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      One of the challenges of writing a series is ensuring readers can pick up new entries without having to re-read previous installments whenever a new title is released. Often, authors resort to a standard bag of tricks to help readers. Characters awkwardly reminisce about past events, or we scatter flashbacks throughout the story. Needless to say, such tricks often interrupt the natural flow of a story, so in an attempt to avoid that problem, I’ve instead tried to summarize the key events of the previous installments. I hope you find it useful.

      Band of Broken Gods opens on a father named Hakon searching for his daughter. Once the fearsome leader of a legendary band of warriors, he started a new, more peaceful life with his late wife and now-grown daughter. He is tehoin, a warrior capable of manipulating the mysterious power his people call teho.

      His daughter, Cliona, has left home and has been living and studying at an academy in the rapidly growing city of Vispeda. A curious soul, she is one of the foremost interpreters of a long-dead language spoken by the gods of myth and legend, the stamfar. Recently, she disappeared, leaving no clue as to her destination. Hakon braves a vicious wilderness and old foes to seek her out.

      As he travels, he hears the first rumors of a possible war, set in motion by a name he hasn’t heard in almost a hundred years. Damion is a powerful warrior, an ancient kolma like Hakon, building a force of tehoin far to the west of the Six States in the secluded stone fortress of Aysgarth.

      While Hakon searches, Cliona works at an archaeological site led by a cantankerous older scholar from her academy. They seek the home of a famous stamfar, Marjaana, hoping to uncover the mysteries hidden within. She’s joined by Zachary, a noble son exiled from his house for murdering his sister’s abusive fiancé.

      Their dig is a success, and they find the home buried deep underground. Not long after the discovery, Cliona learns the academy didn’t fund their dig, as she’d assumed. Their actual benefactor is a mysterious and powerful man named Damion.

      Damion convinces Cliona to join him in Aysgarth, where she can study the ancient texts and search for references to an object lost long ago. She agrees, and Zachary accompanies them.

      Back in the Six States, Hakon suspects his daughter has gotten entangled in Damion’s schemes. He discovers that the academy in Vispeda is run by another familiar face. Solveig, a warrior who was once part of his band, has become an accomplished scholar. She leads him to Ari, a quiet and yet skilled assassin who was also one of the band.

      Together, Ari and Hakon find the dig site, as well as the corpses of the academics who worked on it. Damion killed them to prevent word of his efforts from spreading.

      There is no love lost between Hakon and Damion. They once fought on opposite sides of a great rebellion, and Hakon knows that if Damion discovers Cliona is his daughter, her life will be forfeit. Fortunately, Cliona herself doesn’t know who her father really is. He’s never told her of his long life before he settled down with her mortal mother.

      Hakon, driven by necessity, reunites his old band. First, they find the master swordsman Irric, followed by Meshell, the only other kolma who can manipulate teho within her body like Hakon.

      Once together, a strange stamfar named Isira visits them. She fought the band in the past and once imprisoned them for the crimes Hakon committed. She is the only foe they fear more than Damion.

      The band convinces the stamfar to spare them, though she makes it clear she is watching their every move. Finally, the band travels west to rescue Cliona from Aysgarth.

      In Aysgarth, Cliona meets an enormous dragon, a creature that had long vanished from the Six States. Damion controls it, making him an even more fearsome leader. Over time, her trust in Damion erodes. She finally finds the secret Damion has been searching for. Instead of revealing it to him, she escapes Aysgarth with Zachary by her side.

      After a dramatic escape, aided by Damion’s dragon, Cliona and Zachary meet up with the band on their way to rescue them. Cliona sees her father fight and realizes he is not the man she thought he was.

      The reunion between father and daughter is bittersweet. Hakon has his daughter back, but she is wounded by the lifetime of lies he’s told her about his past.

      Together, the group decides they must travel to Husavik, the place Damion has sought for years. It is an abandoned city deep in the wastes, and Cliona is certain it is the burial place for a stamfar named Ava.

      Once they reach Husavik, Zachary betrays them. The young man reveals that Damion has blackmailed him since the beginning. Damion captures Cliona as his troops flood into the old and nearly forgotten city.

      Forced to work for Damion, Cliona eventually finds the burial site. As Damion moves to secure it, the band attacks. They intend to both rescue Cliona and prevent Damion from reaching Ava’s grave. But they are vastly outnumbered, and Damion has brought his dragon.

      It is a fierce battle, and in the fighting, Zachary is gravely wounded. All looks lost, especially when Damion deals a fatal wound to Cliona.

      Though her body dies, Hakon is certain some part of her lives on in the dragon, which she freed from Damion’s control. Hakon mounts the dragon and in one final blow, ends Damion’s life.

      After, Isira appears on the scene and agrees with Hakon that there is something strange surrounding the events of Cliona’s death. She takes Cliona’s body for safekeeping. The band is victorious once again, but at a cost much higher than anyone was prepared to pay.

      Fall of Forgotten Gods opens eight months after the conclusion of Band of Broken Gods. Hakon and Zachary are both struggling with Cliona’s apparent death, each in their own way. Hakon has traveled the width and breadth of the Six States, searching for clues that might explain what happened that fateful day in Husavik. Zachary journeyed west, seeking any sign of the elder dragon. Both are frustrated by their inability to find answers. There’s been no sign of the elder dragon nor any evidence supporting their desperate belief that Cliona still lives.

      Meanwhile, the situation in the Six States grows direr. The wild is launching coordinated attacks, destroying caravans and young settlements. There are fewer and fewer tehoin to protect the brave settlers. Worse, there is evidence that dragons are returning to the Six States after being driven far away.

      In Vispeda, a dragon appears in the sky just as Ava breaks free from her long confinement. Ari and Solveig attempt to fight, but their efforts are futile. Both Ava and the dragon are far too strong.

      The Band, plus Zachary, gathers in Vispeda to discuss the challenges facing humanity. Though Solveig continues to ask for help from the more populous cities to the east, her requests are always denied. The cities believe their distance from the frontier will protect them, and they fear suffering the same losses the western militia units have experienced.

      At the meeting, Hakon argues that they are stretched too thin. There are only five of them, and they can’t possibly protect the entirety of the Six States. Instead, they should strike out west, seeking the home of the dragons. Though he hopes to find Cliona there, he also believes they may find the answers to save the Six States. The others believe he’s only holding onto a foolish hope, but Hakon refuses to listen to reason. He storms out of the meeting, set upon his path. Meshell agrees to accompany him and keep him safe.

      The meeting represents a turning point for Zachary. His father has been demanding that he return home, but Zachary has little interest in Mioska. In secret, he’s been approached by Hel, the head of the new ruling council at Aysgarth, hastily formed after Damion‘s death at Hakon’s hands. They want to recruit Zachary, and their offer is more tempting than his father’s. When he tells the band he’ll be traveling to Aysgarth, the remaining warriors decide to join him. They hope to recruit more tehoin to the defense of the Six States.

      Meshell and Hakon endure a brutal journey into the deep wilds. On their quest, they discover more mysteries, including strange tunnels dug by the stamfar and evidence of a dragon killed by its own kin. Eventually, they stumble upon a massive structure unlike any they have seen in their long lives. Unfortunately, Hakon is seriously wounded on their journey. Just beyond the structure, Hakon senses his daughter within the mountain nest of the dragons. He attempts to assault the mountain, leaving Meshell no choice but to knock him unconscious and return him to Aysgarth.

      The arrival of the band in Aysgarth results in mixed reactions. The fortress has been attacked by dragons, and they know they don’t have the food to survive the winter. Some are excited that help has arrived, but several of Damion’s closest surviving commanders view the band’s presence as an affront to their founder’s memory. The situation grows more complicated when both Isira and Ava appear, dueling in the skies above. The battle results in an uneasy alliance between Isira, the band, and Aysgarth. Isira sticks stubbornly to her beliefs, refusing all responsibility and telling the Aysgarthians that if they want a leader, they should turn to Solveig.

      Isira’s proclamation sets off a fierce debate. Zachary risks his life to disagree with the ancient stamfar, an outburst that forces Hakon to explain the events of the band’s past. He tells the tale of the band’s birth, forged in battle against an elder dragon over a hundred years ago. He talks about the years of dedicated service to the empire, followed by Torsten’s and Damion’s corruption, which led to them joining the Rebellion. And finally, he talks about his decision to kill Torsten after the war was over. That decision was the one that broke the band apart and led to their long imprisonment. After hearing the story, Zachary is not impressed. He argues they’re still so wrapped up in the past that they can’t fight for the future.

      The events at Aysgarth result in two decisions: the band will once again travel to the nest of the dragons to find Cliona, and Zachary will return home to Mioska in a bid to find food for Aysgarth.

      Far to the west, the band explores the enormous structure, finding mystery after mystery within. They watch the dragon nest, only to have Ava appear and go within. Hakon, worried for Cliona, leads the band in an attempt to rescue his daughter. Inside the nest, they find the elder dragon from Husavik, bound by invisible chains of teho. Hakon confirms that some part of Cliona lives within the dragon. While he struggles to free his daughter, the band fights Ava.

      In Mioska, Zachary finds that much has changed in his absence. His father is dying and his younger brother, Tollak, is unfit to take charge of the family affairs. Upon Zachary’s return, Tollak tries to assassinate his brother, an attempt that fails miserably. Zachary exiles his brother to the western frontier and takes his father’s seat on the council, only to find himself stymied by the more established nobles. Before he can even discuss a deal with Aysgarth, two dragons appear in the skies above and attack the city.

      Back at the dragon nest, Hakon has freed the elder dragon and rides it into battle. Despite his heroic efforts, Ava deals a fatal blow to the dragon. The band, for all their strength, is helpless before her. As she is about to deliver the final blow, Isira appears and drives Ava away, though at a great cost to her own body.

      Zachary loses all hope in his fight against the dragons. He saves whom he can, but Mioska has no defenses. Then Hel arrives with the remaining Aysgarthians, and they fight the dragons off. Zachary and Hel are hailed as heroes, and a deal is struck between Mioska and Aysgarth. The former rebels will provide protection in exchange for food.

      The elder dragon and Cliona ask Hakon to kill them, and after fighting against the inevitable, Hakon acquiesces. He drives his sword into the dragon’s heart, ending its agony. He believes his daughter is lost for good.

      But Isira is not so sure. Secrets lie buried deep within her, and she believes Cliona is walking a path no tehoin has stepped foot on before.

      All of which leads us to the present moment…
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      Hakon let go of Isira’s small hand the moment the transport completed. Ari, on his other side, did the same. Hakon almost fell forward as vertigo assaulted his senses. Isira hadn’t said anything about their destination before leaving, so Hakon was unprepared to find himself standing near the edge of a long drop. A moment before, he’d been on a flat and safe stretch of ground underneath the mysterious structure Isira called a ship.

      He caught his balance as a sharp wind rose from the valley below. It cut through his clothing like daggers, and he summoned a small amount of teho to keep his body warm. Ari, who lacked the ability, wrapped his arms around his chest and hugged himself tightly. Seeing the impressive assassin shivering like a child climbing out of a river brought a smile to Hakon’s face, though it didn’t last long.

      “What are you grinning at?” Ari asked. “Do what you need to do but make it fast. Otherwise, I’ll leave you behind.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Isira snapped.

      Ari didn’t argue. The stamfar had been grumpy since their battle with Ava, and even the most feared assassin in the world knew when to hold his tongue.

      Hakon focused Isira on their reason for coming. “Let’s hurry before Ari turns into a decorative icicle.”

      Isira fixed Ari with a glare. “Don’t you even consider making your own transport point here. If I sense the slightest hint of one, I’ll kill you and deal with Solveig’s wrath later.”

      Ari waved her away, then turned to enjoy the view.

      Part of Hakon wished he could stay and do the same. He was no stranger to mountain peaks, but Isira’s shelter had a vista that surpassed any place he’d been before. The mountains here were jagged points of granite, too young to be softened and weathered by the ages. Hakon couldn’t guess where they were, but he suspected it was a long way from the Six States.

      A really long way.

      He heard Isira turn behind him, and he gave the vista one last parting look before he followed after her. A cave, its edges too round to be natural, had been dug into the side of the mountain. It reminded Hakon of the caves he and Meshell had found on their last journey west. Questions danced on the tip of his tongue, but he kept silent. Isira wasn’t conversational at the best of times. Now that she was finally allowing Hakon into her home, she was even less so.

      About twenty feet into the cave, they came to a wall made of a material Hakon couldn’t name. It was something the stamfar had built with. It was lighter than wood but stronger than steel. Hakon ran his fingertips down the smooth surface. One question came to mind that he hoped Isira might answer. “Why build here?”

      “It’s far away from everyone.”

      He was sure privacy had something to do with her choice, but that couldn’t be all. He let his gaze rest on her until she relented.

      “I’ve always liked mountains. The high places few people visit. There’s something—eternal—about them.”

      Hakon thought he understood. “Like how I feel when I look up at a starry night sky. They’ll last far longer than I will.”

      “Exactly.” She ran her hand over a small panel, and a door appeared in the wall and opened silently. “Welcome.”

      Hakon followed her in, curious about what her home would be like. Back in the years of the Rebellion, they’d spent months searching for any clue of this place. Now, even though he was here, he wasn’t sure he’d ever find it again.

      Once he entered, she ran her fingers over another panel, and the light of the stamfar flooded the small space as the door closed. Hakon focused his senses, but there was no teho flowing through the ceiling. All he felt was the faintest of vibrations beneath his feet.

      Isira saved him from fighting back his questions. “Electricity. A science that has long been lost to you. I don’t know how to recreate it. I’m but a recipient of my ancestor’s gifts, the same as anyone else.”

      “It’s true, then? Everything you told me?”

      “As far as I know.”

      Hakon shook his head, unable to work through all the implications. He distracted himself by studying the rooms. Paintings hung on the wall, and two large bookcases filled a whole side of the living room.

      Hakon recognized the letters of the stamfar along the spines. “Cliona would love it here.” He gestured to the books. “She’s obsessed with stamfar tales.” Too late, he caught his mistake. “I mean, she was.”

      It felt as though he’d swallowed a rock that had gotten stuck in his throat.

      He closed his eyes and tried to think of anything else.

      Instead, he was back on that damned mountain, driving his sword into the dragon’s chest. Into his daughter’s heart.

      He opened his eyes to flee the scene, only to find Isira staring at him.

      “Why?” she asked. “Perhaps not like this, but you had to know the gates would steal them from you someday.”

      It was always the same question. The immortal tehoin had never understood. Instead of embracing joy, no matter how fleeting, they fled from pain. Too many were like Isira, frightened of any relationship. Nothing Hakon could say would ease that fear.

      But he always tried anyway. “It’s worth it. For all the pain today brings, raising Cliona is the feat I’m most proud of. Our moments together mean more to me than any other accomplishment I could claim.” He swallowed hard, trying and failing to budge the rock. “Every moment was worth it.”

      Emotions threatened to choke him, and he took a deep, shuddering breath.

      Isira looked at him like he was a fool. The immortals always did whenever the subject came up.

      He’d hoped for more from Isira, but her reaction had at least had the effect of sapping some of the strength of his grief. No matter what he endured, life continued on.

      “Can I see her?” he asked.

      “Of course.” Isira led him deeper into her house, and he let his eyes wander over the different furnishings.

      The bedroom held another bookcase and an unmade bed. Paintings hung within, too, giving the windowless space a sense of warmth and openness it would otherwise lack.

      It felt unreal to walk through these rooms. Isira had always been a mystery. If anyone knew why she had halted her aging as a child, they were long dead. Until Ava’s escape earlier that year from the academy in Vispeda, Isira had unquestionably been the strongest tehoin in the world, yet she made almost no use of her power. Most ahula didn’t even know she existed. She had no legend, unlike many of the stamfar she’d outlived.

      He’d expected her house to reflect that mystery. But beyond the stamfar construction and the location, it was as mundane as any home he’d ever stepped into.

      She led him all the way to the back, into a storage room. For the first time since their arrival, she used teho, filling a door along the back wall with enough to level a small village. Hakon gaped at the strength she so casually wielded. The door slid aside so fast it was as if it was jumping out of her way.

      Inside the secret room sat a glowing cylinder, the design all too familiar. Hakon clenched his fists at the sight. Isira had imprisoned him and the band within chambers like the one in front of him for generations. Such had been her judgment for Hakon’s murder of Torsten.

      His years within that cage had been a living hell. Awake but unable to move. But now, the cursed chamber was the only hope he had left.

      Isira’s childish hands ran across the controls, their movement too experienced for their size. She watched over the readouts with a close eye, information scrolling rapidly across the transparent material that enclosed his daughter’s body.

      She finished and looked up at him, still frozen by the door. “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” Hakon tried to move his feet, but it was as if they’d sank into the stone of the mountain.

      The air felt thick and warm. His left hand was shaking, so he balled it up into a fist. He took one step forward, and it was as though he was pulling a cart laden with bricks. Finally, he reached her chamber and looked down at her body.

      The tears fell before he could stop them. Though the body before him was that of a young adult, he couldn’t help but see her as the little girl she’d once been. The stone in his throat grew bigger. His knees trembled as he placed his hand on the cylinder. It was cold to the touch.

      He could leave. Pretend there was still some kind of hope left. He’d already held on beyond reason and been proven right. If he left now, perhaps history would repeat itself. Maybe ignorance was less painful.

      He swallowed his fears. His past already consumed too much of him. If he wanted any future at all, he needed to know.

      “Open it, please,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      Isira’s hands danced once more, and the transparent lid slid away.

      Hakon hesitated one more moment, then put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. He closed his eyes.

      Tears dripped from them onto the cold body.

      Before, in Husavik, he’d felt the ghostly tendrils of teho whispering their way through her body. Not life, exactly, but not death, either.

      Now there was nothing at all.

      He pulled his hand away. “Would you?”

      Isira reached out and placed her own hand across Cliona’s forehead, like a concerned mother taking her child’s temperature. After a moment, she pulled her hand away. “I’m sorry, Hakon.”

      He wiped the tears from his face. “How long do these last?”

      “This type has its own power. If nothing happens to it, it should last until these mountains are worn down to hills.”

      “Can you help me carry it out?”

      “Sure.”

      Isira sealed the cylinder once again, then wrapped thin but powerful strands of teho around it. It rose as though supported by invisible pallbearers. Together, they retreated through Isira’s home, back to where Ari waited. The assassin looked halfway frozen, but he uttered no complaints when he saw the procession. Isira used her teho to lay the cylinder down as gently as a leaf falling onto thick grass.

      “Thank you,” Hakon said.

      There was so much history between them, he didn’t know what else he could say. She owed him less than nothing yet had helped him in a desperate hour. He bowed deeply, holding the posture long enough that Ari started to shuffle his feet to stay warm. When he rose, he received a brief nod from Isira in return. She went back into her home without another word and shut the door behind her.

      Ari didn’t need to ask. He could read every expression on his old friend’s face. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Hakon’s tears were already freezing in his beard. “Thank you.”

      He looked around, taking in the vista one last time.

      She would have liked it here.

      “It’s time to take her home,” he said.
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      Zachary had attended his fair share of funerals over the years, but Cliona’s stood apart not just in manner but in impact. She wasn’t the first close acquaintance he’d lost, but her loss cut him deeper than any of the others.

      The band was gathered outside Cliona’s childhood home, hidden deep in the great woods to the east of Vispeda. Zachary had glimpsed the cabin when Ari had transported him and Hel in. It was a simple design, squat and sturdy, but with room enough for a small family. Perhaps most interesting, though, was that there were no neighbors nearby.

      Knowing what he did about Hakon now, the decision made sense, but it forced him to consider Cliona in a new light. Everyone grew up with neighbors. To do otherwise was to invite the wilds to attack. Had anyone but Hakon built and defended this house, the wilds would have devoured the family and structure long ago. But Cliona had grown up out here, alone, with this old forest as her playroom and classroom. It was little wonder, then, as to why she’d been so independent and stubborn. She’d never known any other way.

      It seemed a shame that he only understood this about her now that it was too late.

      The funeral was small. Far smaller than Cliona deserved. Besides him and Hel, only the five members of the band had gathered. And apparently, Hakon had needed to be convinced about allowing the two of them to join.

      There should have been more people here. He’d been to plenty of funerals of people who’d achieved less but had been more honored in death. Cliona hadn’t even known most of the people attending her funeral until near the end of her life. Where were her friends? The people she was closest to?

      It was only upon reflection that he remembered she hadn’t been close to many people, not even at the academy. She’d been missing from the grounds for over a year, and almost no one had noticed. She had traveled lightly through the world, barely leaving a trace on most people’s hearts.

      He pushed the dark thoughts aside as he returned his attention to the hole he helped to dig. He worked beside Ari and Irric, two tehoin who could have scooped out this hole using teho with little more than a thought. But they hadn’t even discussed the possibility. They’d just transported in, collected the spades, and started digging.

      The location was a few hundred feet south of the house, in a small sunlit clearing. A stone marker told Zachary that Cliona’s body wasn’t the first one buried there. He assumed the other was Sera, Cliona’s mother. Tears blurred his vision, but he didn’t dare wipe them away with his grimy hands. Cliona was gone, and now Hakon had no one left but the band.

      They worked in silence, not finishing the hole until just past midday. Zachary climbed out of the hole, then helped Irric and Ari out. They all turned to Hakon, who kneeled beside the strange cylinder that held Cliona’s body. The giant warrior wept, practically draped over the transparent material that formed the top of the cylinder.

      Zachary glanced over at Irric and Ari, hoping for some guidance as to what to do next. But their faces were expressionless. Ari went to Solveig, and the two of them wandered off a way.

      Irric gestured to where Hel stood, alone near the edge of the clearing. “Be with her. Hakon will let us know when he’s ready.” With that, the swordsman walked to Meshell, who also stood alone.

      Zachary put his spade down and went to Hel. She reached out her hand and he took it. The simple feeling of her hand in his grounded him. Though the band had shown him nothing but kindness, there was no denying the distance between them. They were ancient warriors, already shrouded in legend. He was a middling vilda who had stumbled into their lives. They looked at the world in ways that fundamentally would never be reconciled. His interactions with them felt unreal.

      Hel, it seemed, felt much the same. “It’s strange, seeing them like this. I can’t even tell if any of them besides Hakon care.”

      Harsh as the words sounded, Zachary agreed. Hakon’s grief was real and raw, but the others barely seemed interested. They seemed to be here more as a kindness to an old friend. When he looked at them, he was reminded of a funeral he’d attended with his father many years ago. It was for some council member his father had worked closely with. That whole afternoon, his father had grumbled under his breath about the length of the ceremony.

      Zachary reminded himself that only Solveig had known Cliona at all. He knew none were as shallow as his father. “Sometimes, I try to imagine what it’s like, being them. What it would be like to be alive so much longer than anyone else. To watch so many people, friend and foe alike, die before them.”

      He sighed. “I try, but I can’t put myself in their position. I can’t even begin to guess what they’re feeling right now.”

      She squeezed his hand but had no answer to his observation.

      After a considerable time, Hakon rose and nodded. Ari and Irric came forward and wrapped the cylinder in teho. Together, they lifted it, carried it to the hole, then placed it softly within. The others gathered around, and Zachary looked down at Cliona’s body. Thanks to the advanced design of the tube, her features were well-lit. In his experience, dead bodies had always seemed dead, as though something vital had leeched off their features. Cliona didn’t look that way. To his eyes, she was merely sleeping. He wasn’t sure if that reflected his own desires or was simply another effect of the cylinder.

      She looked much the same as when he’d first seen her, nose-deep in a book at the academy. She’d wanted little to do with him in Vispeda, and he couldn’t say he blamed her. It wasn’t until the dig that she paid any attention to him.

      He was so focused on her features, he almost missed the movement beside him. Hakon, Irric, and Ari had grabbed their spades and were waiting for him. He picked up his own and nodded.

      There were no words shared. Hakon tossed the first spadeful of dirt on the cylinder, and the others followed after, working in silence until the hole was once again filled. When it was done, Irric collected the spades and returned them to Hakon’s house.

      They all stood around the grave, and eventually, Hakon spoke. “Thank you all for coming. It means everything to me to have you here today.”

      He lapsed into silence. Then, after a time, he gestured to Solveig. Zachary frowned when he realized the funeral was already over.

      Solveig nodded, then turned to the others. “The question is, what do we do next? Ava seeks to destroy what remains of humanity, and Isira is dying. For the first time in a long time, our fates are truly ours to decide. No path is denied us.”

      When Ari had arrived in Aysgarth to find Zachary and Hel, he’d caught the two younger tehoin up on the events that had happened far to the west. In return, they shared their tale of the attack on Mioska and the alliance that had resulted. The exchange had been brief, but it was the first Zachary had heard of Cliona’s true death. He hadn’t yet had time to consider what came after. He still reeled from the news, and the short funeral hadn’t brought a hint of closure.

      “You have to help!” he blurted. At their answering looks, he retreated a pace. “Don’t you?”

      Ari glared at him. “We don’t have to do anything. Not anymore.”

      Zachary gulped and held up his hands.

      After a few moments of tense silence, Hakon cleared his throat. “I’m going to find a way to kill Ava.”

      Zachary started to object, but the expressions on the faces of the band stilled his tongue. They’d expected this. But would they follow? From Ari’s brief description of the events on the mountain, it sounded as though Ava had made short work of the band the last time they’d fought.

      Meshell said nothing. She stepped closer and took Hakon’s hand.

      Irric rolled his shoulders back. “Never is boring, having you around.”

      The three looked to Ari and Solveig. Of the band, those two had been the most active in shaping the current course of the Six States. They’d also built a relationship with each other that had spanned no small number of years. They had the most to lose.

      The two shared a look that tore Zachary’s heart in two. He couldn’t guess what passed between them, but it encompassed more history than he’d been alive for.

      When Ari answered, his voice was barely louder than a whisper. “We’ll join you.”

      Hakon bowed toward them. “Thank you.”

      Zachary stepped forward. “I’d like to come, too.”

      He heard Hel shift her weight behind him, ready to object. But Hakon shook his head first. “No. Our paths part here.”

      “I want revenge, too.”

      “Sure, and what’s a vilda going to do against an ancient stamfar?” Irric asked. “I seem to recall your last plan nearly ended up with you flattened like a pancake outside of Aysgarth.”

      Shame flushed Zachary’s cheeks.

      Irric’s tone softened. “From what Ari told us, you have a real chance to do some good in the Six States. Why throw that away on this foolishness?” The swordsman glanced meaningfully at Hel. “Stay here and build something better.”

      Zachary was about to protest, but Ari ended the argument with his customary finality. “I’m not transporting you anywhere, kid, so you might as well drop it.”

      Zachary growled, but he wasn’t going to intimidate any of the band. If anything, they looked amused at his attempt. Hel reached out and grabbed his hand. She pulled him back toward her, breaking the pointless stalemate.

      He admitted defeat. “Will I at least have the chance to see any of you again?”

      Irric shrugged. “Seems unlikely, but there’s never any telling, is there?”

      He wanted to plead with them to stay. To insist, despite everything they knew, that there had to be another way. Instead, he bowed. “I hope you’re successful and that when you’ve defeated Ava, you find me wherever I am.”

      The band gathered closer together and grasped one another’s hands, preparing for transport.

      Soon, only Hakon stood apart from the others. He looked at Zachary. “Everything with the dragons will only get worse before it gets better. And if we fail, it might never get better. The Six States will need a steady hand. Someone who will make the hard choices.”

      “And a whole lot of luck,” Ari grumbled.

      “And that,” Hakon said. “I think that person might be you.”

      “I’ll try,” Zachary promised.

      “It’s all any of us can do.” Hakon looked back at his house and at the graves that marked the family he had lost. To Zachary, it appeared as though he was saying goodbye. Then Hakon stepped back and clasped Meshell’s free hand.

      Ari looked around the group, and when he was sure there was nothing left to say, he transported them away.

      After a moment, Hel coughed. “Not quite as helpful as I’d hoped.”

      Zachary understood but wasn’t concerned. “They don’t have any better ideas about the Six States than we do. What they do is the most useful thing they can.”

      Hel nestled into his side. They looked down at Cliona’s grave. “How are you?” she asked.

      “Sad,” he admitted. “I’d always hoped there would be a way to get her back.”

      “Ready to return yet?”

      “Not quite.”

      He kneeled next to Cliona’s grave. He felt a bit self-conscious, but he needed to say the next part out loud. “You were the one that taught me to fight. I promise not to stop fighting until the day I walk through the gate and join you.”

      He waited as though his patience would result in some response from the dead. But there was nothing except the sounds of the woods beyond the clearing. The sun was falling, and the wilds grew more active.

      He stood. “Now I’m ready.”

      A hint of a smile played across Hel’s face. “You sure? Because they went to kill a god, and I still can’t help but think they left the hard work to us.”

      That drew a chuckle out of him. “True. But someone needs to pick up their slack.”

      He reached out again and took her hand, and she transported them back to Aysgarth.

      Back into the heart of the chaos.
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      Ari transported them to the camp they’d built beside the giant ship. It wasn’t their first choice of location, but it was where Isira had said that she would meet them once she was sufficiently recovered. This far west, the sun was still high in the sky, so they had plenty of time to fall into their accustomed roles. Solveig started a fire while Irric carved up the meat he planned to cook.

      Hakon left them, shaking his head at Meshell’s questioning glance. He didn’t plan on going far.

      His steps carried him underneath the ship. He reached up and brushed his fingertips along the surface, just as he had at Isira’s home. The materials weren’t the same. Whatever this ship was made of, it was far stronger than Isira’s walls. But it was similar.

      He swore. If what Isira had hinted at was true, this ship had carried humanity between the stars. It had withstood forces only a stamfar could hope to wield.

      The skill to make it had been lost, and instead of seeking it, he’d spent his life fighting and destroying.

      When he saw this ship, he was awed. But he was also ashamed.

      He’d always wanted to create a better world. And there had been plenty of days when he’d thought he was carving out the shape of that world with his sword. But all that time, this had been out here, pointing in a different direction.

      Had he wasted his life?

      He didn’t know the answer to that. He wanted to believe the answer was no, but the rational part of his mind wouldn’t let him off the hook so easily.

      On the other side of the ship, the mountain that had once been filled with dragons was silent. They’d all expected the dragons to return after the battle, but none had. Hakon didn’t know if that meant all the dragons had died or if they remained away for some other purpose. He leaned toward the latter. Despite Zachary and Hel’s impressive victory in Mioska, Hakon couldn’t believe that all the dragons had fallen.

      He stared up at the mountain until the smell of roasting meat pulled his gaze away. He returned to the fire and sat down beside Meshell. His return silenced the conversation the others had been in the middle of.

      “No need to stop on my account,” Hakon said.

      “Can’t blame us for being worried about you,” Irric replied.

      “It’s appreciated but unnecessary. The grief will run its stages in time.”

      “Are you good to fight, though?” Solveig asked. “Can we depend on you if things get hairy?”

      His glare answered that question. The others let the matter drop.

      “We were talking about Zachary,” Irric said. “Most of us expected him to fight harder to join us. We were wondering if maybe we were too hard on him.”

      Hakon shook his head. “He has no place here, and we all know it. Better we make that point clear than delay the inevitable.”

      “Do you think he has any chance at making a difference in the Six States?” Meshell asked. “My feeling has always been that they’re too divided.”

      “I don’t know,” Solveig answered, “but if anyone can, it’s him. He’s grown a lot in the last few years, and his heart is in the right place. And he’s the only one that has any say in both Aysgarth and Mioska. He’d do better than any of us.”

      “Doesn’t make me feel all that good about leaving him on his own, though,” Ari admitted. “His task will be almost as difficult as ours.”

      Hakon grabbed one of the roasting pieces of meat. It was barely cooked, just the way he liked it. “Then we might as well finish this so we can help him.”

      Meshell let out a bitter laugh at that.

      They ate well that night, and for a time, Hakon was able to think about more than just Cliona. Her absence created a void in his heart that he knew the rest of the band was trying to fill. But for all their efforts, they couldn’t. Sera and Cliona had been the best parts of his life, and his family his greatest accomplishment.

      Eventually, the fire burned low, and there was still no sign of Isira. Before retiring, Solveig checked on every member of the band. They’d suffered their fair share of injuries during their last battle, and Solveig refused to let them fight Ava again before they were fully healed. But even she had to admit that they’d all healed faster than she expected. If Isira was to lead them into battle tomorrow, they’d be ready.

      Before long, the others were softly snoring beside him, and Hakon lay awake, staring at the stars as they twinkled in the dark sky far above. When his eyes finally closed, his dreams were of his family, back when they’d been whole.
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      He woke up the next morning later than the others. By the time he’d rubbed the sleep from his eyes, he had a plate of breakfast in front of him. The scents of the food made his mouth water, and he devoured everything on his plate and anything the others had left unfinished.

      In the middle of stuffing his face, Isira appeared.

      Hakon tensed at the sight of her. The combination of her nearly eternal childhood and unbelievable power made him uneasy in a way that no one else did. Even dragons had a fearsome visage to accompany their strength.

      Isira hardly seemed like the stamfar they knew. She shuffled into their camp and flopped onto a stump next to the coals of their fire. She held out her hands to warm them, ignoring the band as though she was the only one in the camp.

      Hakon met Solveig’s gaze. He sensed it as well. Isira’s teho came and went, like waves crashing powerfully against a shore and then pulling away. When it vanished, she felt nearly as weak as an ahula. But when it peaked, it was stronger than Hakon had ever felt it.

      After a few tense moments, Isira spoke. “Ava needs to be stopped. She plays with forces better left alone.”

      “Is she doing that?” Solveig asked, gesturing at Isira.

      “I don’t believe so. This is my body failing. It can’t hold teho the way it once did. But this is about as bad as it gets. I wouldn’t normally appear before you in such a state, but I fear Ava won’t leave us much time.”

      “We’ve decided to help,” Solveig said. “However we can, we’ll help you kill Ava. It’s the only way to protect the Six States.”

      Isira looked up sharply at Solveig. “Ava is only half your problem.”

      “But she was the one who commanded the dragons to attack the states,” Solveig said.

      “True, but she isn’t responsible for the wilds, though I think she seeks to take advantage of and influence those events as well. Remember, she wasn’t free when the wilds began encroaching on the western frontier.”

      After the numerous battles of the last few years, Hakon was embarrassed to admit the thought had never occurred to him. He’d always assumed that Ava’s growing power had been responsible for everything, even though she’d been completely imprisoned until the battle at Husavik.

      The others were similarly taken aback, and Hakon took some small solace in knowing he wasn’t the only one caught by surprise.

      Solveig recovered first. “Perhaps it would be best if you told us everything you know.” She pointed up to the ship, towering over their heads. “Everything.”

      Isira looked up at the ship, her gaze lost in a past Hakon couldn’t begin to imagine. Finally, she nodded. “It might feel good to let go of this burden.”

      She grabbed a stick next to her feet and poked at the fire. “You should know, a lot of what I know is guesswork, nothing more than tales and rumors I’ve stitched together over the years. I was born near the end of the age of the stamfars, and much had already been lost.”

      She looked up again at the ship. “As I’ve told you, we are all descended from ancestors who came here from the stars. I don’t know where they came from or why, exactly, they traveled here, but I believe they were fleeing from something. All across the continent, one can find tunnels buried deep underground. That dragon nest in the nearby peak began as such a tunnel. So did my own home. Perhaps those star farers had another purpose, but I can’t imagine another reason one would fly between the stars, only to bury their new cities underground on a beautiful planet.”

      Hakon thought of the cave entrances he and Meshell had found on their way here and shuddered. He’d found them spooky before, but Isira’s tale made them more ominous. What did one flee when one had the power to travel unimaginable distances?

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “As far as I know, nothing,” Isira answered. “Eventually, they left the caves and became the parents of the first generation of stamfar. The children born on this planet had the ability to use what we now call teho. They spread out and founded cities, establishing many of the legends we still tell today. But something happened, and the cities collapsed, and the stamfar turned against one another. There were cycles of war and peace, but with every war, more of the past was lost. Teho replaced the knowledge and skills the star travelers had used, but over the generations, the strength of the tehoin began to fade.”

      She paused and swept her arm out to encompass the wilds surrounding them. “And through it all, the world never stopped fighting us. As we lost both our ancient knowledge and teho, the world became more dangerous. Torsten understood this. He saw the long arc of history bending toward our inevitable demise. He believed, like the emperors before him, that the only way for humanity to survive was to unite. He hoped to establish an empire that would no longer contract. From there, he hoped to rediscover the knowledge of the travelers and bring about a new age of human flourishing.”

      Torsten’s dream was an uncomfortable echo of Hakon’s recent thoughts. “Why didn’t he just say so?”

      Isira’s face twitched. “A dozen reasons and more. For one, he didn’t think enough people would believe him. He was young by stamfar reckoning, and many of his beliefs were based on the stories I had told him. There was no proof within the empire that any of what I tell you today is true. Perhaps more importantly, though, he didn’t believe the empire he served was strong enough to push the wild back. The emperors were too weak. Thus, he believed the only way forward was to become a benevolent tyrant, one who had the strength and the vision to force humanity into the future.”

      “There’s been more progress in the last forty years in the Six States than there was in the hundred and thirty years of the last empire,” Solveig pointed out. “Tyranny rarely breeds innovation.”

      “I’ll not deny it,” Isira said. She poked at the fire again. “When I first knew Torsten, he was a singular man. He was well-read, intelligent, and thoroughly grounded in reality. If anyone was capable of achieving the future he envisioned, it was him. But thanks in no small part to the band, the task was beyond even his skill. The more you pulled his vision away from him, the more detached from reality he became. By the end, he became more tyrant than visionary.”
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