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A mysterious young woman, an elven invasion, and the tokens of the High King 
Haldrek Rodreksson has known his entire life where his future lies and what is expected of him. But on the eve of battle, soothsayers show him three visions of a different future: a mysterious young woman, a new invasion, and theft of the High King’s tokens. Visions which make him question his future and that of his homeland, Lohikärra.
When the capital of Lohikärra falls, Haldrek’s world is thrown into disarray and he must scramble to keep the young woman from his visions safe.
Injured, weaponless, and with little support, will Haldrek be able to save the woman and change the visions he was given? Or will he, his homeland, and his loved ones fall to their enemies?
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  Chapter one

The bowstring cutting into my fingertips distracted me from my pain. I focused on the center of the target and relaxed my shoulders, loosing the arrow. It hit with a solid thud and I smiled for a brief moment. At least I could control  this part of my life.
I pulled another arrow from the sheath and glanced out of the corner of my eye at the maidservant whose job it was to keep me company. A so-called perk of being the High Queen. I was never, ever, alone. Whether I wanted to be alone was another story. I didn’t begrudge the girl—she was doing her job—but it didn’t mean I enjoyed having an audience for nearly every moment of my life either.
The arrow flew as I released it and I took a deep breath. Grabbing another one, my hand brushed against someone else’s right behind me. Spinning around, I pulled out my last arrow and handled it more like a dagger, pointing it at the person in defense. 
Haldrek put his hands up and smiled as I relaxed, sheathing the arrow. That’s why my maidservant had been silent. Haldrek had picked up a habit of sneaking up behind me and loving on me since we’d gotten married. I loved it—most days. 
The servants knew better than to interrupt.
But today had turned out to be a lousy, horrible day and it was still early morning. The sun had only just risen over the mountains in the east. I sank my head into Haldrek’s chest and let the tears I’d been holding back flow. His gambeson could take the wetness.
“I was looking for you,” he whispered, his face burrowing into my hair. “If you’re here…” He hesitated. “Did it come again?”
“Yes.” I laughed bitterly. “My period started again this morning.”
“I’m sorry. We’ll keep trying. My men are still searching for Rorik. He will pay for what he’s done. I promise.”
I hated that I was crying right now. But my emotions kept crashing around inside of me like waves on the coast. My gift of shifting between the Realm of the Living and the Realm of Ghosts had turned into a curse. Nightmares plagued me nearly every night, leaving me exhausted. Now that my father was in Mirroth, there wasn’t anyone within the Realm of Ghosts to aid me when Rorik would inevitably drag me there. Being a necromancer meant he had powers like mine. Only more sinister. His skills had been honed through practice, while mine were still instinctual. And he used his ability to shift between realms to torment me on a regular basis.
“I’m afraid, Haldrek. Part of me wants to get pregnant again. But if I do…” My throat squeezed tight at the thought. I didn’t think I could handle what I’d gone through again. Even when Rorik wasn’t tormenting me in the Realm of Ghosts, I still had nightmares about what had happened months ago. I felt guilty, wondering if my fears were preventing me from getting pregnant again. As illogical as it seemed, it could be possible. There were a lot of illogical things that were normal here.
“You’re afraid that Rorik will take away any other children you may carry?” His voice was quiet enough that only he and I could hear his words.
I nodded. The memory of the dream where I had fought Rorik and lost, only to wake up to agonizing pain and more blood than I could imagine, still seared itself into my mind on a regular basis. I couldn’t tell anyone, except Haldrek, about my fears and the emotions I was feeling. There was no one I truly trusted here in Drattüjert. Haldrek had mentioned talking to Mattie, but I was reluctant even with her. Not that she wouldn’t be sympathetic, but she had her hands full with being the Thegn of Andrattür and her own newborn child. So I struggled, alone. As much as Haldrek tried to comfort me, there was little he could do to fight off the terror that Rorik sent my way.
“I’m also afraid.” I hesitated. “What if I can’t have any more kids? What if Rorik’s magic did something to me—” There had been rumors spreading across the palace. Questions about whether or not Haldrek and I could have children. I let out a sob that shook me. Haldrek’s hug grew tighter.
“I don’t think he did. The healers and Rhaegos both said—“
“I know what they said. They said I would be fine. That my body would heal, but it would take time. But I also hear rumors. From the other women at court here.” I pulled away and looked up at Haldrek. “They all think I’m barren and that Lohikärra is going to be plunged to chaos as soon as something happens to either of us. And of course Kamira is using that as a reason to say that I shouldn’t be High Queen. That I am an infertile half-breed.”
Haldrek sighed, irritation evident in his body language. This wasn’t the first time I’d mentioned his cousin’s antics. While it was normal for thegns to send family members to court on their behalf, neither Haldrek nor I knew why Raynord had sent his granddaughter to Drattüjert on his behalf. Not when there were other family members of his who could speak for him.
“I can talk to Kamira and Raynord once more. Reprimand her again and remind her of her place. Tell him she is being disruptive. But there isn’t much more that I can do beyond that. Raynord chose her and even as the High King, I can’t force him to choose another. For now, at the very least, ignore her. She’s an immature girl who knows less about court manners than she thinks.”
“I know. But it still hurts.” My abdomen tightened again with more cramps and I leaned into Haldrek, trying to ignore the aches.
“I have some good news. While my men haven’t found Rorik yet, they know roughly where he is. I received word yesterday he was seen holed up in the mountains of Etelaranikä. It’s a remote part of Lohikärra, but that means he’s cornered. Physically, at least.”
“It’s also in his backyard.” I pulled myself closer to Haldrek, using the pressure of his body against mine to soothe me. The scent of honey and woodsmoke clung to him and calmed my mind as my body relaxed. 
“It is. But my spies also tell me the people of Etelaranikä are suffering. I’ve sent gifts to aid them. Food, drink, cloth. All to help them while their thegn-heir has abandoned them. And I’ve made sure they know who those gifts are from.”
I smiled. That had the potential for good. Maybe even make the Etelaranikäns rise up against Rorik. Not that I blamed them if they were still terrified of him. “Any other good news?” I asked, my cramps lessening for a moment.
“Bjorn’s son Kotkel has said that his father is open to pledging his fealty to me. As has Drifa Kiimaami with her husband.”
The idea of thegns who had sided with Gustav having people at Drattüjert still irritated and confused me. I didn’t trust the four hersirs who spoke for those thegns, but Haldrek said it was wise. Something about keeping your friends close and enemies closer.
“Do you trust them? Or their words?”
“About as far as I can throw them.” Haldrek laughed, his chest rumbling. It felt good in his embrace. “But I am open to the idea of them seeing the errors of their ways. All four hersirs know that they walk a fine line. Well, most of them do. But I don’t think Sibila is a threat.”
I nodded. Another strange choice for a hersir. I got the impression that Sibila was sent to Drattüjert less to advise and more for her safety, or to keep her out of the way. Her mother—Rorik’s stepmother—sat in the thegn’s chair in Etelaranikä and while her feelings toward Haldrek and I were unknown, she had disavowed Rorik as soon as Haldrek and I became High King and High Queen. She was an unknown factor, so I was leery of both her and her daughter.
Haldrek squeezed me once more, bringing my mind back to the present. “Don’t worry. At least not for today. We will have children in the future, regardless of what any fools here say. Once Rorik is dead or has submitted to me, we’ll be safe. I promise.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite my misery and my desire to hide from the world that day, I made my way to a common room on the third floor of the palace. It was a space that had once held living quarters centuries ago when the palace was much smaller, but now had turned into public spaces. They were still lavishly decorated, so they weren’t exactly what I’d consider common, but they were set aside for mingling and socializing among those of abthanry and city folk. Either way, the meeting I hurried to was supposed to be informal and spontaneous, but as the High Queen, my attendance was required.
As soon as I entered the room, the half dozen or so women already there all stood up, bowing or curtsying to me. I did a weird little curtsy bow in return. It still felt strange to have people stop what they were doing and acknowledge me, even after all these months. Even after my time in Svangendom. The idea that I was someone of importance was still foreign and uncomfortable. 
Surveying the room, I mentally noted the different thegn lands represented. On one side of the center table, Aallotar had sent Vilde’s sister Ragnhild—and one of her top diplomats—to represent Heidrunefoss; Hrimfax had sent his mother, Lady Taimi, to represent Svarhestån; and her sister Lady Salla had come from Nerthusån on behalf of her son, Sigurd. On the other side of the table sat Sibila, representing Etelaranikä in name only; Lady Drifa from Itaranikä; and Kamira, last of all, from Drattrede. Only six thegn lands represented, not including myself, and plenty of gossip to go around.
I sat down at the head of the table, trying not to step on the long hem of my dress, and the women took their seats again. Taimi and Salla began whispering and giggling as they whipped stitches along the fabric in their hands. Much of Drattüjert had lost material goods or been reduced to rags in the past few years. After arriving back in the city, I had insisted we help the populace recover. The war had taken its toll on everyone, and I knew there were certain things that could help morale. There had been unanimous consensus on that part. But how to help the people of Drattüjert and the surrounding areas was still a subject of debate. Buildings were being rebuilt, but it was the little things—clothing, furniture, daily items—that we had bickered on. 
In the end, it had been decided that we’d make clothing for those still suffering in Drattüjert. Nothing extravagant, but the shifts and smocks, in all sizes, that nearly everyone wore. Not a bad idea, but also something in which I had no prior experience. No one had ever taught me how to sew and so I fumbled with it. Every. Single. Day.
“That’s not how you do it.” Kamira sighed in exasperation, staring at the cloth I was working with. “It’s not like this is hard.” She grabbed at the cloth I was working with and I pulled away.
“Did I ask for your help?” I snapped. Irritation and humiliation bubbled up inside of me. Kamira, for all that she was supposed to be supporting Haldrek and me in her grandfather’s stead, did nothing but complain and criticize my actions. It didn’t help that she reminded me of a persistent childhood bully growing up. I had tried to ignore that thought, but her actions continued to reinforce the comparison.
“No, Lady I-na.” She smirked as she mispronounced my name, emphasizing the ‘I’ sound. “But don’t you want to give the people good quality clothing? So they know their queen cares about more than just herself?”
I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to get sucked into her game. Before I could say anything, Ragnhild cleared her throat. “Queen Ina’s sewing skills may be rudimentary, but your social skills are worse. She has already mentioned that this,” Ragnhild gestured at the garments we were sewing, “is not something she was trained in during her youth. You, however, were taught how to speak to your superiors from a young age.”
Kamira’s cheeks reddened and I was grateful for Ragnhild in that moment. Ragnhild and I didn’t often agree on things, but I respected her for the most part.
“When I have a chance to speak to my superiors, I’ll be sure to address them correctly. Lady I-na is a thegn, so I am correct to address her by that title. Who knows how long she’ll be queen if no aethlings come along soon.”
The room went silent as I tried to stay composed. That hit like a punch to the stomach, and I blinked in vain as I did my best not to tear up. It wasn’t my fault that… I pushed away the thoughts of everything that had happened. I’d insisted on waiting for an official announcement of my first pregnancy, but now that was biting me in the back.
“Ow!”
I looked up to see Lady Drifa staring daggers at Kamira. Kamira stared back as she rubbed her ribcage. Though Lady Drifa was no fan of mine, depending on the day, she seemed to resent Kamira even more.
“Your behavior is unbecoming of one raised at court. Before you seek to chasten others, you should look to your own failings.”
Kamira gaped and a peal of laughter came from behind Lady Drifa. 
“Tesroan is amused, isn’t she? Though Naragos is probably not happy with her haldraga right now.”
All eyes turned to Sibila. She was focused on her project, oblivious to the rest of the room. Given previous interactions, I assumed Tesroan was the dragon she was bound to. The thought occurred to me that she may have not been aware of what was going on when she became a haldraga. Or had her dragon taken that into account when binding with her? I shook my head as she continued.
“Yes, Naragos is probably not happy with Kamira right now. She hasn’t been listening to her, has she?”
Kamira dropped her project and stood up, glaring at Sibila. “At least my family aren’t full of traitors. Watch your tongue or you’ll end up like your father.”
Sibila turned to Kamira as if she’d just heard her, and my stomach clenched at the tension. Kamira was a hot-headed brat, and while Sibila was a fairly docile person, given her brother and father’s traits, I wondered if there could be malice bubbling up within.
“Huh?” Sibila frowned and cocked her head. Her expression turned from confusion to fear as she leaned away from Kamira. My heart twinged and went out to her as compassion erased my suspicions in the moment, and I cleared my throat. For all I hated confrontation on my own behalf, I wasn’t about to let Kamira bully Sibila.
“Maybe it’s time for a break. Kamira, you seem tense right now,” I said, mimicking some of the things I’d heard the older female abthanry say. 
She turned to me with a sneer and I smiled, saying nothing.
As Kamira opened her mouth, Lady Salla stood up and said, “Oh, I think Queen Ina has the right idea. As much as I love sewing, I need to stretch these old bones. Kamira, would you be so kind as to walk with me?”
Kamira shut her mouth and grimaced. “Of course, Lady Salla.” She slowly walked over to the door as Salla hobbled over. Unless something had happened recently, I knew Haldrek’s aunt was exaggerating her limp. Though still older than either Haldrek’s father or mine would have been, both Salla and Taimi were by no means ancient.
Once they left, I looked down at my work. It wasn’t as fine as the others’ work, and the critical voices in my head grew louder with every stitch. Still, I kept at it until the only people left in the room were myself and Hrimfax’s mother, Lady Taimi. 
“You know, I struggled with my sewing for many years. No one understood why I couldn’t just do it when my sisters—Salla included—did it like they were born doing it.”
I looked up at her, my heart still heavy, and smiled. I knew she was trying to help. Taimi and Salla were a few of the only people I truly felt safe around here, outside of Haldrek. Even if I didn’t quite trust them with my innermost thoughts, they were still good women. “The sewing isn’t the only thing bothering me.”
“I figured out that much as well. You have a lot to deal with and…not much experience with it.” My eyes widened as she waved her hand.
“I don’t mean that as an insult or to make you think you aren’t capable. You are capable. If Rhaegos bound herself with you, then you are probably the most capable of us all. You’re just having to learn more quickly than the rest of us have. But you are absolutely capable of that too.”
My smile returned and I nodded. “I know. I just wish the learning curve wasn’t so steep. Even Mattie seems to have adapted to being thegn quickly.” Despite my own miseries, my chest felt lighter, thinking about Mattie. She and Llamryl, despite a small challenge from a former gesith, were now solidly ruling Andrattür from Mirratoft.
“Lady Mattie also had a thorough tutelage in Lohikärran customs through her father’s stories. You have said as much.”
“Yeah…” So had I. I hadn’t delved as deeply into the lore and video game world of Lohikärra as Mattie, but I’d played the games and knew a lot of the lore that had been put into them.
She stood up and walked over next to me. “I also sense that you’re still grieving, which is completely normal. Especially after the loss of a child.” She squeezed my hand in comfort.
“How did you know?” My mind raced, trying to figure out how Taimi would have known. As far as I was concerned, only Haldrek and Mattie knew. Possibly Llamryl as well, but beyond that…
“I only bore two living children. Hrimfax and his older brother, Ulmer. But they were neither my first time with child, nor my last.” Her eyes glistened as I turned to her. “And a quick illness took Ulmer when he was a child.” Tears fell from her eyes as mine got blurry. “All this to say, I had a suspicion when you suddenly fell ill for a long period and then returned to public view looking more worn out than before.” She hesitated. “Haldrek may have also sought me out to ask advice on how to comfort you, which confirmed my thoughts.”
Her words brought tears to my eyes and I started bawling as she put her hand on my shoulder for comfort.
“It’s never an easy experience, and it is normal to feel raw for many months afterwards. Especially when someone starts saying crude and awful things, like Kamira. She doesn’t know a single thing about what’s going on. She still has much to learn. Maturity to attain. Things you already know too well.”
I nodded, wiping my eyes and nose with my sleeve. “And here I thought things were going to get easier.”
Taimi laughed. “Things don’t get easier as you grow older. You just get stronger. Not that it doesn’t still hurt, but the weight isn’t so heavy.”
I nodded. “That’s good to hear. It still hurts, but it’ll get better. Right?”
She nodded as well and took a step back. “Something that may help in the meantime is some fresh air. I think that is a cure for everything. Unless you are needed elsewhere, I would love your company while I—how did my sister phrase it?— stretch these old bones.” She laughed and offered her arm to me.
“You’re right, maybe fresh air will help. I don’t have anything that I can think of, so I’d love to.” I took her arm in mine and we headed out into the rest of the palace.






  
  Chapter two

Lady Taimi was right. Getting fresh air did wonders for my spirit. Even in the height of summer, a brisk cool breeze made its way through the outdoor parts of the palace, keeping our walk pleasant. Both my mind and body felt lighter in the refreshing summer sunshine. Making our way into the city, I made sure not to go any faster than Taimi was comfortable with, though she was still energetic enough that I questioned her excuse about old bones.  
A few guards trailed us as we made our way through one of the rebuilt marketplaces. More of the perks of being the High Queen. I still hadn’t gotten used to them, but I tried to ignore them as much as Haldrek or the other abthanry did. Heavenly scents helped distract me as we paused near a stall with a variety of fresh fruits and small pies the size of my palm.
“My queen! Care to try a sample? I have the best honey and cloudberry tarts you’ve ever tasted.” The vendor scrambled to give me a small hand pie designed to look like some kind of flower or even the sun.
“I don’t think I’ve ever tried that before.” I turned to Taimi and she nodded.
“They are delicious. In both Svarhestån and Heidrunefoss, cloudberries are considered lucky. Or at least they are eaten at various celebrations to ensure good luck in the coming days. I’ve certainly made a glutton of myself in my younger days with those pies.”
“Then I may have to try one.” I took the pastry from the vendor and opened my mouth to take a bite as an anguished scream shattered the market’s buzz. All the people around us turned to see what was going on. The pastry was pulled from my hand, and I saw one of the palace guards wrap it up and slip it away. I grimaced, remembering why for a brief moment before returning my attention to the situation at hand.
“Please, don’t! I beg of you! It’s not her fault!”
“Get off of me, you vile wench.”
I moved through the crowd with Taimi as I heard a baby begin to scream. My heart froze and I pushed forward until I saw the open space in the middle of market. A man held a naked baby by its feet and struggled to untangle himself from the woman laying on the ground, her arms wrapped around one of his ankles.
“What is going on here?” I snapped.
The man turned his attention to me. “Nothing that concerns you, my queen.”
The baby continued squalling, its cries becoming more frantic and in pain. Without thinking, I grabbed the child from him and wrapped it in the cloth hanging from my sleeves. Palace dresses were more decoration than anything, but at least the yards of fabric on this dress could serve a purpose.
“What are you doing? This does not concern you!” The man grabbed for the child as the woman began bawling again at his ankles and I ducked away from him. Two of the guards who had been following Lady Taimi and me stepped out of the crowd and toward the man. He put his hands up and stepped away from me.
“The well-being of my people is my concern,” I snapped. “Why are you dangling a newborn baby in the middle of a market?” The child was now quiet except for a few muffled whimpers. “I can’t think of a situation that calls for that kind of behavior.”
The man’s face reddened with anger. “I am ridding my family of a bane. This child is an abomination. A disgusting reminder of my wife’s whorish nature, and I am getting rid of it like the trash it is.”
“This child is a human being.” My voice, despite being soft and low, was apparently ominous enough for the man to step back.
“That child is a half-breed. While I was out fighting with Thegn Heidrunefoss, my disgusting excuse of a wife was spreading her legs for every Blodnar soldier she could find.”
“That’s not true!” The woman wailed and looked up at me. “The Blodnar…” Her face twisted with anger and humiliation. “They took what they wanted, even if I refused. I never willingly laid with a Blodnar soldier.”
“Yet you bred with one!” The man turned on his wife and shoved her away with the sole of his boot. “Everyone knows you can’t be with child unless you enjoy the act. Did the Blodnar please you more than I ever did?” He took a menacing step toward her, and I nodded for the guards to restrain him.
“That’s not true.” I snapped. “None of that is true.” I turned to the woman and glanced back at the child. It was still a newborn, but it had to be at least a few months old. My heart twisted with pity and I tried to keep my composure. “If you became… if this child has a Blodnar father, why did you keep it?”
The woman sank her head down. “I… I couldn’t. The babe, she didn’t cause me harm, and my husband and I have wanted children for so long. I thought—”
“You thought I’d raise some half-breed brat as my own?” He moved toward her, stopped only by the guards holding him. “How stupid are you?”
“Enough,” I snapped, my patience gone. “This woman—your wife—has already dealt with enough misery. You shouldn’t be adding to it.” I focused on the woman. “Do you wish to raise this child?”
She kept her head low, not returning my gaze. “I—”
“Of course not. Why would she? If she has half a brain—”
“I asked her, not you. Shut your mouth, ceorl, or I will shut it for you.” My fury surprised me and apparently him, as he stopped fighting the guards’ grip on him.
I turned back to the woman as she shook her head. “If I am not with my husband, I have no way to care for my child.”
Glancing down at the child, my heart twisted further. There was no way in Lyrroth, Hell, or Fargo I was going to abandon this baby or let it perish. But what exactly could I do? Lady Taimi placed her hand on the back of my arm as if to steady or comfort me.
I turned to her. “Is there no place in Drattüjert for abandoned children?”
She shook her head. “Not that I know of. You could create one. I’m sure there are many abandoned or orphaned children now who could be raised up.”
“Maybe that’s what I’ll do,” I said softly before turning to the woman. “If there is no way for you to take care of your child with his help,” I scowled at the man still held by my guards, “I can ensure the child is taken care of.”
The woman looked up at me with hesitation and wariness, but after a moment, she nodded.
“If, in the future, you need work to earn a few coins, there are always jobs in the palace to be done.” I smiled at her, hoping she saw the opportunity. She nodded once more and rose to her feet. Glancing at the child for a moment, she bowed and slipped away. 
As soon as she was gone, I gestured for the guards to release her husband. He rubbed his shoulders and sneered at me.
“The High King should put you in your place if he wants to be respected.”
Before I could react, he darted off after his wife. An ominous weight dropped to the bottom of my gut and I turned to Lady Taimi. She smiled.
“Times are never boring with you, my queen. Shall we return to the palace?” She glanced at the child snuggled in my arms. “I have a feeling my nephew will want to hear about your latest endeavor.”

      [image: image-placeholder]By the time we returned to the palace, my anxiety had shifted from panic to determination. Why hadn’t we created a place for orphaned and abandoned children? Solvange had had one in Svartån, so it wasn’t unheard of, but had they ever had something like that here in Drattüjert? If not, there absolutely should be one.
Lady Taimi and I arrived in the throne room just as a petitioner left. Haldrek had his head in one hand and I could tell he was tired. Next to him stood one of the many advisors who had returned to Drattüjert after we reclaimed it. For the most part, I ignored these men, as they ignored me. They cared more for Haldrek’s ear than mine, and I’d learned to tolerate it for the time being. As Haldrek looked up at me, his demeanor brightened. At least for a moment. Then he cocked his head to the side as he stared at the baby in my arms.
“Ina…you’re holding a baby. Whose baby is that?” He turned to Lady Taimi and asked, “Why do I have a feeling you have something to do with this, my dear aunt?”
She laughed and shook her head. “Your wife is something else. She has my approval.”
He turned back to me and I tried to grin as brightly as I could. “I think we need to create an orphanage of some kind here in Drattüjert. Like what Solvange had in Svartån.”
“All right…what does that have to do with the child, though? Is it an orphan?”
“It was abandoned. I got in the way of a man trying, at the very least, to injure the child, if not kill it.”
“What of the mother?” The advisor, a man by the name of Gizur Englisson, butted into the conversation with his question and I grimaced.
“She didn’t want to abandon the child, but her husband forced her to choose between him and the baby, and she admitted that she could not take care of her child alone.”
“Why would a man want to abandon his own child?” Haldrek stood up and closed the distance between us, the advisor following a few steps behind him. As Haldrek reached me, he stared at the child as if it held some great secret.
“Haldrek… you know as well as I do the violence of war. The woman was raped by Blodnar soldiers. So her husband rejected the child.”
“And he has that right, High Queen Ina,” Gizur blurted out. I glared at him, annoyed that he was taking part in a conversation he wasn’t supposed to be joining. “A man doesn’t have to take care of a child that isn’t his.”
Irritation flashed through me. “But does he have the right to kill a child? I’m not saying he should be forced to take care of this child, but the child didn’t exactly choose its parents either. It shouldn’t be punished because of the actions of its parents.”
Haldrek exhaled, shifting his attention between me and his advisor. He reached out, rubbing my arm in an attempt to comfort me. “You are right. A child shouldn’t be held to blame for its parents’ misdeeds.” He hesitated, as if trying to find the right words. “I believe the Priests and Priestesses of Tenelth have some kind of orphanage here in the city. Or they did before the Blodnar invaded. Not that I am against creating another place here, but—”
“Taimi said there wasn’t any kind of orphanage that she knew of.” I glanced at her and she nodded as I gently touched the child’s forehead. “Would they treat the child like a human being, or would they act the same way as the Priests of Tenelth did with the Hethurin at Svangendom?”
“I don’t know.” Haldrek’s voice was soft. “Are you afraid that will happen?”
I nodded, turning my attention back to him. “I’ve already heard people call children like this one ‘half-breeds.’ And I know how the Priests of Tenelth are with the Hethurin.”
Gizur cleared his throat loudly. “With all due respect, Queen Ina, there is a valid concern about the ‘half-breeds’ as you call them. For all we know, they could grow up here and then side with their elven or Blodnar kin. That’s not a weakness we need right now.”
I turned my full focus to Haldrek’s advisor. “Considering how the main person antagonizing us right now is a full-blooded Lohikärran thegn-heir, and considering how many Hethurin have loyally fought for me, I don’t see that as a valid concern.” I held the child out. “Does this child scare you?”
The man stepped back. “My queen… I know you didn’t grow up here, but—”
Haldrek put his hands between us as I pulled the child back toward me. He faced Gizur. “I believe this is a conversation best left between my wife and I.” He then glanced at his aunt and she nodded, walking over to the advisor and taking him by the shoulder. I heard her mutter something about ‘her old bones’ as she pulled him out of the room. A smile crept to my mouth.
“Ina.” Haldrek’s voice pricked at my heart and I focused on him.
“I know we have a lot on our plate in restoring Drattüjert, but I was thinking about it. If these children have a place where they can grow up, be safe, and I dunno, learn skills to help them in the future, they’ll be less likely to turn away from their Lohikärran roots. It’s like the Hethurin. What my dad did in Svartån worked and even when their neighbors hated them, the Hethurin knew that they were part of Svartån and there was someone there who would stand up for them, who wouldn’t abandon them.”
“You can’t save everyone, Ina.” His voice was soft as he leaned over me.
“I know that. I couldn’t save everyone in Svartån, but I did what I could, and look how that turned out. Svartån survived. It’s growing again. So saving some was better than nothing.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “Plus, I’m not going to do this alone. I’ll send for some of the Priests or Priestesses of Tenelth, talk to them, see how they can help. I can send for people from Svangendom to aid me if need be. But I know what it’s like to be abandoned.” Clenching my teeth, I whispered, “I know what it’s like to be a so-called ‘half-breed.’”
“Has anyone called you that here? Other than Kamira?”
“Not to my face. But I can still hear whispers.” I shifted the child in my arms as I tried to brush my tears away. Haldrek wrapped his arms around me, squeezing me gently and taking care not to squeeze the child too tight.
“I see no harm in creating a place here within the palace. Much of it is still empty here and if this like your father’s work with the Hethurin, perhaps it will work in Lohikärra’s favor.”
“Thank you.” My spirits lifted and he let me go.
“Just…I don’t know if part of this is because of our own trials of late, but if it is…” He squeezed my free hand. “I don’t want you to worry. I believe that by this time next year, we will be rid of Rorik and have our own child to care for.”
I smiled. That hadn’t been on my mind as I’d rescued this child, but I could see why Haldrek thought it might have been. Still, his words comforted me.
He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and led me out of the throne room. “Come. If you’re going to create an orphanage here, we need to find a good place for it.”






  
  Chapter three

That night, I fell asleep easily with Haldrek’s arms wrapped around my waist and under my neck. The mixture of mead, woodsmoke, and whatever soap he’d used tonight filled my nose, lulling me to sleep. Though I often worried that my nightmares might return, the nights when Haldrek was by my side were usually the most peaceful. 
As I faded out of consciousness, I sensed my surroundings change. Opening my eyes, I found myself back in Fargo, but this time I was at my friend Henry’s house. While I’d only been there a handful of times, those had always been pleasant memories. Even now, the scent of chocolate and cinnamon permeated the dream. I felt safe and happy.
Henry sat on the couch, deftly manipulating his controller as he played in a massive, epic battle with multiple characters fighting on his side, along with other computer-generated figures. I cocked my head in confusion. The game was from the Lohikärran series, but it wasn’t any of the titles that Mattie or I had ever played. Instead, it looked more like one of the massive online role playing games. I remembered Mattie mentioning the gaming company that owned her father’s games had been toying with the idea, but as far as I knew, they had just begun testing it when we’d been tossed into the real Lohikärra.
“Ina!” I jumped at the sound of my name and looked at Henry. He was younger than I last remembered. Like when we had started high school. I blinked and stared at him, wondering if this was an actual dream or something else.
Rhaegos?
She was silent. Usually, I could feel her presence when I shifted between realms, but all I could sense was me and Henry. Everything else felt suddenly…empty.
“Henry? What’s going on?”
“I’m trying out the newest Lohikärra game. Wanna play?”
I turned back to the game and it looked different once again. The environment looked more like something from an Italian or Mediterranean role-playing game than anything I’d seen in Lohikärra.
“I’m fine just watching. What’s the new game about? Is this still in Lohikärra?”
“Kinda.” The voice grew deeper and I spun around to see Haldrek playing with the controller. What on earth? Even for a dream, that felt weird. I shifted away from the person, though they seemed oblivious to my discomfort. “It takes place in Etelaranikä and one of the…” he hesitated, “Blodnar provinces to the south of it. A place called Norycium. It’s kinda cool. They’ve been creating games about Lohikärra for so long that it’s nice to see something outside of that.”
“Yeah.” I kept an eye on Henry/Haldrek/whoever this was as I surveyed the rest of the dream. My body was on high alert. This wasn’t a normal dream, but this wasn’t a normal shift between realms, either. Which meant I had to be on my guard. For all I knew, this could be another one of Rorik’s manipulations. But why would he pretend to be Henry or Haldrek? This didn’t feel like his normal style of torment. How would he have known about Henry in the first place? Rorik had never used my memories against me before. He’d always used other forms of magic to torment me.
The person brushed their hand against my leg and I jumped again. Maybe asking them some questions would help me figure out what was going on now.
“What have you been doing recently?” I asked, trying to keep my voice as bland as possible. “It seems like it’s been forever since we’ve had a chance to hang out outside of class.”
“Class?”
“Yeah, class.” I tried to keep my expression as neutral as possible. This wasn’t a dream. This was someone or something pretending to be Henry. Playing off my memories. But whoever was doing it wasn’t very skilled at magic. At least as far as I was aware.
“Oh, yeah…class. Eh, it’s been, you know, class. I’m ready for it all to be over. Go somewhere new, you know?”
I nodded my head and looked at the screen. The character was scrambling over rocks and fighting off various types of wildlife now. “Where would you go?”
“Lohikärra.”
“Lohikärra? Like the game?”
The game paused and I turned to see the person staring me. They were no longer Haldrek. Instead the person looked similar to Henry, just like the last time I had seen him. But there was something off. I knew it wasn’t Henry—his presence was different.
“Lohikärra is more than just a game. As is Norycium. My mother told me as much.”
That surprised me. Something churned in the back of my brain, however, like the idea wasn’t actually that much of a surprise. I didn’t expect Henry to say something like that, but at the same time it made sense. “Your mother? I know she liked the games, but I don’t remember her saying there was more to them.”
“She had her own secrets. Just like we all do.” His voice grew warmer, less ominous. “But she spoke fondly of both Lohikärra and Norycium. Told me my father was from Lohikärra. So I’d like to go there one day.”
I nodded, still trying to figure out why I’d been pulled into this dream or realm. Whoever this person was, it wasn’t Henry, and I’d never interacted with them before. “It would certainly be a fun place to explore. I bet it’s a lot like the games.”
“Well, maybe when I get a chance to visit, you’ll have to show me around?”
That statement made me wary. I hadn’t mentioned anything about being in Lohikärra. “I don’t know. You’ve played pretty much all the games. I’m sure you could find your way around Lohikärra better than I could.” Now I needed to figure out how to get out of this dream. Whoever this person was, I was done dealing with them. I was ready to wake up.
“True. But it’d be fun to do it with a friend. What do you say?”
“I—“ There was a loud thud and shudder. The dream disappeared and I flung my arms out wildly to catch myself. Something soft broke my fall and I opened my eyes to find myself back within the four-poster bed. It was pitch black, but I heard Haldrek grunt and groan beside me as he rolled over.
“Another bad dream?” His voice was sleepy as he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his chest. I relaxed and nodded, my face brushing against his shift. His breathing grew more regular and I soon found my heart in rhythm with his. As I dozed back to sleep, I sensed Rhaegos’s presence return.
You were wise, little one. To be wary of the man in that dream. Tricksters come to play, and they will be as lethal as a necromancer.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the morning, I was still wrapped up in Haldrek’s arms. Light flowed through the edges of the bed’s curtains and I wanted to hide from it, to stay in Haldrek’s warm embrace a little bit longer. The dream had faded, but the feelings didn’t, and I still felt unsettled from Rhaegos’s message. As I tried to wrap my head around it, Haldrek began to stroke my hair, his breath tickling my scalp.
“Did you have another nightmare last night?”
I nodded my head, not saying anything. Haldrek would be curious and want to comfort me, but I didn’t want to think about the dream or feel the emotions it gave me anymore.
“Was it Rorik again?”
I hesitated. It wasn’t Rorik, but I had no idea how to explain Henry to Haldrek. Or the fact that the person had shifted between looking like Henry and Haldrek during the dream. I had no idea who the person haunting my dream was, only that the emotions were the same as whenever Rorik came to torment me.
“It wasn’t. It was someone else. I don’t know who, but it was just as terrifying as when Rorik taunts me.” A cold, uncomfortable feeling stuck to the back of my neck, like someone was wrapping their hand around it and I shuddered.
“Did the person in your dream threaten you?” He pulled me closer with his free hand until our bodies were pressed against each other, his body heat wrapping itself around me. Despite the warmth of the summer air around us, I curled up into it. The feeling of his chest next to mine as our legs intertwined comforted me. The cold, uncomfortable feeling began to fade and I felt safe once again.
“No. Not openly. But the threat was there underneath everything. I knew the person wasn’t to be trusted. Whoever they were. And then Rhaegos…” I stopped. Her warning didn’t help me feel any better.
“Did Rhaegos protect you? I’d be surprised if she didn’t.”
“She warned me. Told me I was wise to be wary of the person in my dream. Something about tricksters being as lethal as necromancers.” I didn’t want to think about that. There was already so much on my—our—plates, that being on high alert for something or someone else would be exhausting.
Haldrek’s chest rumbled as he began stroking my back. “Another thing to be worried about.” He took a moment to rub the small of my back, the part of my body that always stayed sore the longest when I was on my period. It felt good as my muscles began to relax. “I had a thought last night. About what you said when you brought that babe in.”
I stiffened up and he kissed the top of my head. “I’m not changing my mind on creating a small orphanage within the palace. Whether it’s temporary or permanent within this place, the more I think about it, the more I think it is a good idea.” His mouth moved down the side of my face as he continued to kiss me. I had a feeling I knew where this was leading, but we would see. If it did end up there, I wouldn’t complain. Intimate moments like this with Haldrek were one of my favorite pleasures.
“I’m glad. This is important to me and… I know not a lot of my ideas are supported here. At least not at first.”
Haldrek laughed softly and brushed his hand down to my legs. “You are the Reformer. People don’t take to reform that easily. Not that it isn’t important.” He kissed me on the lips and I took in the taste of him, still enjoying our solitude. Even in the darkness of our covered bed, I could still sense him watching me.
“I’m just… I’m wondering if you’re trying to replace your own childhood. Or at least make sure others don’t experience the same things you did. Also, I know how badly… how Rorik’s magic and our loss affected you. I don’t know if taking care of other children is a way you’re trying to cope with all that.” He sighed. “I don’t know if I’m making sense. I just want to make sure you’re all right. If you’re not, I want to help you.”
Tears filled my eyes as he returned to kissing my collarbone tenderly. “Maybe? But is it a bad thing to want to help others? To keep others from dealing with what I dealt with? No one should go through that. And…” I hesitated. Haldrek’s kisses stopped and I sensed him watching me again.
“And?”
“Part of me is afraid that I might end up like my mother when we have children. If we have this orphanage here, maybe I can watch the caretakers and see how they deal with the children. It’s not like I had many good examples growing up. I… I wish I could have someone like Solvange here to emulate. Or,” I paused.
“Or?”
My dream came back to mind. Henry’s house had always been a safe and comfortable place for me. At least during the handful of times that I had been at his place. “Growing up, there was a lady I wished could be my mother. My friend Henry’s mom. Anytime I visited, she was kind, welcoming, interested in what us kids were doing and, like, we weren’t burdens to her. I remember wishing my mother would be more like her. Or, if I ever had kids, that I could be like her. But I’m afraid I don’t know how to be like that.”
Haldrek kissed me on the forehead and slipped his hand under my nightgown, stroking my belly and chest. “If how you treated your subjects in Svartån is any indicator of what kind of mother you will be, you will be an amazing one. There are plenty of women you can learn from and emulate if you wish. I know Taimi and Salla would be more than happy to act in that manner.”
I smiled. “I think I’d like that. Taimi and Salla seem like nice women.” For a moment, I wondered what it would have been like to be a daughter of theirs. Or have a mother with the same temperament as either of them.
“They are. They’re good aunts, and I had many fond memories of them on the occasions where they’d return to Mirratoft.”
“You think they’d help with the orphanage?”
Haldrek shrugged as he shifted on top of me. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they would. And it may help others to come around to it.” He pulled his nightgown off, tossing it against one of the bed curtains, and leaned over me, placing his arms on either side of my head. I stroked his arm muscles and smiled, pulling him down for a kiss. Given how I’d woken up after my nightmare, this morning was off to a pleasant start.
“And,” He pulled back slightly to take a breath. “No matter what, you’ll always have my support, mine drawing.”
I smiled and pulled his head back toward mind for another kiss, grateful for him and savoring these last few minutes we had alone together before having to face the world again.
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