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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?

      [image: image-placeholder]Get a free copy of the prequel
Visions of Lohikärra here:
https://www.llnelsonauthor.com/newsletter/
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  Chapter one

Closing my eyes, I exhaled and tried to relax into the sounds and smells around me. One quick moment to center myself before more people came to say hello or gawk at me.  
I was currently in Skarvollr, sitting at the far end of the main room in town’s central tavern. On my right, Llamryl sat watching the festivities and trying to look tough. On my left, the gesith of Skarvollr sat drinking his newest tankard of mead and talking jovially with someone on his other side. The platform we three were on looked over the rest of the room, where the town was reveling in my arrival. Apparently my father hadn’t visited Skarvollr too often during his time as thegn, so my visit was an occasion to behold for them.
“How are you doing, my thegn?” Llamryl’s voice made me open my eyes. I turned to him, took a deep breath, and smiled.
“I’m fine. Just tired. Today has been long.”
“The last couple of weeks have been long. I was worried you’d exhaust yourself when you said you wanted to visit the rest of your gesiths and the major towns here in Svartån.”
“It’s important. And your sisters are good healers.” Thandes and Meri had tried every Hethurin restoration tonic they had known in the past two and a half months to restore both my strength and stamina to what it had been before I’d deep fried Seirye. Between them and Mattie’s concoctions, I was almost back to normal. The only times I still felt effects from my overcharged lightning spell was when I forgot to pace myself. Like today.
“They are.” Llamryl nodded. “I still wish Meri would have stayed at the estate. But I suppose that’s of little import now.”
I shrugged. “I’m not going to keep her in a place where she’s lost so much. She needs to grieve in her own way.” I had found out soon after my coronation that Meri and Ecaeris had grown close, after her return from Aldinnvollr and before Ecaeris’s death. When she had asked to leave the estate again, I didn’t take issue with it.
“Still…”
“Her leaving the estate gave me the idea to travel around Svartån. I needed to get out and explore just as much as she needed to leave. Different reasons, but—”
“May the dragons watch over our new thegn and her rule be long and prosperous for Svartån!”
A bard on the opposite side of the room stood on a long center table and jumped lithely between and over dishes of foods, strumming his instrument and launching into a new-to-me song about my victories over the Isillas. The townsfolk seemed to know and enjoy the song as I watched his acrobatics become more outlandish, waiting in apprehension for him to trip and fall. Instead, someone rapped a metal spoon against his kneecap as he drew near and a man’s voice shouted:
“Get down, you drunken sot! Damn wench’s done nothing worth singing about. If you must, sing about real heroes of Lohikärra!”
The bard stopped singing and the room’s mood changed quickly. A few boos started and for a moment, I wondered if this man’s open disdain had somehow changed things. Instead, he got jostled out of his spot and pushed from the tavern.
As soon as he was gone, the bard started up again, but this time with a new song about Bjornulf the Brave. A heavy, leathery hand landed on mine and began shaking it.
“Don’t worry. Every town has their naysayers. As you can see, Skarvollr is very supportive of our new thegn.” The gesith smiled widely, revealing a tooth missing, but I could see a slight bit of panic in his expression.
I returned a smile instinctively, not wanting to sour the mood despite my own cheer fading. “Don’t worry. I’ve had more than one naysayer before. And they were wrong.” I cringed inside, the words sounding too cocky to me.
The gesith nodded quickly. “Of course. Of course. Are you still hungry, my thegn? Or thirsty?” He quickly gestured and a young boy popped out from the room’s edges, a mug ready.
I took it, not wanting to be rude, and turned to see the bard finishing his song about Bjornulf. The people cheered more, but a heavy weight had settled into my chest. I knew the stories of Bjornulf, at least the ones that had been included in the video games in Fargo, and a thought struck me. I wondered whether or not songs like this would be written about Haldrek. I didn’t want to be so arrogant as to think any of the songs about me would be remembered, but Haldrek…he was going to be the High King. There would definitely be stories about him. Just thinking about that made my spirits lift a little. Even if I was an outsider here in Lohikärra, I could still make sure he was remembered as well as Bjornulf or any of the other heroes of lore.
“Lady Ina?” Nudging my arm, Llamryl leaned toward me.
I smiled, trying to brush the heavy thoughts from my head. “Yes?”
“I hope you’re not taking that man’s comments too seriously.”
I shook my head. “Why?” I wondered if my expression had betrayed what I’d really been feeling.
“You look less cheerful than before. I wanted to remind you that some people say things drunk that they regret when sober.”
I opened my mouth to say something and then shook my head again. “I’m just tired. Pushed myself too much today.”
Llamryl bobbed his head and looked out on the crowd for a moment. His face lit up and a light banter filled his voice. “I think I know something that would cheer you up.”
“What?” I started to laugh from his tone.
“I’m sure no amount of naysayers would pull you down if Thegn Andrattür was here.”
I grinned. “That’s true. I miss Haldrek.” Fingering my pendant, I said, “Talking with him regularly through this just isn’t the same being around him.” I paused for a moment to clap for the bard as he finished another song. “I’m sure you’re missing someone right now as well.” My smile turned impish as I cocked my head at Llamryl.
His cheeks flushed a little bit and he looked away from my stare. “I…I won’t lie. That is true. Sometimes I wish I had a pendant to connect with Mattie like you and Thegn Andrattür do. But I know we’ll be back at Svangendom soon.”
“We will. One more town and then we’ll be able to head back.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few days later, we arrived in Sigreykir, the last town in my tour of Svartån. I knew the town had connections to Hardbein, so I was less than eager to visit. The day was less than welcoming as well. It may have been June and nearly summer, but this particular day was miserable and gray.
As we entered the city gates, the guards watched my group, me on my horse and my Thegn’s Guard trailing behind me, with expressions ranging from wariness to disgust. I ignored the stares for the most part, focusing on the path in front of me and looking for the gesith’s dwelling. Sigreykir didn’t have any notable parts to it, as some of the other towns had. Though it sat at the southern crossroads of Svartån’s easternmost valley, I didn’t see much in the way of trade or markets. Instead, most of the city had iron shops, armories, and other businesses around the edge of town, and more residential areas toward the center. If the current gesith of Sigreykir and his forebears were anything like I expected, the gesith’s manor would be in the center of town.
Within a few minutes, I rode up to a sturdy but ornately decorated building facing the square at the town’s center. Standing outside was a group of men, one of whom wore finely made chainmail and more baubles in his hair and beard than I could count. In some ways, he reminded me of the former gesith of Katla. Except he didn’t seem pleased to see me.
I stopped my horse. “Gesith Sigreykir, I assume?”
He looked me over for a long moment, arms crossed and disdain evident in his posture. Long enough for me to start feeling uncomfortable. “I guess you are the new Thegn of Svartån then. Yes, I am the Gesith of Sigreykir. Skarde Bosson.”
I smiled in an attempt to warm up the conversation. “Maja Ingmar Svanunge.” I’d found during my trip that many of the gesiths treated me with more respect if I used my full name instead of just Ina. The gesith said nothing, his posture still stiff. After a moment, I said, “Sigreykir looks like a very prosperous town. I’d love to see it.”
The gesith waved his hand around him, gesturing to the center square and houses. “It is a good Lohikärran town. We mine much of the metal used by Svartån warriors and quarry much of the rock to make its buildings. You may wander around if you like, but I’m only here because it is part of my duty to welcome you and sign an oath of my allegiance to you. Nothing more, nothing less.”
I grimaced and nodded. “Very well then.” Trying to hide my annoyance and embarrassment, I got off my horse and gave the reins to Llamryl. “I’m guessing this shouldn’t take too long. If you and the men want to find a place where you can rest, I’ll be along shortly.”
Llamryl nodded and the gesith cleared his throat. When I faced him, he wore a smirk on his face. 
“Only humans are allowed to stay in Sigreykir’s taverns and other establishments. If your ‘men,’ as you call them, want to find a place to rest, they’ll have to do it outside the city walls.”
My cheeks warmed up in anger, but as I opened my mouth to say something, Llamryl clasped my shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, my thegn. We’ll find something.”
I nodded. Llamryl’s tone of voice told me this wasn’t a hill to die on. At least not yet.
As my men headed in the direction we had come from, I followed the gesith into his abode. Two of my guards stayed with me at Llamryl’s behest and, while I didn’t feel threatened by the gesith or his men, their presence made me feel better.
The inside of the gesith’s home was warmly lit, showing off the beautifully carved stone and wood decorations. Images of dragons covered nearly every inch of the building and I couldn’t help but smile. Even though it had been months since I’d spoken to Rhaegos in person, Sivath, another dragon who seemed to have a connection to Andrattür, visited Svangendom regularly now. He mostly came to visit and train Mattie, but a handful of times he visited on behalf of Rhaegos, and I enjoyed those visits.
“Admiring Sigreykir handiwork?” The gesith’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.
I nodded. “I am. Sigreykir has talented artisans.”
The gesith stood next to me, staring at one particular dragon design. “My father took pride in making sure this place was decorated only by Sigreykir artisans while he was gesith. I remember running around here as a child with Hardbein, watching them in awe and looking forward to the day when we would become haldragas.”
The brief bit of happiness I’d had from looking at the carvings of dragons disappeared. The gesith’s last little jab hit its mark and I steadied my expression, careful not to reveal anything. I knew I was the only thegn right now who wasn’t a haldraga. No dragon had yet bonded itself with me and I sensed this made me stick out. Most thegns were haldragas before they took the mantle and title.
The gesith continued. “I’ve heard that you are not a haldraga yet?” A lilt hung in his voice, as if he was leading me into some kind of trap. I stiffened up.
“Whether or not I am a haldraga is no one’s concern except for mine and the dragons.” I was repeating something Sivath had told both Mattie and I a few times when we had mentioned that concern to him.
“Huh. I wonder why the dragons chose you over my cousin then?” The gesith walked over to a table set with parchment and writing tools. My cheeks flared up again. “He’s already a haldraga and a known son of Lohikärra. But I guess even the dragons have their traditions. Come. Let me sign this document and you can know of my continuing loyalty to the Thegns of Svartån.”
I followed him, his underhanded insult still stinging. The document was written in Lohikärran runes, most of which I still didn’t understand. It had been the same in other towns, but I’d had Llamryl or another person by my side to translate. The only parts I could read were the signatures and even then, only my father’s and what I assumed was his father’s. On the left-hand side there were another handful of signatures. I could decipher a corresponding gesith signature and thegn signature, much like the loyalty pledges the gesiths had signed in the other towns. The gesith quickly signed the document, at which point, so did I. After I signed, I heard a little laugh.
“You do not sign with your runes? Or you don’t have them?”
My cheeks warmed up again. My signature hadn’t been an issue anywhere else. “I choose to sign this way. That way people know my signature is mine.”
The gesith bristled as he stood up. “Well, that is the document. I have heard of other gesiths holding festivities at your coming, but unfortunately, we have not been able to do anything like that here. Been busy with the upcoming summer solstice and all that.” He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at me for a moment, re-emphasizing the feeling that my appearance here was an inconvenience. “If you are hungry, I’m sure any of the taverns would be happy to feed you for some coin.” He gestured to the front door and I saw several other people in the room begin to leave, as if tending to other duties.
I hesitated, not necessarily wanting to take the gesith’s lead, but to remind him of who was in charge. Haldrek’s words about keeping gesiths in line popped up into my thoughts. While this gesith hadn’t done anything yet to warrant a rebuke, I still had a feeling he might need a reminder of his position in the future.
“Tell me, Gesith Sigreykir… the warriors of your town, what are they noted for? Katla and Eldingheimr have sailors, Aldinnvollr fierce spearman. Should I need Sigreykir’s aid in defending Svartån or Lohikärra, what should I expect?”
The gesith turned to me in confusion, cocking his head. “Do you expect to need Sigreykir’s aid, Thegn Svartån?”
I shrugged. “We are still in the midst of a war with the Blodnar. There is a good chance Svartån will be asked to fight them once more.”
Gesith Sigreykir nodded. “Did I not sign an oath to you just now?”
“You did, but certainly Sigreykir has warriors who are unsurpassed in some skill? Archers? Axemen? That’s what I’m asking. Not if you’ll send warriors when I ask for them.”
He cleared his throat. “Of course. Sigreykir is known for its warriors as well.”
We stood there standing for a few long moments before I nodded, realizing he wasn’t about to reveal anything more.
I moved forward toward the door and said, “You don’t seem too confident in the warriors of Sigreykir. I hope, for everyone’s sake, they have some fighting skill worth mentioning and are better than you are implying.”
The sound of fast, heavy footsteps made me turn quickly. The gesith got in my face, standing toe to toe with me. “My warriors are the best that Svartån has. Certainly better than the half breeds you keep around yourself. You may be thegn, but you are certainly no warrior and an outsider to boot. I give you six months before you’re dead and Hardbein is named thegn. As he should have months ago.”
I went cold, wondering how concerned I should be about his words. Stiffening up, I stared him down, trying to look as intimidating as possible. “I hope that’s not a threat.” 

He smirked and looked past me, opening the door in one movement. “Of course not. My thegn.”






  
  Chapter two

Outside the western gate of Sigreykir, I tossed and turned most of the night in my tent. Llamryl and the rest of my guard had made a comfortable enough camp, but the gesith’s words had left me with a cold foreboding. When I finally fell asleep, I found myself in the Realm of Ghosts. But what was normally a comforting visit—at least as comfortable as visiting the dead can be—felt more ominous. I didn’t know whether the feeling lingered from my visit with the gesith or came from something new.  
My dad sat on wide stone steps. After a moment, I realized it was the dais from the High King’s palace. This was the throne room where my dad had first pulled me in to the Realm of Ghosts, but it was different now. It was darker, though I could see most everything around me. The room was also empty, where it had been filled with people milling around. The change made me nervous.
“Inka.”
I turned toward my dad, surprised to hear his nickname for me. He only ever used it in somber situations. What scared me most though, was the sound of his voice. He sounded so exhausted. Or weak. As I got closer to him, I noticed how gaunt he looked, with bags under his eyes and his cheeks looking more hollow. His hand, which had had a hole in the flesh the last time we spoke, now had a larger gap in the skin. I gasped.
“Dad?” My voice squeaked and I tried to restrain my fear. What the heck was going on?
“I’m sorry to scare you, sweetheart. I wanted to check on you. Kalle thinks there is a necromancer in Drattüjert. There’s no other reason for this.” He gestured at himself and the room.
“What? A necromancer? Does this have to do with—”
My dad shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. There’s nothing you can do until the Blodnar are out…away…defeated.” He groaned and I stepped toward him. The garish lights in the room revealed more decay on his exposed flesh and I stopped. “Tell me. How are the gesiths receiving you?”
“Uh… fine. As well as I expected. The Gesith of Sigreykir doesn’t like me, but I would have been surprised if he did.”
My dad nodded. “Hardbein is his cousin, and they grew up together. I’m sure he assumed Hardbein would succeed me and that would improve his status. Don’t take his words personally, but… keep an eye on him. And don’t be afraid—” He began coughing and something dark and slimy popped out of his mouth. His eyes widened at the blob. Then he asked, “Do you consider Lohikärra your home?”
“I…,” I stuttered, trying to think of the right words for this situation. “Dad, I think you…we…have more pressing issues than my feelings—”
“Is Lohikärra your home? Will you stay here?”
“Yes. I’m the Thegn of Svartån. I feel more connected to Lohikärra than I ever did to Fargo. Whether I’m an outsider or not, I already made that decision—”
“Good.” He took a ragged breath. “Home is where your heart is.” He laughed weakly. “If that’s true…then your home is in Andrattür right now.”
I ducked my head in embarrassment. If I hadn’t been in the Realm of Ghosts, my cheeks would have warmed up at the comment. “Haldrek has his duties and I have mine. We talk frequently. I’ll see him soon enough.”
My dad laughed again. “Have you two…?”
I froze. People assumed Haldrek and I had had sex ever since, well, since I got to Lohikärra, but the comments had increased since my coronation. Haldrek mentioned pressure being put on him to find his ‘High Queen,’ and rumors were beginning to go around that we had already done something on the night I became a thegn. 
“Ina?” My dad’s voice was low and hoarser this time. I looked up at him.
“We haven’t had, you know, sex, if that’s what you are asking.” I sighed. “Haldrek has been getting pressure to get married or betrothed or whatever. I guess people think his hesitation is because the two of us…you know…but we haven’t.”
“Who has been pressuring him?” My dad shifted toward me, his attention now fully on me.
I shrugged. “Family members, I guess. He rattled off a few names. Other thegns, I think. One of them, Raynord, I remember. He was at my coronation. I thought he was suspicious, but Haldrek told me Raynord was an ally to Svartån.”
My dad bobbed his head slowly. “He is. Though…”
“Though what?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if he wanted Haldrek to marry one of his granddaughters or another female relation. Even before Kalle’s death, he was intent on making connections between Haldrek and his family members. Most members of the abthanry do that, though. If he has been trying to foster a relationship between one of his granddaughters and Haldrek, your arrival changed things.”
“Should I be worried? Me and Haldrek being in a relationship…would Raynord turn against either of us?” I thought back to Gustav and the other thegns my father had mentioned as not being friendly to Svartån.
“I don’t think so, but perhaps I should go have a little talk with Raynord. Remind him that there are bigger issues at stake right now than whom Haldrek ends up with.”
I widened my eyes, imagining being thrust into a dream with someone who was currently dead and rotting. “How would he react to that?”
My dad smiled, revealing teeth stained dark with something I didn’t want to think about. “I think I might scare him into backing off.” His smile disappeared as he groaned. “I think I’ve kept you here too long. Be safe and know that I’m proud of you. Once Drattüjert is safe again—”
“I’ll make sure you go off to Mirroth.” The words popped out of my mouth before I could think.
He smiled sadly. “Find the necromancer.”
A cold, sick feeling overwhelmed me as everything went dark and empty. The emptiness grew heavy and my eyes snapped shut. 
When I opened them again, I was in my tent once again, the sounds of insects and rough whispers of the night watch filling the background noise. I exhaled, wishing for dawn break. There was no way that I’d be able to sleep now.

      [image: image-placeholder]A few long and tiring days later, I returned to Svangendom with the small group of warriors that I had traveled with. I’d tried calling Haldrek a few times on my pendant, to no avail. I chided myself for contacting him, even though he had made no indication of being annoyed by our conversations through the pendants. But I knew we were busy. He with Andrattür and me with Svartån. Still, I missed him.
As I rode through the village, I saw what seemed like more and more people working on rebuilding places. For a moment, it felt like I was back in one of the Lohikärran games, with NPCs milling around. I frowned and shook my head as I returned to reality. Unlike the computer characters I was familiar with, the villagers here were all covered in dirt now and a few of them a little bit drunk still.
“Thegn Svartån!” One woman waved to me and then bowed deeply, dirt puffing out from her dress and hair. “Happy Solstice!”
I blinked for a moment and looked up at the sky. The sun was high above us, not quite at its peak, but still bright. Looking at Llamryl, he nodded. 
“It is the summer solstice, my thegn.”
Turning to the woman, I smiled. “Happy Solstice! I guess I’ve lost track of the days. Is there… Are there celebrations going on?”
She hesitated, her smile faltering into nervousness as she dusted some dirt from off her hair and then her dress. “There are, my thegn, if that’s all right. The previous thegn… your father… encouraged celebration of the solstices.” 
“I’m glad to hear that. I don’t know too many Svartån or Lohikärran solstice traditions.”
“No?” Her eyes widened and I heard Llamryl clear his throat behind me.
“Are they doing the bonfire this year?”
The woman bobbed her head eagerly. “I think with all that has happened, people are eager for solstice traditions. Maybe even a visit from a dragon.”
Llamryl laughed. “Then maybe the thegn will have to visit if she has a chance tonight.”
I nodded. “I’d love to see what the solstice bonfire is like.”
She bobbed her head again in excitement, then curtsied once more before hurrying off.
Llamryl strode up to where I sat on my horse. “I probably should have mentioned today was the solstice. To be fair though, I thought you knew.”
“It’s fine. Is there anything special I need to know? Like…” I jerked my head in the direction the lady had run off in. “What’s with the dirt? It seems like people are more dusty today?”
Llamryl grinned and nodded. “That’s a solstice tradition. Especially among the more rural people. To roll in the dirt as a way to welcome in the solstice.”
I frowned. “That sounds strange.”
He shrugged. “You can ask Skuti or anyone else about it. We roll in the dirt to remember the earth and the blessings it gives us, as well as to remember the cycles of life. From dirt and to dirt, so to speak. Each year is like a lifetime.” We were quiet for a minute before he gestured toward the thegn hall. “We can continue on if you’d like. I’m sure Mattie or Master Skuti have news for us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Inside the thegn hall people buzzed around, mostly servants, and I looked for a familiar face. Either Mattie or Skuti. Both for an update on what had happened while I was away, and also for what I need to do now. Neither were near the thegn chair and as I looked behind me, I noticed Llamryl hurrying up one of the staircases to the second level. I grinned, knowing exactly who he was looking for, and focusing my own search for Skuti. Meandering into what I had dubbed the ‘research room’ off of the main hall, I looked over the many scrolls and books Skuti had on the various tables. Along the rear wall, the large thegn stone—which was in all reality a bowl with water in it and a stone on either side where you could lay your hands—sat temptingly empty. I wondered if Haldrek would answer if I called him now.
“Lady Ina!”
I jumped, my armor and chainmail clattering, as Skuti walk into the room. I sighed. Haldrek would have to wait. At least for now. 
“How was your journey? I hope that the gesith all treated you with the respect they should have.”
I nodded. “They did. Most of them. The others…my dad said those men were grumpy and rude with him as well.”
Skuti laughed. “They may have been.” His mirth disappeared as quickly as it came. “Not that they should be rude to a thegn.”
I shrugged. “I expected more of them to be grumpy and rude to me, given how new I am.”
“You shouldn’t. Even if they are unsure of you or wished another to be thegn, you are their thegn. They should treat you as they would your father, or another thegn.”
“I guess.” We were quiet as Skuti looked over his scrolls and flipped through a few pages in a nearby book. “Skuti?”
He looked up. “Yes, my thegn?”
“Is there anything in those books about necromancy? And haldragas?”
He frowned, his hand stopping one of the pages. “Your ancestors studied a variety of subjects, so I’m sure there is something within your family’s library. But what brings about your curiosity in necromancy?”
I exhaled. “My dad. He visited me again while I was traveling.”
“That’s not unusual for people in your family, I assume. Did he say something about necromancy?”
“Yes and no. Well, yes. But I noticed something before he said anything. He’s rotting away. He had previously told me rotting wasn’t possible, because he was a haldraga still connected to his dragon. The first thing he said during this last visit was that he thought there was a necromancer in Drattüjert.” 
Skuti groaned and then nodded, returning his attention to his scrolls and books. He asked, “Have you told Thegn Andrattür yet?”
I shook my head. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of him, but no luck. He’s been busy, I’m sure, but—”
“This is important.” Skuti took a deep breath. “If there is a necromancer in Drattüjert, that could spell disaster for those trying to re-take the city. Thegn Andrattür would know more about the hows and the whats in regards to fighting it.”
I walked over to the thegn stones and placed my hands on the two stones while looking over the bowl of water.
“Mirratoft. Haldrek Rodreksson.”
The water turned inky dark and tiny waves began to ripple from the center, as if someone had dropped a stone in it. After a few minutes, the movement stopped and the water went still again.
“Oh c’mon, Haldrek!” I snapped in frustration, trying to hide the sadness and worry creeping into my heart. Footsteps hurried behind me and I turned around to see Mattie enter the room. Her smile faded and her forehead furrowed for a second.
“What’s going on?” She glanced at Skuti as he continued to go through his documents. “Did something happen between you and Haldrek, Ina?”
I sighed, more worry starting to creep up into my chest.
“No. As far as I can tell, no. I’ve been trying to contact him, either through my pendant or through the big thegn stones, but he hasn’t answered. I don’t think I did anything that would keep him from talking to me. I need to see if he knows something.”
“What?” Mattie focused her attention on Llamryl as he entered the room. “Llamryl, did something happen with the gesiths?”
I shook my head. “The gesiths are the gesiths. My dad contacted me while we were on our journey and told me that there was a necromancer in Drattüjert. He looked terrible.”
“Like no sleep terrible or zombie terrible?”
“Zombie terrible. He had chunks of flesh falling off of him, like both his body and spirit were rotting away. I just tried to contact Haldrek because Skuti said he’d likely know more than what is in our library, but he’s not answering.” I tried to hide the panic in my voice. 
Mattie nodded. “Maybe he’s busy? He was away for a long while even before we arrived.”
“That’s likely the case.” Skuti muttered. He jabbed his finger at some runes in one of the books. “I think I know what is causing your father’s ailment. Another Thegn of Svartån, your ancestor, wrote something his dragon told him. The one bonded to him. Haldragas and their dragons stay together after death. They only separate once the haldraga goes to Mirroth because of how dragons can be reborn and people cannot. But if the dragon and the haldraga are wedged apart, then bad things happen. Both begin to evolve? Devolve? I’m trying to translate this rune, but I’m guessing that’s what is happening to your father. Did he say that others in the Realm of Ghosts were also afflicted?”
I nodded. “Not directly, but that is the impression I got.”
Skuti sighed. “Keep trying to contact Thegn Andrattür. I can write a missive to his husceorl asking for information. It will take more time, but it is better than nothing.” He returned to his books and began scribbling notes of his own. Mattie nodded her head towards the door and I left with her and Llamryl, more anxious and conflicted beyond what I had hoped for.






  
  Chapter three

That night, I found myself pacing at the top of the spire that rose up from the thegn’s hall. In the distance, I could see a bright light coming from the edge of the village. Music and laughter drifted toward me on the wind. I wished I could join them, but the thoughts of my dad, the news that the necromancer might hurt more people, and my inability to get a hold of Haldrek would have kept me from enjoying the festivities. Next year I would celebrate with them. If there were celebrations next year.   
I shook my head to get away from the gloomy thoughts. Squeezing my pendant once more, I whispered, more to myself than anyone, “If you don’t answer, Haldrek, I swear I’m gonna…”
The pendant grew warm in my palm and I eagerly flipped it open. Haldrek’s grin greeted me. All of a sudden, my anger and irritation disappeared. 
“Happy solstice, Ina.”
“Happy solstice. Have you been busy?” I wanted to blurt out everything on my mind, but I held back, not wanted to overwhelm him or freak him out. I missed him and I wanted him near right now. My chest squeezed tight with that feeling. Longing? Desire? Whatever the word was, I wanted Haldrek next to me and the distance between us physically hurt.
He nodded. “You’d think that Jaonos, my husceorl, was new to his position for all his questions.” Haldrek groaned and then laughed. “I thought I’d get a break for my birthday, but no. At least he’s wanting to do things the right way instead of just guessing. A lot of things have changed since I left for Drattüjert.”
“Yeah… that’s good, I guess. Wait. Is today your birthday? I don’t remember you mentioning that. If you did, I’m sorry. Happy birthday.” My cheeks warmed up with embarrassment and I tried to recall if he’d ever mentioned when his birthday was exactly.
“Thank you. I can’t remember if I did or not. Not that it matters. I tried to get Jaonos to partake in some of the solstice celebrations, so I could get a break, but…” He shrugged. “I’m over it now. He’s trying to do his best. I’m going to need a husceorl who can do things right the first time when I head back to Drattüjert. I know Aallotar won’t wait forever to avenge her uncles and grandfather.” 
I nodded, all of my wants and emotions feeling less important now. There were bigger things to deal with. Not that a possible necromancer wasn’t a big thing to deal with. My stomach churned with the familiar anxiety and I pushed my emotions aside for the moment. I didn’t want to ruin or stress out Haldrek further on his birthday.
“How have you been? You look distracted.”
I returned my focus to Haldrek. “Sorry. The past few days have been interesting. Weird. I tried calling you on your pendant but you didn’t answer. I know you’re busy there and I didn’t—” My voice faltered.
“What’s going on?” Haldrek’s expression turned somber.
“Nothing major. Well, maybe. I dunno. I got back from meeting and greeting my gesiths. Some of them were grumpier with me than others. I expected that and that’s not the big thing. It’s a dream I had after leaving Sigreykir. My dad pulled me into the Realm of Ghosts. He thinks there might be a necromancer in Drattüjert.”
“What?” Haldrek’s eyes widened. “When? What exactly did he say? What makes him think that?”
“All the people in the Realm of Ghosts, at least the ones who died in Drattüjert and haven’t had their rites done, are rotting away. Like their spirits are rotting away. My dad. My dad had chunks of flesh…” My face scrunched up as I fought the urge to cry.
“Ina…”
“I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be tougher than that. I didn’t cry when I saw my dad, but I was more in shock. Like, he didn’t look good.”
“He said it wasn’t just him?”
I nodded. “He said Kalle and the rest are rotting too. When I talked to Skuti, he referenced one of my ancestors saying something about the dragons and their souls being pulled apart?”
Haldrek nodded. “A dragon’s soul will stay with a haldraga’s soul until the person goes to Mirroth. If the two are forced apart, then that person’s soul will start to decay in the Realm of Ghosts.”
“What about people who aren’t haldragas?”
“Their spirits begin to slowly decay as soon as they reach the Realm of Ghosts.”
“If they don’t get sent off to Mirroth or another place, what happens to them?”
Haldrek shrugged. “That would be something your family knows more about. However…”
“However what?”
“Lore has it that undead creatures can be created by raising the spirit of a completely decayed body and joining it with that body. But the body has to be partially decayed and, I guess, the spirit as well.”
“So zombies can be created if both the body and the spirit are decayed?”
“In a way. I’m assuming you’re talking about the undead when you say zombies, but yes. If a necromancer wants to raise an army of them, he or she can do so, even with people who have been long dead. I’m guessing a decayed spirit doesn’t necessarily disappear in the Realm of Ghosts. It just exists?” Haldrek exhaled and looked away from his pendant. I winced, hating the fact that I was ruining his birthday.
“I’m sorry.”
He focused on the pendant once more and smiled. “Don’t be. I needed to know this. I’ll have to start searching my library for information on fighting necromancers.” He laughed. “Maybe I’ll have my husceorl do it.” His amusement faded a little. “I miss you. A part of me wishes we could be together today. Not only because of my birthday, but because I’d love to show you the solstice festivities we have here in Andrattür.”
“I’d love to see them with you.” I smiled and glanced up at the bonfire light off in the distance. “The people here at the estate seem to be having a good time.”
“They’re having a bonfire as well?”
I nodded. “I feel like a bonfire would be more of a winter thing though.”
“We have bonfires at the winter solstice too. Perhaps we’ll be able to have one in Drattüjert come then. My uncle…” Haldrek’s voice dropped off.
“This isn’t such a great birthday, is it?”
He shook his head. “A lot of heavy things have happened since my last birthday. But many good things as well. Like you.” His expression lit up and I couldn’t help but smile.
“Who knows where we’ll be a year from now? Wherever we are, I hope we’re together.”
“I will drink to that. May the Blodnar be gone for good and may we be together in Drattüjert. If I am High King, I hope you’ll be by my side as High Queen.”
My neck and cheeks heated up as I nodded, my smile widening. The thought of being with Haldrek made me warm and tingly on the inside. Although I never mentioned it to anyone, I'd had dreams about him. And me. Being physically intimate. I enjoyed those dreams. As for being the High Queen, as exciting as that thought was, I was just barely figuring out how to be a good thegn. If I was by his side in Drattüjert a year from now, that would mean many things, including more expectations as High Queen.
“If you’re High King and I’m High Queen in a year, they’re going to expect us…” My cheeks started to burn with embarrassment even to talk about having kids. I mean, I was barely eighteen and Haldrek, only twenty-two now. We were technically adults, but I still felt like a kid. 
“They’re going to expect aethlings. I know. I’m well aware.” His tone sounded less than thrilled.
I frowned. “Why? What’s been going on? Has your uncle been pestering you again?”
“Raynord? He’s always pestering me. But yes, he continues to get me and one of his eldest granddaughters, Quenby or Kamira, together. But a few of the other thegns have been calling on me through the thegn stones. Bjorn Susi had his daughter Freygerd contact me through the thegn stones once. Supposedly to apologize for Hardbein’s behavior, but the conversation was strained and she kept asking me questions that seemed forced. And then there was Gustav.”
My eyes widened. “Gustav? Why?”
“He said it was to talk about matters concerning Drattüjert and his lands. He brought up his daughter, Sibila. Someone he’s never spoken of before.”
I frowned. “Did you know of her before this conversation or…?”
Haldrek nodded. “I’d seen her once or twice when I was younger and visiting the palace. Gustav brought both her and his son Rorik for some event. Even then, she was strange, though.”
“Strange, how?”
“People called her elf-touched. Obviously that’s not true, but she’d speak to people or things no one else could see. As if under some enchantment. There was plenty of gossip about her when they were at the palace, and it was evident Gustav favored Rorik over her.”
“Why’d he bring her up? Did he say anything about the vampire he sent my way? Or at least that I think he sent my way.”
Haldrek shook his head. “Part of me wanted to say something to see how’d he react. But he was more focused on trying to arrange something between me and Sibila.”
“What?” Secondhand annoyance started to grow in my chest.
Haldrek shook his head. “I didn’t entertain the conversation long. I told him that my main focus right now was on taking Drattüjert back and kicking the Blodnar out of Lohikärra. He grumbled at that and our conversation ended soon after.”
I sighed. “You’d think the other thegns would be focused on fighting more than romance.”
Haldrek shrugged. “I think they are focused on both. At least Raynord and Bjorn. Gustav… I still think he has ties to the Blodnar. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was trying to ensure his position regardless of how the war goes. That said, Aallotar sent me a messenger as well. She’s already planning how to retake Drattüjert. She wants to avenge her grandfather and uncles as much as I do.”
I nodded. “Do you think…?” My mind swirled with questions. Part of me wanted to fight alongside Haldrek if he was returning to Drattüjert, but I also didn’t want to be a weak link or waste of space if I couldn’t fight like him or the other thegns.
“Do I think what?”
“Aallotar is heading up the attack to get Drattüjert. Do you think she’ll need Svartån’s help?”
A teasing smile spread across Haldrek’s face. “Are you already itching to fight again?”
I laughed. “I dunno. Maybe. Part of me is. I want to fight with you. And the others. But I don’t want to be a waste of space. Or a distraction.”
Now Haldrek laughed. “If Aallotar sends you a messenger, it’s because she needs your help. She’s always been very practical about fighting. Very good at strategy. But she also knows about the Isillas and how hard Svartån warriors fought under your father. As for distractions…” His expression sobered up. “I know how to focus when I need to.”
I bit my bottom lip and nodded. Of course Haldrek would know how to focus. He’d shown that when Seirye had attacked Andrattür along with Svartån.
“How is Mattie doing?”
I returned my focus to the pendant. “She’s doing well. Helping to keep things organized here at the estate. Sivath’s been coming around frequently to train her on dragon things? I guess? Sometimes I’ll join them in the trainings.”
Haldrek nodded. “He’s preparing her to become a haldraga. Teminth did the same with me before we bonded.”
I sighed. Beyond the one time Rhaegos visited her shrine months ago, I had yet to see her or be visited by any other dragon. My mind returned to what the Gesith of Sigreykir had said.
“Do you think I’ll become a haldraga soon?”
Haldrek opened his mouth, then closed it. After a moment, he nodded. “Of course. I’ve yet to hear of a thegn who didn’t eventually become a haldraga. If the dragons chose you to be thegn over Hardbein, then you’ll become a haldraga when they see fit.”
I sighed, still not satisfied but too tired to press the issue.
“Ina…”
I focused on his smiling face and couldn’t help but smile myself. “Yes?”
“I love you. You’ll be a haldraga soon enough.”
“I love you too. I hope so. I’d hate if me not being a haldraga impacted my ability to be a good thegn, or us.” The thought popped up in my head that a High Queen might need to be a haldraga as well.
“It won’t. I promise. Go to bed. I’ll call you on the pendants tomorrow. I’m going to see what information my ancestors might have on necromancers and haldragas. If I find anything, I’ll let you know.”

I nodded and watched as the pendant glass darkened again, the number eight shining brightly against the inky blackness.






  
  Chapter four

The next morning, Mattie and I found ourselves in the library, studying with Skuti. I continued practicing my runes, like a child, as Mattie continued researching one of a variety of subjects she’d taken up. Skuti stayed quiet, with the exception of a few mumblings about necromancers and haldragas. 
“Ina…?”
“Hmm?” I looked up at Mattie, unable to focus on my runes any longer.
“Remind me about that person you saw in the dungeon when Seirye had you down there.”
“My dad?”
“You said it wasn’t your dad, but it looked like him?”
I nodded. “It chewed me out. Told me I was being mopey and that people in my family never gave up. Why?”
“It’s been bugging me. Because I don’t think it was anything bad, but if it’s something good, we could figure out how to harness it. Anyway, I think it might be an aspect.”
“An aspect?” I frowned. “What’s a—”
A loud screeching wail interrupted me, and all three of our heads jerked toward the sound. Skuti jumped up and the three of us ran into the main hall.
Servants and other people who had been milling around, stood stock still, their attention either on us or large main doors. I spotted Llamryl in the midst of the hall. He had his weapon ready as another bellow shook the walls.
“Sivath…” Mattie whispered, terror filling her voice. She bolted down the stairs and toward the front door. I followed as she scrambled to pull them open. Llamryl helped her. As they opened one, a large dragon shuddered, its snout at the bottom of the outside stairs. He was covered in blood, his wings torn. Pieces of wing skin fluttered weakly in the wind, and a few arrows protruded from his hind quarters. 
“Sivath?” I gasped as Mattie and I ran to him. Mattie reached for him and he pulled away. She stopped as he made some kind of grunt. He shifted as if to morph into his human form, only to shudder again.
“He says he has a message for you from Rhaegos.”
I stared at Sivath’s dragon form and nodded, still in shock. He voiced a few more grumbles and grunts, with Mattie nodding every few seconds. When he finished, Mattie turned to me. “He says Rhaegos awaits you in Drattüjert. He wishes he had more time to train us both to be haldragas.” Mattie turned to Sivath, her voice cracking, “You’re not…? I mean…?”
Sivath rumbled and Mattie hesitated. She glanced at me, then stretched her hand out to touch him.
“Mattie?”
As soon as her hand rested on one of the scales behind his eye, the air around all of us began to shimmer and expand.
“Llamryl! The thegn!” Skuti shouted from the doors behind us. 
Llamryl latched onto my arm and pulled me inside the thegn hall before I could react. The door slammed shut as the hall shook once more. My face

      [image: image-placeholder]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
z
O
)
—
S
¥
—

et

=

THE LOHIKARRAN CHRONICLES 3





OEBPS/images/b7aa60d7-b76e-45ea-8050-4b089b9b0033.png





OEBPS/images/d009ddda-aa91-40a2-b1b3-379c3e0dbb35.png
CLES

iz
o
z
<
-
<
p4







