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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I recently read a series in which the author introduced each new book with a brief retelling of the events in previous volumes. The stated purpose was to avoid forcing characters into recounting situations from previous books in awkward and unnecessary scenes. After listening to reviews from my wonderful advance readers, I’ve done the same here.

      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 has started a new, more peaceful life with his late wife and now-grown daughter.

      His daughter, Cliona, has left home and has been studying and living 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. However, she recently 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, a 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 is working at an archaeological site, led by a cantankerous older scholar from her academy. They seek the home of a famous stamfar, 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 fiancee.

      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 come with him to Aysgarth, where she can study the ancient texts, searching for references to an object lost long ago. She agrees to go, and Zachary accompanies them.

      Back in the six states, Hakon suspects his daughter has gotten entangled with 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 it. Damion had them killed to prevent word of his efforts 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 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 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 there is something strange surrounding the events of Cliona’s death. She takes Cliona’s body for safekeeping. The band was victorious once again, but at a cost much higher than anyone was prepared to pay.
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      When Sigurd looked west, all he saw was freedom. That goal kept his spirits high, even when the wild tried to bury his dreams in mud.

      He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply through his nose. Scents of wet grasses and meadow flowers mixed with the far less pleasant odors of tired humans and exhausted horses. Behind them, to the east, a low rumble of thunder accompanied the constant flickering lightning that illuminated the bottoms of dark clouds. From a distance, the rain looked gentle, a gray veil that dropped from cloud to grass.

      It hadn’t sounded so gentle as it pounded on the shield Gleb had formed for them. The old vilda had complained, but Sigurd had insisted. The party was near to breaking, their morale as low as Sigurd had seen it since they’d left Vispeda. Getting soaked was a small inconvenience, but sheltering under Gleb’s shield had brought weak smiles to weary faces. Once they stopped for the night and Gleb enjoyed an extra mug of ale as thanks, the vilda’s complaints would fade, too.

      Unfortunately, Gleb hadn’t been able to protect the rest of the land from the storm. The caravan’s pace, decent through most of the day, slowed to a crawl. Heavy wagons sank in mud, and the horses, already tired from countless miles, struggled to pull them farther.

      Sigurd pulled out his maps and grimaced. He’d hoped to make it to a small settlement by nightfall, but the sun already approached the horizon. They would be hard-pressed to set up camp before dark, much less cover the six or seven miles that remained between them and the settlement.

      Gerd motioned for him from the wagon. He angled his horse toward his wife, soon riding close enough they could speak softly without being overheard. “You’ll be setting up camp tonight, then?” she asked.

      Sigurd glanced again toward the sun, relentlessly marching toward the conclusion of the day. Then he nodded. Gerd spent even more time with the maps than he did. She understood the situation. “Any thoughts on where we might stop?”

      “There’s a spot marked on one of your maps from a previous caravan. A clearing near a bend in a stream. We’ll have fresh water, and maybe even fish.”

      Sigurd didn’t remember any such camp, but he didn’t doubt Gerd. These days, his attention was torn between a dozen competing problems at any time. Wagons fell apart. Horses got injured or were pushed too hard. Families within the caravan argued with one another over meaningless details.

      But soon, this too would pass. One more week, and then they’d reach their new home.

      The thought brought a smile to his face. He’d have just as many problems there, but he’d be free, in control of his own fate. No more taxes to authorities who then wasted his coin. No more haggling on prices that continued to rise.

      It would just be them against the wild.

      He didn’t delude himself into thinking it would be easy. But there was a purity to that struggle that day-to-day living in Vispeda lacked. Out there, life would be as simple as survival.

      “Sigurd!” Gerd snapped.

      He blinked and brought himself to the present. More often, now, he’d found his attention wandering. Like the others, he was tired, and his thoughts sought refuge in pleasant dreams of the future. If he was to experience that future, though, he needed to focus on solving problems now. One at a time, beginning with where to camp.

      If Gerd believed it a good spot, that was enough for him. “Where?”

      She pointed northeast. “Maybe half a mile.”

      He tipped the brim of his hat toward her. “My thanks, love.”

      She waved him off, and he nudged his horse toward the front of the caravan. He spoke briefly with the scouts, and the caravan turned, like an oversized snake crawling through the grass.

      Gerd spoke true. As the edges of the sun kissed the horizon they came upon evidence of an earlier camp. Blackened and cleared dirt was evidence of a past cook fire, and a lazy stream softly babbled fifty paces to the north.

      Tired or not, the travelers prepared camp in short order. Most settled for sleeping in their wagons, but a few tents went up around the wide circle. One family started a fire, responsible for the meal tonight. Sigurd supervised the preparations, but in truth, there was little to do. They’d performed the same routine nearly every night for the past four weeks. He and Gerd chose to sleep in their wagon, so he lent his strength to any family that needed help with preparing shelter.

      Gleb sought him out before long. “Wards tonight?”

      That Gleb even asked the question kindled Sigurd’s anger. The vilda was making enough money from escorting this caravan that he would be able to drown his memories in whole caskets of ale when he returned to Vispeda. But he still argued against too many of Sigurd’s demands. Of course they needed wards. The wilds never rested, and neither could they. It was why they’d hired the vilda in the first place.

      Sigurd bit back his retort. Though he’d never admit it out loud to anyone besides his wife, he understood Gleb well enough. The vilda had been a soldier, like Sigurd, but had served for much, much longer. Tehoin were too useful to be discharged early.

      He’d seen the same in some of the other soldiers who served for years. Prolonged service in the armies could sap a warrior’s will if they weren’t able to find a deeper purpose. Soldiers fought against bandits, against the wilds, and sometimes, against neighboring states. But they were always fighting, or marching to a fight, or training for a fight. It wore a person down, planted exhaustion somewhere deep in the bones, where it never left. He was glad he’d gotten out as early as he had. Gleb hadn’t. If the vilda had no greater goals than seeking answers in the bottoms of countless cups, Sigurd wouldn’t judge the man.

      But he would ensure the terms of their contract were carried out. “Wards tonight,” he confirmed. “Full ring.”

      Gleb’s eyes flashed, but the older man’s exhaustion snuffed it out fast enough. “Yes, sir.” He shuffled off to begin his work.

      Sigurd watched him retreat, then returned to his own tasks. Before long, the camp was ready, the food was cooking, and the families were relaxing around the fire. The clouds cleared, revealing the constellations that had been Sigurd’s companions no matter how far he traveled.

      After the meal finished, the families turned, one by one, to their shelters. Their first nights, they had brought out instruments and told stories. But as the days turned into weeks, there were fewer entertainments around the nightly fire. Sigurd didn’t feel the urge to sleep quite yet and contented himself with ensuring the others retired safely for the evening.

      Gleb remained up, too, his mug of ale not quite finished. The two former warriors watched the last of the coals slowly burn down, each lost in their own thoughts. Gleb finished his ale with one powerful swig, belched, then stood up. “Going to check the wards once more before I retire.”

      “Thank you,” Sigurd said. The others had been leery about hiring Gleb. The man’s reputation as a drunk was well known around Vispeda. But other caravans kept hiring him, and Sigurd had found no fault with the vilda’s work. He complained enough for five travelers, but he followed orders, and a lifetime of soldiering had driven good habits into him. Gleb never drank more than two mugs of ale a night, which he handled with ease. He always double-checked his wards, and as far as Sigurd knew, none of the wards had failed yet.

      Sigurd climbed into his wagon and lay down in the small space reserved for him. Gerd was still awake. She entwined her hand with his and gave it a squeeze. “Not much longer,” she said.

      “A good thing, too.”

      She squeezed his hand again. “You’ve done well to get us this far. If this is the worst we experience, we should count ourselves lucky.”

      His wife was right, of course. Sigurd knew he was self-critical. There was always something he could do better, and leading this caravan was no exception. He’d made dozens of mistakes, and those were only the ones he knew about. But no one had died, and they’d made consistent progress west. They’d done well, and other caravans hadn’t been so lucky. The wilds were particularly vicious this year.

      If Sigurd had one worry about Gleb, it was that the tehoin was only vilda. A nelja would have been better, but such strong warriors were almost impossible to find, and came with an appropriately high price. Sigurd and the others would have had to save for years to afford one.

      Gerd snuggled closer against him, and he ran his hand up and down her back. When they built their new home, they would try for a child.

      Sigurd smiled and felt his eyelids grow heavy.

      The air flickered, an unnatural red light, banishing any thoughts of sleep.

      Sigurd sat up and threw off his covers. Gerd complained about the cold air and wrapped the blankets tighter around her. “What is it?”

      “Something’s testing the wards. I’ll go see what it is.”

      Sigurd clambered out of the wagon. The night was cool enough he could see his breath. The wards flashed red again, and this time, Sigurd saw where the light had originated. He crossed the circle of wagons and hurried to the western edge of their camp.

      He was surprised to find Gleb there. The vilda crouched close to the ground, his eyes focused. Sweat beaded down his forehead. His lips moved, but no sound escaped.

      Sigurd let him finish the new ward. He looked out and saw the corpses of two small foxes. They’d fallen dead almost on top of one another.

      Movement in the distance caught his eye. Shadows danced in the tall grass. He leaned forward and squinted. For a heartbeat, all was quiet. The shadows settled, and Sigurd doubted he’d ever seen anything.

      Then a fox burst from the grass, followed by another, then another. Within the space of one sharp intake of breath, a whole skulk charged at him.

      Despite knowing he was protected by Gleb’s wards, Sigurd flinched away.

      The foxes charged without a sound, as though they were spirits on the wind. The first fox hit the wards mid-stride, in the exact place the two foxes already lay dead. Gleb’s ward flashed red, bright against the dark of the night sky. The fox died, killed by the teho contained within the ward.

      Their leader’s fate did nothing to deter the others. One after another, the foxes slammed into the wards. Red flickered like lightning as the wards endured the beating.

      Sigurd took a step back. Rumors of similar events were whispered in taverns back in Vispeda, but he’d never believed the tales. Fox after fox died, and Gleb clutched at his skull, groaning. His forehead dripped with sweat, and his cheeks were more flushed than they were after several mugs of ale.

      The attack ended as silently as it started. More than a dozen foxes lay piled on top of one another. The last ones in the line had jumped over their dead brethren to sacrifice their lives uselessly against the wards.

      Gleb’s wards held.

      Sigurd kneeled next to the vilda. “Are you hurt?”

      Gleb shook his head but didn’t let go of it. He rocked back and forth. Sigurd stood, not sure what course of action was best. Was this it, or did the wild have more surprises lying in wait?

      He fell back on his military training. When in doubt, extra caution was never a poor choice. They would establish watches throughout the night. Several in the caravan were proficient in the bow, and there was at least one other former soldier who could be trusted not to accidentally stab herself with a sword.

      He turned back to the circle of wagons, but was stopped before he could advance more than a step.

      It wasn’t a sight or sound that froze him in place, but a feeling. All the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up and his stomach twisted in watery knots. He almost fell to his knees. His breath came in ragged gasps.

      He turned, somehow certain what he would see, but unable to believe his own eyes.

      Far off in the distance, still miles away, a small shadow passed in front of the stars.

      Sigurd gripped the hilt of his sword with his left hand. He tried to shout, “To arms,” but his voice came out as a hoarse whisper.

      What did any of their efforts matter? Even if they were all nelja, their fate was sealed.

      The shadow grew larger.

      Beside him, Gleb cried out in agony. His rocking intensified.

      Sigurd wouldn’t die like that. He cursed the world and his time on it, but he would die with a sword in his hands and his friends by his side. He stood straight, cleared his throat, and shouted, “To arms!”

      He repeated the call until the whole camp was awake. Men, women, and children stumbled out of tents and wagons. Bows were pulled taut. Swords emerged from sheaths. They formed up on Sigurd, but hadn’t yet sensed the danger.

      Gerd stood next to him, kitchen knife in her hand. “What is it?” she asked, loud enough for all to hear.

      Sigurd couldn’t bring himself to say the words. He hoped he walked in a dream, and feared that if he spoke, his nightmares would be made real. He pointed his own bared steel toward the sky.

      The shadow had grown. It looked far too large to fly, and yet it soared through the air with an ease a hawk would envy.

      Some in the caravan gasped. Others began offering prayers to the stamfar.

      Gerd reached for Sigurd’s hand. He took it, disappointed in all the days they would no longer have together.

      The dragon’s course never wavered. It came straight for them, swooping down low as it approached. It raced across the prairie, the force of its passing flattening every blade of grass. Enormous jaws opened, revealing rows of sharp teeth. It roared, and the sound of a hundred thunderclaps pummeled Sigurd’s ears.

      His strength, forged over a lifetime of battle and training, fled. A lone arrow shot into the sky but fell pitifully short of the beast.

      The dragon hit Gleb’s wards, which flashed red once and vanished. Sigurd ducked as the jaws snapped at him. They closed instead on the families standing behind him. He heard the wet sound of teeth rending flesh, bone, and viscera.

      The monster passed them in the blink of an eye. Sigurd fell, slammed to the ground by the wind. Bodies tumbled, screams carried away by the force of the gale.

      Sigurd blinked. It took him several moments to understand he still lived. He rolled over and forced himself up onto hands and knees. Gerd was nowhere to be found. Long gouges had been carved in the ground to either side of him.

      The caravan was no more. One pass from the dragon had wiped out a year of planning and preparation. People were missing, and the wagons were in pieces, the physical reminders of their lives scattered in every direction.

      His heart still beat, though, and his limbs still served his command. Hope remained, slim as it was. They could recover from this.

      Howls came from behind him.

      Sigurd turned.

      At first, they looked like wolves, but that assumption was quickly dispelled. They were too large and too dark. And there were dozens of them. Without Gleb’s wards, the settlers had no chance.

      Sigurd closed his eyes and prayed that he would meet Gerd on the other side of the gates.
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      Hakon blinked as he and Ari appeared in the middle of a field. He let go of his friend’s hand, and together they began the search. A bird had arrived that morning, sent from a settlement far to the northwest of Vispeda. A caravan had been expected but had never shown up. Eventually, the news had reached Solveig, as all news in Vispeda did, and she’d asked Hakon and Ari to investigate.

      The two worked quickly, falling into familiar habits. This was far from the first caravan that had gone missing in the past few months. Ari’s ability to transport was invaluable, as it allowed them to search vast distances quickly.

      The assassin could have done the work alone, but Hakon had needed something to distract his attention, and it did make sense for Ari to bring company.

      Hakon held out little hope they would find the caravan alive and well. Not after what he’d seen so far this year. The wild was pushing back, and humanity lacked the strength to fight.

      They found the evidence of the dragon before long, eliminating Hakon’s last slim hope they might find survivors. They followed the flattened grass and came upon the remains of the caravan.

      Hakon walked slowly through the scene, giving his eyes time to notice any small details that might shed light on how, exactly, the caravan had perished. The ground had been soft during the attack, allowing Hakon to easily note the various tracks. The information helped little, though. What he really desired was one witness, one person who could speak to the events of that tragic night. Alas, every single soul had passed through to the other side of the gates.

      Ari walked parallel to him, half a dozen paces to Hakon’s right. They came upon the marks left by the dragon’s talons. Hakon compared them to others he’d seen recently.

      “Same one?” Ari asked.

      Hakon shrugged. “Size seems right.” But that alone didn’t serve as sufficient evidence. They needed survivors to confirm or deny their guesses.

      The pair of friends continued through the carnage, only stopping when they reached the center of where the wagons had been circled. Even those had been torn down. Splinters of wood lay everywhere. Axles that had endured hundreds of miles of travel were broken as though they were twigs. Shreds of the heavy canvas that had once covered the wagons flapped in the wind.

      Only blood and the occasional bone remained. The wild had devoured the bodies. Hakon spotted eight types of predators in the tracks, and there may have been more. One type of track surprised him more than the others. He frowned as he looked up to Ari. “Aren’t we beyond the range of shadow wolves?”

      “Two years ago, I would have said so,” Ari answered. He came over to confirm Hakon’s discovery. “These days, I wouldn’t be surprised to see a shadow wolf in Mioska.”

      Hakon snorted at the thought of one of the terrifying creatures strolling down the streets of the continent’s largest city. He repeated the question Ari had asked him. “Do you think it’s the same one?”

      “I hope so. Otherwise it means we have more than one hunting these lands.”

      Hakon let an exasperated sigh escape. He was tired of questions that had no answers. So, he asked one that did. “How many tehoin were with this caravan?”

      “One vilda. An old, retired soldier named Gleb. Competent enough.” The assassin left the rest unspoken. No matter how competent the former soldier might have been, it didn’t matter much when faced with the overwhelming power of a dragon.

      “Not enough to attract a dragon on his own, then.”

      “Probably not,” Ari agreed. “The dragon would have had to be directly overhead to care, and we know that wasn’t the case.” He gestured toward the wide swath of grasses bent and broken by the dragon’s passing.

      A familiar storm of emotions rose in Hakon’s gut, the same feelings he’d been battling for months now. He clenched his jaw and let his hand drift up to his chest, where a necklace hung.

      He wanted to shout at the sky. Tear something apart with his bare hands. He wanted to know that what he was doing mattered. That he wasn’t wasting his breath. That somehow, his days and efforts brought him closer to answers.

      Closer to her.

      Unfortunately, life wasn’t in the habit of making such guarantees. He was as confused and as lost as the day he’d carried his daughter’s still body from the ruins of the temple in Husavik.

      Eight months had passed. Seasons had come and gone, and the six states had celebrated the new year. In that time, he’d crisscrossed the continent, usually transported by Ari. He’d pillaged the libraries of a dozen academies. He’d learned plenty, but he’d answered nothing. If anything, he had more questions now than he did then.

      Ari noted his frustration. They’d fought side-by-side for decades. Even if they hadn’t, little escaped the assassin’s notice. His friend was kind enough not to say anything, though. Ari walked farther afield, giving Hakon space.

      A simple enough gesture, but one Hakon silently thanked his friend for. He looked to the sky and closed his eyes. He evened out his breath, counting the heartbeats of both his inhale and exhale. Grief had been a constant companion long before Cliona’s death, and he knew how to push forward.

      Once he felt solid again, he opened his eyes. Ari had wandered to the west side of the camp and gestured for Hakon to join him.

      He trudged through the site of the massacre. A pile of dead foxes lay undisturbed at Ari’s feet. The predators of the wild had eaten and scavenged every other scrap of meat in three hundred yards, but the foxes remained untouched. A small shiver ran up Hakon’s spine.

      This wasn’t how the wild behaved. Food was never wasted.

      Ari kneeled and hovered his hand above the creatures. “Killed by wards,” he said.

      “All in the same place,” Hakon added.

      He let his eyes wander the horizon. He and Ari were alone out here, and Hakon had long since outgrown his fear of the wild. Certainly, there were creatures that could harm him, but they were few and far between. Still, he felt uneasy as he stood next to the foxes.

      Ari stood. “It’s just as Zachary reported.”

      Hakon nodded. It wasn’t that he doubted the young man’s account. The boy had spent many of the last eight months on the frontier, seeking his own answers around Cliona’s death, and by all accounts, had acquitted himself well. But the reports he’d returned with portended terrible times ahead.

      There was little else for them to learn here. The foxes had probably attacked first, but the vilda’s wards held. Then the dragon came, followed by the rest of the wild. The caravan never had a chance.

      “Ready to return?” Ari asked.

      The resignation in Ari’s voice lit Hakon’s frustration on fire. He clenched his fists. “What do we do, Ari?” He swept his hand across the scene they’d just explored. “There’s so few of us left, and there’s no will in humanity for the fight that is coming. If this is a harbinger of what’s to come…” His voice trailed off.

      Ari didn’t flinch away from Hakon’s outburst. “I often feel the same,” he admitted, “but I hold onto hope.”

      “How?” Hakon had been holding onto the thinnest strands of hope for months now, and his grip was failing.

      “The five of us are back together, and Isira hasn’t killed us yet. That’s one miracle already.”

      Hakon’s anger fizzled away at Ari’s stolid answer. He cracked a grin.

      The assassin turned serious. “Solveig has dozens of the best minds in the six states seeking answers. All of us are doing what we can. Even Zachary saved a settlement on the frontier, and he can barely form a shield.” Ari paused. Had the assassin been a different type of man, Hakon imagined he would have come closer and put his hand on Hakon’s shoulder. But Ari wasn’t one for reassuring contact. “It looks bleak. Hell, it is bleak. But we’ll fight. It’s what we’ve always done.”

      “Fight until we fall?” Hakon asked. It was a saying Irric had once been fond of.

      “Fight until we fall,” Ari agreed.
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      Zachary sat in a tavern, watching the street through the window next to his seat. Perhaps it was just him, but the streets of Vispeda seemed quieter than in his memories. People smiled less. Mothers, fathers, and children scurried from one errand to the next, eager to return to the imagined safety of their homes.

      Or, he thought as he took a long swig of his ale, he was simply in a bad mood.

      The sun was close to setting by the time he saw them, and Zachary felt the three ales already in his stomach. He didn’t leave the tavern, preferring to remain unobserved.

      They were in worse shape than he’d feared. Their uniforms barely looked like they deserved the title. Most were stained, blood and mud obscuring the light blue that represented the honor of the army.

      Zachary clenched his mug of ale tight enough that his knuckles turned white. Those who remained in the streets had full view of the army’s defeat. The soldiers walked with their heads down, their shoulders slumped. A full unit had left, fifty trained warriors sent out to battle the wild. By his estimation, only thirty or so had returned, and at least another ten of those were injured enough to require serious care.

      Someone, years ago, had decided to locate the barracks near the center of the growing city. Useful, perhaps, while the unit’s main occupation was protecting the young settlement. But now their primary responsibility was to sortie out into the wilds, to protect new settlements and beat back the predators that threatened humanity’s advance. A wiser magistrate would have built new barracks near the edge of Vispeda, giving their soldiers easier access to the wilds and saving their troops from this humiliating return.

      Word would spread, as it always did.

      Zachary finished the last of his fourth ale with one quick swig. He wanted a fifth. The ale put his busy mind to rest, allowing him to pass peacefully at night into the realm of dreams. The thoughts that tormented him from sunrise to sunset seemed less important after a few drinks.

      But that was a dangerous path. He pressed his hands against the table and pushed himself to standing. He left both hands planted for another moment to ensure he wouldn’t fall. Once he was confident in his balance, he left the tavern, following the same route the army had just taken.

      Their procession cast a pall over the city. Those still walking the streets were quiet, their eyes downcast. Few spoke of it, but everyone knew what these returns meant.

      The mood on the streets improved once Zachary turned onto a different route. It wasn’t quite the boisterous atmosphere he remembered from his earlier days at the academy, but it was still a sight better than the main thoroughfare. The taverns were doing a brisk business. Young academics and merchants drank and debated. Once, those had been two of Zachary’s most enjoyable pastimes.

      He walked past them all, feeling like a stranger in the place he’d called home for years. He came to the short walls of the academy and passed through the main gate. Once on the other side, the feeling of being a stranger grew even stronger. Despite the lateness of the hour, scholars still prowled the grounds, noses stuck deep in obscure texts.

      Such study had never been his way, and he’d once looked down on his peers for their obsession with knowledge. He shook his head, amazed at how foolish he’d once been. Cliona’s passion for translating stamfar texts had been the first arrow to pierce his comfortable worldview. Then he’d seen gods battle over ancient knowledge and watched the wild attack in ways that shouldn’t be possible.

      His sense of superiority had long since crumbled to dust. Strength couldn’t save them, at least not any strength he could imagine. Humanity’s refuge from the advancing storm would be the knowledge they acquired. Unfortunately, if the conflict to come was to be decided by learning, Zachary was striding onto the battlefield less prepared than the soldiers who had just returned to Vispeda.

      He ran his left hand through his hair, which reminded him he needed to get his hair trimmed soon. More and more recently, he’d found his thoughts turning down dark paths. He wished he felt more optimistic, but after months in the wild, he couldn’t summon the feeling. Optimism had become nearly synonymous with delusion.

      He had rooms within these walls, and he was more grateful to the academics than ever before, but this still wasn’t home. He didn’t belong here. The band was gracious enough to him, thanks to his brief relationship with Cliona, but he was no more one of them than he was an academic.

      He wasn’t strong enough to fight, nor smart enough to study. So how did he help?

      His reverie was interrupted by a scholar he’d noticed standing watch near the front gates. When he’d passed her a few moments ago, she’d been engrossed in study, but now her footsteps pounded behind him. “Zachary!” she called.

      He didn’t recognize her, which meant she’d probably arrived at the academy within the past year. She wouldn’t look up to meet his eyes. “Solveig sent me to keep watch for you. She wanted you to visit as soon as you returned.”

      Message delivered, the girl scampered back to her studies. Zachary figured he wasn’t more than a few years older than her, but somehow that gap seemed a chasm.

      He didn’t particularly want to visit Solveig. There was only one reason why she would summon him. Once, he might have flouted such a request, flexing the power he imagined he held. Tonight, he just sighed and walked toward the administration building. Petyr manned the desk at the entrance, as he often did. The scholar tilted his head, indicating that Zachary was allowed to proceed. Zachary walked down the hallway behind Petyr, feeling a little like he was walking toward a hangman’s noose.

      When he entered Solveig’s study, she was buried deep in a stack of papers. Without looking up she said, “Close the door.”

      Zachary did, then took a seat across from her.

      Still focused on her work, she pulled out a drawer and retrieved a sealed envelope. She handed it to him without breaking her gaze from the papers before her. Zachary leaned forward and grabbed it, glancing at the familiar seal. He ripped the envelope open and read the missive quickly. Then he tossed it on her desk.

      Finally, she looked up. Her eyes looked tired. “I can’t keep lying to him forever. The only reason you’ve avoided him this long is because you’re never here for more than a few days before leaving again.”

      Zachary grimaced. Half a dozen retorts came to mind, but none of them were worthy of Solveig. “I don’t know what to do,” he confessed.

      “Would it be so bad to return?”

      “Even if my father speaks true about ending my exile,” Zachary made sure his tone indicated just how much he believed that, “I would be even less useful there than I am here.”

      “Having another ally at court would be useful for our aims,” Solveig argued.

      “Unless that ally is me. My father ensured that when I left, I renounced all claims to his position. I’m not even sure I’d be allowed to speak to the council. If anything, close association with me will turn my father’s alliance of magistrates against you.”

      “All the same, I can’t keep sheltering you. If your father finds out just how long I’ve misled him, we may very well lose what meager influence we have. You know we need every resource we can scrounge together.”

      “I know.” Zachary looked up and stared holes into the ceiling. “What do you think I should do?”

      “Honestly?”

      Zachary nodded.

      Solveig gestured to his father’s summons. “Answer it. Return home. You’re a grown man, Zachary, with no obligations save the ones you bind yourself with. You are more capable than you think, and I do not think you would be ignored if you returned to court.” She held up a hand to stop his protest. “Even if you decide to leave for the wilds once again, you’ll eventually need to confront your father.”

      Zachary managed a wan smile. “Here I was hoping that maybe you would send me on an expedition so far away even my father couldn’t reach me.”

      Solveig pushed the letter back toward him. “You know you have friends here, no matter what happens with your father. But this is a choice you need to make for yourself.” She glanced back down at the never-ending stack of papers on her desk. “Now, I need to return to work. Please let me know your decision once you’ve made it.”

      Zachary picked up the letter and envelope and left. Outside, the first stars were just beginning to appear, and as he’d done so many nights before, he looked to the skies for answers.

      And just like every other night, the sky refused to answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Hakon and Ari reported to Solveig as soon as they returned. She took the news like a broke merchant hearing all their debts were being called in. She didn’t even take notes, as was her custom.

      They finished their tale, and she leaned back in her chair. They sat in silence.

      Solveig clenched her fist, then realized what she had done. She opened it and shook it out, placing it deliberately on her desk. “We’re running out of options,” she said.

      Neither of the men spoke. The truth was written plainly for all to see.

      “I received a letter from Mioska’s council yesterday,” Solveig said. “They denied my request for more troops.”

      The refusal came as no surprise, but Hakon still grimaced. “What reason did they give?”

      “That academics have no right to request military support.”

      Hakon gripped the arm of his chair so tight he feared he might break it. “They would have answered more politely if they knew who you truly were.”

      Solveig shook her head. “I don’t think they would. Out east, the appetite for exploration wanes. They see the casualty lists from the local troops, and see little reason to risk lives for so little personal gain.”

      “Every step we get beat back by the wild is one step closer the wild approaches their precious cities.”

      “What do they care? They’re hundreds of miles away. Even if they did believe your claim, which they don’t, they’d feel no rush to act.” Solveig saw Hakon’s outburst building. “I know, it’s foolish, but it’s the world we live in.”

      Hakon growled. “They’re cowards.”

      “In their defense,” Ari pointed out, “if dragons are returning to the frontier, it doesn’t much matter if they send all their troops. Better the warriors remain out east until we know how to use them.”

      Silence enveloped them again. They’d done all they could since Husavik, but they still lost ground with every passing day. Hakon stood. They’d create no new strategy tonight. Solveig looked as though she was moments away from using the pile of papers on her desk as a pillow. He looked to Ari. “Would you mind one more transport tonight? To Meshell?”

      Ari shrugged. “Sure.” To Solveig, he said, “I’ll return soon. Then I’m going to force you to get some rest.”

      Solveig nodded, and Ari reached for Hakon’s hand. He took it, and they were gone.

      Hakon found himself in a pine forest, surrounded by trees almost as old as him.

      Ari pointed south. “The main road is about six hundred feet that way. If they’re still on schedule, they should be a few miles west of here tonight.”

      “Thanks. I’ll plan on accompanying them the rest of the way.”

      “See you in a few days, then,” Ari said. The man vanished, back to Solveig. Hopefully, he could get her to rest. Hakon forgot, sometimes, how much this mysterious campaign wore on all the others.

      He followed the direction Ari had pointed, and just as the assassin had promised, he came upon the road. He turned west and kept walking.

      Though he was hundreds of miles from where he and Sera had built their home together, this forest had much the same feel as that one. Exposed granite and gnarled roots poked through the soft carpet of pine needles, threatening a twisted ankle if he strolled too far off the road. Birds sang to one another, the distinctive call of a nearby owl louder than all the rest.

      He could have hurried, but treasured the time to himself. They were all wearing themselves out, running in circles. He let his mind wander, almost daring the wilds to attack him.

      Whether through coincidence or wisdom, though, nothing approached. It wasn’t more than an hour before he came upon the caravan. A younger woman was on watch, and he held his arms up as he approached to demonstrate that he meant no harm. He stopped just outside the line of wards. “Would you mind waking Meshell?” he asked the guard.

      The woman looked like he had asked her to put her head in the mouth of a shadow wolf. Which, Hakon supposed, he had. “Tell her it’s Hakon. She won’t be too angry at you.”

      “No need,” a voice said from behind the guard. Shadows shifted, and Meshell emerged. “I felt Ari transport in and out.” She smirked. “Care to test my wards for me?”

      “I’d really rather not.”

      Meshell approached her wards and unraveled the section in front of Hakon. He stepped through and she reformed them. “Any trouble here?” Hakon asked.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary. It’s been a quiet trip, thankfully. How about you?”

      Hakon glanced back to the woman, now watching them and trying to pretend like she wasn’t. “Perhaps we could go to your tent?”

      Meshell shot him a mischievous grin. “That’s quite forward of you.”

      Hakon fought the urge to roll his eyes.

      Meshell led him to her tent, a small construction at the edge of camp. She crawled in, and Hakon joined her. They lay down next to one another, and she rested her head on his arm. “What is it?”

      “Another caravan, quite a way south of here, was attacked yesterday. Ari and I investigated when it missed its rendezvous. Looks like it was a coordinated attack from the wilds, similar to the type of attack Zachary was telling us about.” He took a deep breath. “And a dragon was involved.”

      Meshell stiffened. “Her?”

      “I don’t think so. Hard to tell, but it seems like it was a bit smaller.”

      “Mathematics was never my strength, but by my count, that makes more than one dragon wandering around. And if there are two, there’s probably more.”

      “The thought had occurred to us as well.”

      Meshell swore. “Almost makes you wish we hadn’t spent so many years killing ourselves.”

      “Ari doesn’t believe humanity has the strength to repel the dragons again.”

      Meshell nodded. “It pains me to admit it, but I agree. I don’t know how many kolma remain, but it must be less than a dozen. And I’ve never heard of anyone less than a kolma killing a dragon. Hell, it takes several of us to even scratch one of the elders.” Meshell reached for Hakon’s right hand, resting on his chest.

      He squeezed her hand. “We’ll find a way.”

      “We better.”

      They allowed the sounds of the forest to wash over them. In time, Meshell’s breathing slowed and she fell asleep. Hakon absently ran his hand through her hair. How many nights had they once spent like this? Huddled together in a tent, unsure of what the dawn would bring?

      Some nights, when she slept in his arms, he dared to imagine a happy future for them. It was a new development for him, a sign, at least in his own mind, that he was beginning to move past the grief of Sera’s death.

      He couldn’t say if those imagined futures would ever come true. His betrayal remained a barrier between them, one he wasn’t sure Meshell wanted to fall.

      He knew his own mind, though. Whatever Meshell ultimately decided, Hakon wanted to spend the rest of his days fighting by her side. Never again would he break an oath.

      It was up to her to decide whether that was penance enough or not.

      He felt his own exhaustion pulling him closer to the realm of dreams. But just as he was about to drift off, the hairs on his arms stood on end. The ground beneath him quivered gently. He placed his palm on the ground and felt the subtle vibration. A force of unbelievable power approached.

      He shook Meshell awake.

      “What?” she asked, instantly alert.

      “We have company,” Hakon said.
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      The morning after his meeting with Solveig, Zachary woke up no closer to an answer. Despite her trust in his abilities, he didn’t believe his return home would make any meaningful difference to the band’s efforts. The rift between him and his father wasn’t the sort of argument that healed with time. Most days, Zachary was convinced that only blood could settle their differences.

      He couldn’t guess why his father stretched out his hand after all these years. It wasn’t in friendship, nor genuine reconciliation. If there was one constant in his father’s behavior, it was that he only acted out of self-interest. But Zachary hadn’t followed the news of events back home, especially in the past year, so he couldn’t say what motivated his father.

      Solveig was right about him needing to decide, though. He’d been fortunate to avoid his father’s long reach for this long. But the magistrate didn’t take “no” for an answer. If he continued to delay, Solveig and the academy would suffer as a result.

      No amount of sitting and thinking was going to solve his problem, so Zachary dressed and left the gates of the academy. He had no destination in mind. He wanted nothing more than to wander the streets and search for an answer.

      His feet carried him through places he knew well. The bright, cloudless sky mocked his dark mood. Children played in the alleys, shouting as they chased after one another. Zachary cracked a smile at their antics. He longed for the days of his youth and the lack of concern that made peace so much easier to grasp.

      Watching the children did inspire one idea. He could disappear. He could head out west one last time, putting everything behind him. There was a simplicity to the frontier that appealed to him, a lack of artifice. He’d acquitted himself well on his previous outings. Perhaps he hadn’t shifted the course of history. No one would sing songs about his deeds, as they did of the band. But he’d saved lives, and wasn’t that enough?

      Eventually, he found himself in front of his favorite tea house. He stepped out of the busy streets of Vispeda and into a tranquil room. His favorite table near a window was open, so he sat there.

      The owner’s daughter, a young girl of perhaps fourteen or fifteen years, waited on him almost immediately. “Your usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The girl scurried away, and Zachary watched the street. This tea house was a block off the nearest thoroughfare and almost always quiet. Only a handful of people passed by outside.

      The daughter came with the tea, setting a tray down gently before him. He thanked her and poured the first cup.

      He inhaled the aroma, letting the grassy, almost floral scent fill his nostrils. When he’d been a true student in Vispeda, the taverns had been the only places he frequented. But both ale and wine had lost most of their flavor. It was tea he craved, though he couldn’t say why. He took a sip and sighed in contentment.

      The front door to the teahouse opened, and Zachary’s eyes naturally traveled to the new arrival. He noted her physical characteristics first. Her hair was cut short, but like her eyes, was dark as a moonless night. She stood a few inches shorter than him, but the way she carried herself took his breath away. She had a presence he could feel as soon as she entered the room. The sword at her side looked like it belonged there, and he had little doubt as to her occupation.

      Her eyes met his, and she walked right to his table. “May I join you?”

      An odd request, what with the number of empty tables, but he wasn’t one to deny the requests of an attractive woman without cause.

      “Not sure I’ll be great company, but please.” He gestured to the empty chair across the table from him.

      She took the offered seat and waved away the owner’s daughter when she approached.

      “My name is Hel, and I’ve come here for you,” she said.

      Zachary barely managed not to choke on his tea. Such directness from a stranger was unusual, to say the least. “Why?”

      “I was one of Damion’s commanders,” she said. He swore he hadn’t yet seen her blink. “And we’d like you to join us.”

      He was glad he’d had the foresight not to continue drinking his tea. He certainly would have choked on it at that pronouncement. “Why would I ever do that?”

      “You’re vilda. You belong with us.”

      She said it as though she was telling a child the sky was blue. That the fact was so obvious anyone should be able to figure it out on their own.

      Once his surprise faded, though, the anger grew. He considered forming a teho sword and slashing at her right there. But if she had been a commander under Damion, she was almost certainly tehoin. She’d entered knowing full well he was a vilda. She was prepared for him.

      Besides, he didn’t want to see any harm come to this tea house. There were few peaceful places left in his life. No point in destroying one of them.

      “Damion kidnapped and then killed my friend. Why would you think I would ever come with you?”

      Hel looked as though she’d been waiting for just that question. “Because you don’t think she’s dead. Because you’re running around the frontier, risking your life in a desperate pursuit of purpose. And, finally, because if there are answers to the questions you’re asking, they are found in the libraries of Aysgarth.”

      Each point stabbed like a needle. “He killed her.”

      “And Hakon killed Damion. Unlike the band you spend your time with, I hope you can look beyond the events of the past. I’ll make no excuses for Damion. He did as you say. He was a man with a vision and the will to make that vision a reality. Though he is dead, his vision lives on.”

      “What vision?”

      “To save the world.”

      Zachary scoffed. “He was nothing more than a power-hungry kolma. He might have obscured his intent with noble words, but all he wanted was to rule.”

      “You speak as though you knew him.” Zachary didn’t miss the hint of anger in Hel’s response.

      He pushed harder. “I barely spoke with him. When I did, it was usually because he was blackmailing my sister, or threatening me. He was no different than the magistrates I grew up around.”

      Hel clenched her fist as she visibly struggled to master her emotions.

      Zachary gathered his teho, ready to strike.

      She stretched her neck and took a deep breath through her nose. Her hand relaxed. “How far would you go to save Cliona?”

      It was his turn to clench his fists.

      “Would you blackmail the conceited son of a magistrate? Would you fight those who stopped you? Or would you stick to your own illusions of nobility?” She leaned forward. “I know you look at me and believe that I cling to a mirage. But I look at you and see the same. You’ve been to the frontier. You know what’s happening. The wild is fighting back, and it’s defeating the six states. It doesn’t care if you’ve lived by some arbitrary rules you’ve adopted. This is a battle for our survival. Damion saw it earlier than anyone and tried to save us.”

      Hel leaned back. “I didn’t come to fight. You’re a skilled vilda, and after Damion’s death, our plans have changed. We no longer have any designs on the six states. We’ve focused our efforts in Aysgarth. We’re going to build a place where humans can finally live in peace. We could use you. In exchange, you would have access to some of the best scholars in the world. If anyone can figure out what happened to Cliona, it’s us.”

      Hel stood up.

      Something about this whole meeting struck Zachary as wrong. As she was about to leave, he figured out what it was. “You’ve clearly been watching me since Husavik. And I can’t believe you make this effort for every vilda you come across. Especially knowing I might go back and report everything to the band. Why me?”

      Her expression barely changed. Only a small flicker of emotion gave her away. He’d hit on something, and she was reevaluating him.

      “Two reasons,” she said, raising two fingers. “First, because the council that has taken Damion’s place in leading Aysgarth has been impressed by what they’ve seen of you. Word of your deeds has spread throughout the frontier, and you have more friends out west than you might think. The fact that you are a magistrate’s disowned son has appeal, as well. You represent a potential path to a more peaceful relationship with the six states.”

      “And two?”

      “We want to know what happened to Cliona almost as badly as you do.”

      He was out of his chair before he realized it. “If you think you can threaten her—“

      Hel didn’t back down an inch. “I never said that. I said we want to know what happened. Perhaps, if you join us, I’ll be at liberty to tell you why.”

      “How do I find you?”

      A smile flashed across her face. “I’m staying at an inn about a half-day’s walk west of here.” She gave him directions. “I’ll be there for another two days, and then my work will carry me into other parts of the six states. If you’d like to learn more, come there.”

      She left, and Zachary stared at her as she walked away. He released the teho he’d been preparing since she’d told him who she was.

      He collapsed back into his chair. Leaving everything behind and wandering the frontier had never sounded more appealing.

      But somehow, it looked like fate wouldn’t allow him the peace he so desperately sought.
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