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      No one traveled these woods at night. Only a few brave souls risked them under a cloudless, sunny sky.

      And for good reason.

      This forest did not welcome humans. It hunted them wherever they dared to walk.

      Hakon crept through the tightly packed trees like a mouse hiding from a cat, ears alert for the sound of uninvited company. Though birds sang to one another overhead, a heaviness in the air lingered, an unnatural presence the wildlife here either ignored or had grown used to.

      His hand reached up to brush against the sword on his back for the tenth time in half as many minutes. An ahula might not notice the presence that permeated these woods, but he was not so easily fooled.

      The creatures of the wild were not his only threat this night. Here, humans hunted their own.

      His unease grew as the birds above took flight, leaving him with only the pale moonlight for company. He stopped. His eyes roamed slowly over his surroundings. Among the tall pines of this forest, though, he was more likely to hear a threat first than to see one.

      As near as he could tell, he was alone.

      Hakon took two steps forward and triggered a trap.

      Dark bands of teho wrapped around his body, pinning his arms to his sides and his legs together. He lost his balance and fell forward, his restraints preventing him from reaching out with his arms to protect himself. He landed hard.

      Hakon sighed.

      Once, such a basic ward never would have surprised him. The incident added credence to his unspoken worry that he was too old, too soft now, for this. If any of the band saw him trussed up like a pig ready for the spit, the violence of their laughter would have driven this wood’s predators miles away.

      In that regard, at least, he was fortunate he traveled alone.

      With a deep breath, he shattered the bonds that held him. Then he found a fallen tree to rest on. The one who watched these woods wouldn’t let such strength wander uncontested.

      His company arrived sooner than expected. A cloud of teho darkened the air before him, then took shape in the form of a surprisingly familiar face. “Good evening to you, Eliav,” he said.

      The man who now stood before him appeared to be somewhere in his twenties and in the prime of his life. His short black hair contrasted with Hakon’s long, unkempt blond mane. But it was Eliav’s eyes that belied his youthful look. Dark as his hair, there was a sense of calm behind his piercing gaze.

      Eliav was younger than Hakon, but not by much.

      “Hakon?” Eliav looked around the forest, suddenly on guard.

      “I’m alone,” Hakon reassured him.

      Eliav’s eyes narrowed. “That’s hardly comforting.” He watched the trees for several long seconds before accepting the truth of Hakon’s claim. “Why are you here?”

      “A personal matter.”

      Eliav scoffed. “So important you would risk these woods, and in the middle of the night?”

      “I had hoped to avoid drawing attention.”

      “She would have known no matter what route you attempted.”

      “I assumed as much, but I still felt this was safer. Figured if it came to a fight, at least no one else would be hurt.”

      Eliav studied him in silence.

      Hakon returned his regard.

      For all of Eliav’s own experience, he still gave his intent away. His muscles tensed and his breaths came faster as he steeled himself for the fight to come.

      He attacked with teho first.

      As Hakon expected.

      To Eliav’s credit, he formed his teho into a beautiful attack. Small darts sped toward Hakon from all directions, seeking his heart.

      They bounced off him as he covered the space between them in a heartbeat. Eliav was strong by the standards of this age, but that mattered little.

      Eliav danced back as Hakon’s sword cut the air where he had once stood. More darts came at Hakon, who swiped them away with the flat of his blade.

      Eliav’s nimble feet barely kept him out of Hakon’s reach. He used a thin, tall pine tree as protection, and Hakon cut it down with one swipe of his sword.

      Two dozen darts materialized above Hakon, and he was forced to pause his pursuit for a moment. Eliav put more space between them.

      Hakon growled. This became tiring.

      He embraced teho and launched himself at Eliav.

      The duel ended as suddenly as it started.

      The speed of Hakon’s pass blew dry brown pine needles away in all directions. Eliav wasn’t fast enough to save himself. Hakon held his sword steady, the sharp edge pressed against Eliav’s throat, hard enough to draw blood.

      Eliav held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. He smiled. “Had to try. She would have been upset, otherwise.”

      “I might have killed you,” Hakon said.

      “I hoped you wouldn’t,” Eliav said. “Rumor has it you’re a changed man. Had to see for myself.”

      Hakon shook his head, but stepped away from Eliav, wiped off his blade, and returned the sword to its sheath. “Still foolish.”

      He walked back to the tree he’d been sitting on when Eliav arrived.

      The other man rubbed at his throat. “You come at a difficult time. She’ll want to know why you’re here.”

      Hakon fixed his gaze on Eliav, who had never been a good liar. “She wasn’t expecting me?”

      “If she was, she’s told me nothing of it.”

      “Would she?”

      Eliav thought about the question. “I believe so. She still prefers to keep her own counsel, but I am close to her.” The tone of his statement left little doubt in Hakon’s mind just how close the two of them were. “I believe she would have told me about anything regarding you.”

      Hakon’s shoulders slumped. If she hadn’t been expecting him, she probably knew nothing.

      Eliav noticed. “What is it?”

      Hakon ignored the question. “Could you take me to her? If you speak true, I doubt I will stay long.”

      Eliav looked away. “I cannot. If I were to reappear with you by my side, my troubles would never cease. I do not wish to forfeit her trust in me.”

      Hakon respected Eliav enough not to press the matter. Though Eliav owed him a favor from long ago, completing the journey on foot wouldn’t take more than another day. His pace could increase considerably once he was sure she wouldn’t send more warriors after him.

      It wasn’t the forest he feared, but those who used it as a shield.

      Eliav gave Hakon a small bow of gratitude for his forbearance and made to leave.

      Hakon held him back for a moment. “You say I come at a troublesome time. Why?”

      Eliav shook his head. “It is best for me not to say. You may ask her when you see her.”

      “What is she like, now?”

      Eliav glanced away again, but this time, Hakon could see it was because he was imagining her. “She’s changed since we saw you last. Much. You’ll see. She’s done good in this world since the war, but she is afraid, and the threat of death has her clinging more tightly to life than ever.”

      “Who is powerful enough to threaten her?”

      Eliav chuckled grimly. “You truly don’t know, do you?”

      Hakon shook his head. “I have lived a quiet life.”

      “You should have continued to do so,” Eliav said. “These are particularly tumultuous days.”

      “How so?”

      Elias offered him a sad smile. “The telling would take a full evening and several pints of ale, and I must return soon with news before she sends others.”

      “Shall I see you again when I arrive?”

      Eliav looked pained. “Is there no way of turning you aside? I fear how she will react to your arrival, though I will try to smooth the way. But she’s gathered enough teho to threaten even you.”

      “I’m afraid not. I mean her no harm, so long as she’s done none to me, but I must speak with her.”

      “Why? What is so important that you would risk so much?”

      Hakon looked up to the moon, wondering if somewhere, someone else was also staring at it. He hoped so.

      He returned his gaze to Elias. His heart felt heavy as he admitted the truth.

      “It’s my daughter, Cliona. She’s missing.”
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      The lone candle in Cliona’s room sputtered as it neared the end of its wick. She glanced at it, silently willing the flame to endure a little longer.

      Cliona turned her attention back to the ancient book resting on the desk before her. She guessed it had been written over six hundred years ago, based on clues from the text itself. But there was no way to be sure. She pressed the palms of her hands into her eyes.

      The list of things she wasn’t sure about right now would probably come close to filling this slim book.

      She leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. They had been penned up in this decrepit town for almost a month now, and all they had was a series of deep holes in the middle of nowhere to show for it. Agnesse had promised her the home of a god.

      Instead, Cliona had discovered that she was a hopeful fool, ready to run off on any harebrained scheme that had the slightest chance of providing her the answers she sought.

      Her curiosity had overwhelmed her reason.

      The legends of the stamfar were myths. Stories to entertain and instruct, not true reflections of a past long forgotten. They had been as human as her, and no more.

      She sighed. Soon it would be over. Agnesse was running out of places to dig, and when she finally admitted defeat, they could begin the long journey back to Vispeda.

      Just a bit longer.

      Cliona blinked away her tiredness and focused on the text before her, determined to translate at least another half-dozen pages. But soon the flowing script of the long-dead language swam in her exhausted vision. Most of her afternoon and all of her evening had gone into the book, a pile of organized pages of dense handwriting evidence of her consistent effort.

      She stumbled her way through two more pages before the candle sputtered again. She tucked a loose strand of long blonde hair back behind her ear. Then she finally sat up straight and stretched her arms overhead.

      Though she suspected the expedition would ultimately prove a failure, it wasn’t without benefit. Away from the endless demands on her time at the academy, she’d completed more useful work in the past month than she had in the past year. And the expedition was well-funded. They stayed at the nicest inn for many miles, and although Cliona wondered where the money had come from, the long days and nights hadn’t been a hardship.

      She stood and walked over to the window. The moon was full tonight, its pale light lending the streets of this town a mysterious air. Not that it needed any more mystery.

      They were as close to the edge of the six states as she’d ever wandered. Though plenty of unexplored land existed to the west, it was still too wild for humans to live upon.

      Though she was in the same state, this unnamed town couldn’t be any more different than Vispeda. Empty streets instead of full. Older, weathered faces instead of young men and women seeking fortunes. And a dedication to the myths of the stamfar that had all but died out in the city. Here they looked to the past for guidance, instead of the future.

      A commotion below her feet, from the common room of the inn, snapped her out of her reverie. The voices were familiar, excited, and numerous. Quick, heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs, and a second later a firm hand knocked on her door. “Come in,” she said.

      As she’d guessed, it was Zachary, perhaps the greatest mystery remaining in this town. His enormous frame filled the door, reminding her of her father. “They say they’ve found it.”

      Despite her efforts to resist the reaction, her heart beat faster. “How sure are they?”

      Zachary’s eyes sparkled. “They’re sure.” He held out his hand, and she saw he carried something.

      She stepped forward to take a closer look. A large flake of stone rested in his hand, the visible side perfectly smooth except for the flowing script etched with care upon its surface. Her eyes went wide as she translated the symbols. “Where did this come from?”

      Zachary’s grin was almost as wide as his shoulders. “The diggers almost missed it. One of them was widening a hole they were just about to abandon when he chipped this off. As soon as they realized what they were near, they went to work with more care. They uncovered a building, with more of the script etched upon it.”

      Cliona exhaled slowly. Zachary’s explanation had her heart pounding so hard in her chest she worried he would hear it.

      It couldn’t be real.

      But no other explanation came to mind.

      And if this was true, it gave credence to Agnesse’s other beliefs. Perhaps the stamfar were closer to myth than any serious scholar believed.

      “Did you summon Agnesse?” Cliona asked. She tried to imagine how the head of their expedition would react to the news, but failed. Even after a month and more of time spent together, she didn’t understand the woman. Her theories at times bordered on madness, and Cliona didn’t think she understood a single thing about living humans, but there was no doubting her brilliance.

      “Of course. I sent someone looking for her, but she’s out wandering again, probably trying to figure out where we went wrong.”

      Cliona refused to wait for the older woman. “We should probably head over there first and confirm the find.”

      Zachary stepped to the side and gave an exaggerated bow. “I suspected you might think so.”

      She smiled. Zachary had made his affections for her well known over the course of their brief acquaintance, but she’d politely rebuffed his advances. Though he was kind, quick to jest, and the center of most conversations, there was something about him that made her wary. It wasn’t that she thought him false. But the personality he displayed was only a fraction of who he truly was.

      She only caught hints of more. Times when one of his observations startled her with their acuity. Or times when the smile dropped from his face, and he looked east, concerned about something he wouldn’t speak of. Until she’d unraveled the mystery he was, she wouldn’t let herself fall for his considerable charms.

      Cliona gathered any gear she might conceivably need, stuffed it haphazardly into a pack, and flung the pack over her shoulders. She was ready in less than a minute.

      Downstairs, they met with the leader of the digging crew. He was a stout older man, who only came to Cliona’s chest when he stood on his toes. But she suspected he weighed twice as much as her, and his arms were as wide as her legs. His name was Vinko, and Cliona believed him to be one of the buried jewels of this expedition.

      Vinko flashed her a smile. “We’ve found it.”

      There was no doubt in his voice.

      And for the first time, Cliona truly allowed herself to believe.

      Vinko was no academic. Indeed, he was as far from an academic as one could be. The scholars she knew imagined themselves in lofty towers, looking down over human history with a critical eye, as though their knowledge separated them from the masses of people struggling to make their living every day.

      Cliona didn’t blame them. She suffered from some of the same and believed it was at least partly due to their training. A genuine scholar distanced themselves from problems, and examined questions without their judgment colored by emotion or empathy.

      The skill was a useful one, but she wasn’t surprised when those trained in such techniques used them too frequently. When the entire world was nothing but a series of problems and challenges to solve, it made sense that scholars would hold themselves apart, both from their fellow humans and from the world they inhabited.

      Vinko did neither.

      He loved the earth. He lived for digging holes and exploring underground passages. Dirt permanently stained the tips of his fingers, and the thick calluses on his hands came from years of wielding shovels and pickaxes. He was happiest when surrounded by mud and stone.

      When he wasn’t digging, he walked among those who were. He knew every detail of every member of his crew. Whenever difficulties arose, he was there, lending a hand or advice.

      In her opinion, no one knew more about holes or people.

      Vinko led them from the inn.

      Though the streets were quiet, they weren’t quite empty. They passed an old woman, praying at a shrine to Heiden, stamfar of the hunt. Though the woman’s prayer was whispered, Cliona heard her plea for the success of her son’s upcoming hunt.

      Cliona’s gut twisted and she hurried past the woman.

      At the outskirts of town they met with the expedition’s guards, who escorted them along the path as they always did. The plains that surrounded the town were less dangerous than the woods Cliona had grown up in, but that didn’t make them safe. One digger had been wounded by a coyote, and another had been clawed nearly blind by a large bird.

      As always, the wild fought back. They’d been fortunate to suffer as little as they had.

      Accompanied by the guards, they began their hike.

      Dozens of pairs of feet walking every day for over a month had worn a smooth path through the tall grass, making the trail easy to follow. They crested one small rise and dropped into a shallow draw. They stepped over the trickle of water flowing down the heart of the draw, then summited another rise and came upon the excavation.

      Holes pockmarked the land, each a dozen feet deep.

      Cliona had no problem finding the hole Vinko intended to lead them to.

      It was the only one glowing.

      When they arrived, Vinko extended his hand and presented the hole as if it was a newborn child.

      Cliona took one look and almost leaped for joy. Instead, she settled for wrapping Vinko in a tight embrace. Vinko grunted and patted her on the back.

      Several feet below the surface, his team had uncovered a door, partly covered by runes. The symbols seemed to reflect and amplify the light of the moon, glowing with an eerie white light.

      Just as the legends said they would.

      Cliona shook her head, still not quite able to believe they had done it.

      They had found the home of a god.
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      When the sun broke over the horizon, Hakon figured he’d earned a rest. The thick pines held threats all hours of the day, but the ones that hunted during daylight hours were easier to protect against. He found a comfortable position leaning up against one of the ancient trees, a bed of soft pine needles cushion enough to rest on. He twisted the familiar wards around himself and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

      A deer crashing through the forest woke him several hours later. The animal bounded through trees twenty feet north of him. Something dark and fast pursued it, too fast for Hakon to see.

      A shadow wolf, most likely.

      The deer had little chance of surviving the encounter, but Hakon was simply grateful the wolf had found the deer before him.

      A glance at the sky told him that it was near noon. He’d rested long enough, and the woods were quiet.

      She hadn’t sent anyone else after him.

      Did that bode well for him, or did she just want him closer when she made her move?

      He couldn’t say, and at the moment, didn’t much care.

      There were those who thrived in uncertainty, people who found no greater thrill than risking their lives in complex schemes of alliance and betrayal. Once, he had been such a man, and he had schemed with the best of them.

      Though the stories of those days were amusing in the retelling, the truth was he didn’t miss them.

      Worse, he worried that his time away had weakened his skill at the great game, that his talent might no longer suffice for the challenges he faced.

      Hakon ran his left hand through his long hair, sighed, and resumed his journey, running through the forest with more grace than the doe that had woken him. He bounded lightly, reveling in the simple pleasure of physical exertion.

      The miles disappeared underfoot, and he reached his destination earlier than expected. The sun kissed the tops of the trees when he saw the smoke of cook fires in the distance.

      With any hope of surprise a distant memory, he angled south until he found the road. Once upon the hard dirt track, he slowed his pace to a walk that would draw no attention. The traffic this late in the day was light, with most travelers already safely ensconced in whatever shelter they could find. The only remaining adventurers were those who knew they didn’t have far left. Come night, no human would travel these roads, and they’d be wise not to.

      At night, the wilds drove back the realms of men.

      He imagined Dagrun as he had seen her last, and wondered what type of home she had built for herself. He imagined an ornate palace, with highly polished wood in every room, all surrounded by a thick wall four times the height of a man. The fact she had settled in the woods still surprised him. She’d always been one for the solitude of high mountain places.

      Dagrun’s village revealed itself as he turned a bend in the road.

      Hakon stopped, frozen by the sight.

      Even if he lived a hundred more lifetimes, he never would have guessed she’d build such a place.

      Before him sat a small village, consisting of no more than three dozen small homes, packed together in a cozy arrangement. It reminded Hakon of the village near his home he’d left just a week ago in search of his daughter.

      Eliav chose that moment to step out of the shadows of a tall pine, a smile on his face. “I’d hoped to catch you when you saw.”

      “She built this?”

      Eliav nodded and led him forward. “Come, she’s expecting you.”

      They walked, Eliav keeping his pace slow so Hakon could gawk. The village possessed a wall, but not half as thick or tall as Hakon expected. It was designed more for keeping creatures of the forest out than defending against an attack. A man and a woman stood guard at the gate. Both were unarmed.

      After they passed, Hakon raised an inquiring eyebrow at Eliav. “Most of the residents are tehoin. Dagrun is believed to be a nelja,” Eliav said. “We don’t need any special attention from the outside world.”

      Hakon understood. “This is a refuge.”

      Eliav nodded.

      “From what?”

      Eliav glanced at him, as though he didn’t understand the question. “It is not as safe to be tehoin as it once was. Dagrun protects those who seek a quiet life.”

      Hakon wasn’t sure he believed that, but he also didn’t think Eliav was lying.

      They stopped outside a home that looked like all the others in the village. It was modestly sized, with a small covered porch over the front door. Two chairs sat close together under the awning. The men took off their boots and Eliav led them in.

      The scent of roasting meat hit Hakon’s nose the moment the door opened. Eliav gestured toward some pegs near the door. Hakon unstrapped his sword and hung it from one. His pack followed the sword onto a neighboring peg moments later.

      Then he saw Dagrun.

      He tensed, then forced himself to relax. She never would have let him this close if she intended him harm.

      Her appearance had only changed a bit since he’d last seen her. She’d grown her dark hair longer, but it was still cut well above her shoulders. Though her appearance had hardly changed, his perception of her did. She was still lean, her bare arms displaying the wiry muscle that developed after too many years on the road. But she now possessed a softness he’d never have predicted.

      The years had changed them all.

      Eliav began setting the table.

      Hakon spoke first. “I come as a guest, Dagrun. Will you welcome me?”

      Dagrun gave Hakon a small nod of acknowledgment. She hesitated only briefly before answering, but in that moment he saw a flicker of fear. She was as nervous of him as he was of her.

      But he couldn’t ever remember seeing her nervous.

      His sense was that her concern wasn’t really about him. Something else had her worried.

      Worried so much she’d let him into her home with hardly a fight.

      “Be welcome, Hakon,” Dagrun said.

      “Thank you.” He let himself relax. He didn’t know what had shaped Dagrun over the years, but he couldn’t imagine her as an oath breaker. Though the world may crumble around her, she would never stoop so low.

      Not like he had.

      Eliav placed heaping piles of food around the table. Dagrun had prepared a roast, with potatoes, carrots, and bread to serve as sides. Hakon helped himself to hearty portions, enjoying the succulent meat and fresh vegetables. If nothing else, coming here might have been worth it for the food alone.

      They spoke only of inconsequential topics over the meal. Dagrun’s village supported itself through the bounty of the land. The villagers cleared plots of forest away and converted them into farmland. Some wood went into the construction of the village, but they sent most downstream. Like most of the kolma, Dagrun possessed a deep reverence for this world. Her village cut what they needed and no more.

      She’d found a balance here.

      Hakon had little to share. Any story of his life would lead to his purpose for being here, and etiquette demanded that story wait a while longer yet.

      Later, while Eliav cleared away the food, Dagrun’s gaze settled on Hakon. She’d always been beautiful, and the years had done nothing to change that. But it was her sharp mind that had always been her most attractive and dangerous quality. When she leaned back in her chair, Hakon couldn’t help but think of a predator at rest. “Eliav tells me your daughter is missing,” she said.

      Hakon nodded, the very thought of it constricting his throat. “He speaks true. Do you know anything of it?”

      “No. Until last night, I was not even aware you had a daughter. I never figured you for the type.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “How long has she been missing?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Dagrun raised a disbelieving eyebrow. Hakon shrugged. “She’s grown and no longer lives with me. All I know is that she disappeared about two months ago. Not even her closest friends know her whereabouts.”

      “Why did you think I might know anything about her?”

      “She’s a scholar, a master of the first language of the stamfar.”

      Dagrun almost choked on her wine. Eliav looked over from his cleaning, concerned. “Your daughter became a scholar?” she asked.

      Hakon shot her a pointed glare and ignored her outburst. “Someone told me she’d been approached by a small team seeking the grave of a stamfar in these woods.”

      Dagrun nodded. “Ah. I remember those two. Old men, but clever. They came close to finding Heiden’s grave.” She paused. “Unfortunately, they met an untimely demise.”

      “I had worried as much, and so I came here first.”

      “They were alone.”

      Hakon bowed his head toward her. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      “I’m sorry that I couldn’t be more help.”

      “Perhaps you still might be. I know you protect Heiden’s grave, but what about the other known stamfar? Has there been any news about scholars searching for them?”

      Both Eliav and Dagrun tensed at the question. Hakon caught the look that passed between them. “What?”

      “Do you believe your daughter might be involved in such a search?”

      “It’s the only reason I can think of for her disappearance,” Hakon admitted. “If something had happened to her on my account, I would expect my antagonist to inform me of her predicament. But there has been only silence. She is known for her skill at translating the works of the stamfar. No other reason comes to mind.”

      “Perhaps she just ran off with a lover? It does happen.”

      “Not my daughter,” Hakon growled.

      Dagrun held up her hands in mock surrender, but he saw she enjoyed needling him.

      “So what is it?” Hakon demanded. “What’s happening that I don’t know about?”

      Dagrun turned to Eliav. “Get us another bottle of wine, would you?”

      Eliav nodded and rushed to obey. There was no humor in Dagrun’s expression any longer. She placed a cup in front of him. “Drink up. You’ll want it.”

      He took a sip, the wine rich on his tongue.

      Dagrun looked down at her own cup, spinning it slowly in her fingers. “First, I must tell you why I’m here, and then I must tell you about the war that is coming for us all.”
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      Cliona descended the rough wooden ladder down into the hole that Vinko and his team had dug, becoming the first scholar to examine the discovery closely. Under Vinko’s careful supervision, his diggers had widened the hole and cleaned off the strange markings as well as they were able.

      It was the markings on the door which first drew her attention. The door itself was little more than a thin, perfectly straight line in the stone. At least, Cliona assumed it was a door. It was just slightly greater in size that the height and width of a human. If she could figure out how to unlock it, who knew what discoveries might lie on the other side?

      Recording the information came first, though. Zachary joined her at the bottom of the hole, carrying two lanterns, and together they began the painstaking process of sketching out the runes. A small chip in the lettering marred the script, but Zachary held the missing fragment in his hand. The pale light emanating from each symbol made translating the runes a simple matter, even in the dark of night.

      She finished her translation and whispered it softly to herself.

      Zachary looked up from his work. “What does it say?”

      Cliona read the words louder.

      “Here lies the home of Marjaana,

      Sealed upon the conclusion of the second and final war.

      Let no usurper pass.”

      Zachary looked up at the door. “Think it’s cursed?”

      Cliona scoffed. “No. But I think it’s worth examining with care. Assuming the legends are true, Marjaana buried her home herself. It stands to reason she would have put other measures in place to protect her property.”

      Zachary grinned. “I guess that’s why you brought me, then, huh?”

      “It wasn’t for your ability to copy runes,” Cliona said, pointing at an obvious mistake he’d made.

      Zachary was one of a very few vilda, the weakest class of tehoin, in the academy, but the strongest by far. Though Agnesse had never said so out loud, it was most likely the reason he’d been selected for the secretive expedition. He was a middling scholar at best, sent to the nearest academy to prevent some political crisis in his hometown. His father was a magistrate, and Zachary was tight-lipped about the details. Still, he bore his exile with a smile.

      She turned her attention from Zachary to the wall with the door. Marjaana was the stamfar of knowledge, and a shrine to her sat in Cliona’s academy. It was the legends of Marjaana, in part, that had inspired Cliona to pursue a scholarly life. She didn’t believe the legends, but she respected the truths they hid.

      She believed someone named Marjaana had existed, someone who had been a scholar, or whatever equivalent the stamfar had.

      And now she sat outside her home.

      It didn’t seem real.

      Zachary finished his corrections and put the papers away. “Should we try to open it?”

      “Agnesse would flay us alive.”

      “I know you’re just as curious as I am to know what’s in there.”

      “Flay. Us. Alive.”

      Zachary sighed and sat down next to her. After a moment, his impatience got the better of him. “Do you think our friends back at the academy miss us?” he asked.

      “Me, probably. I can’t imagine anyone missing you.”

      Zachary stabbed an imaginary knife into his chest and twisted it. “You wound me.”

      His antics, as always, brought a smile to her face. Even if his jovial nature masked something deeper, he rarely failed to entertain. She hadn’t known him well at the academy. They hadn’t had much reason to interact beyond exchanging greetings at the dull gatherings some of the senior scholars invited them to.

      Her respect for him had grown this past month. His self-depreciating humor and loudly proclaimed laziness masked a sharp mind and observant nature. When he focused his attention on her, it felt as though she was the only person that mattered in the whole world.

      Once he recovered from his imaginary knife wound, Zachary continued. “You should know there are several beautiful scholars awaiting my return. Agnesse couldn’t believe I had so many letters to leave behind.” He laughed. “I imagine even she blushed when she read some of what I’d written.”

      The thought of Agnesse blushing made Cliona laugh out loud, the sound echoing hollowly in the hole. “How many letters did you leave?” she asked.

      “Nearly a dozen. Forgot my father, though. But I suspect he won’t even notice that I went missing for several months.”

      “They were all letters of affection?”

      “Every single one.”

      “You best be careful when we return. You may have a dozen women vying for your attention.”

      “Such a fate would be a dream made reality.” He fixed her with his attention, and the hole seemed to shrink around them. “How many letters did you write?”

      “Not nearly so many. I struggled to find a half dozen handsome men within the academy to write to.”

      He laughed, but his attention didn’t waver.

      “Just two,” she confessed. “One to my father and one to a friend. I’m afraid neither would have made Agnesse blush.”

      Secrecy had been a part of this expedition from the first moment Agnesse had approached Cliona. Now that Cliona knew the aim of the expedition, the secrecy made sense. The home of Marjaana had the potential to be the greatest find of their generation, and perhaps of all time. It promised answers to mysteries that had plagued humanity since the stamfar had hidden so many secrets.

      Cliona, like Zachary, had been allowed to write letters to those she left behind. She couldn’t reveal anything about the expedition, but she was allowed to reassure her loved ones that she was safe and healthy and would return in several months’ time. She’d delivered her letters to Agnesse to examine and then send off a day before their departure.

      Before they could continue their discussion, they heard sounds of people stirring to action above. Soon after, Agnesse’s stern face peered over the edge of the hole. “You two haven’t attempted to enter, have you?”

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” Zachary reassured her.

      “Good.” Her face disappeared and Cliona heard her giving sharp orders to the diggers. She wanted defensive earthworks surrounding the hole by daybreak, as though she was worried they would have to fight off an invading army come the rising of the sun.

      The creatures of the wild were a more reasonable concern, but the contingent of guards hadn’t had any problems fighting them off yet.

      If Vinko had any questions for Agnesse, he didn’t ask them. When the dig had started he had tried making suggestions, but after a few arguments that shook the inn, he’d stopped questioning Agnesse and settled for blind obedience.

      Cliona let her hand brush against the door. She could feel the mechanism within, an empty reservoir waiting to be filled with teho. She frowned. The door would require considerable effort to open, and despite Zachary’s strength, she wondered if he would even be able to open it.

      Agnesse’s boots appeared and stepped firmly on the wooden ladder. Caked dirt and mud from the bottom of them shook loose from the impact and rained down on Zachary and Cliona. Their leader joined them in the bottom of the hole, and now it felt cramped.

      Agnesse was a short and thin woman, her gray hair tied back in a tight bun. She gestured to Zachary. “Well, I’m here now, so open it.”

      Zachary gave Cliona a quick look, one that literally passed over Agnesse’s head. But he turned and examined the door, looking for a latch or a handle. Then he felt what Cliona had, and placed his palm against the door. Cliona took a step back to watch.

      Zachary closed his eyes. Cliona sensed teho gathering and filling the locking mechanism. To an ahula, it would seem as though nothing happened. The gathering of power was invisible to the eye, the only sign of effort the small beads of sweat gathering on Zachary’s forehead.

      “Well,” Agnesse demanded, “what’s taking so long?”

      Zachary, lost in the demands of his task, didn’t respond. Agnesse stomped her feet, and the frown that permanently decorated her face deepened further.

      Cliona bit her lip to stop herself from expressing her frustration. She’d met other scholars like Agnesse over the years, but Agnesse was the worst of them. Agnesse lived in a world where only ideas were pure and worth understanding. People were nothing but an unnecessary distraction.

      But it was Agnesse’s research, fueled by Cliona’s translations, that had led them here.

      She might be a terrible person, but her results were beyond question.

      The door opened, sliding back and to the side through a mechanism Cliona didn’t understand. Zachary, deprived of his support, collapsed. Cliona knelt beside him and helped hold him up.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, his voice weak. “Took a lot out of me.”

      Agnesse stepped around Zachary without so much as a word.

      “Please be careful,” Cliona said. “The writing on the door warned against entering.”

      “This is no time for curses,” Agnesse replied. “This is a time for answers!” She picked up a lantern from the ground and stepped inside the home. “You two remain here.”

      She disappeared into the dark, and Cliona tended to Zachary. He hadn’t been injured by his efforts, but appeared exhausted.

      She kept glancing toward the door, but there was no sign of Agnesse. Her light had completely faded from view. “Do you think we should follow her?” Zachary asked.

      Cliona shook her head. “Not without her permission.”

      Her determination to follow orders lasted until they heard Agnesse’s scream echo down the halls of the ancient home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Hakon followed Dagrun into the cool night air. Eliav had retired for the evening, resigned to spending most of this night alone. The younger man showed no bitterness, though, accepting Dagrun’s absence as a matter of course. Following Dagrun’s example, Hakon carried no weapon as they left the comfort of her home.

      His host led him through town, their steps soft and slow.

      “If you had told me, years ago, that all of this,“ Hakon gestured to the homes, “was because you’d fallen in love, I would have laughed you out of town.”

      Dagrun’s answering smile was brief. The tale of her journey to this place wasn’t a happy one, and the tragedies she’d related weighed heavy on his heart. “But you understand, don’t you?” she asked.

      Hakon thought of Sera and the smile he missed so much. “All too well, I’m afraid.”

      “Eliav struggles with it, occasionally,” Dagrun said. “Though he will never say so, I know he sometimes feels like I only accepted his companionship because I needed someone to fill the boots of a ghost.”

      “He seems devoted.”

      “He is.” She paused. “I don’t feel like I deserve the kindness he has shown me. But I’ve at least learned to stop questioning the desires of the heart.”

      They walked for a minute in silence. Hakon’s history with Dagrun held far more battles than parleys. This new familiarity seemed unreal. It wasn’t friendship—such relationships were exceedingly rare between their kind, and only more so as time passed. But they shared an understanding no ahula could comprehend. He smiled at the thought.

      Dagrun caught the expression. “What?”

      “We’re getting old.”

      “We are old.”

      Hakon chuckled. “Had this meeting happened a hundred and fifty years ago, we would have come to blows before even greeting one another.”

      Dagrun nodded her agreement. “You’ve changed, too. The fire that once drove you still burns, but is no longer out of control.”

      Hakon shrugged. “Love. The world’s most painful blessing.”

      “I’d like to hear your story, if you’re willing.”

      “There’s not much for the telling. The imprisonment broke my mind. After I was awakened, I wandered for years, contemplating ending my own life. I was a shell of the man I’d once been. But I eventually met a woman who gave me something to live for. We fell in love and started a family.” His voice trailed off as memories attacked his composure.

      Dagrun walked beside him, waiting for him to finish.

      “She died several years ago.”

      “I’m sorry. Illness?”

      “The wilds.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Sera.”

      “Did she know who you were?”

      Hakon nodded. “We had no secrets between us.”

      “And your girl?”

      He shook his head. “She believes I’m nelja, as is she.”

      “Why have you not told her?”

      “Sera and I discussed it at length. We decided that we wanted her to live a life as free from my past as possible.”

      “Noble, but our pasts have a tendency to haunt us, even as we run from them.”

      They reached the wall of town and walked beside it. The gates were locked and guarded, and a raised platform stood nearby. Dagrun led them toward it.

      “You speak of a war?” Hakon asked, eager to change the subject.

      “I do.” She reached the ladder of the platform and climbed it with an easy grace. Hakon followed. Once they reached the top they could see into the forest. Hakon’s sharp eyes saw several shadows moving between the trees.

      “Have you truly managed to put the great game behind you?” she asked.

      “I have. Few things interest me less, now.”

      She sighed. “What I’m about to tell you might drag you back in, and I fear you’ve become too soft for what is coming.”

      “My choices are my own, Dagrun. You believe my daughter’s disappearance might have something to do with this war you fear?”

      Her face twitched, a flicker of emotion quickly suppressed. “I cannot say for certain, but if your daughter is a scholar of the stamfar, it stands to reason.”

      “Tell me.”

      One of the dark shapes emerged from the forest, eyes glowing in the dark. A shadow wolf. Darker than spilled ink, its eyes watched them for a long time, intelligent and fierce.

      Eventually, it retreated to the woods and Dagrun spoke. “It’s Damion.”

      Hakon swore softly.

      “He’s become obsessed with the stamfar. If the rumors are true, he believes that their power can be his. He’s building a movement, larger than anything we’ve seen since the rebellion. I’m not sure whether to call it a cult or a state. And he’s become frightfully strong.”

      “Why do you believe it will come to war?”

      “His ambition is boundless, and he continues Torsten’s work. When the dust settled after the rebellion, he rebuilt Aysgarth, where he now reigns unchallenged. I don’t believe he will stop until the empire is reborn and he has enough power to challenge Isira.”

      “She hasn’t stopped him?”

      Dagrun shook her head. “She hasn’t. I don’t know if it’s because she has a soft spot for the boy, or if she’s that committed to her oath of not interfering with the affairs of the world. As far as I’ve heard, you’re the last person who’s seen her.”

      The revelation made him take a step back. That had been over forty years ago.

      Surprising as the fact was, though, it was only a distraction from what Hakon really cared about. “You believe my daughter got caught up in this?”

      “I hear rumors of digs and expeditions, attempts to pull the past from the grave the stamfar buried it in. Say what you will about Damion’s ambitions, but he has become a great patron of the scholars, even if few of them know it. Much of our new knowledge is due to his influence. Who knows, he might even be the one who saves humanity.”

      “You don’t really believe that.”

      “I don’t. But I’m old enough to know that I don’t know anything. It’s not my battle anymore.”

      He wondered at that. “If he’s continuing Torsten’s work—” He left the rest unspoken.

      She gestured back at the village. “He’s approached me several times.”

      He noticed the sudden tension in her voice. Between the story of her past and what he knew of the events of the day, he realized the source of her fear. “You stand against him by creating this refuge.”

      She nodded.

      Dagrun’s change beggared belief. When they’d last met, she had been one of Torsten’s staunchest allies. “Why?”

      “Freedom.” She looked over her village, the pride obvious on her face. “Damion promises us the world, but the price is endless obedience, enforced at all costs.” She shivered. “He’s sent me parts of friends, of kolma who fought him. Every year, there are fewer of us to stand against him. And as his strength grows, fewer yet who have any chance against him.”

      Dagrun wasn’t one to exaggerate her claims. If she was that worried about Damion, the fear was reasonable. And Cliona might be involved.

      “Do you have any idea where my daughter might be?”

      “West. Most likely near one of the buried stamfar artifacts.”

      “Do you know their locations?”

      “No, but Solveig might, and she’s not far.”

      Hakon swore.

      “She was one of your band.” Dagrun’s remark was half a statement and half a question.

      “None of them have reached out to me since I was woken, and I never tried to contact them.”

      “The band is no more?”

      Hakon grunted, realizing the weakness he’d inadvertently revealed. But he had a guest’s protection, and he believed they were no longer enemies. He found Dagrun’s company pleasant, his first interaction devoid of pretenses since Sera had died. It reminded him of all that he missed. “They never forgave me,” he admitted.

      “I’m sorry,” Dagrun said. “Will you go to Solveig?”

      “I suppose I have little choice,” Hakon said. “Where is she?”

      “She’s one of the head scholars at Vispeda.”

      Hakon’s eyes narrowed. “She is?”

      “For many years now.”

      “Vispeda is the academy that supported my daughter.”

      “A coincidence?”

      Hakon shrugged. “I doubt it.”

      After a few seconds, Dagrun reached out and grabbed his arm, surprising him. “Would you consider returning here, once you’ve found your girl?”

      Hakon frowned. “I hadn’t planned to.”

      “Would you consider it? With your strength, we might stand together against Damion.”

      A knot formed in Hakon’s stomach. “If what you say is true, my strength may no longer be sufficient.”

      She looked puzzled at that. Her eyes went to the hand on his arm. “Don’t you feel it?”

      “What?”

      “That you’ve grown so much stronger over the years.”

      Hakon shook his head. “I’ve barely used teho in decades.”

      She let go of his arm. “If you continue down this path, you will, and I think it will surprise you. We’re all much stronger. But Damion has improved even more than the rest of us.”

      Hakon took a deep breath and looked around the forest and at the life Dagrun had created for herself. It was rare for the space between them not to be filled with bared steel.

      He liked the change.

      Which made his choice even more painful. “I’m sorry, Dagrun. All I want is my daughter safe. My wars are all in the past.”

      His words struck her like punches. Her shoulders dropped and her eyes fell to her feet.

      Part of Hakon grieved for his old enemy. He would help if he could, but Cliona was all that mattered. He’d made an oath over her crib to keep her safe, and that was one he never planned on breaking.

      Dagrun gestured toward the ladder. “I am sorry, too, Hakon. I understand your desire, but it’s naive. You hope for peace, but war is gathering at your doorstep, and there is no hiding from it. As Damion grows more powerful, he will come for you, and your pacifism won’t protect you from his bloody sword.”
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