would describe him, keeping track of his surroundings to report back to his emperor.

 Those without secrets had nothing to hide. Those that did had everything to lose.

 Looking up, Odin had just enough time to catch the boy looking away from him before the door opened.

 Stepping into the room, the most despicable man Odin ever had the pleasure of laying eyes upon set his hand on the boy’s shoulder and gestured him out of the room. Brown-green eyes indifferent, Beal turned his gaze on the shrouded figure sitting at the end of the room and smiled. “Ah,” Beal said. “I figured it would be you.”

 “Oh?” Miko asked.


 “No one’s ever requested an audience. That is, no one except you.”


 Miko said nothing. He merely shifted his arms away from his chest and laced his fingers atop the table.


 “So, gentlemen—what can I do for you?”


 “Our presence on the island has ended,” the Elf began. “A year has passed and my squire is almost ready for knighthood.”


 “Congratulations,” Beal said, tipping his head in Odin’s direction. “It must be liberating to know that your training is finally over.”

 “Yes sir.”


But it’s even more liberating to know that I’ll be putting bastards like you in jail.

 It took all of his willpower to keep from lashing out. Hand balled into a fist, fingernails digging into his palm, he lowered his appendage onto his lap and forced a smile, one Beal quikly returned.

 “I’m sorry,” the monk continued, settling into a chair at the head of the table. “I assume you didn’t come to listen to me prattle on. What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

 “As you already know,” Miko began, “my time with Odin is almost over. Since he’s almost ready to ascend to knighthood, this leaves me without someone to help me with my current affairs—an assistant, more or less. Though I’d be the last to say that I am completely helpless, I can say without a doubt in my heart that my time with these young men has been some of the greatest I’ve ever experienced.”

 “I can imagine,” Beal said. “To counsel young minds and shape them for the future is a brilliant thing. A man can give no better gift to a boy than guidance.”

 “Which is why I’ve come to you, Master Beal.”


 “Oh?”


 “I’d like to take one of the boys back to the mainland with me.”


 The room went quiet. Beal did not immediately reply.



And the snake bears its fangs, Odin thought.

 “Which boy”? the man asked after a moment of hesitation. As though startled into submission, he reached out to steady himself on the table, but even then, that did little to conceal his quivering lips and shaking eyes. 

 “Parfour,” Miko replied.


 Beal kept his silence.


 Odin’s hands tightened into fists.


 Nova’s fingers stopped drumming.


 The room chilled.


 “Why Parfour, dear stranger?” Beal asked. “What purpose would he serve for you?”


 “I think you’re asking the worng question, Beal. I think you should be asking what purpose he serves for you.”

 “Bastard.”

 “I know what you’re doing here, Beal—I know what each and every one of you are doing. I know what the men who sail into the docks of Elna and Ornala are doing, I know what they’re doing when they bring those unruly or incapable onto their boats, and I know what you’re doing when they bring him here.” Miko stood. He circled the table with his arms hung slack and his fingers flushing in a single, rhythmic pattern. As if drumming chords across a harp, he played the situation into his own hands, dealing cards when they came and tossing them when they went. He played the knight and checked the king, struck the queen and destroyed the cavalry. He did all of this thing with his words, not might, and with his eyes set on Beal’s body he advanced forward, pressing himself further into the room as though ready to strike him down. Finally, when he stood no more than a foot away from the Tentalin monk, he dealt the single and final card, the only one that neeed be played. With his head held high and not a slight amount of his face showing, he said, “Tell me, Beal—how does it feel to know that you’re touching something you know you’re not supposed to?”

 “Fuck you.”

 “No, Beal—I’d like to know, specifically how you keep the boys quiet when you have visitors. Is it that you… trust them? Is it because you… torture them? Is it because you… lock them into little rooms during the day and wait to let them out at night? You know you can’t let all of them out during the day, so you let one or two out, maybe three if it strikes your fancy. That’s why you let Parfour out a year ago when we first arrived on the island, wasn’t it?”

 “I said—”


 Miko leaned forward. “Tell me,” he whispered. “How do you rape the boys you take into your care?”


 Breal lunged.


 Miko’s sword was out and resting against the monk’s neck in a moment. “If you move even one breath closer,” the Elf said, “you’ll never have the chance to hurt anyone again.”

 “You motherfucking, cunt-breathed bastard.”


 “Call me whatever you want, old man—at least I’ll know I’ve never done something as sick and vile as you have.”


 “What do you want from me? I don’t care—take it! Take whatever you want! I don’t care. Just leave me alone.”


 “I want the boy, Beal—that’s all I ask for. That’s all I want.”


 With a final sigh of relief, Odin closed his eyes.


 “All right,” Beal breathed. “If that’s what you want, that’s what you’ll get. Just don’t expect to be welcomed onto this island again.”

 “Don’t worry,” Miko said. “I won’t.”

 


 They were out of the monastery no sooner than they’d gotten in.

 Parfour in tow, they stole along the beach and retreated into the forest.

 Bloody, bruised, without the majority of his clothing and his right eye swelled shut, the boy couldn’t help but sob as Miko brought him to the ground and wiped his hair out of his face.

 “There,” the Elf whispered, tipping Parfour’s head up to examine his injuries. “It’s all right. Everything’s going to be just fine, Parfour.”

 “What happened?” Odin asked, falling to his knees at the boy’s side. “What’d they do to you?”

 “You don’t want to know,” Parfour managed, bringing his legs to his chest. He shivered as Nova set a blanket over his shoudlers, but made no move to continue what he’d just said. Who could blame him though? Who could blame a boy who’d gone through inexplicable, unmountable tortures, all for the sake of one man’s twisted pleasures? Who could blame him for staring at his feet, losing himself in his thoughts and a world imagined to deal with the harships of his life, and who could blame him when he took his time to muser up the urge to turn his head up, to look into his savior’s dark, hidden eyes and ask the question everyone had been waiting for him to ask? Who could blame the boy when, after an eternity of staring at his feet, he sighed, took a deep breath, and asked, “Why me?”

 “It was Odin,” Miko said. “He asked me to take you as my assistant and rescue you from the monastery.”


 Parfour broke into tears.


 With little time to react, Odin opened his arms and accepted the boy into his embrace.


 “'Thank you,” Parfour sobbed, burying his face in Odin’s neck. “Thank you, Odin—thank you.”


 “You don’t need to thank me,” Odin whispered, setting his hands on the young man’s back. “I’ve wanted to save you since we got on the island.”

 The boy screamed.


 A murder of crows exploded from the trees.


 It took all of Miko’s will to pull the boy from Odin’s grasp and cast him into the deepest sleep he’d ever likely experience.


 


 “What the hell did they do to him?” Nova asked. “It’s like they threw him into a ring and told everyone to have at it.”

 “That’s probably what they did,” Odin sighed. “He looked up just in time to see Miko set the boy on Nova’s bedroll, but said nothing in regard to the young man’s ordeal. Instead, he took a deep breath, expelled it, then reached up to run a hand through his hair, all the more troubled at their current ordeal. “I still can’t believe he screamed when I told him that. My ears are still ringing.”

 “Anger is expressed in many different ways,” Miko said, frowning when he brushed a piece of hair from the boy’s face. “Some hurt one another, others scream and cry until their purpose has been met. It’s only natural that he would react this way. He’s been abused for months, maybe even years. Be thankful he didn’t do somhing more drastic.”

 “He’s going to be ok though, right, sir?”


 “He’ll be fine. The only thing I’m worried about is his eye.”


 “Is there anything we can do for it?” Nova frowned.


 “As it stands, no—I don’t think so. We’d need cold water if we were to bring the swelling down, but the only way to get that would be from the ocean, which wouldn’t work anyway because the salt may harm his eyes. Even if we did go and get it, we’d have to deal with purifying it… which would require a fire… and might draw the monks.”

 “You don’t think they’d try anything after what we pulled, do you?”

 “I highly doubt it, but there’s no reason to put ourselves in danger. As far as both I and the monks are concerned, we’re nowhere near the beach, nor do we intend to be.”

 “What happens when the Anabelle comes?” Odin asked. “What’ll we do then?”

 “The monks would be hard-pressed to attack us while there’s a crew of fishermen nearby. Beal’s pride’s been hurt enough—he’ll leave us alone when the boat comes.”

 “And until then?” Nova muttered. 


 “Until then,” the Elf sighed, “We can do nothing but wait.”


 No one said anything.


 Nearby, bathed in the glory of night and the light of the almost-full moon, Parfour shivered.


 In the back of his mind, Odin knew that the boy dreamed of nightmares long past. How, he didn’t know. He didn’t bother to question it. He didn’t need to.

 


 They watched the beach throughout most of the night.

 Barely able to sleep and startled at each and every moment, Odin lay awake, watching the slow rise and fall of Parfour’s chest while listening to the low wheeze of Nova’s breath. Behind him, the older man readjusted his position and pressed his chest against Odin’s back, likely trying to reap the warmth of his body.

 On a night without fire and nothing to guide them, Odin shivered, thankful for his friend’s closeness.

 Shrouded in darkness, each shadow became a movement, each snap of a twig and whisper of the wind a man watching from the darkness. Arms poised with weapons, faces lit in sneers, it would take but a moment for them to jump from the shadows and sink their blades into their backs, thereby cutting from the world a life which had horribly wronged them so. It would be glorious, Odin knew, for people who robbed others were horribly-wrong, even when it seemed as though their rights were just.

 Forcing the image from his mind, Odin closed his eyes.

 He opened them almost immediately.

 Shifting, Miko raised his head, black hood a harrowing visage in the darkness. “You can’t sleep,” the Elf mumbled, clearing his throat to smooth his raspy voice. “Can you?”

 Odin said nothing.


It doesn’t matter if it’s dark, his conscience chastised. He can still see you.

 “Yes sir,” he whispered. “I am.”


 Miko raised an arm, beckoning him forward.


 “I can’t,” he said. “I’ll wake Nova.”


 “No you won’t. Come, Odin.”



He’s not going to let you get away with this. He already knows you’re bothered by what’s going on.

 Careful not to wake his bedmate, Odin squirmed out of Nova’s grasp, grimacing when the older man mumbled something under his breath. Odin froze—half in, half-out of the bedroll—expeting the man to wake up.

 When Nova muttered nothing more than gibberish, Odin sighed and crawled to his knight master’s side.


 “Is he all right?” Odin asked, drawing closer when Miko threw part of his cloak behind him.


 “He’ll be fine, Odin—you need not worry.”


 “What about his eye though?”


 “His eye,” the Elf sighed, “is not likely to recover. As sad as it is to say, he’ll most likely be blind the next time he opens that eye.”

 “The bastards.”


 “Do not anger yourself with such trivial things, my friend. An eye is an eye, a tooth a tooth, just as a life is a life.”


 “But he’s only fifteen, sir. There’s nothing you can do for him?”


 “Restoring something that is lost requires creating something new. Sure—his eye may be restored by natural or unnatural means, but just because something can be reborn doesn’t mean it should.”

 “Sir?”


 “Are you aware of what happened to the darker of my kind, Odin?”


 “Sure,” he said. “They were cursed because they were using magic they weren’t supposed to.”


 “They were cursed because they were trying to bring things back to life,” Miko nodded. “First it was innocent—trying to revive animals, plants, their familiars. But then… it became so much more complicated. When they learned how to use that dark book, Odin, they stopped reviving animals and turned to people. And when that happened—”

 “What, sir?”

 “When that happened, they didn’t bring back the people that died. They brought back parts of them, sure, but they didn’t bring them back.”

 “Them?”


 “Their soul, Odin. Their beautiful, eternal souls would not come back once freed from their mortal prison.”


 A hand crept up his back.



Their beautiful, it whispered, eternal souls.

 The dead thing atop his shoulder stroked his cheeks, brought tears to his eyes, shakes to his chest—its rotting nails brushed the curves of his face and traced the lines of his lips, battling them with maggot-infested digits until they parted. When they did, a pointing finger slid into his mouth and forced it open, allowing passage for the entire appendage.

 When his mouth was fully open, a grisly arm slid into his stomach.


 Maggots traced his esophagus.


 Flies buzzed in his ears.


 Larvae squirmed beneath his tongue.


 His inner parts in knots, Odin swallowed a lump in his throat and nodded. “The,” he said. Taking a deep breath, he blinked, shaking rough, nervous tears from his eyes as they spilled down his face.

 “Go on,” Miko said. “It’s all right.”


 “The priests say you go to your family’s god when you die. Is that… I’m sorry.”


 “It’s fine, Odin.”


 “Is that what you meant when their souls wouldn’t return to their body? Was it because they really had souls?”

 “You are very spiritually troubled. There is no denying that.”

 “I know.”

 “I’m not chastising you for your lack of knowledge because it isn’t your fault. I can’t place the blame on your father either, nor the woman who helped raise you. Humans can’t understand some things unless it is explained to them. The soul, though… our pure, beautiful, mortal souls, they do continue on.”

 “Is it true that Elves turn into Sprites when they die?”

 “I’m not of the authority to answer them. Were you to ask my personal opinion though, I would say that it isn’t unlikely. I’ve seen such creatures before.”

 “Where?”

 “In the Abroen. I’ve already told you this before, Odin, but there are things around us that no one will ever understand. We will most likely never know why the sky is the color it is or what the stars mean. We will probably never know what lurks at the bottom of the ocean, watching us with calm, mellow eyes. We will probably never know why we became the way we did or why we become the way we are. The most I can offer you is a free mind and an unclouded opinion. I’ve never claimed I was right, nor have I ever claimed I wasn’t wrong. If I have, I apologize, for that wasn’t my intention.”

 “Sir—”


 “Yes, Odin?”


 “My question… Parfour’s eye couldn’t be healed naturally, without using dark magic?”


 “If such a thing is possible, I do not know, nor would I want to. The things we know we eventually use. Had I the knowledge of the dead and how to bring them back, I might not be able to keep myself from using it.”

 “Things are better left unknown then.”

 “Yes, my friend. They are.”

 


 Tne boat sailed in almost three days later. Beathtaking in structure and grand in appearance, it rode the waves and coasted the sandbars with the utmost of ease, dwarfing everything in the immediate area with its presence. Like a giant, lumbering warship set loose from the greatest country in the world, it spread its sails as a swan would its wings, carelessly gliding the current as it prepared to dock at its final destination.

 Larger than anything Odin had ever seen in his life, he shivered, drawing his arms to his chest as a gust skirted through the trees.


This isn’t the Annabelle, he thought. It can’t be. It didn’t have three sails a year ago. How could it? There’s no way for them to control the sails. It…

 Before he could finish, the boat shifted.

 Cast in the sun’s glory, the figurehead that could only be the Lady Annabelle looked upon him with her pales eyes and her waxy, wooden lips. Clutched within her grasp was a flat, a flag bearing the sign of the sea and everything it could be.


It’s… it’s her. It’s really her.

 “Sir!” Odin cried. “Look!”

 He had no need to point.

 The moment Miko turned from his place at Parfour’s side, the realization that they were finally going home struck Odin harder than anything in his life ever had. A sword, an eye, a blow to the heart or a strike to the mind—nothing amounted to the presence of a ship that had taken him from the mainland as a boy and would return him to it as a man.

 “Looks like we’re going home,” Nova said, pushing himself to his feet. “Miko? The Boy?”


 “Oh. Right.”


 Setting a hand over Parfour’s face, Miko mumbled something under his breath, then cast his wrist in a smooth, circular motion.


 Pink fire exploded from his palm.


 Gasping, Parfour shot upright and into Miko’s arms. “Wha-What-Where ah-ah-I ah-I’m not—”


 “It’s all right, Parfour. You’re safe. You’re with us, remember?”


 The boy said nothing. From his exact vantage point, he would be able to see directly into the Elf’s hood without a shroud of censorship or an amount of worry.

 “It’s all right,” Odin said, stepping forward and falling to his knees beside his friend. “He’s taken care of us for all these years. He’s not going to hurt you.”

 “He’s an Elf!” the boy cried.


 “Yes, Parfour,” Miko smiled. “I am.”


 “But I thought the king said—”


 “If your king is truly ignorant enough to believe that Elves haven’t set foot into his lands since the Great Dispute, I pray to the gods to help him.”

 “They’re shrouting for us,” Nova said. “Are you guys ready?”


 Odin looked from Nova, to Miko, then finally Parfour.


 Eye swollen but free of despair, the boy smiled and nodded. “I’m ready,” he said.


 Odin nodded. Without a doubt in his mind, he stood, buckled his sword at his side, then reached down and slung his pack over his shoulder. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready.”

 


 “It’s about bloody time!” Jerdai called out, grinning like a fool as they made their way toward the beach. “I see there’s four of you now!”

 “Yes!” Miko called back. “There is!”

 Odin grimaced. Casting a glance at the end of the beach, he watched the monastery with wary eyes as his knight master and the captain of the Annabelle conversed. The activity wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. With a ship nearly the size of the monastery sitting stagnant in their waters and two men loudly engaging in dialogue on their beach, it’d be surprising if someone didn’t know what was going on.

 Quivering at his side, Parfour tripped and stumbled back into Odin.


 “It’s all right,” Odin whispered, gently pushing the boy away from his chest. “Is your eye ok? Did you hurt it?”


 “No,” Parfour mumbled. “It’s fine.”


 “No one is going to hurt you, Parfour. I would die before I let someone hurt you again.”

 “Really, Odin?”


 “Really.”


 The young man burst into tears.


 Bringing him into a one-armed embrace, Odin looked up just in time to see two familiar faces peeking over the railing. Though he offered no words of greeting, he raised his hand to acknowledge the mage brothers’ presence. They, too, responded with a wave, though the look on their faces was evidence enough that they knew of the activity happening on the island.

 Looking at his knight master, Odin took a deep breath, then split away from Parfour, who quickly wandered to Nova’s side in his absence.

 “Sir,” Odin whispered, setting a hand on the Elf’s cloaked arm. “We need to get out of here.”


 “I’m well aware of that, Odin, as is Jerdai.”


 “What’s wrong then? Why aren’t we getting on?”


 “Because in his current position, Jerdai is trespassing if he lowers the ramp onto the beach.”


 “Then how the hell are we supposed to get on the boat?”


 “Jerdai plans to draw the ship away from the island, then have the brothers send a smaller boat via magical means.”


 “But there’s four of us, sir. How would we—”


 “One of us will have to wait.”


 The quiet chatter amidst both the group and the men on the boat ceased. Parfour—whom, up until that moment, had remained fairly level-headed—let out a brief sob.

 “We can’t just climb up the ropes if they toss them down?” Odin asked. “That’s not trespassing. It can’t be.”

 “The way the treaties work, any physical contact from anything on a boat onto an island can be considered trespassing regardless of its bearing on the island itself. Were Jerdai to toss a rope down for the four of us to climb up, it would be considered an inappropriate act—which, from a court’s point of view, can be just as bad as trespassing.”

 “But Parfour—”

 “If a boy is leaving the care of someone who’s been deemed his legal guardian without permission, that’s illegal. If we’re assisting a boy in escaping his legal guardian, that’s kidnapping, which is also very illegal. No one would believe his story if he landed behind bars first.”

 “But we’re already—”

 “Better to risk doing one thing over the other.”


Dammit.

 Cursing, Odin turned to look at Parfour, then at Nova, who simply shrugged and let out a troubled gasp of breath. “Well,” the older man said, sliding an arm around Parfour’s shoulders, “we’ll do what we have to do.”

 “You can’t lift him up with your magic?” Odin whispered.

 “If the monks are watching,” the Elf said, “They might have reason to follow us to the mainland and say that I was selling the boy to a group of pirates.”

 The weight of the world on his shoulders and a flame of hate burning in his chest, Odin growled, balled a hand into his fist, then nodded, tempting his anger even more by forcing himself to quell the fireball in his heart. “Tell them to send a boat, sir. I promised Parfour no one would hurt him.”

 “Send a boat!” the Elf called.


 Jerdai nodded.


 Lifting their hands, the mage brothers sparked magic from the ether and began pushing the boat away from the beach.


 Moaning and groaning, the ship pulled away, scarring the beach with its presence.


 The Lady Annabelle stared at them.


 Whether it was a trick of the light or something else entirely, Odin thought he saw a tear slide down her face as she slowly faded into the distance.

 


 “Parfour,” Odin said, setting his hands on the boy’s trembling shoulders. “I want you to listen to me, all right?”

 “Uh… uh huh. Yeah. Ah-I’m luh-listening.”

 “They can’t pick us up here because they’d be in violation of the land ownership treaty. They can’t even throw a rope over the side for us to climb because it might be considered an aggressive act.”

 “But how could they be truh-trespassing? They let you on the island. They—”

 “Just because they let us on the island doesn’t mean they’ll let us off,” Miko said, raising a hand to block the midafternoon soon. He watched the boat fade into the distance, the lower half of his face twisting into a grimace at the veracity of its movement. “It won’t be much longer now.”

 “Until what, suh-sir?”


 “Until the mages send a smaller boat to the island.”


 “But I thought—”


 “As far as anything would be considered,” the Elf said, “the boat ‘simply floated onto the beach.’ If we’re leaving of our own free will in an unmanned vessel, they can’t say we were doing anything suspiscious, nor can they say we boarded the ship on their land, since we’ll be boarding the Anabelle at sea.”

 “You’re technically kidnapping me,” the boy mumbled, “aren’t you?”

 “Technically, yes. Metaphorically? No. We’re not. Under the current circumstances, I highly doubt a judge or man of honor would see our taking you off the island as kidnapping.”

 “I guess.” Sighing, Parfour turned his head down and drew back against Odin, only briefly looking up to watch the boat fade into the distance. “Odin,” the young man whispered. “Can I ask you something?”

 “Yeah.”


 “What’s it like?”


 “What’s what like?”


 “Being on a boat so big.”


 Odin didn’t respond.


 Something inside him started gnawing at his heart before he could.


 


 Gliding across the water like a grand, paper spectacle made specifically to float about the waves, the magicked canoe coasted the sandbars with efficient ease, inspiring hope and confidence into those who looked upon it. As one would when gazing upon a grand, exquisite thing that no mortal should see, Parfour trembled in Odin’s grasp, shivering as the ark of freedom slowly but surely approached. It dodged low-flying birds, sent schools of fish askew, and fluttered Odin’s heartstrings like some grand musician would a chord in a choir fit only for kings.

 “See?” Odin whispered, leaning down so only Parfour could hear. “I told you everything would be all right.”

 “Thu-Thank you,” the boy sobbed.

 “All right,” Miko said, folding his skirt up and around his waist before wading out into the water. “Odin, Nova, Parfour—come and get in.”

 “What about you?” Nova frowned. “Why aren’t you coming?”


 “I am. Just not this moment.”


 “Suh-Sir,” Parfour babbled, stumbling into the water. “Thu-Thu—”


 “There’s no need to thank me, young man. Come—get in the boat. It’s time you set sail for bigger and better things.”


 No hesitation was necessary on Parfour’s part. With one grand jump and a kick added for effort, he fell into the boat in a tangle of limbs, bawling his head off as he took his place near the center of the vessel.

 While Nova settled himself at the back, and while Odin prepared to clamber over the side and into the front, a low, monotonous ringing spread across the beach and entered his ears. “Sir,” he whispered, leaning closer to the Elf’s head. “You can’t stay here by yourself.”

 “They’d dare not lay their hands on me, Odin. There’s no need to worry. A group of humans can’t stop me.”

 “He’ll be all right,” Nova said. He set a hand on Odin’s arm, then looked down at the Elf, a grin broadening his face. “They won’t fuck with you.”

 “I know,” the Elf chuckled. “You don’t need to tell me.”


 “Do you want one of us to come back and get you?”


 “No—there’ll be no need. My weight’ll balance out the boat. You don’t have to worry.”


 “You’ll be able to push yourself back without an oar, right?” Odin asked.


 “Again, Odin, you have nothing to worry about. I’ll make my way there regardless of how I do it.” The Elf lifted an oar and placed it into Parfour’s palms. He leaned forward, took the boy’s chin in his damp hand, and tilted his head up so he could see inside his hood. “You’ll do well to listen to my squire and friend. They’ll take care of you.”

 “I know,” Parfour mumbled. “Thu-Thu-Thank you.”

 With little more than a smile, Miko took both ends of the canoe, rotated it until the bow faced the northwest, then gave it a mighty shove.

 Slowly, and with the utmost care he and his companions could manage, Odin dipped his oar into the water.

 It wouldn’t be long before they were aboard the Annabelle and away from this hellish place.

 


 Drifting endlessly, Odin thought the boat would enver come into sight. Several times, he had to cast a glance over his shoulder to make sure they’d continued on in the right direction, as it seemed they were not moving and that the day was growing older by the moment. Each time he did so, he was met with nothing more than the beach, along with the lone, solitary figure of the Elf in black, who stood so still that Odin considered him to be something of a statue.

 “He’ll be ok,” Nova grunted, face red with jade. “Like he said, he’s not worried, so why should we be?”


Just because he’s not worried doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be, Odin thought, grimacing as his raw, chafed hands throbbed with pain.

 Instead of focusing his energies on the beach and what exactly could be going on, Odin took a deep breath and channeled his thoughts on rowing. One oar in, one oar out; one stroke here, one stroke there; one breath in, one breath out—tirelessly, endlessly, he forced his anger at Parfour’s enslavement into his salvation, only stopping once every so often to take a breath and regain his bearings.

 Behind him, the boy rowed slowly and without force.


 Nova said nothing.


 Odin kept his silence.


 The word shock came to mind.


The state in which a person, under an unideal amount of stress, begins to break down, a teacher had once said, waving his hand across a black chalkboard without need or worry. It’s what happens when fathers see their children die, my sons, and it’s what happens when knights look upon a battlefield and realize that all hope is lost.

 “No.”


 “Odin?”


 “What?”


 “Are you all right?”


 Odin blinked. Parfour set a hand on his back.


 “Somethin’ wrong?” Nova asked, his exhale obvious and full of pain.


 “No,” Odin said, shaking his head. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”


 “Look!” Parfour cried.


 No more than a hundred yards away, the boat sat in silence, its deck motionless and without sound.


 “There we are,” Odin grinned, raising a hand. “Hey! Icklard! Domnin!”


 Two heads peeked up from below the railing.


 “Pull us in!” Odin yelled.


 No further words were necessary.


 In less than a moment, an invisible current swept the boat asunder and carried it toward the Annabelle.


 


 “You’re all right,” Icklard said, offering Odin a hand.


 “Where’s your master?” Domnin frowned.


 “On the beach,” Odin sighed. “All four of us couldn’t fit. You need to send the boat back.”


 “That’s no trouble. Is it, Icklard?”


 “Not at all,” the younger brother said. He gestured two ship hands forward and stepped aside so they could lower the vessel, then cast a glance at Parfour, who’d since retreated to the shade of the far wall. “Why is there four of you now?”

 “The monks,” Odin sighed. “They—”


 “Oh God,” Domnin whispered. “You’re saying—”


 “Yeah,” Nova said. “They’re raping the kids.”


 “Goddamn them,” Icklard growled, balling his hands into fists. “The fucking scum.”


 “The sooner we can get back to the mainland, the sooner we can help the others,” Odin said, stepping up to the railing and raising his hand. “Help me.”

 “You don’t honestly think you can help us after all that rowing you did, do you?”


 “It’s better than sitting around and doing nothing.”


 “Sit down,” Domnin said. “We’ll handle this, Odin.”


 “Besides,” Icklard whispered, “I think the boy could use your help more than we could.”


 “He’s right,” Nova said. “He trusts you more than he does anyone else.”


 “All right,” Odin nodded. “I’ll do it.”


 Taking a few steps back, he watched the brothers set fire to their hands before he turned and made his way over to Parfour, already dreading the person he was likely to meet on arrival.


Even if you can’t do anything, he thought, the least you can do is give him some company.

 Though matters of the mind weren’t his forete, he could offer a helping hand, if only temporarily.


 “Parfour,” Odin said, kneeling down to face the boy. “You mind if I sit here?”


 “Huh?” the young man asked, blinking, his one good eye hazy and confused.


 “I asked if I could sit here.”


 “Oh,” he mumbled. “Yeah. Go ahead.”


 Settling down, Odin drew a knee up to his chest and took a deep breath.


 Parfour turned his head slightly.


 Odin exhaled.


 The boy sighed, bowed his head, and closed his eyes.


 “It’s gonna be all right, Parfour. You’re safe—no one’s going to hurt you.”


 “I know.”


 “It won’t be long before Miko’s back. Then we can leave and you can put this whole thing behind you.”


 “If I even can.”


 “What’s stopping you?”


 “I… I don’t know. I don’t really even care. I’m just glad you came back for me.”


 “I never wanted to leave you there,” Odin said, wanting to reach out to Parfour, but resisting the urge to do so. “I wanted to take you wish us when we first got to the island, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I’m not sure why he brought me all the way out here or why we went all the way to Neline, but I’m starting to realize something.”

 “What’s that?”

 “Being a squire is about learning how to fight, how to become a knight and how to keep yourself level-headed, but more or less, I think it’s about discovering yourself along the way. You know what else?”

 “Huh?”


 “I think that by leaving this place, you’ll discover more about yourself than you’ve ever known.”


 “I doubt that.”


 “I don’t,” Odin smiled. “You know why?”


 “Why?”


 “Because when that man… Elf… whatever you want to call him… pulled me from that tower and said that he wanted me to be his squire, I learned more at that moment than I had in my entire life. This whole… journey has been filled with things I never thought I’dexperience. Kerma, Ogres, people from a kingdom I’d never seen or ever dreamed of seeing—all this has come with time. And if you think that’s all I saw, you’re wrong, because I saw and learned more than I ever would have if I had chosen the path my father took and decided to be a woodcutter.”

 “Is that what you really wanted to do, Odin? Cut wood?”


 “Yeah. A long time ago.”


 “Why?”


 “I idolized my father and everything he did. I wanted to be just like him until he handed me my first sword.”


 “How long ago was that?”


 “Ten, eleven years—at least, I think that’s how long it’s been. I couldn’t tell you. He might’ve given me a sword before that, but if he did, I don’t remember. All I remember is the day I fought a straw dummy and nearby blew myself up.”

 “With your magic?”

 “Yeah,” Odin smiled. “My father was always afraid of it. I don’t know why, and I probably never will either. The night I ran away to become the person I am today, he walked into the tent and caught me mending the fabric with my magic. He said it’d destroy me and to never use it again, but something told me that if I didn’t learn how to control it, I’d probably die. My magic teacher said the same thing the day I got to the castle, when I told him that I’d run away to become a soldier.”

 “Do you regret it?” Parfour asked.

 “No. I haven’t regretted a day of my life since I told the king I wanted to be his knight.”

 Parfour nodded. Taking a deep breath, he expelled it and turned his head up, truly looking into Odin’s eyes for the first time since he’d sat down. “Odin,” he said. “What’re you gonna do when you become a knight?”

 “I’m going to come back here,” Odin said, “and make Beal wish he’d never been born.”

 


 As night swallowed the sun and greeted the world, the boat appeared on the horizon. Phantomlike in appearance and resembling something of a terrifying fish heading straight toward them, its passenger sat with his head hung low, motionless as waves crested the vessel and kissed it with vain, innocent lips.

 Rising from his place near the far wall, Odin blinked, adjusted his eyes to the steadily-declining light, and stepped forward, taking his place beside the mage brothers. “What took him so long?” he frowned, tightening his grip on the wood railing as a swell came up.

 “I’m not sure,” Icklard frowned.

 “He could’ve had trouble with the tide,” Domnin shrugged, leaning forward and cupping his hands over his mouth. “Sir! Sir! Are you all right?”

 The Elf’s head snapped up instantly.

 The swiftness of the motion nearly sent Odin tumbling over the edge.

 “He seems fine,” the older brother nodded, giving a nervous chuckle as the shrouded figure turned his head and surveyed the area. “I don’t think he’s hurt.”


How could you tell with all the black he’s wearing? Odin thought, but somehow resisted the urge to speak.

 Taking a few steps back, he allowed the brothers to call a handful of fishermen over in preparation for the Elf’s arrival, only pausing to nod at Icklard when the brother turned to look at him.

 “Everything’s going to be fine,” Odin mumbled, pushing the thoughts out of his head. “Nothing happened. There’s nothing to worry about.”

 Regardless, the creeping sensation of doubt lingered at the small of his skull, pressing its weight against his back and taking his arms by the wrists.

 Could Miko have run into trouble with the tide, like Domnin suggested, or could something more sinister have happened?


They don’t use bladed weapons. It’s against their religion.

 Despite that, however, would the monks have cornered him, defying their religion in more ways than one?

 Something crossed his back.

 The wind, the air, the presence of something powerful and far greater than he could have ever possibly imagined—it panted in his ear and licked the nape of his neck, preparing to sink its fangs into his spine in but a moment’s notice.


Religion, the gilded thing breathed, is one to some, another to others.

 How things invisible and dainty could speak the truth, and how evil could mask itself in folds of robes or adorn itself in crowns of gold, if only to deceive those naïve enough to be controlled.

 Careful to maintain his composure despite the presence of an emotion that very well could have manifested itself from the dark energy of his thoughts, Odin watched a group of men string a rope over their shoulders and drag it to the side of the ship. Muscles heaving, arms bulging, they pushed forward, grunting and groaning as the rope balled itself around their limbs and tightened to what looked like an almost-unbearable pressure.

 For a moment, Odin thought they might drop the rope, thus losing it to the sea. Only when they passed it off to a pair of other men and began stringing it through a series of pullies did he breath his sigh of relief.

 “Sir!” Odin called, leaning over the railing. “Are you all right?”

 As though startled, the Elf jumped. His boat almost flipped over in the process. “I’m fine,” Miko said, steadying his rocking ship against the side of the Annabelle. “Don’t worry about me.”

 “Are you sure? I can lift you up if you need me to. I can—”


 Odin stopped.


 A flicker of movement below Miko’s vessel startled him from speaking.



Oh shit.

 “Jerdai,” Odin whispered, grimacing as the captain came up behind him. “Do you see that?”


 “See what?” the captain replied, leaning close to his lips.


 “Whatever just moved below his boat.”


 “Yes, my boy—I did.”


 “What was it?” 


 “Couldn’t tell. If you ask me though, it looked like a worm.”


 “A worm?”


 “A serpent, lad. Though I’d be damned to say they didn’t exist this close to the mainland, I’d be lying if I said they didn’t.”


 “Why would a sea serpent follow a boat?”


 “Curious, maybe. We get the big ones coming off the coast of Elna because of the warm water, but I highly doubt this one’s anything like that. If anything, it’s a young’un that got separated from its pod and is following the biggest thing that moves.”

 “Sir,” a nearby shiphand said. “Did you see—”


 “Shut your damn mouth,” Jerdai hissed. “He doesn’t need to know there’s something swimming around just below his boat.”


 “Then what do we—”


 “Toss him the ropes and tell him to secure himself in place. We don’t want to dump him out when we’re pulling him up.”


 Nodding, the shiphand returned to the pulley, where he threw the ropes overboard and began shouting isntructions down to the Elf who could possibly cease to exist in the following moments.

 “All right!” Jerdai bellowed. “Are you ready in three… two… one…”


 The pulleys snapped into action.


 Leaning forward, Odin watched and prepared for the worst.


 As the boat rose into the air, shifting and shaking in the absence of water, Miko reached out and slid a rope in both hands, taking care to keep his body steady as the small canoe tilted to accommodate the pull of the ropes. Like his companions before him, the Elf remained calm and collected, listening to the isntructions the shiphand offered as his body slowly tilted at an awkward angle.

 With everything going so smoothly, it seemed like nothing could go wrong.

 Odin took a deep breath.


Here we go, he thought, tightening his grip on the railing until his fingers hurt. He’s almost—

 A pulley snapped.


 Miko’s body flew to one side and the bow of the boat plummeted toward the sea.


 “Shit!” Jerdai cried.


 “Sir!” Odin screamed, terrified at the sight of his master hanging on to only one rope. “Are you all right?”


 “What the hell happened?” Nova roared. “What’s wrong with your fucking pulley?”


 “The ropes on the front end snapped!” a shiphand cried, raising his hands as Nova advanced on him. “I swear, sir! I swear! It’s not my fault! Huh-Huh-He must be tuh-too huh-heav—”

 In a fit of rage, Nova pushed the man into a group of others, who made no move to step forward as the red-haired fury growled and made his way over to the broken pulley. “How do you expect to get him up now?” Nova asked, glaring at the two men who’d prepared the contraption. “You can’t pull him up with just one of them, now can you?”

 “I don’t know, sir,” the other man sighed. “Icklard, Domnin—can you lift him up?”


 “I don’t know,” Domnin frowned. “We’ve never tried lifting someone who can use magic before.”


 “Why wouldn’t it work?” Odin frowned.


 “It doesn’t work because the resisting magic usually cancels the aggressing magic out,” Icklard sighed, running a hand across his forehead. “There’s no way we could lift him. His magic would probably kill us if we tried.”

 “Then what do you suggest?”


 “The only thing we could do is try to lift the boat.”


 “Then do it!”


 Taking a deep breath, Domnin lifted his hands and sparked them to life.


 Aided by his brother, the now-dangling end of the canoe lfited from its skewed position, allowing Miko to touch down and steady himself on the vessel.

 “I’m going to snap the other ropes,” the Elf said. “Odin—help them keep the boat afloat.”


 “Sir,” Odin said, gently pushing Nova out of his way. “What if something happens?”


 “Then to the sea I go.”


 The ropes snapped without warning.


 The fishing boat dropped at least a foot before Icklard and Domnin steadied it.


 “A little help,” Icklard mumbled.


 “I thought you could move the Annabelle,” Odin asked, spreading his conscience into the boat.


 “We can,” Domnin said, “when we’re not forcing it to do something it isn’t supposed to do.”


 “Just keep the boat steady,” the Elf said. “I’m going to push it forward now. You might feel resistance, but don’t fight it. Allow it to control your magic.”

 Odin and the mage brothers nodded.

 As though strung like ragdolls, all three of them stumbled back as the Elf spread his influence into the boat. Like being pushed by something that could not be resisted, Odin, along with the mage brothers, continued to stumble back until all three of them stood with their backs against the mast. By this time, Miko had gained enough momentum to push forward without dipping into the pool of magic currently laid out before them. He pushed the boat forward until the bow crested the tip of the railing, then lessened his hold on the mages before him. A group of a dozen fishinghands, Nova included, rushed forward to pull the canoe onto the ship.

 What seemed like an eternity of tug-and-pull pressure later, Odin and the mage brothers stumbled forward, relieved of the unearthly pressure.

 “Are you all right?” Odin frowned. “Sir, are you—”


 A trickle of blood fell from the Elf’s side.


 “You’re hurt.”


 “Yes, Odin—I am.”


 “Who—”


 “It doesn’t matter. Please, just take me to our room. You must tend to my injuries.”


 Odin wasted no time.


 Wrapping his arm around his arm around his knight master’s side, he pressed a hand to the wound and pulled him toward the stairway.

 Warmth spread up his arm and made its way into his chest.

 It wasn’t until they touched down at the bottom of the stairs that Odin realized he’d cut his hand while stumbling back into the mast.

 A sword, a dagger, a jagged piece of wood or a broken chunk of metal—it didn’t matter what pricked his flesh and took his blood for its own.

 With broken skin pressed to an immortal’s bleeding wound, Odin closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


 He couldn’t worry about it now.


 His knight master was hurt.


 


 “What happened?” Nova asked. “Who the hell did this to you?”

 “Not now Nova,” Odin said, parting the folds of his knight master’s cloak. “Sir… sir. Look at me. Are you all right?”

 “I’m… fine,” the Elf mumbled, eyes glossy and struggling to remain open. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

 “Right near your fucking heart,” Nova growled, balling his hand into a fist. “I swear, if we were anywhere near that island, I’d—”

 “Nova,” Odin sighed. “Please, not now. I know you’re mad, but getting angry isn’t going to help anyone in this situation. If you’re not going to help me, please, get the hell out of here.”

 “Odin—”

 “Nova, please—for just this once, keep your big mouth shut and do what I tell you.”

 The older man said nothing. Reaching forward, Nova tangled his hands in Miko’s cloak and began the long and lengthy process of removing the ensemble. Freeing the cape from the Elf’s broad shoulders, unslinging the clasps at his neck, undoing the intricate brooch and the pin and needle that held it together—he ran his fingers along the Elf’s chest and undid the buttons on the long-sleeved shirt beneath, popping each individual one unil he reached the bottom. There, he slowly, and carefully, pulled the fabric away from the skin, taking extra care not to rip the wound open in the process.

 Anger visible in violent flushes of color upon his face, Nova looked up at Odin with sad eyes. Look, he mouthed.

 Crossing the room and making his way around the bed, Odin set the medical supplies on a nearby table and sighed when he saw the wound.


No.

 Though not shallow, the thin wound opened just beneath his underarm in a single, clean flush, as if the attack had been concise and not in the least bit hindered by any reciprocatory strike. There was no tear, no push, no flush or even a jagged exit wound. Whoever had stabbed the Elf had taken extra care not to be noticed until the very last moment.

 “Sir?” Odin frowned, falling to a knee beside the bed. “Does it feel any different than it should?”


 “It feels fine,” the Elf whispered, eyes closed with no signs of reopening. “I feel pain, but it isn’t unbearable.”


 “Go find someone who can help us,” Odin said, glancing at Nova before reaching for the washcloth. “I don’t know how to help him.”


 “Your inexperience is my fault,” Miko continued, chest slowly rising and falling. “I should’ve taught you how to tend wounds.”


 “It’s fine, sir. Just… don’t talk. Stay quiet for me.”


 “I will, Odin. Don’t worry—I’ll be fine.”


 With one last look at Nova, Odin pressed the washcloth to his knight master’s side and closed his eyes.


 Slowly but surely, his head began to tingle.


 Hand throbbing, he took a breath of his own.



It’s starting, the gilded thing breathed. You’re becoming him.

 “No,” Odin whispered. “I’m not.”


 In the corner of the room, Parfour raised his head and frowned.


 “It’s fine,” Odin said. “Don’t worry—we’ll have whoever comes down look at your eye too.”


 “My eye’s fine,” the boy mumbled. “It’s him I’m worried about.”


 Odin said nothing.


 Words rang truer in times of consequence. Why, he didn’t know. They just did.


 


 “Well,” the healer frowned, taking a deep breath before replacing the bandage over the wound. “There’s not much else I can do that you already haven’t, Mr. Karussa. You’ve cleaned and bandaged the wound already, so the most we can do now is wait to see if it becomes infected before we seal it up.”

 “It’s not fatal though,” Odin asked, “is it?”

 “Oh no—not at all. Given the state of his health and what… excuse me… who he is, I’d be surprised if this kept him in bed for more than a few days.”

 “So you don’t think we’ll need to do anything else for it,” Nova nodded, drawing the curtains around Miko’s bed.

 “If you’re asking if you’ll need to stitch it, yes, that’s a given. But, like I said, we need to watch for infection, especially since we don’t have the blade he was injured with.” Pausing, the healer glanced over his shoulder, watching for signs of movement. A short moment later, he turned his head, sighed, then said, “I hate to ask this, but what might’ve given a monk reason to stab him? I’ve never heard of such a thing, especially from men such as them. They seem so—”

 “Righteous,” Odin nodded. He turned his head up at Nova and Parfour, forcing a smile even though it didn’t want to come. “Can you give me a moment, guys?”

 “Fine with me,” Nova shrugged, stretching his arms over his head. “I think I’m gonna lay down anyway.”

 “It’s fine,” Parfour mumbled.

 With one last nod, Odin gestured the healer out of the room, making sure to close the door behind them before they made their way down the hall.

 “Did you see that boy in there?” Odin asked, slipping his hands into his pockets.

 “Not until after he spoke.”

 “He was with the monks until today. He… well… I hate to say this, sir, but those men on that island aren’t anything like they say.”

 “What do you—”

 “I’m not going to play games with you, sir, because you deserve to know what happened, especially considering the circumstance and how my knight master was hurt because of it. I just want you to promise me that you’ll keep what I’m about to tell you between us for now. All right?”

 “Of course, sir. You can trust me.”

 “I’ve learned you can’t trust anyone,” Odin chuckled, leaning against the nearby wall. “Especially after what just happened.”

 The healer said nothing. Straightening his posture, the man fiddled with his shirtsleeves and waited for Odin to respond, all the while looking him straight in the eye.


You just have to come out and tell him. There’s no other way around it.

 “The boys on that island are being raped and abused.”

 A flicker of unease crossed the medicine man’s eyes. In response, the man turned his head down and stared at his shoes, as though waiting for them to come alive and swallow his lanky self whole. “Raping then?” he asked after several moments of indecision.

 “Did you see the boy’s eye?” Odin asked.


 “No, I… he was in the dark. I couldn’t—”


 “He’s been hurt a lot worse than he looks, sir—I can guarantee that.”


 “Then he… they… those boys are still—”


 “With the monks,” Odin sighed. “Yes.”


 “That’s why you don’t want anyone to know,” the healer laughed. “This ship would be turned around faster than you could explain if word of this got out.”

 “Which might get me and my knight master thrown in jail,” Odin nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. “The only thing I can do is make sure Parfour gets back to the mainland safely. Right now, that’s my only option.”

 “What happens then?” the man frowned. “They just leave the boys in that godforsaken place?”

 “As far as I understand, most of them come from Ornala, and I know for a fact that Ournul won’t stand for this kind of behavior, especially toward boys from his kingdom. All I know is that if something goes wrong before we get back to the mainland and the monks try to argue our claim, we might get charged with trespassing, not to mention kidnapping.”

 “I understand. Mark my words, Mr. Karussa—I’m not a lying man. I’d rather die than put another’s life at stake.”

 “Thank you,” Odin smiled, reaching out to take the man’s hand.

 “You’re hurt,” the healer frowned. A moment later, he turned his head up, eyes incredulous and mouth agape. “You were tending to an open flesh wound when you had one of your own.”

 “I can’t think about that now,” Odin sighed, shaking his head. “Can you bandage my hand, please? Before we go back into the room?”

 “He’s an immortal… you’ve touched his blood with your own.”

 “It doesn’t matter, sir. There are others whose lives are more important. Mine isn’t one of them.”

 


 “Sir,” Odin said, kneeling down beside his knight master’s bed. “Can you hear me?”

 Though no response followed, Odin took comfort in the fact that the Elf seemed at peace. Hidden beneath the shroud of blankets surrounding his bed, his chest rose and fell in a steady, rhythmic pattern, giving birth to bliss that shouldn’t have otherwise existed in his current situation.

 Lips pursed, eyelids fluttering and nostrils expanding and contracting, Miko looked anything but pained in a world where feeling didn’t exist.

 Odin couldn’t help but feel envious. “I knew something bad was going to happen,” he said, reaching out to brush a strand of hair away from Miko’s face. “Dammit, Nova—one of us should’ve stayed with him.”

 “He wouldn’t have let us, Odin—you know that.”

 “How? We didn’t even try!”

 “Shh!” Nova hissed. “You’ll wake him up.”

 Sighing, Odin rose from his place beside the bed and paced over to the wall, where he seated himself into a chair and tried not to let his guilt eat him alive. It seemed tangible, this thing of his—this pain, this agony, this frustration, this grief—and with its fangs and claws it would eat him alive, slowly but surely cannibalizing his body until nothing but bones existed.


And then you’d be dead, he thought, bowing his head and closing his eyes. And there would be nothing you could do about it.

 “Neither of us can help what someone else did,” Nova said, settling into a chair beside him. “He wouldn’t have let either of us stay with him, Odin. He was more worried about Parfour than he was himself.”

 “I know,” he sighed. “Still… we could’ve tried.”

 “Odin, don’t—”

 “It doesn’t matter whether or not he would’ve let us stay, Nova—it’s the point. He got hurt because we left him by himself. On top of that, he had to push himself all the way back to the Annabelle by himself. I could’ve just as easily went back myself and helped him.”

 “Yeah, but how could we have known someone would be waiting to get one of us alone? Think of that.”

 “I…” Odin glanced down at his hand. It took only one look at the bandage for the realization to set in. “We couldn’t have.”

 “Exactly.” Nova stood, about to cross the room and make his way toward the door. After a moment’s hesitation, he stopped and stared at Odin with wary eyes. “What happened to your hand?”

 “What?”


 “I asked what happened to your hand.”


 “Oh… suh-sorry.”


 “Odin?”


 “I backed into something when we were lifting the boat up. It’s nothing—don’t worry about it.”


 “Are you sure?” Nova frowned. “Odin, is something—”


 “No!” he cried, grimacing soon after. A wary glance at both Miko and Parfour’s beds showed that neither of them had been disturbed, or at least appeared not to have been. “It’s ok, Nova—I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

 Nova offered nothing more than a nod before he reached out, turned the doorknob, and left the room.

 A short sigh escaped Odin’s lips.


He doesn’t know, he thought, sinking back into the chair.

 Despite the chill that slowly crept up his spine, he couldn’t help but feel warm.


 Something inside him told him to breathe.


 Closing his eyes, he tilted his head back and took a deep breath.


 His last fleeting thoughts before he fell asleep were of an Elf’s blood bonding with his own.


 Beautiful, magical, enchanting—two halves met to make one whole before the world went dark.


 


 Odin woke to the silence of a still room.

 Unsure of his surroundings, he opened his eyes to find himself in a chair, nearly folded over with half of his body in the seat and his legs over the armrest.


How did I get here? he thought, pulling his legs free of the chair’s awkward bulge. And how the hell did I end up sleeping like this?

 Straightening his posture, he leaned back and rubbed his eyes, taking slow, deep breaths as he tried to regain his composure. Outside, evening began to make its appearance known as the sun slowly fell from the sky. As it did every night, it threw itself from the world it knew and into the strange, bizarre unknown, undoubtedly and without despair. It took little to commend the sacrifice it made for the world each night. It never looked back before throwing itself from the cliff that would surely seal its fate, nor did it mumble a silent prayer in the hopes that everything would be well. It didn’t wonder whether or not its mission would be accomplished, nor did it doubt or dwell on any fault that could come from its decisions. In a way, the sun showed courage that most men could only dream of having.

 It took a lot to throw oneself to the wind, toward the unknown and away from all one knew. Some died while trying. Some never tried at all. Some failed to realize their reason and turned away, while others simply refused to do so, arrogantly proclaiming that all they knew was all they should know and needed nothing more. The few that tried to do such a thing should be commended.

 The sight of the heavenly star falling toward a strange and bizarre future forced tremors through Odin’s chest.

 Could he throw himself away from everything he knew when they docked at the mainland? Could he really, truly trust himself to stand tall and proud from the moment he touched down on Ornalan soil to the moment he was graced with the presence of his king? Could he, when the time came, don his armor or bear his sword and shield? Could he free those that should be free or kill those that should be killed? Could he murder his enemies, save his friends, and give his life to a king admired and enamored across all the land? It took little to realize the cause, but to accept the consequence? What did that entail? What could happen in the span of a day, a month, a year or even a lifetime?

 After all this time, could he kneel before the king, bow his head, and be touched by a sword far greater than anything his life could ever mean?


Can I?

 “Can I?”


 As expected, no response came.


 A flicker of movement tore him from his raging thoughts.


 Parfour stood in the corner of the room, facing the wall that held the only mirror in the immediate vicinity.



Shit.

 Swallowing a lump in his throat, Odin started to rise, but stopped himself before he could. The thought that followed forced him back into his seat before he could even fully stand.

 How long had it been since Parfour had last seen his reflection?

 Afraid and unwilling to drwell on the obvious, Odin pushed himself out of his chair and began to take slow, calculated steps across the room. Not wanting to startle the boy, but not wanting to wake his knight master either, he paused in midstride.

 Hidden in the shadows of the dark, nearly-blackeneed room, Odin could barely make out Parfour’s features. Right eye swollen over, it protruded from his face just enough to shield his good, injured eye from view.

 With no emotion in plain sight, Odin sighed, took a deep breath, and approached the boy from behind.


 Parfour turned his head down the moment Odin’s reflection appeared in the mirror.


 “Parfour?” Odin asked.


 “I didn’t know it was this bad,” the boy mumbled, turning his head up to face Odin’s reflection. “You know… I never imagined that I’d look in the mirror one day and see someone other than myself.”

 “This is you, Parfour.”

 “No it isn’t, Odin. This isn’t me… this isn’t something someone would want.”

 “What are you talking about?”

 “My mother used to tell me how handsome I looked when I was younger,” the boy said, turning his head down when he was unable to look at himself any longer. “She used to tell me that all the girls would giggle whenever I walked by because they thought I was cute. This… this… this isn’t something anyone would ever want.”

 “Why do you say that?”

 “Because I’m not normal anymore,” Parfour sobbed. “Because they don’t want someone who looks like a freak.”

 “You are not a freak,” Odin said, taking Parfour’s shoulders and turning the boy around so he could face him. “Look at me, Parfour—if anyone’s a freak, it’s me.”

 “You’re not a freak.”

 “Look at me,” Odin said. “What do you think people think when they see that I have red eyes? Huh? What do you think it’s like to walk up to someone and have to worry about what they think just because of the color of your eyes? Or how about this—what do you think it’s like to be seven years old and not have any friends because they think you’re a monster?”

 “I—”

 “Parfour,” Odin said, tightening his grip on the boy’s shoulders. “You are not a freak.”

 “How can you say that?”

 “How can I say that?” Odin laughed. “Look at me. Look at this.”

 For the first time since he acknowledged the horrible, ugly truth of his past nearly three years ago, Odin pulled his hair back and revealed his elongated, disfigured ears. Sharpened by nature but not completed by biology, the bumps and curves that divvied the cartlidge spoke wonders of his unnatural, sometimes-disgusting lineage. Parfour, who’d kept his eyes locked on Odin’s until that very moment, ceased his protest and silence his tears.

 In the moments that followed, the well of the boy’s eyes dried up, relinquishing hold of all the tears it held. “You’re,” he began. “You’re—”

 “A Halfling,” Odin whispered, pulling his hair back over his ears. “You wonder why I always wear my hair down? Well, now you do. Now you know why no one ever wanted to play with me. Now you know why they used to call me the monster’s child.”

 “Why—”

 “This isn’t something I can change,” Odin said, returning his hands to Parfour’s shoulders. “You, though… your eye will heal. Sure, there might be a scar or some discoloration, but is it going to stay that way? No—it isn’t. What you have is merely a flesh wound. That’s something that’ll change, something that’ll get better. I can’t change the way my eyes or ears look.”

 Parfour said nothing. Closing his one good eye, he waited a moment for the realization to set in, then turned to look at him in the mirror. “Will I lose my eye?” the boy asked, voice clear of any solemn emotion.

 “I don’t know,” Odin sighed. “If that’s all you lose… oh well. At least you’re alive.”

 Parfour nodded. This time, a tear slipped from his eye. “Thank you, Odin,” the boy whispered. “Thank you.”

 


 With dawn came salvation—not only for the restless, but for the strongest, greatest star in the sky.

 Rising over the horizon like a strangled butterfly just freed of its chains, the sun bled clouds orange and darkened the sea in the wake of its heavenly gift, forcing life from each and every corner of the world. From the sea came the fish, who jumped in glee, while the sky brought the gulls that cawed and cried for the new day to begin. And from the dark, restless water beneath the sea, and from which they did not belong, creatures who breathed air and gave birth to live young giggled when forced to come to the surface, lured not only by the promise of warmth and the grace of trust, but the air—the truly, greatest must.

 Without a doubt in the world, and without the slightest doubt in the minds of those that could comprehend, the greatest thing the sky could offer came from a glowing fireball that no one and no mortal thing could touch.

 Standing at the foot of the railing with his arms draped over its surface, Odin stared out at the sunrise and tried not to imagine the troubles the day might hold.


Everything’s going to be fine, he thought, taking a deep breath of the cool morning air. Everything’s going to be just fine. You know that.

 “Hopefully,” he mumbled.

 Sighing, Odin leaned forward and continued to watch the sun rise, squinting at the pulsing fireball that continued to creep over the horizon. At such an early hour of the morning, he took comfort in the fact that no one except himself graced the front deck, though he couldn’t help but feel a slight sense of abandonment that came with it. Save for the occasional, drunken sailor stumbling out from below deck to puke his guts out over the railing, Odin had the ship to himself, both a pleasantry and a punishment at the same time. Not even Domnin or Icklard could be seen tending to the sails.


Oh well. You can’t expect them to keep you company.

 Taking a few steps back, Odin slid his hands into his pockets and continued to watch the horizon.


 In the back of his mind, a part of him hoped it would last forever.


 Peaceful, tranquil, full of serenity and without a care in the world—how could anyone ask for a better moment?


 Knowing full and well that the sun would soon become too much to bear, Odin turned and prepared to make his way toward the stairs, but stopped when he caught signs of movement on the upper deck.

 “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jerdai asked, making his way down the steps.

 “Yes sir,” Odin nodded. “It is.”

 “Not too often you wake up in time to see something like this,” the captain continued, reaching down to draw his pipe from his belt. “You smoke, son?”

 “No sir. Why?”


 “I was going to ask you to light this for me.”


 “Oh,” Odin frowned. “What made you think I wouldn’t light it if I didn’t want to smoke with you?”


 “Common courtesy. You wouldn’t catch me lighting someone’s pipe if they wouldn’t let me smoke some of it.”


 “It’s fine. Here—hold it out. Keep your fingers back though. I don’t want to burn you.”


 “You and me both kid,” Jerdai chuckled, holding the tobacco pipe steady.


 Smiling, Odin extended a finger and sparked a flame at the tip of it, careful to keep his arm steady as to not accidentally burn Jerdai. Once the glass head glowed with life, the captain retracted the pipe and set it to his lips, nearly moaning with pleasure as he took his first puff. “Thanks,” Jerdai said, settling down on the bottom stair. “I appreciate it.”

 “You don’t have to thank me,” Odin said, turning to look back at the horizon. “Sir… can I ask you a question?”


 “I don’t see why not.”


 “You mentioned that you aren’t normally up this early. What’s so different about today?”


 “Honestly, nothing. Truthfully…” Jerdai sighed. “That’s a different story entirely.”


 “Is something wrong?”


 “No, Odin—that’s the good thing about it. Nothing is wrong, absolutely nothing. I’ve been more at peace in the last few months than I have in years.

 “How come you’re out of bed then?”

 “I came out to smoke, then saw someone walking around on the deck. At first I thought it was another one of the drunks, so I came over to yell at them. Then I saw it was you and, well… I wanted to talk.”

 “About what?”


 “About you, the sun… everything.”


 “Sir,” Odin said, turning his attention to the man smoking beside him. “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?”


 “Quite the contrary, Odin. Everything’s fine. It’s been that way since you left for the island.”


 “I don’t understand. What are you trying to tell me?”


 “Do you remember that talk we had before we docked at Fisherman’s Point? I know it’s been more than a year ago and that you might not remember it, but when you found me that morning, Odin, you found me in one of the greatest moments of weakness I’ve ever had. Honestly… just between the two of us… I didn’t know what to do. I don’t even remember half of what I said to you. All I know is that everything was just coming down at me at once. Domnin was upset because I wasn’t acknowledging him outside the bedroom, I was hurt because I hurt him, I was worried about the crew and what they would think if they found out… I was worried about everything, even though I should’ve only been worried about one person and one person only.”

 “Domnin,” Odin nodded.

 “Yes—Domnin, the man I’ve been sleeping with for the past five years of life, the man I’ve told my darkest secrets, my deepest regrets. I’ve told him everything, yet I couldn’t even acknowledge what he meant to me. How pathetic is that?”

 “You were afraid, sir—you can’t blame yourself.”

 “I can’t blame anyone but myself, Odin. You know why? Because no one’s ever told me what to be afraid of and no one ever will. I can’t tell you to be afraid of me just becdause I want you to be, or to be afraid of the sea just because I think you should be damn well scared of it. Only you can tell yourself what you are afraid of. It turns out that I was afraid of what others would think even though I shouldn’t’ve been all along. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

 “Yes sir.”

 “The whole point of this, Odin, is that you’ve changed my life in a way that no one else ever has. You—a boy who came from the mainland with the dream of becoming a knight—changed a man who never thought he could change. That’s a pretty amazing accomplishment.”

 “I only told you what I thought was right.”

 “And it turns out it was,” Jerdai said, pushing himself to his feet. “I’ve never said this to anyone before, Odin, but it’s true when they say that someone can help you see something in an entirely different light. I’m going to tell you something now, and I want you to remember it just like I remembered what you told me. Are you listening?”

 “Yes.”


 “Promise me you’ll remember.”


 “I promise.”


 “Dammit boy! Promise me!”

 “I promise sir.”

 “I don’t care what anyone ever thinks, says or tells you—you can change whoever and whatever you want. Take it from a man who thought he’d never change, much less because a boy told him to. You have the power to change the world, Odin. If you’ve made me see a light I thought I’d never see… think of what you can do for all of us.”

 


 Physical burdens continued to remind him that things would not be the same for long.

 Seated in a chair no more than a foot away from his knight master’s bed, Odin watched Miko’s chest rise and fall in slow, even succession. Blanketed by the bedcurtains that dangled from the ceiling, little could be seen of the Elf’s face, but what could displayed enough to assure anyone looking upon him that all was well.


He’s been asleep all night, Odin thought, rubbing his arms. He hasn’t woken up once.

 Could it mean anything? Just because Miko hadn’t woken up didn’t necessarily mean he was hurt worse than he appeared—he could just be sleeping, channeling his conscience in another direction in order to keep the pain away. Why endure agony when you could go elsewhere, where pain didn’t exist and shallow thoughts only existed with a lover’s kiss?


But what if he’s…

 He swallowed a lump in his throat.

 No matter what his conscience told him otherwise, he refused to believe that Miko had fallen into a lapse of time. Intentional or not, he couldn’t afford to lose his concept of reality—not now, not when he was hurt.

 Taking a deep breath, he spun and moved the chair closer to the bed and threw a glance over his shoulder. When he found neither Parfour nor Nova in the room with him, he parted the bedcurtains, sighing when the entirety of the Elf’s body came into view.

 “Sir,” Odin whispered. “Can you hear me?”


 The Elf’s breathing paused.


 Odin’s heart stopped.


 A short moment later, Miko’s chest fell and a breath of air passed from between his lips.


 “I’m sorry, sir—I… I know you can’t hear me, and I know that even if you can, you probably won’t remember or know what I say, but I can’t keep it to myself anymore. It’s bad enough knowing that you were hurt because of me. I can’t stand not knowing whether or not you’re all right. Nova says it’s not my fault because you wouldn’t have let me stay behind anytway, but I can’t help it. It’s… I…”

 Tears crested the surface of his eyes. He blinked in the hopes that they would clear—or, hopefully, even disappear completely—but the action did no more than break the veil that kept them in. Bursting from the dam in which they were held, they exploded over the broken remnants of his eyelids and cascaded down his lashes, creating beautiful waterfalls in the wake of unintentional suffering and forming rivers across his face.

 No matter how beautiful the display, no matter how ironic the situation, nothing could amount to the pain he felt at that very moment.

 His hand throbbed.


 He curled his fist.


 A searing pain laced down his arm and into his palm.


 When he looked down, the pristine, virgin bandage suffered the curse of blood, scarleting the pure and defying all that seemed innocent.


You’re becoming him, the gilded thing whispered.

 “I’m becoming you,” Odin said, closing his eyes. “Your blood is mine, sir.”


 Bowing his head, Odin let out a long, low wail.


 Was it true?


 Did it mean nothing when all seemed well?


 


 Nova and Parfour returned a while later. Dressed in casual clothes and smelling of food, they entered the room with smiles on their faces, speaking in hushed tones so they wouldn’t wake anyone who might be sleeping. Odin, who lay stomach-down on his bed, barely moved as they entered, not wanting to disrupt the lighthearted moment his friends shared.


You know they’re here for you, he thought, rolling on his side. It’s not like they’d care.

 “Odin?” Parfour whispered.


 Odin didn’t reply.


 “Are you awake?” the boy continued, setting a hand on his shoulder.


 The way his muscle tensed did little to conceal his current state of consciousness. “I’m awake,” he said, rolling onto his back and setting an arm over his forehead. “Hey guys.”

 “You ok?” Nova frowned.


 “I’m fine,” Odin smiled. “Where were you?”


 “Eating. Why?”


 “I woke up earlier and neither of you were here.”


 “Oh,” the older man frowned, settling down at the end of the bed. “Sorry.”


 “It’s fine.” Odin pushed himself up. He turned his attention to Parfour. “You ok?”


 “I’m ok,” the boy smiled, brushing his bangs out of his eyes.


 “Looks like someone needs a haircut.”


 “Maybe a little bit.”


 Chuckling, Odin threw his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his eyes. Not sure if he’d actually fallen asleep after checking on Miko, he took a moment to contemplate his current state of mind before rising and crossing the room.

 “Is he ok?” Nova asked, setting a hand on his shoulder.


 “I think so,” Odin nodded, reaching down to set his hand over the Elf’s. “He hasn’t woken up.”


 “It’s better he sleeps anyway.”


 “I know.”


 “Don’t worry, Odin—he’ll get up eventually. Something like this isn’t going to keep him down for long.”



Hopefully not.

 The idea of the blade having been laced with poison was never far from his mind. Though he’d never found any power, liquid or residue while cleaning the Elf’s wound, that ddn’t mean there hadn’t been any present. With no knowledge of poison, how to make it or what it looked like, he could’ve easily missed something without knowing it.


I should’ve had the healer clean the wound for me.

 Nothing could be done about it now. His one mistake could cost the Elf his life.


 “What happens if he dies?” Odin asked, looking over his shoulder at Nova.


 “He won’t.”


 “What if he does though?”


 “He’s not going to die, Odin. Besides—what makes you think he will anyway?”


 “I don’t know if there was any poison on the blade.”


 “No one does.”


 “I should.”


 “What are you—”


 “I cleaned his wound, Nova.” The silence that followed forced tremors in Odin’s heart. “If he dies,” he continued, tightening his grip on the Elf’s hand, “it’ll be my fault, because I was too stupid to look for anything.”

 “You can’t blame yourself.”

 “I’m becoming a knight, Nova! How can I not blame myself?”

 “You were worried,” Parfour murmured.

 Both Odin and nova looked up.

 “You can’t blame yourself for being worried,” the boy said, taking a few steps forward. “You wanted to make sure he was all right, so you brought him down here and did what you were supposed to.”

 “Parfour,” Odin began. “That’s not the point. I’m becoming a knight. I’m supposed to know these things.”


 “Who said?”


 “I—”


 “The kid has a point,” Nova said. “Miko never taught you anything about poison.”


 “That doesn’t matter.”


 “It does when you’re blaming yourself for not knowing anything about it.”


 Odin shook his head. Stepping back, he turned and started for the door, but stopped. The Elf’s low, steady breathing petrified him.


His wound was still fresh when I cut myself, he thought, looking down at his hand. If there’d been a poison on it, I’d be sick by now.

 “Odin?” Nova asked.


 “Yeah?”


 “Everything ok?”


 “Yeah,” Odin said, taking a deep breath. “I think it is.”


 


 “How is everything?” Icklard asked, absently kicking a rope out of his way as they made their way across the deck.


 “Everything’s fine,” Odin said, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Better than I thought it would be, anyway.”


 “You expected him to get sick, didn’t you?”


 “A little.”


 “Just because someone stabs you doesn’t mean they’re smart enough to use poison,” Domnin said, pausing to watch a flock of seagulls pass overhead. “Besides—from what you’ve said, it seemed like the attack was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

 “That’s what I’m thinking,” Odin shrugged. “At least, I hope so.”

 “Even if they do say you kidnapped the kid, at least you can say you were attacked by them.”

 “I highly doubt they’d believe we were ‘attacked,’” Odin said, enunciating the word for affect. “Especially since only one of us was hurt.”

 “Either way,” Icklard said, “your knight master was still injured. That’s assault, attempted murder if they were trying to kill him.”

 “Which they probably were,” Domnin sighed. “Look, Odin—I don’t think you have a whole lot to worry about. I mean, yeah—your knight master’s laid up and all, but there’s no way in hell a judge is going to think you kidnapped the boy, especially if he was raped.”

 “He was,” Odin mumbled.

 A gull squaked overhead, then dove toward the water. A splash later, it pulled a fish from the sea and took off as fast as it could, its companions close behind.

 “How close are we to the mainland?” Odin frowned.


 “Hardly at all,” Icklard said.


 “They must be coming from the islands then.”


 “Why do you ask?” Domnin frowned.


 “Just wondering,” Odin said.


 With gulls so close, he couldn’t help but long for home.


 


 The Elf’s eyes fluttered beneath their lids as he slowly came to. Like a dormant vessel just awakening for the first time in over a thousand years, his body transformed into a construct of movement. His lips pursed, drawing breath of the living world; his fingers flexed, strumming chords of unsought agony; his chest rose, then fell as lungs expanded, then contracted. Throughout all this, the movement beneath his eyelids continued to intensify. What was once only a slight tremble soon became a flurry of activity. Every part of the sleeping being’s body started moving. Muscles flexing, extremeties flushing, nostrils flaring, lips pursing and eyes twitching—Miko’s tongue darted from his mouth to wet his lips, greasing dried, cracked skin with saliva of the gods, while his teeth clicked to match the taut stretching of his neck.

 Immortality seemed beautiful when presented in such illustrious ways.

 For those ignorant of drawbacks, anything could be beautiful.

 While Odin continued to watch his knight master react to the happenings of his body, unsure what to do and unwilling to leave his side, Parfour and Nova stood at the ready. Parfour stole into the washroom to run and purify water. Nova remained near the threshold, hand on the doorknob for fear that something worse would happen.

 “Odin,” Nova said. “We need to go get someone.”

 “We?”

 “You know what I’m talking about!”


 “No I don’t!” Odin snapped.


 The Elf convulsed and was nearly thrown from the bed.


 “Parfour!” Odin screamed. “PARFOUR!”

 “Get water!” Nova cried, thrusting the door open and throwing himself out of the room.

 The boy ran into the room with a bucket of water dangling from his grasp, nearly tripping in the process. A rag in hand, he wet the cloth and passed it to Odin. “What’s happening to him?” Parfour asked, grimacing as Odin pressed his weight into the Elf’s chest.

 “I don’t know,” Odin said. “Here—hold it.”


 “What?”


 “What do you think? The cloth!”


 Commotion in the hallway drew Odin’s attention from the frantic activity beneath him. “HELP!” he screamed, desperately fighting to keep Miko from throwing himself out of the bed. “SOMEONE GET A HEALER!”

 The men in the hall—strangers to Odin, but possibly saviors to Miko—peeked into the room, saw a man thrashing about on the bed, then took off.

 “Sir,” Odin said, taking slow, deep breaths to try and calm himself down. “Sir. Sir. Listen to me.”

 Miko bucked. Parfour caught a blow to the side of his head and went tumbling into the walls, screaming as his swollen eye impacted into the ship’s hard wood.

 “STAY BACK!” Odin screamed, straddling the Elf’s waist. “Get out of here Parfour!”

 “But—”

 “GO!”

 The boy took off without another word.

 “Sir,” Odin said, taking hold of his knight master’s wrists and pressing them into the bed. “Listen to me. It’s all right. Nothing’s going to happen to you. It’s me: Odin, your squire, your friend!”

 For a brief moment, Miko’s protests ceased.

 In the time that Odin let his guard down, he loosened his hold on the Elf’s wrists and sighed, content with the knowledge that things had settled down.

 The Elf bucked again.

 Odin let out a startled gasp as Miko’s chest slammed into his own, driving the breath from his lungs and making every part of his upper body go numb.


What?

 A moment later, pain flared throughout his chest, driving sobs from his throat and tears from his eyes. “Pease! It’s me! Stop fighting!”

 Nova burst into the room. “Get off!” the man roared, throwing Odin off the bed with one arm. “MIKO! STOP! YOU’RE HURTING PEOPLE!”

 The Elf’s eyes shot open. A quick burst of air entered his lung before he collapsed into the bed. “What happened?” Miko breathed.


 Nearby, Jerdai, the healer and the mage brothers looked in in question.


 “I don’t know,” Nova said, shaking his head.


 Miko closed his eyes.


 He slipped into sleep.


 


 “Sir?” Odin asked, grimacing as his knight master’s eyes began to flicker. “Can you hear me?”


 “Hmm?” the Elf mumbled.


 “I asked if you could hear me.”


 The Elf opened his eyes.


 Odin blinked. All right, he thought, taking a deep breath. Does he know what’s going on?

 “Odin?” Miko frowned.


 “Are you all right, sir?”


 “Yes. I’m fine. Why?”



He doesn’t remember.

 Taking a deep breath, Odin set his hands on his thighs and leaned back in his seat. All previous forms of tension erased from his mind, eradicated like creatures unpleasant and a menace to society, he took a moment to console himself with his current situation before he leaned forward, heart fluttering and hamstrings loose. “Do you remember anything?” he asked.

 “About what?”


 “About anything,” Odin said. “Anything after you fell asleep?”


 “No. I… I’m afraid I can’t say I do.”


 “All right.”


 “Did something happen, Odin?”


 “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”


 “If something happened,” the Elf said, starting to push himself up, “you need to—”


 “Not now, sir.” Odin pressed a hand to Miko’s chest to prevent him from rising any further. “Please, lay down. You’re still hurt.”

 “As I can tell.” Miko settled back onto the bed and pressed an arm against his forehead. His eyes scanned the ceiling, as if searching for something, before they returned to Odin. “Will you tell me what happened if I stay still?”

 “You—” A movement in the corner of the room distracted him, but only for a moment, as he soon realized it was only Parfour. “Earlier,” he said, “around noon, you woke up. At least, I thought you did. Nova was worried that something was happening to you, but I was convinced everything was all right, that you were just waking up because of the way you were stretching. Then… when you arched your back and nearly threw yourself off the bed, I screamed for Parfour to get a bucket of water and Nova bolted out of the room.”

 “What happened then?”

 “You wouldn’t stop. I put a hand on your chest and pressed my weight against you while Parfour held the wet rag against your head. I thought you might’ve just been overheating and trying to get the blankets off, so I thought the water would work. Then, when I tried to tell you everything was all right, you lashed out and hit Parfour in the head.”

 “His eye,” the Elf whispered. “Is he—”

 A second, briefer movement caught Odin’s attention.

 Easing forward as though something horrible would happen at any moment, Parfour emerged from the shadows of the darkened room and edged toward the bed.

 In the waning light of the midafternoon sun, the beginnings of a fresh bruise could be seen blossoming out from his eye, curving around the base of his skull until it disappeared into his sand-blonde hairline.

 “I’m sorry, Parfour,” Miko said, extending a hand toward the boy. “You know I would never intentionally hurt you.”

 “I know sir,” Parfour whispered, taking the Elf’s hands and admiring its smooth, nearly-flawless surface. He kept his head bowed, almost as if he were afraid of the creature’s intense gaze, before returning his attention to Miko. His eye seemed worse in light dull and without true color. “You took me out of that place.”

 “It was Odin who told me to.”

 “It was you who said you’d take me as your assistant. Odin may have thought I shouldn’t be there, but you’re the one that freed me.” A tear slipped from Parfour’s bad eye. A mix between a grimace and a smile contorted his face before he let out a single laugh. “Look at me,” the boy said, wiping the tear from his eye. “I’m crying.”

 “Release is a powerful thing.”


 “You’re hurt because of me.”


 “Say no such thing.”


 “If I wouldn’t have been there, you could’ve come back with Odin and Nova. Because of me… you got stabbed.”


 “Parfour,” Miko said. Grimacing, he pushed himself into a sitting position despite Odin’s protests and set his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “I was stabbed because I’d revealed someone’s deepest secret and their truest weakness, not because I took you away from that island.”

 “Sir—”

 “Don’t cry for me, boy. I’m fine. You have been hurt far worse than I have. I have nothing to complain about.”

 Nodding, Parfour took a moment to gain his composure before stepping away from the bed. From there, he made his way to the door, only looking back once before he left.

 “Is everything going to be all right?” Odin asked, returning his eyes to his knight master.

 “Everything will be fine,” Miko said, setting a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “You have nothing to worry about.”

 


 “He woke up,” Odin said.


 Nova and the mage brothers looked up. “What?” Icklard asked.


 “He woke up,” Odin repeated, stepping forward.


 “When?” Nova grinned.


 “Not too long ago. I think he’s still awake, but he’s resting. I want the healer to come down and check on him if he’s available.”

 “I’ll go find him,” Domnin said, stopping to clap Odin’s shoulder as he made his way toward the upper deck. “That’s great, Odin! He’s all right!”

 “Yeah,” Odin said, looking down at his feet as Domnin bounded up the stairs. “He is.”

 “Something wrong?” Nova asked.

 “It’s just… I don’t know. This whole thing with Miko being stabbed, taking Parfour away from the island… it just seems like a little too much right now.”

 “It’s not gonna be any easier as a knight, kid—I’m telling you that right now.”

 “I know, Nova. I’m well aware of that.”

 Neither spoke in earnest. Icklard, who had remained silent throughout the conversation, let out a breath. “You know,” the younger mage brother said, leaning against the railing. “You could always look at it this way: at least they’re alive.”

 “I know,” Odin said. “I’m not—”

 “Being out here, at sea, it’s hard to know what’s coming next,” Icklard continued, oblivious to whatever Odin had been about to say. “One day, everything could be fine—the sun could be out, the birds flying overhead, the water cool and calm. The next it could be absolute hell. The waves could be twice, maybe even three times as large as the ship, whipping us around like we’re something that can just be used and abused. Or, even if the sea is calm, we can jump over the side for a swim to cool off after a long, hard day only to have something go wrong. You two are more than aware of what can happen then.”

 A splash of tails, flailing limbs and blood splashed across Odin’s visions. He brushed his arms as memories of Nova’s nails sinking into his flesh stirred old wounds to life.

 “We know,” Nova said, wrapping an arm around Odin’s shoulders.

 “You have to think of it as a day-by-day thing,” Icklard said, glancing at the two of them. “We’re here to do something whether we like it or not. Me and Domnin guide a ship, you three journey across the country so one of you can become a knight. It’s all a matter of how you take the bad that’s happened to make it into something better.

 Icklard pushed away from the railing. He arched his back, turned, and started for the upper deck, but not before stopping to glance at the two of them. “You’ve done well,” the brother smiled. “Now you just have to put it to use.”

 The mage walked away with his hands in his pockets, whistling a tune often heard amongst sailors.”

 


 Later that night, after Nova and Parfour had fallen asleep and Odin lay awake, Miko struggled to rise from bed and fell into the wall. Unsure what to do at first, Odin watched his knight master through thinly-opened lids, waiting to see how he would respond to the sudden reality of his weakness.


He knows he needs help, so why is he trying to get up by himself?

 Sighing, the Elf raised a hand and ran his fingers through his hair. A short exhale passed from between his pursed lips and echoed across the wall as a whistle. The sound, as slight as it should have been, multiplied inside Odin’s ears, bouncing off the drum and reverberating across the fleshy inside walls. The pained whistle soon turned into a scream heard not outside his head, but inside.

 After several moments of indecision, and after waiting for the Elf to finally realize he could not move on his own, Odin rose and made his way across the room. “Are you all right?” he whispered.

 “No,” Miko sighed. “I am not.”

 Draping an arm across his shoulders, Miko pressed his weight into Odin’s side and burdened him with the weight of his body. Eyes downcast, hidden behind a fine sheen of hair, there would be little chance of reading his face, if at all.

 Proud creatures rarely showed such emotion. The fact that Miko felt the need to do so now forced Odin into an awkward position.


 “Do you want your cloak,” Odin whispered, pausing at the door.


 “There’s no need for it.”


 “Are you—”


 “Never corner an injured animal, Odin—it always strikes out.”


 A shiver of unease passed down Odin’s neck before he opened the door.


 Outside—in the long, double-ended hall—only a flicker of light from the outside world penetrated the darkness to allow one sliver of sight.

 “You’re sure, sir?”

 “Yes, Odin—I’m sure.”

 Shaking his head, Odin pushed his way out into the hall, then waited for Miko to duck under the doorway. Once situatied, the Elf reached out, closed the door, then let out a deep breath, obviously-troubled and in deire straits of pain.

 “Miko?” Odin frowned. “Do you need something?”


 “Fresh air,” the Elf said. “And to relieve myself.”


 “I could have brought you a bucket.”


 “I would have asked for one had that been what I wanted.”



He’s more stubborn than either of us will ever be, Nova once chuckled, a faint memory stirred within Odin’s mind in the face of an Elf. No reason to fight with him. Just do what he says and everything will be just fine.

 “Excuse my ignorance, sir.”

 Miko said nothing. The Elf merely leaned into Odin’s side and allowed him to assist him down the hall and up the stairs.

 Up top, in a world dark and full of sea-born mist, Miko broke away from Odin’s hold and stumbled to the railing. Odin nearly pursued, but stopped when he heard the steady stream of urine hitting the water below.

 “It’s quiet out tonight,” Miko whispered, readjusting the waist of his lower robe. “Peaceful… unlike some things during the day.”


 “The birds aren’t out tonight,” Odin nodded.


 Miko smiled.


 Stepping forward, Odin took hold of the railing in front of him and looked out at the ocean. Though nothing but glowing mist could be seen, warping amidst the water into shapes of beauties and horrors, he expected something to reveal itself—a lone gull, a brief flash of a fin, an ancient, mythical dragon. He looked at his knight master to see if he, too, felt something was amiss, but found nothing more than the demure expression he’d worn since the day he woke.

 “I want to talk to you about something, Odin.”


 “Yes sir?”


 “Do you remember what I told you about being attached to mortals?”


 “Yes.”


 “Do you remember what else we talked about?”


 Odin had no choice but to nod. “Yes sir. I do.”


 “Then you know that I could have easily died in that bed.”


 “But you didn’t. That’s all that matters.”


 “No, Odin. It isn’t.” Turning, Miko set a hand on Odin’s shoulder and bowed his head. It took the Elf a moment to regain his bearings, but when he did, he set his other hand on Odin’s opposite shoulder and looked him straight in the eyes. “If something ever happens to me,” the Elf began, “I’ve taught you all that I thought was necessary. I will not lie though—I was ignorant, foolish, indecisive. You should know how to treat a wound and look for poison. You should know how to look at a bird and tell which way is north. You should know how to do many things, yet I haven’t taught you any of them.”

 “What are you saying, sir?”

 “You’ll always be able to learn something new. If something happens to me, don’t blindly run off on your own—seek someone who can help you. That’s the only way you’ll ever guide your way through grief.”

 “Sir?”


 “Yes, Odin?”


 “Are you afraid something’s going to happen to you?”


 “This is the first time I’ve been injured in as long as I can remember. I doubted my mortality. I exposed my weakness. I forgot I could be killed.”

 “That doesn’t answer—”

 “There isn’t an answer to the question you’ve asked. I am no seer. I can’t tell the future.” Miko paused. He turned his head up to look at the barely-visible stars, then returned his attention to Odin. With a deep breath, he closed his eyes, then said, “Take me back to our room. We’ve spent enough time out in the cold.”

 Odin nodded.

 He couldn’t help but catch a faint glimmer of doubt in the Elf’s eyes before they descended into the ship.

 


 A faint rustling drew Odin from sleep.

 At first unaware of the source of the sound, he opened his eyes and scanned the inside of the room, panic thrumming the chords in his chest and adrenaline pounding the base of his lungs. A fire started at the pit of his stomach, then rose into his chest, threatening to drown his throat and force a gasp of air from between his lips. Somehow, though, he managed to contain the strained exhale, trapping it behind the flap of his throat and sealing it with a purse of his lips as he listened for the slight noise to start up again.

 A floorboard creaked.


 A faint whisper of fabric deafened the silence of the room.


 One slight breath raised the hair on Odin’s neck.



It’s coming from the end of my bed, he thought, desperate to move, but unwilling to reveal his state of consciousness. It’s—

 “Odin,” the voice whispered. “Are you—”


 “Dammit Parfour!” he hissed, throwing his legs over the side of the bed. “You scared the hell out of me.”


 “Why?”


 “I thought someone was in the room with us.”


 “Oh,” the boy mumbled. “I… I’m sorry. I didn’t want to wake anyone up.”


 “You’re more likely to do that by being quiet,” Odin sighed, parting his hair from his eyes. “Are you all right?”


 “I’m fine. Why?”


 “What’re you doing up?”


 “I… uh…” Parfour paused. His eyes fell to his feet a moment later.


 “You… what?” Odin frowned.


 “I wanted to talk to you.”


 “Why didn’t you just wake me up then?”


 “Because I wasn’t sure if I still wanted to talk about this.”


 “Come on,” Odin said, sliding his boots out from under his bed. “Let’s go out in the hall.”


 “Won’t they still be able to hear us?”


 “Not if we go further down, near where the painting of the ship is.”


 Content with his answer, Parfour nodded and withdrew to the opposite side of the room. While the boy pulled his shoes on, and while Odin loosely tied the knots of his jerkin into place, Nova and Miko continued to sleep as though not a thing had transpired. Nova’s light but raspy snoring, Miko’s silent but recognized breath, Parfour’s whispered but obvious indecision—all blanketed the tension in the room with an invisible cloak that made it all seem unreal. Odin himself found it hard to stay quiet as he made his way to the door and slid the key into the lock, as the knots in his chest only continued to tighten with each passing moment, but did so for fear of waking the others and causing a scene.

 Parfour had come to him in the confidence. If the boy wanted to talk alone, they would. There was no other option.

 Outside—in the long, moonlit hall—Odin let out a long, drawn-out exhale and closed his eyes. Head buzzing, he set a hand on his brow and wiped a few beads of sweat away.

 “Are you all right?” Parfour chuckled.

 “Just a little dizzy, that’s all.”


 “Why were you holding your breath?”


 “I didn’t want to wake Miko up.”


 “Would you breathing really have woken him up?”


 “What do you think?”


 Parfour shrugged. No words followed.


 Shaking his head, Odin started down the hall and gestured Parfour to follow him, the painting that framed the corridor their destination. Once there, Odin glanced down both sides of the hall, careful to make sure no one had heard them oming, before leaning against the wall. “What’s up?” he asked.

 “Uh… a lot of things,” the boy mumbled. “I’m sorry for waking you up.”


 “You don’t have to be sorry.”


 “I’m worried about what will happen once we get to the mainland.”


 “What do you mean?”


 “I mean… the… uh… you know—”


 “The monks.” Parfour’s expression was enough to confirm his suspicion.


 “Yeah,” the boy sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “What’re they gonna make me do, Odin?”


 “As far as I understand,” Odin began, “the first thing we’ll have to do is report what happened. Afterward, I’m not so sure, but I know for a fact that a lawyer, possibly even the king will want to talk to you.”

 “I don’t—”


 “Don’t know what?”


 “About talking. I’m not sure if I can do it.”


 “Why?”


 “I… Odin… I’m not there anymore.”


 “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying?”


 “I don’t think it’s much of a—”


 “You don’t want them to get punished for what they did to you? For what they did to the others?”


 “It’s… Odin, they—”


 “Parfour,” Odin said, stepping forward. “What did they say they’d do if you told anyone what happened to you?”


 “I can’t say.”


 “You can tell me anything.”


 “No I can’t.”


 “Yes you can. Dammit! Tell me what they said so I can go back to that island and cut all their fucking heads off!”


 “Odin—”


 “Don’t patronize me, Parfour. I can only imagine what they did to you. You haven’t told me, you haven’t told Nova, and as far as I know you haven’t told Miko. I doubt you even told the healer much of anything, but even if you did, that doesn’t matter. Right now, I need you to trust me. I know you’re scared, but it’s the only way we’ll get anything done.”

 “You said you were going to go back there, right?”


 “Yeah. I did.”


 “Does that mean you’ll go there under the king’s orders?”


 “That’s the first thing I’m going to do once I get my shield. You can count on that.”


 “All right,” the boy sighed. “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise me something.”


 “Anything.”


 “Promise me you won’t kill them.”


 “I can’t promise that,” Odin said. “If they hurt me, I’ll have to defend myself.”


 “Just… don’t kill them, if you can.”


 “Tell me what they told you, Parfour. Just come out and say it.”


 The boy shook his head. Moonlight reflected off the tears flowing down his face.


 Odin’s heart grieved for the boy who’d only been physically saved.


 “They told me,” the boy said, “that if I told anyone about what they did to me, they’d send more men after me. They said they’d take me from wherever I was, tie me to the ground, then…. then—”

 A door opened.


 Parfour disappeared down the hall.


 Odin could do nothing as the boy disappeared into their room and slammed the door behind him.


 “Is something wrong?” the sailor who’d emerged from the room asked.


 Odin shook his head. “Nothing,” he sighed, “and everything, all at once.”


 The man shrugged and made his way toward the stairs.


 The pit in Odin’s heart deepend.


 Was this what it meant to be a knight?”


 


 “I’m guessing your talk with Parfour didn’t go very well,” Nova said, lacing his fingers before leaning against the railing.

 “Huh?” Odin frowned.

 “Your talk with Parfour. You know… last night… when you two went in the hall… then he came back in a while later and slammed the door.”

 “Sorry.”

 “Not your fault,” the older man shrugged, stretching his arms out above him. “What were you two talking about anyway?”

 “He woke me up by sneaking around the room. At first I thought someone had picked the lock and was trying to rob us, then I realized it was Parfour after he whispered to me from the end of the bed.”

 “He’s lucky you have good self-restraint,” Nova chuckled.


 “Yeah. He is.”


 “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t’ve had your sword out if it had been there.”


 “Oh no—I would’ve. Don’t worry.”


 “Keep going.”


 “Anyway,” Odin sighed, stepping up alongside his friend. “He wanted to know what I thought might happen after we got back to the mainland. Of course, I couldn’t really answer him, because I have no idea how these kinds of things happen, but I told him that the judge and, most likely, the king would want to talk to him.”

 “What’d he think about that?”

 “He started to get nervous. I tried to get him to talk to me about what had happened on the island, but before he could, someone came out of another room.”

 “Which is why he took off down the hall,” Nova nodded.


 “Yeah.”


 Shaking his head, Nova tipped his chin down and rubbed a spot along his temple. His features softened almost immediately.



He’s never looked like this before, Odin thought. At least, not when we weren’t talking about his wife.

 “Nova,” he started.


 “Yeah?”


 “Can I ask you a question?”


 “Might as well.”


 “You plan on going home once we get to the mainland, don’t you?”


 Nova stopped rubbing his forehead.


 “Nova?” Odin frowned.


 “You know I’ve been waiting to go home for three years, Odin.”


 “I know.”


 “So why are you asking me this?”


 “I…” A flicker of unease passed along his chest. Absently, he reached up to brush away what he thought might have been a fly, but found nothing. It didn’t take long to understand what had just happened. “I guess I’m afraid of going through this alone.”

 “Through what?”


 “My initiation.”


 “Odin,” Nova laughed. “I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”


 “What?”


 “You heard me. Of course I’ll be there, kid, and I’ll bring my wife and father-in-law with me. If anything, they deserve to meet the boy I left home to try and save. Well… actually, now that I think about it, you’re not much of a boy anymore, are you?”

 “I feel like one.”


 “Why? Because you’re afraid of what might happen after we get off this boat?”


 Odin didn’t respond.


 “Hey,” Nova said, slapping his arm. “Don’t be ashamed of the way you feel. Hell—I was scared to death when I left my wife.”


 “You were?”


 “Fuck yeah I was. Who do you think I am? A hero? Before this whole experience, I hadn’t even considered using the scythe my father made me, let alone use it to protect my friends. Let me tell you something though, Odin—I’m no hero. I think that’s pretty obvious. You, on the other hand? Let me tell you, kid—you’re more of a hero than I’ll ever be.”

 “That’s not true.”


 “Yes it is. Think of everything you’ve done for everyone since this all began, then tell me you aren’t a hero.”


 “I’m not a hero, Nova.”


 “You will be someday.”


 Odin tipped his head up. Nova’s smile forced one of his own.


 “See that?” the older man grinned. “You know what you’ve done.”


 “I know.”


 “And you know it’s helped a lot of people.”


 “I know.”


 “Don’t be ashamed of whatever you feel, Odin. Everyone gets scared sometimes. In the end, though, you just have to remember what you’re shooting for. You hear me?”

 “I heard you,” Odin smiled.


 Turning, he braced himself against the railing and looked out at the sea.


 In the distance, a faint whisper of land glimmered on the horizon.


 A gull squawked.


 A fish jumped.


 A pod of dolphins eranaded the homewardbound.


 His life, his journey, his experiences, his just—it took but one look at his past to realize what all he’d done.


 Odin closed his eyes.


 The healing wound at his hand pulsed.



Change is coming, it whispered. Can you take it?

 “Yes,” Odin whispered. “I can.”

 


 In the waning light of the afternoon sun, Odin stood at the bow of the ship and looked out at the land he hadn’t seen for over two years. His solitude merciful, his mind at ease, he looked down at his hand and for the first tiem began to realize that change would be coming in more ways than one.

 Weeks had passed since that fateful night on the coast of Ohmalyon.

 His wound had not scarred over.


I’m changing, he thought, looking up at the bleeding horizon, and no one knows it except me.

 A creaking floorboard drew his mind out of his thoughts.


 Miko brushed up against him, long cape billowing in the wind. “Is everything all right?” the Elf asked.


 “Everything’s fine,” Odin said, tucking his hand into his pocket. “Just looking.”


 “It’s a lot to look at,” Miko said, “especially when there’s more that you can’t see.” 


 Odin let a puff of air out of his chest. The Elf’s eyes, though hidden as they were, shifted. The movement caught just enough sunlight to reflect their impression out into the open.

 “Will you be all right?” Miko asked, placing a hand against Odin’s back.


 “I’ll be fine,” he replied.


 “Then I’ll ask,” the Elf said. “Are you ready?”


 “For what?”


 “For everything that’s about to come.”


 “I…” Odin trailed off. He looked up at a shimmer in the distance. It took him less than a moment to realize it was Ornala glowing in the fading light of the day.


This is it, he thought, tightening his hold on the railing before him. This is where everything changes and you start your new life.

 “Odin?” Miko asked. “Did you hear me?”


 “I did, sir.”


 “Are you ready?”


 “More than ever,” Odin said. “More than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”
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Conclusion

 


 At this point in time, you have likely read the book from cover to cover and, hopefully, enjoyed it (or at least didn’t all out hate it.) The story of one young man and his journey to knighthood is a great one. Inspired by not only history, but fantasy and the scope of epic literature, I initially wrote Blood and its subsequent details as a gift to my family—whom, at the current point in time, were suffering my sorrow from the idea that I may never write again. Thankfully I was and am still able to write. Below are the people who helped me create this book from start to finish.

 


 To my family—I wrote this book for you. Thank you for always supplying me with an endless amount of love and support for all that it is I’ve wanted to do since I was seven years old. There’s no amount of thanks I can give to make up for all you’ve given me, so thank you. It means a lot.

 


 To Rhia and Corey—I finished this novel here in Austin and rewrote it while I was still here. Your kindness and safe haven ultimately contributed to the sanity that this version of Blood now is.

 


 To my wonderful friend and editor, Helen—thank you for putting up with me through the process of this book. I know you’ve read it twice now (which now contributes to some 500,000 words of literature) but each and every time you offered feedback was a blessing from the stars. Blood is much stronger, story and writing-wise, because of you. 

 


 To my cover artist Philip—thank you for capturing what this novel is with just one picture. I admire your talent and am glad that you’ve worked with me in producing this work. I look forward to working with you in the years to come.

 


 And last but not least, a huge thanks goes out to my friend John Rodriguez (also an author) and my book blogging buddy Ashley (otherwise known as The Bookish Brunette.) Your input on the early parts of this novel really inspired me to push myself with this. So, once again: thank you.

 


 To you, the readers who have supported me since my initial launch into the small press/independent scene in 2007, thank you!

 


 



Sword, book 2 of the Brotherhood Saga, will be published in 2012.
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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 human-like and bearing no similarity to other animals, but historical texts have described them as bird-like 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 bird-like 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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