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  The Vollr's Visions


In all my twenty-one years, I had never been summoned to the High King’s private quarters. The High King had summoned me to Drattüjert’s fortress-turned-palace many times. But the private quarters were reserved for him and his immediate family. Even though I was his nephew—and the Thegn of Andrattür—there had never been a reason for me to be there. 
Until this evening. 
I knocked on the door and waited. Something I rarely had to do, given my status, but I wasn’t in a rush either. It was an open secret that the Blodnar—our long-time enemy—were planning an attack on Drattüjert. How soon that would be was not to my knowledge.
“Haldrek?”
I turned to see Ingmar Svanunge, the Thegn of Svartån, as he strode up to me. I grinned. After my father’s abandonment and subsequent death, Ingmar had become a mentor and a second father to me. He had trained me to do much of what I’d been doing recently: fight and lead.
“Uncle Kalle—the High King—requested my presence here. I don’t know why though.”
Ingmar’s expression grew grim. “I believe it has to do with the impending battle. Kalle requested the Vollr’s presence as well. Though I don’t know why he would summon either of us, or anyone for that matter, unless there is something he knows that we don’t.”
My smile disappeared as the door opened and a servant beckoned us in. I let Ingmar take the lead up the circular stairwell, expecting that he had been here before and knew the way.
A few turns of the stairwell and we came to an arched entry into the forequarters. The room certainly looked fit for a high king. It was large and decorated with materials far nicer than what I had at my thegn hall. Fine furs, silks, furniture of the best wood and design. Ornate fireplaces stood out on both the wall next to where we entered and across from it, putting out enough heat to keep the large room warm without a central firepit. Instead, in the center of the room stood a large circular table covered in a purple cloth with a large silver bowl in the center. Across the table from us stood the High King Kalle and three women of differing ages, but identical garb: the Vollr. Women known for their keen abilities to see what others couldn’t. I had never met them before, only heard stories. Still, their presence unnerved me.
Uncle Kalle nodded, gesturing for us to join him and the women at the table. “Ingmar, Haldrek. I’m glad you’re here. The Vollr require the three of us for this ceremony.”
I walked forward out of instinct and duty, but Ingmar stayed still. 
“What ceremony?” Ingmar asked.
Kalle hesitated. “My spies bring back word that the Blodnar will bring the full force of their army here against us tomorrow. I wish to see what may happen and if it be ill, how to prevent it.”
“And why the three of us?” Ingmar approached the table, but his expression remained reluctant.
“Do you not trust me, Ingmar? Or the Vollr?”
“I trust both. But I also know the stories of those who came before us and tried to change their fates in vain.” Ingmar paused. “Do you not trust your thegns?”
The High King looked down at the large bowl on the table. “Not all of them, no.” He lifted his gaze with intense regret at Ingmar. “I should have listened to you sooner.”
Ingmar sighed, placing his hand on the table. “But here we are. What would you have us do now?”
The middle-aged Vollr cleared her throat. “All three of you must place your hands in the water. That will allow you to see what you need to see once the ritual begins.”
Without hesitation, Kalle dipped his fingers in the water. Ingmar and I took our places on either side of him and did the same. The three women formed a circle around us. I stiffened up. Having the women clasp hands around us made me leery and nervous, like a trapped animal.
As the women chanted, the water muddied for a moment before showing me a young, blonde woman in tattered clothing struggling as a Blodnar soldier put her head on an executioner’s block. My chest tightened, anger, fear, and hopelessness coursing through my body as the executioner raised an axe above her neck. Just as the blow was about to hit, the image faded into one of a familiar face, smirking at me from a familiar place: Seirye lounging in Ingmar’s thegn chair at Svangendom. He was an Isillas elf who I’d fought several times. Now, in the vision, he sat relaxed in the thegn’s chair at Svangendom. He froze any who crossed him, even helpless peasants, into blackened corpses. 
I began to pull my hands out of the water, unnerved and not wanting any more of this. The future could remain a mystery for all I cared. The hands clasped behind me nudged my back, pushing my hands deeper into the bowl. Another image appeared. This time of my uncle Keldan—Thegn of Fosseån—handing me the High King’s crown and the Staff of Tenelth. Both tokens of one becoming the High King. Yet as he did, another entity snatched both from my hands and a deep sense of dread washed over me. 
This time I yanked my hands out of the water as Kalle gasped and stumbled back. The women stopped their chanting as he staggered further back, his face white. Ingmar and I grabbed Kalle and eased him down to the floor.
Kalle looked up at the women, eyes wide in horror. “Are these visions set in stone?”
The youngest of the three spoke: “Nothing is set in stone except the past. The visions you saw are only the most likely future. Depending on the actions you three take, some or all of your visions may change.”
Uncle Kalle feebly nodded his head as he leaned on Ingmar and I and stood back up. “I... I thank you for your gifts, Vollr. You may take your leave if you wish.”
The two younger women nodded, but the eldest lifted her head. “There is a reason we asked for the three of you in particular. No matter how the future unfolds, the actions that you three will commit will affect this land for generations to come.”
My throat tightened as the three women left the room. How in Tenelth’s name could a blonde woman, an Isillas invasion, and the symbols of the High King have anything to do with each other?
Ingmar focused on Kalle. “If I may ask... what did you see?”
“Bloodshed.” Uncle Kalle groaned as if the visions had placed a great weight upon him. “I expected tomorrow to be a bitter fight, but...”
“You saw more than that.” Ingmar grimaced as Kalle nodded.
“I saw my entire family cut down before me. My wife, my sons, their spouses, my grandchildren. Without mercy. Not that I expected any from the Blodnar. And I saw the Blodnar commander take the crown and Staff of Tenelth.” He stared at the metal bowl in front of us. “They said what we saw was only the most likely outcome.” He staggered forward, leaning on the table as he skirted it, his breath ragged as he headed for the doorway. “I have much to do tonight if I’m to protect my family. My heirs. And Lohikärra.”
“Kalle.” Ingmar reached out for him, but Kalle put his hand out to stop him. 
“I’m sure you and Haldrek saw much as well. You may leave to prepare if you wish,” Kalle said. There was a finality in my uncle’s tone that made me straighten up. 
Even Ingmar put his hand down and nodded. “Yes, my king.”
Ingmar glanced at me and gestured toward the stairs. With a slight bow to my uncle—my king—I followed Ingmar out.
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“What did you see, Haldrek?”
“I...” My mind was still muddled with what the visions could have meant. “I saw many things that I don’t understand. And...”
“And...?”
“Part of me fears what they could mean.”
“Did you see your death?”
The bluntness of his question made me stand back. I stared at Ingmar for a moment, wondering what he had seen in his visions. “I didn’t.”
“Then perhaps you will survive this battle.” We began walking down the hall, keeping our voices quiet. There was no sense in frightening anyone if the visions we had seen were not what they seemed. 
“Did you see your death, Ingmar?”
He nodded. “That... I’m oddly at peace with. You know the gift of House Svartån. It’s not like I haven’t been to the Realm of Ghosts before.”
“But... this would be permanent.”
“It would. But in the times that I’ve been there and spoken to those who have passed before me... The afterlife is not something I fear, whether it be in the Realm of Ghosts or Mirroth. That said, my other vision is the one that concerns me.”
“What was that?” My mind wandered to the image of Seirye sitting in the thegn’s chair at Svangendom. I wondered again why I received a vision of Svartån when my own duties were to Andrattür.
“I saw my cousin Hardbein sitting in the hall at Svangendom. And not as a guest.”
That made me stop. I frowned as Ingmar turned to me.
“Does that surprise you? I know I’ve told you about my daughter. But...”
I shook my head. “I’ve always believed you when you spoke of her. You’ve never been the type of person to... If you didn’t have a daughter and wished for someone other than Hardbein to be your heir, you would’ve named them as your heir by now.”
Ingmar nodded. “I’ve spent much of my life trying to figure out how to bring her here. As far as I can tell, only the lohikarstenar can do that.” He must have seen the confusion in my expression. “The dragon stones. I had hoped that somehow, once I brought her here, there would no longer be any rumors about who would be the next Thegn of Svartån after my passing. But that may be for naught.”
I thought back to the unknown woman in my first vision. “If she was here now, how old would she be? A child? An adult?”
“An adult. Almost. She will turn eighteen this year.”
I nodded. The woman in my vision could have been around that age. But if the person I saw was Ingmar’s daughter, I doubted he’d want to know what might happen to her once she arrived.
“Haldrek... What did you see in your vision? Or visions?”
“I... there were three, but I don’t know how they’re connected.” I gestured for us to continue walking as I noticed one servant standing too close for my comfort. “The first was of a young woman. No one I recognized but captured by the Blodnar and about to be executed.”
“Beheading?”
I nodded.
Ingmar stroked his beard. “They reserve that only for the people they deem important. Those they want the world to know are dead. What did she look like?”
I shrugged. “Blonde hair, underfed. She wore peasants’ clothing. Not far off from what this war has reduced many people here to since it started.”
Ingmar furrowed his brows. “But she was old enough to be Ina’s age?”
“Perhaps. I didn’t see her in detail. You think I saw your daughter?”
“I don’t know. But there would have to be a reason the Blodnar would execute someone who didn’t look like they were part of the abthanry. Perhaps it was Ina and perhaps the dragon stones have somehow brought her back here already.” He paused for a moment. “What of your other visions?”
“I saw Seirye sitting in the thegn’s chair at Svangendom. I don’t know what to make of that.”
Ingmar groaned. “I don’t know which is worse. Him or Hardbein. And if we saw different... individuals ruling over Svartån... I fear for my thegn lands.”
“I’m confused why I saw the vision and not you? And I knew it wasn’t Andrattür, the chair he sat in was not mine. The back of it was shaped like a swan taking flight.”
“If Seirye rules over Svartån, then perhaps grim news bodes for Andrattür. Our lands have always fought side by side.” Ingmar stopped and faced me. “You are just beginning your journey as thegn. While possible, it is difficult to fight two enemies at the same time alone.”
I grimaced. “The Blodnar and Isillas. I fear for what my last vision means then.”
“What was that?”
I looked around to make sure we were alone. We had made our way to one of the drekvés -shrine rooms to the dragons. This one held a statue of Tenelth. Although not that late, the room was empty except for us. A blessing, given how frequently the drekvés were used here. “I saw Keldan giving me the Crown and Staff of Tenelth. And as he did, another person snatched them from me.”
Ingmar’s eyes widened as he raised a brow. “That... is not a vision many men get.”
“I don’t think any of the visions we saw tonight are common.” I exhaled. As Thegn of Andrattür, I had enough on my plate. The mere idea of becoming High King unnerved me. As did the implications of someone stealing the tokens connected to that title.
Ingmar turned to the shrine on the far wall of the room. “Perhaps tonight would be a good night to commune with your dragonkin. Or pray at Tenelth’s shrine. It seems your destiny is beyond whatever happens tomorrow.”
I grabbed his shoulder as he turned to leave. “Wait.” A wave of panic washed over me, despite my immediate attempts to suppress it. “What if... I’ve trained my entire life to be a thegn. I have no training to be a king. And if someone is trying to usurp that title...”
“There are always men who would try to take the title of High King.” He paused and put his hand on my shoulder. “Haldrek. Don’t doubt yourself. If the visions we saw were true, I believe you will be as good a king as you are a thegn.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “If the visions we saw were true, there is much I need to do before tomorrow. Talk to your dragonkin. Pray. And rest. Whatever tomorrow and the future holds, you will need all of your energy and strength.”
With that, he walked out into the hallway, leaving me to my own thoughts and worries about what lay ahead.

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite being in a drekvé, where I could commune with my dragonkin Teminth more easily, too much energy coursed through my body to allow me the contemplation that I needed to speak with him. 
Instead, I made my way outside. The bitter cold air helped clear my thoughts and suppress my panic. I needed to talk with my gesiths and let them know of the battle tomorrow. Knowing my Uncle Kalle, he would have already sent servants to alert the other thegns of the news his spies had brought. Likely before he called Ingmar and me to his quarters.
I hesitated as I left the city gates, trying to decide where to gather my gesiths. A shadow passed over the waxing Deepfrost moon and I looked up to see the flip of a tail.
A familiar voice rose in my head. ”Rhaegos bids you meet her at Tenelth’s Mound. She has knowledge that you seek.”
“Thank you, Teminth,” I said softly before making my way to the dragon burial mound that Bjornulf and his people built the city against. Teminth was the dragon who had bound himself to my soul years ago, and I knew better than to ignore him—or Rhaegos—when bade.
Despite the darkness of the surrounding night, the burial mound and the elaborate shrine built into it were well lit, kept so by the priests of Tenelth. The light silhouetted a woman, far taller than me. Her back was to me. 
“Mighty Rhaegos.” I bowed to one knee in deference. Though I had grown up with the dragons and saw many of them as trusted friends, it was still my place to treat them with reverence. Especially the elder dragons, like Rhaegos. “Teminth told me of your bidding. I am here.”
Light laughter came from the shrine. I glanced up to see Rhaegos turn to face me. “Always so formal, little one. Come, stand with me by the shrine.”
I stood up, ignoring the freezing snow that clung to my pants, and hurried to the shrine. 
Rhaegos dropped a piece of raw meat into her mouth. It was an offering the priests of Tenelth had placed at the shrine. She nodded approvingly as she swallowed it. “My dragonkin and I appreciate these offerings, more so now than ever. Even when your people rest, we watch over you. We are ever vigilant of your enemies and will strike them when they least expect it.” She turned to me with knowing eyes. 
I stiffened up. Even though I had never crossed Rhaegos and had often viewed her with awe as a child, I knew better than to speak or act casually around her. “We appreciate all that you and your kin do. Our offerings are meager in exchange for what the dragons have given us.”
Rhaegos nodded, her long braid of silvery white ‘hair’ shifting slightly. What was hair while in human form changed into a protective ridge above their spine and tail when dragons transformed. And now, as I glanced at the ground, the tip of Rhaegos’ braid curled in on itself as if flexing away from the cold. Something that no human hair could do.
“It has always fascinated you with how we dragons shift from our natural form into a human form.”
I flushed, embarrassed that she had caught me staring.
“I apologize. I—”
She laughed again, more freely this time. “It entertains me, little one. I remember you as a crawling babe, chasing after my tail.” Her expression grew softer. “Even I wish for those peaceful days.” She looked thoughtfully back up at the shrine before continuing, “The Vollr spoke with me today. Before they spoke to your High King. There is much change in the air. I do not fear it, though I lament what it will mean for Lohikärra.”
“Are their visions true?”
“As they have spoken, what you three saw tonight is what will likely happen. However...”
“Only the past is set in stone.”
Rhaegos nodded. “I bade you here because you will help to mold those visions you saw.”
“Will I be able to save—”
She turned to me, holding my attention with her gaze. ”You can only change the visions you have seen. You cannot save the High King, nor the Thegn of Svartån. You may aid them, but your aid will not decide whether they live or die tomorrow. Instead, you must focus on what you saw, and you must do what you can to mold your fate.”
I nodded, my tongue and lips too heavy to speak.
“What do you remember from your first vision?”
“A girl. Woman. A young woman.” I stumbled over my thoughts as I tried to speak them. “Who the Blodnar had captured. They were about to execute her. But she looked... I don’t know who she was or why they would execute her.”
Rhaegos traced the rim of the golden goblet resting on the shrine with her fingertip, carefully keeping her pointed nails away from it. “That woman is the Thegn of Svartån’s daughter and heir. Her name is Maja Ingmar Svanunge. And it is of utmost importance that your first vision not come to pass.”
“Is she here? In Lohikärra? If so, where? I know—”
Rhaegos shook her head. “She’s not yet of this realm. But when she arrives, the Blodnar will know she’s important. Even in tattered clothes. And so, they will bind her until they know what to do with her.”
“How? I mean...” I tried to think of how the Blodnar could know that she is important.
“Your father and the Thegn of Svartån weren’t the only humans of this realm to study and meddle with the power of dragons. There are those allied with the Blodnar who have ties to her realm. They have kept an eye on her, though for their own reasons.”
“Is she safe? Right now?”
Rhaegos’s expression turned grim. “Safe... She is safe for now from the Blodnar, but what safe means to one human and what safe means to another can be very different.” She hesitated as if searching for the right words. “The forces you see as magic do not exist in her realm, but there are those who can cast more insidious spells than even Ilva or Ryluth ever created.”
I frowned, not understanding what she meant, but feeling as if I should.
“When she arrives, the Thegn of Svartån’s heir, you must take her to Svartån as quickly as you can.” 
“What about Drattüjert? And my men?”
“The city...” Rhaegos turned away from me. “The city will fall for a short time, no matter your actions. My kin and I will keep the Blodnar at bay, but this will not be your last battle with them, and the Thegn of Svartån’s heir will help to push them out for good. Both out of the city and out of Lohikärra.”
I nodded. The idea of Drattüjert falling to the Blodnar sickened me. But if Ingmar’s daughter would bring them to their knees... “Is she a mighty warrior then?”
Rhaegos grinned, the candles at the shrine casting shadows across her face. “One day. Which is why it is so important that she stay alive. Lohikärra and Drattüjert will one day depend on her.”
“How do I keep her safe then? If I knew where she was—”
“Her fate before you two meet is outside of your control, little one. But once you cross paths, that is when you must protect and guide her.” She paused for a moment. “And when you think all is lost, call on me and I will aid you.”
I nodded again, remaining silent as my mind struggled to wrap itself around all she had spoken.
“Return now and prepare for the upcoming battle. Teminth will be with you, but prepare your men and yourself for what lies ahead. This will be the beginning of the end of the Blodnar’s intrusion, though it will not seem that way tomorrow.”
I sensed that our conversation was over and bowed in respect. “Thank you, Rhaegos. I will heed your words.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Rhaegos’s words swirled through my thoughts as I walked away from Tenelth’s Mound. My thoughts of the coming days weighed heavily on me.
Voices and familiar songs told me that the Andrattür camp was close to where I passed. Even if I didn’t know where this Maja woman was and could do little to prepare for her arrival, I knew something I could do. I could prepare my gesiths for what to expect tomorrow. They already had orders, and we had fought against the Blodnar several times since arriving at Drattüjert several months before. But with what the High King and Rhaegos had told me, our previous plans would be of little use tomorrow.
“Thegn Andrattür! Hail to our mighty leader! May we all cheat death tomorrow with you as the.. our le… our leader!”
I looked up to see some men raise their ale flagons to me and laughing at the first man’s drunken difficulty with words. I raised my fist and smiled, returning the gesture in kind. As long as they could fight in the morning, how they spent the evening before was of little concern to me.
In the center of the camp stood the main tent where I had often gathered my gesiths to plan out fighting tactics. Given the fact that even the common warriors knew we’d be fighting tomorrow, I expected at least some of my gesiths to be in the tent going over battle plans. The news I brought would shake all of those plans apart.
“Thegn Andrattür!” The gesith of Skartoft greeted me as I entered the tent. He gestured for me to stand next to him. He and three others—the gesiths of Hraunvik, Reynir, and Mjolfjord—all stood around a table holding a map of Drattüjert and the surrounding areas. A map we had poured over with each battle and each bit of additional information about the Blodnar’s movements for the past few months.
“Gesith Skartoft,” I said, joining him to look over the worn map. Ten round tokens showed where the warriors of Andrattür would fight in tomorrow’s battle. Two in the city with me, the other eight near the northern gate. Something that had seemed a solid plan a few hours ago.
“I think we’ve arrived upon a plan that will allow us to destroy those Blodnar once and for all.” He grinned. “Or at least enough to send them back to their own lands.”
I nodded at his confidence and pointed at some of the tokens on the map. “I see two with me. What about the other eight?”
Gesith Reynir took the other eight by twos and placed them in a half moon around the tokens representing the Blodnar. “We’ll keep them from the north gate and pinch off parts of their warrior groups until they don’t have the numbers to retaliate.” He paused. “What news from the High King? Have his scouts brought back word of how many Blodnar remain?”
I nodded. That number I had known prior to even the High King’s private meeting with myself and Ingmar. “At least six thousand. Their numbers have dwindled, but it won’t be an easy fight.”
“The city is fortified, and we are fighting on the soil our ahnfaders fought on.” Gesith Mjolfjord said, a grin lighting up his face. “And we have the dragons. They will not let Drattüjert—and Tenelth’s Mound—fall to those who would slaughter them for gold.”
“They... also have the foresight that we humans lack.” I pushed the two tokens within the city to join the other eight, arranging them so they flanked the Blodnar tokens while also keeping them away from the north gate. “Rhaegos spoke to me tonight and told me things that I know the High King will not accept.”
“Like what?” Gesith Hraunvik, the youngest of the four and closest to me in age, stared at me wide-eyed. 
I hesitated, wondering how much to tell them. Except for Hraunvik, these men fought and trained alongside my father. They had trained me almost as much as Ingmar had. I had no reason to think that they would reject wisdom from dragons, and yet...
“Rhaegos told me that Drattüjert would fall for a short time tomorrow. The Blodnar will think they have won, but Rhaegos said this was the beginning of their downfall.”
The tent remained quiet. A few of the gesiths widened their eyes in disbelief, while Hraunvik openly gaped for a moment before closing his mouth. Their expressions then turned grim, but one by one they nodded.
Gesith Mjolfjord spoke first. “We trust you, my thegn. And we trust the dragons, however... if you are pulling forces away from the city—”
“I’m not. I’m merely placing them where they can protect the north gate better. And fall back if need be.”
“Fall back?” Gesith Reynir’s eyes bulged. “We are warriors of Andrattür. We won’t need to fall back.”
“I am only speaking from what I know and what I’ve been told. If Rhaegos says Drattüjert will fall, even with its fortifications and warriors, then I believe her. And I’m not asking your men to flee at the first sign of combat. I’m placing them in a position that will allow them to fight another day. The day that we eradicate the Blodnar once and for all.”
“And what of yourself and the High King?” Gesith Skartoft asked. “If you have no warriors with you and the Blodnar take the city as you say...? Or even if they don’t and the High King sees your men in the city lacking, what will you say?” He grimaced, and I knew there was more on his mind. Skartoft was more intuitive than many of my gesiths. It had served him well.
“Whether or not I have warriors with me, I will survive this battle—both Rhaegos and others have foreseen that. In what condition, I don’t know, but I will live to fight another day. As for the High King, I will answer to him for the decisions I have made.”
The four men nodded again. 
I smoothed the sleeve of my tunic. “You all know how to arrange your men; I trust in your skills enough to leave you to that. I need to attend to a few more things in the city before I rest. By the dragons’ mercy, I hope...” my voice faltered as I thought of what awaited us tomorrow.
Gesith Hraunvik picked up where I couldn’t. “May we all meet in Mirratoft with tales of victory when this is all over.” 
“Aye.” We all said at the same time, more soberly than I wished. But I took it and without another word, made my way out of the tent.

      [image: image-placeholder]Though calmer than I had been when I’d left the palace, I still sought comfort and guidance from Teminth. Arriving in one of the palace’s empty drekvés, I knelt in front of the main shrine to Tenelth. It was an ornately decorated stone carving of a man with dragon ‘elements’. The artists carved scales into the figure’s skin where armor didn’t cover, and the fingers curved as if shifting into talons.
The silence of the room only made my thoughts louder. Just how important to Lohikärra’s future was Ingmar’s daughter? How was I supposed to protect her? What would happen exactly if I failed? As was the way with many of the dragons, Rhaegos had been maddeningly vague. 
“Oh Tenelth, hear my plea. Hear my invocation.” I always felt weird starting off my prayers like that. Lore spoke of Tenelth, the dragon who had bonded with Bjornulf and who had aided him in defeating the evil dragon, Ryluth, ceasing to exist when Bjornulf died. That dragons only had a few life cycles before they returned to the æther that created everything. But the priests of Tenelth said that his essence lived on in his dragon kin and that the words I had spoken were the respectful way to approach them.
“Did Rhaegos not give you what you seek?” Teminth’s voice came to my mind with a hint of chastisement—or so I thought. My conversations with him were unlike any I’d experienced prior to the haldraga ceremony. He spoke, and I heard as if with my ears, but there was never any sound.
“My apologies. She did. And I am grateful. It’s just...” Teminth was an old friend. He had been one of the dragons who spent most of their time at Mirratoft and was the first dragon to speak with me as a child. I still spoke with respect toward him, but our conversations weren’t as stiff or formal as those I had with other dragons.
“You thought those answers would settle your mind and yet they do not.”
I nodded, though I still did not know whether dragons could ‘see’ the human world once they had bound their soul with a human’s. “It’s true. I wished for answers... and for comfort, I suppose.” I hesitated a moment. “If my petitions are of small value, I’m sorry. I know that you and your kin have weightier issues to deal with. Or so Rhaegos made it sound.”
The sound of gravelly laughter filled my head. ”Don’t concern yourself. I enjoy our conversations. If I found your petitions of small value, I would not have answered.”
Teminth was right. And blunt. Most dragons only spoke with their haldragas in times of need. They had little time and patience for the bellyaching of humans. The gifts of my family, House Andrattür, meant I had a closer relationship with dragons, and I knew from previous experience that Teminth would not have acknowledged any petitions or whining he considered not worthy of his time.
“The Blodnar will attack tomorrow.”
“I know. My kin prepare, even now. We will drive them back, but Drattüjert will suffer for a time.”
“Rhaegos said as much. And the Vollr seemed to show it as well. Is there nothing I can do to keep Kalle and Ingmar from dying tomorrow?” I was glad that this conversation played out in my mind. With my back to the door of the room, I did not know if anyone was watching me. Though if they were, they would only see me praying at the shrine, a common sight.
“Just as Rhaegos said, that is in their hands. Yet... even still... As much as Kalle fights his destiny, his dragonkin knows. And prepares.”
“How should I prepare then, Teminth? I spoke with my gesiths, changed their orders to try and keep the losses Andrattür will see tomorrow to a minimum. What guidance... or comfort... would you give me now? If my destiny is beyond tomorrow, will you give me the strength I need? To protect myself and those I lead?”
“You have done as you needed, as a thegn. Rest for now. As you fight tomorrow, I will strengthen you. And guide you away from death. You have trained your men well; be merciful should they fall back. This is not the last battle you or they will fight against the Blodnar. Or for Drattüjert.”
I nodded, my head bobbing like a heavy rock. I fought my exhaustion, desperately trying to focus on all the questions I still had. “And my visions... Are they truly set in stone? What will happen if I fail?”
Teminth huffed, and I winced. As close as Teminth and I were, I knew better than to test his patience. And he had little patience for my moments of self-doubt. ”I am no scryer. Though I have traveled to many of the realms that exist, I am far from knowledgeable about the visions that the Vollr give. If the Vollr said that there is room to change the fates they showed you, then there is. As for failure... you have trained and fought before. Only your self-doubt will weaken that. And where your flaws still lay, I will suffice. Do not doubt me. If Rhaegos has told you of the girl’s importance and if she appeared to you in the Vollr’s vision, I can assure you of one thing. Your destiny intertwines with hers.”
“And what if I’m not able to save her?” I remembered the gut sinking feeling of hopelessness when the vision appeared.
“Do not think on that.” Teminth paused for a moment. “I will be with you during the battle and after. Do all you can to protect the girl and I will aid you. And if your need be dire, call on Rhaegos.”
I nodded, exhaustion sinking into my very bones from a day of training and overwhelming news.
“Sleep, Haldrek. You’ll need all the energy you can get for tomorrow.”
My head bobbed again and with that, I passed out.






  
  Battle of Drattüjert


"Haldrek... Haldrek..."  
A hand gripped my shoulder, and I jerked awake, eyes flying open, my hand instinctively reaching for the dagger at my hip. Above me stood my uncle Keldan, thegn of Fosseån. The wrinkles on his weathered face creased deeper than I'd ever seen them before. My conversations with Ingmar came to mind, and I wondered for a moment if Keldan's fate ended today with theirs. The thought soured my stomach.
"Easy, nephew. It's morning. The High King asked me to find you." He glanced over at the shrine to Tenelth and nodded. "You fell asleep praying to the dragons, did you?"
"I guess." Scrambling to my feet, I said, "I spoke with Teminth. Did Uncle Kalle tell you anything about last night?"
Keldan shook his head. "But I know the Vollr were here at his request." He smiled soberly, "He asked me to find them and bid them here."
I followed him out of the shrine room, silent. I did not know what he knew or what anyone was supposed to know outside of Kalle, Ingmar, and me.
"I could tell though, that he did not receive what he was hoping for. Today will be a memorable day for those of us who survive."
I hesitated to ask the question in my head. As if speaking it would make it more real. "Do you... Do you foresee yourself being one of those who survive?"
A fleeting smile crossed his face. "I... unfortunately, do not have the gift of foresight. I have yet to not survive a battle, but I know every day brings me closer to the battle that I won't." He stopped at the door of the High King’s war room. "I have made my peace with that. And I have made my peace with the fact that I may survive when those much younger may not. But until the end, I will fight with all the strength I can—and hope it is enough."
I nodded and tried to ignore the increasing weight on my shoulders. The impending battle didn't cause the weight, but rather the specter of responsibility should the visions given come true. I was more afraid of becoming High King than I was of fighting to my death in battle. 
We walked into the High King's war room. Maps upon maps covered the tables in there, dotted with flags noting where various sattars of warriors had been sent and from what thegn lands. The flag tokens represented all twelve thegns, though some had fewer flags on the map than others. The thegns themselves were gathered in small groups; their voices too quiet to overhear.
Kalle cleared his throat, a signal for us to come to the center table.
It was a broad hardwood table that accommodated all thirteen of us. In the center was a detailed map of Drattüjert and the surrounding lands. Red tokens showed known Blodnar locations, while yellow tokens showed the locations of warriors loyal to the High King. Yellow tokens surrounded the Blodnar’s, but it was a slight comfort given that the Blodnar surrounded the plateau that Drattüjert sat upon and the warriors within the city were less than desired. Still, given that we were inside the walls, and they were out, comforted me. Even if Rhaegos had seen the city's fall, we could still cut down as many Blodnar as possible, making it more difficult for them to keep the city.
"Today will be a bloody fight. I doubt any of us expected anything less. The warriors of Drattüjert and some of Heidrunefoss are within the city and have orders to fight to the end. I know that some of you have sattars of your warriors within the city as well. And for that I am glad." High King Kalle glanced at me with a smile and a nod. I held his focus despite the sense of bile pushing up into my throat. "As for the rest, the plan is simple. Push back the Blodnar and have your warriors cut down as many of these bastards as they can. I have been told that many will fall on both sides, but... we have the numbers to prevail. And I have been told that the dragons will not let the Blodnar take Drattüjert."
I looked to Ingmar to see his reaction. His expression revealed nothing. Instead, he continued to stare at the map on the table.
"And if by chance... the Blodnar should break through the city gates?" the Thegn of Heidrunefoss, Akku Halakivi asked, "Where would you have us fall back to, father?"
The High King's expression darkened. "Do you think they will break through the city gates, Thegn Heidrunefoss?"
"I do not. But I know it is wise to always plan for such events."
"If the Blodnar break through any of the city gates, we fall back here. This may be a palace now, but it was built to be a fortress. There are plenty of places where we can cut down those who would challenge us." Kalle glanced down at the map on the table. "Heidrunefoss guards the main gate. I hope no gates should, but that one least of all. For your sake, my son."
A painful silence flowed throughout the room until Thegn Heidrunefoss spoke again. "The only reason that the Blodnar would make it through the main gate is if all of Heidrunefoss's warriors lay dead. Myself included."
The High King nodded. "Spoken like a true Lohikärran." He waved his hand, pointer finger outstretched, above the map for a moment and then looked up at us. "We are done now. Go out there and prove to the Blodnar that we are to be feared, not conquered."
The other thegns left with haste, only Ingmar and I staying behind. Rhaegos's words pierced my thoughts again. Would I be able to aid Ingmar and Kalle? Or, as Teminth said, was there little I could do to change their fates? I wondered if not trying would be treason before the High King.
"Yes?" High King Kalle looked between Ingmar and me. "Have you anything of importance to speak?"
Ingmar nodded, but it was long before he spoke. He recited the traditional blessing spoken before battle. "May we meet at battle's end with blood-stained blade and mead in our hand."
It sounded more ominous than hopeful now, but the High King nodded. "May we meet at battle's end with blood-stained blade and mead in our hand."

      [image: image-placeholder]"Were you able to commune with your dragonkin last night?" A quiet voice made me turn as I left the High King's presence. Ingmar stood next to me. He looked older—more tired—than I had ever seen him, and I felt the weight on my shoulders deepen. Ingmar was like a father to me, especially after my own had died. Even though I was determined not to sacrifice my own men, the idea that I couldn't do more to save Ingmar nagged at me, filling me with guilt.
"I was. I... asked if my guidance to my gesiths for the battle today was wise. He said it was." I lowered my voice, reluctant to let anyone hear my words except Ingmar, “Last night, I directed my gesiths to keep their warriors outside the walls of Drattüjert. To fall back if need be. I will fight to the death to save the High King and this city, but if the dragons are correct and it will fall today... I won't sacrifice my warriors just for show. Still, I can't help but feel some guilt over those decisions. I wish Teminth had given me more straightforward direction, not just ‘you’ll be fine’.”
"The dragons are like that. I don’t think they wish to have us humans rely on them for every move. Sometimes they leave the hard decisions to us." Ingmar's tone was subdued, and I wondered how he was feeling now. He had been calm about his impending death last night. Had his thoughts changed? "But you shouldn't feel guilt for listening to the dragons and heeding their advice. They—and the Vollr—can see much farther into the future than we can. As loyal as I am to the High King—and I am willing to lay down my life to protect him as well—I will not ignore the dragons or their advice. They have not guided me to folly yet."
"Did you talk with your dragonkin as well then?" I asked.
Ingmar nodded. "We spoke well into the evening. Lagiocrus gave me sage advice as well. Told me..." His tone softened to a whisper as he looked around to make sure no one could hear him. "Told me to send some of my warriors back to Svartån."
"What?"
"She told me they will need to help my heir preserve Svartån." He half-smiled. "If only they'll listen to... her."
"Her? As in your daughter?"
Ingmar nodded. "Dark days come for Svartån, I'm afraid. Will you promise me something, Haldrek?"
"Of course."
"If you survive this battle, which I believe you will, and find my daughter... Keep her safe." His voice cracked. "Do everything you can to keep her safe. I doubt she will have had the battle training she would have growing up here, but... she will need your help."
"I understand." I thought back to the first vision I had seen. The young woman at the mercy of the Blodnar. Rhaegos had also said that she was Ingmar's daughter and that it was my duty to keep her safe. "I'll do whatever I can to protect her."
Ingmar's expression relaxed, and he put his hand on my shoulder. "Thank you."

      [image: image-placeholder]As I rode out of the North Gate, I took a moment to compose myself and give a plea to Teminth and all his kin. Even though I couldn't see any Blodnar on the horizon, I could still sense something in the wind. Something that made my plea a little more urgent.
"Take heart, Haldrek. I am with you today."
"Any guidance, Teminth?" My voice soft, although no one would question my words if they heard them.
The only response was a soft laugh, and I shook my head. Leave it to the dragons to be vague in times of need.
I rode past a few rows of Andrattüran warriors to where two sattars of men from Mirratoft stood waiting. Men who had previously been told to form inside the city. Their appearance outside the walls both gave me relief and left me nervous. Many would end up in Mirroth today, but more, I hoped, would make it back to Andrattür than if they had stayed inside the city. To my north and farther away from the city walls, I saw Gesiths Skartoft and Hraunvik sitting on their horses. But I knew from previous experience that Reynir and Mjolfjord were ready as well, just outside of eyesight.
"We're ready at your word, my thegn." One of the skjarals—a sattar leader—looked up at me.
I nodded. "Good. We fight to keep Drattüjert free today, however..."
The man nodded. "Gesith Skartoft told us last night of what you said." He hesitated. "There are some of us, myself included, who would walk willingly into Mirroth to keep you safe today."
"You need not worry about my safety. The dragons have told me that I will survive this battle. And I would prefer to keep my loyal warriors in this realm." I smiled.
The warrior nodded again. "May we meet at battle's end with blood-stained blade and mead in our hand, my thegn."
"May we meet at battle's end with blood-stained blade and mead in our hand."
The sound of many horses moving thundered through the air. I turned to the horizon and saw garish red and yellow flags whipping high in the air. The Blodnar soldiers spanned the horizon from tree line to tree line, with few spaces between their groups. For every man of mine, they seemed to have two or three. As they came into eyesight, their battle horns sounded, and I pulled out my sword. "For Drattüjert!"
My men shouted in unison and began chanting as the Blodnar charged toward us. The sattars of Andrattür charged forward as well, clashing with the Blodnar and pushing them back for a moment. I pushed forward on my horse, my men splitting easily in front of me as I swung low with my sword, cutting down a few Blodnar in quick succession. Another shout from the Blodnar forces and I looked up to see arrows arching above us.
"Shields, men!"
I raised my shield above my head, arrows hitting it as soon as I did. Beneath me, my horse let out a shrill cry as it reared and then dropped to the ground. I went tumbling over bodies and slashed at Blodnar soldiers who jabbed at me with their spears. Stumbling to my feet, I cut down another man and saw my men being pushed back. 
"Protect the gate!"
My men began angling themselves with their backs to the gate and pushed forward into the Blodnar troops. As I cut down a few of their men, a sword slammed into my helmet and I staggered away, glancing back at my attacker, raising my sword to retaliate. I was surprised to see a warrior wearing Etelaranikän armor staring back at me with a vicious sneer. He ran off, and I gave chase. 
Following him, I saw many Andrattüran warriors who had been near the gate cut down and a few Blodnar soldiers running through the now undefended gate. On the other side, a few Etelaranikän warriors lay dead, but most of the warriors Gustav had sent to the north gate were gone.
"My thegn..."
I turned and saw one of my gesiths, Hraunvik, laying bloodied on the ground. I ran to him and glanced around. The remaining Andrattüran warriors had pushed back the few Blodnar in this area enough for me to kneel by his side. 
"They betrayed us, my thegn. They let the Blodnar in. Killed us." His voice rasped as blood dripped from the side of his mouth with every word.
"Who?" I held Hraunvik's hand to give him comfort in his last moments. Even if I'd had something to heal him, his wounds were too severe.
"Etelaranikä. The Blodnar hit. Etelaranikä hit. Went through the gate." He closed his eyes, his chest shuddering as he struggled to breathe.
What in Lyrroth? "You've done well, my friend. I will see you feast in Mirroth."
He said nothing, his chest just slowing until it stopped, and his grip loosened from my hand. 
"My thegn?"
A few Andrattüran warriors stood behind me, including the one skjaral who had spoken to me before the battle. Beyond us, my men fought with courage, whether against just the Blodnar... I didn't know anymore. But my surviving gesiths could handle that. If the Blodnar, and any secret allies they may have, were in the city, the High King and those with him would be in danger.
"I'm going into the city. We've been betrayed, and I fear for the city and the High King now. Go fight with those remaining. Find the nearest gesith and tell him what I’ve told you. And if he tells you to fall back, fall back."
I expected them to leave, but they hesitated, exchanging glances. The skjaral said, "With all due respect, we will fight with you, my thegn." The surrounding men nodded. "We also saw the Etelaranikäns. If it is they who have betrayed us, we will gladly cut them down."
I sighed, knowing the stubbornness of my men and not wanting to waste time arguing. "I am glad to hear your courage and loyalty have not left you. And I fear as much about the Etelaranikäns." I paused for a moment, "If you follow me into the city, understand this may be our last battle and that we may fight those we thought friends."
They all nodded, and I stood up. My stomach churned at the thought that Lohikärran warriors may have betrayed the city and the High King. Even if those orders didn't come from the Thegn of Etelaranikä himself, the actions of his warriors may have made our defense even more impossible.






  
  Betrayal


As we pushed into the city, the streets were scattered with the bodies of defending troops, Blodnar, and anyone else unfortunate enough to be outside. In the distance, I could hear battle breaking out and gestured for my men to follow. There were perhaps thirty to forty men with me, a sizeable group, not enough to take out the Blodnar by ourselves, but enough perhaps to help Thegn Heidrunefoss and Thegn Bragidrattür defend the main gate. 
Once we reached the northern city square, we faced more carnage. Warriors from the city, Heidrunefoss and Bragidrattür lay dead at our feet as others continued to fight against Blodnar soldiers—and to my dismay—Etelaranikän warriors.
Out of the corner of my eye, a warrior wearing Etelaranikän armor charged me out from the shadows. I quickly slammed my sword into his helmet, knocking him down, where my men made quick work of him.
"They're openly fighting against us now..." The skjaral said, his voice soft as he stared wide-eyed at the surrounding carnage.
"So it seems. We need to support Heidrunefoss and Bragidrattür. And if you find an Etelaranikän skjaral, bring him to me. I want to know how far up this treason goes. I hope it is only a sattar who've betrayed us and not more."
The skjaral nodded, and we slipped further into the city, staying to the side streets and taking down Blodnar soldiers as we came across them. Along the wall near the main gate, there were more of our warriors, from both Heidrunefoss and Bragidrattür lying dead. My cousin, Aallotar, fought alongside a small band of surviving warriors. A Blodnar soldier crept up behind her, blade raised, as she unhooked her ax from another man's head.
"Aallotar!"
She spun around just in time to hack her ax into his neck. He fell, and she looked up at me, scowling with anger. In a moment of calm, she marched toward me, kicking aside dead bodies.
"Come here to betray us too?"
"No. I was following the Blodnar who came in through the north gate. Gustav's men betrayed my men as well."
"Alvjävla! The sattar he sent to fight alongside us, betrayed us. Uncle Akku is dead. I watched a Blodnar soldier split his skull as an Etelaranikän warrior just stepped aside and let him. I killed both men as soon as I could. May they reside in Lyrroth."
I shook my head. "I had hoped... I had hoped those who slaughtered my men were only rouges, but if there are more..."
"I would bet money Gustav told his men to betray us. I never trusted the man," Aallotar nodded to someone behind me. "Looks like your men caught someone."
I turned around to see two of my warriors drag a thrashing Etelaranikän man toward me.
"Why do you drag your feet so?" I pointed my sword at his chest.
"I have a battle to fight. No time to talk."
"But plenty of time to betray your fellow Lohikärrans. At least two of your fellow warriors tried to kill me."
"I can't speak for them, but I'm just following orders. And it's often hard to see who someone is in the heat of battle."
"Only a weak or foolish warrior couldn't see that someone was a thegn or even not Blodnar. It's not like their armor is similar to ours."
The man looked away for a moment. "What would you have me say, oh thegn? Were your warriors outside the city walls when they should have been inside? I heard them whispering before the battle. Confused as to why the change in orders. Perhaps it is not the warriors of Etelaranikä who have betrayed Drattüjert, but Andrattür? Surely you would have much to gain if the High King falls?"
"Enough! I have nothing to gain if the High King falls. Nor would I betray my King. But you have admitted to being among those who slaughtered my men outside the north gate." I gestured to my men holding him, "Execute him, then there will be one less man to aid the Blodnar."
I turned around as the man began screaming, "I am not the traitor! You are the traitor! I was only following orders! I was only—"
I walked away as the man's rants were cut short. The fact that he had been following orders unnerved the small part of me that still hoped the actions of the Etelaranikän warriors I saw were rouge actions.
"How much do you stand to gain if my grandfather dies?" Aallotar's voice stopped me. The hint of worry in her voice stung more than any random accuser's rants. We were cousins and had trained together since our childhoods. 
"You know as well as I do what would happen if your grandfather, uncles, and cousins died. It's the same as what will happen to you now that Akku is dead. A new title."
She grimaced, turning away from me as she said nothing.
I listened for the sound of fighting. It was getting closer to the palace and the center of the city. "Come on. We need to help."

      [image: image-placeholder]As we reached the main city square, I saw more warriors fighting on the south side and cut my way through encroaching Blodnar alongside Aallotar and our small band of warriors. On the far end of the square more Blodnar continued to flow in, popping up where others had fallen. My heart sank.
"They've breached all three main gates," Aallotar gasped as she ran up next to me. "Alvjävla! Were they let in by the Etelaranikä too?"
"I don't know. But I see some Svartån warriors over there that we need to help. Maybe Ingmar..." I wondered if Ingmar was still alive. He'd seen a vision of his death, but hadn't mentioned the details. I offered a quick prayer to the dragons that he was.
"Ingmar will know what happened." Aallotar gestured to her men, and they hurled themselves into the frenzy. 
I gestured for my own men to support the other side of the Svartån sattars and began swinging my sword and slamming my shield into Blodnar soldiers, knocking down anyone who got in our way.
Once in the thick of things, I continued knocking down soldiers, knowing that each one meant one less person for our men to fight.
"Haldrek! Shield!"
I pulled my shield up above my head and staggered as a barrage of arrows rained down upon me. Another shield hit mine, covering me and my ally. Ingmar pressed up behind me, his shield and mine protecting us as he slammed a sword into a nearby soldier. Relief flooded me, and I hoped he would indeed survive this day in the end.
"What are you doing here? Weren't you supposed to be on the north gate?" He stepped back and spun around so that we could protect each other while taking out more Blodnar.
"My men were slaughtered there by Blodnar and Etelaranikäns. The Blodnar were in the city before I knew it." I stuck a Blodnar with my sword and kicked him back into another one as I pulled back my sword.
"Gustav's men betrayed us? How am I not surprised?"
"Have they joined the Blodnar on this side of the city?"
Ingmar shook his head. "My warriors have been cutting down Blodnar left and right. But I haven't seen or heard any Etelaranikäns fighting with my men. Not to say they haven't."
I cut down another Blodnar soldier as horns blew from behind us. Spinning around, I saw Blodnar flood up the stairs to the palace from the main city square.
"By the dragons, no!" Ingmar turned to me and I knew immediately what he was thinking.
I rallied the few of my men still standing towards the palace. "For the High King!"
They shouted in agreement and joined us in a sprint towards the palace stairs with Ingmar. 
At the top, the main doors were hanging open. No mark of flame or splintered wood marred them. No damage to the hinges or other metal work. Nothing. Out of the corner of my eye, one straggler came at me and I slammed my sword against his head and neck. It bit into flesh and then slipped out as he stumbled back.
"What in Tenelth's name?" Ingmar gasped, stopping beside me as we both stared at the intact undamaged open doors. "Did someone let the bastards in?"
"It looks like it. Who stayed at the palace with the High King?"
Ingmar exhaled and shook his head. "Knowing Kalle, he would have tried to fight with just his personal guards. Come on, if he's still alive in there, we need to aid him." He moved forward as a heavy weight fell over me.
"Ingmar..."
He stopped and looked back. "I've made my peace, Haldrek. I don't fear death today. The only thing I regret is not being able to see my daughter once more before I go."
I nodded, my gut twisting. "I will do everything I can to keep her safe. And let her know what you've told me."
Ingmar smiled. "Thank you. Now let's go. We have Blodnar bastards to cut down."

      [image: image-placeholder]The main hall to the throne room was emptier than I expected for as many soldiers as I had seen pour into the building. Fighting and screams rang out in hallways that branched out from where we were, and I knew the Blodnar were likely hunting down anyone they could find to slaughter.
"Where do you think the High King is?" I asked as Ingmar ducked down one of the branching hallways.
"Knowing him, he'll do everything he can to protect his family. So, he'll be somewhere around their quarters first, if they're still alive."
A few of our men followed along behind us as we made our way up the stairs. I stepped around fallen men wearing the crest of the High King's Guard alongside a few who wore Etelaranikän armor.
"Ingmar... Did Gustav send any of his men to aid the High King?"
"Not as far as I know." Ingmar stopped when we reached the hallway outside the entrance to the High King's quarters. In front of us lay even more dead warriors who wore the same emblems—the High King's Guard and Etelaranikä. And no Blodnar in sight. My heart fell.
"Thegns! We've been betrayed!" A voice rasped a few feet from us.
Ingmar knelt next to a dying warrior leaned up against the wall. "Who?"
"The Blodnar. They wore Etelaranikän armor. At first, we thought them allies from Thegn Etelaranikä, but then they attacked."
"The High King? Is he..." The softness of Ingmar's voice made it difficult for me to hear his words.
"The High King escaped, but the Blodnar killed his family—everyone. I saw them leave with bloodied bags."
Ingmar swore and glanced up at me before turning back to the man. "You've fought well. I will drink with you in the halls of Mirroth."
The man smiled as his eyes drifted closed. 
Ingmar stood up and faced me. "We need to find the High King. Even if..."
"Even if it is to only keep the Blodnar from stealing his crown and the Staff of Tenelth—his tokens of power..." I said in a soft voice.
Ingmar nodded, and we hurried down the hall with our remaining men, to where the throne room sat.
As soon as we entered the throne room through one of the back entrances, I gaped. The High King and a handful of his guard held off soldiers wearing Blodnar armor. Yet for every soldier they cut down, more seemed to pour through the doors. 
I ran up onto the dais alongside the king and began cutting down Blodnar as quickly as I could. Glancing over at the High King, as well trained as I knew he was, I could see fatigue setting in, his attacks taking slightly longer with each blow.
“Ina!” Ingmar shouted, cutting down the onslaught of Blodnar who attacked us. 
He kept glancing at an empty spot of air as he pushed a couple soldiers away from him, knocking one to the ground. I leapt forward to stab one of the Blodnar soldiers, ensuring he didn't get back up. Turning back to Ingmar, I saw him nod and smile at that same empty airspace before returning to the fight. I got the odd sensation that he was reacting to something only he could see.
A guttural cry came from behind me, and I turned to see Kalle crumple to his feet, the Blodnar commander's blade pushing through a weak point in the High King's armor. Kalle's eyes widened in horror and shock as the Blodnar commander sneered. 
“Kalle!” I screamed. Overwhelming dread washed over me as the commander pulled his sword out and plunged it in between the king’s armor plates once more. I lunged to Kalle’s side, slicing at the commander and knocking him down. Just as I raised my blade to kill, a dragon’s screech echoed through the building. The sound of fury that I had rarely heard. I looked up, half expecting to hear a battle cry follow. 
“Retreat!” 
The Blodnar commander scrambled to his feet as his soldiers fled from the throne room. Another screech of fury roared above the palace. It was deep and more guttural than the screams that slaughtered any man that heard them. 
"Haldrek..." the High King groaned.
I dropped to my knees at Kalle's side, wishing I had something for him. Water from the Mirratoft springs would have healed him in an instant. 
"Uncle Kalle... Stay with me. You are stronger than this." I gasped, anger and desperation coloring my voice. He couldn't die. He couldn't... 
"No. They've killed us all. I've been a fool. I've been..." Kalle exhaled and his muscles, once contorted in pain, now slackened. The age lines of his long life, one spent fiercely defending our kingdom, softened as his eyes rolled upward into his skull. A man I’d respected and looked up to was now… gone. The surrounding sounds faded into silence as I stared at his chest, waiting for it to rise again. But instead a glint of light rolled over the High King’s armor before separating into small dragon scale shaped pieces. It disappeared from his body as I stood up in disbelief.
"No... Kalle." Kalle's vision had come true. The Blodnar had slaughtered him. His family. Which meant… If the vision of Kalle’s death had come true, then... "Ingmar!" I turned around to see Ingmar slumped on the small steps leading up to the throne's dais. I rushed to his side, cursing myself for not being able to do anything. His face contorted in pain as his left hand held his side and his right held a pendant close to his chest. It glowed through his fingers, but not the bright silvery-yellow glow of the pendants when they were strengthening and healing. The faint bluish glow when the pendant slipped away from a dying person.
“Ingmar... stay with me.”
Ingmar began mumbling some kind of chant, one I didn't know. But somehow, I felt it had to do with him accepting his death. He looked over at me. “Maja Ingmar Svanunge. My heir. Thegn of Svartån.” His voice faded as I nodded. 
I would find his daughter. I would do everything in my power to keep her safe and kill any Blodnar who dared touch her. 
He moved his head ever so slightly, looking back into the air. 
“My Inka. I’m sorry.” 
Horns sounded in the distance as the pendant disappeared from his hand and his arm went limp against his chest. My chest squeezed tight as I tried not to cry. Ingmar had been like a father, a mentor, a trusted friend. Someone who had helped me after my father’s abandonment and subsequent death. And yet no amount of sorrow would change the fact that he was now gone. 
Anger and determination filled me as I looked in the direction that the Blodnar had fled. Grief could wait. Now was not the time. I would find the Blodnar commander, avenge Kalle and Ingmar's death, and find Ingmar's daughter.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chaos met me as I ran outside the palace. A new flood of Blodnar soldiers covered the main square, fighting with the remaining guard within the city. Shadows sailed above me, and I glanced up to see the dragons fly overhead. One of them, a younger, smaller dragon, made a high-pitched whistling sound as it inhaled, and I plugged my ears out of instinct and fell to my knees as the dragon let out a shrill cry. Around me, Blodnar soldiers dropped to the ground, bodies contorted from the screech. Most were dead as soon as they hit the ground, but a few gasped and gurgled their last breaths as I ran past them and into the square.
Even a young dragon had the power to kill dozens of men with a single cry. 
The dragons flew beyond my view and toward the edge of the city. I assumed they went to attack the forces still outside the walls. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a glint of light on plate armor—the Blodnar commander. He had cut down the High King and was now mercilessly cutting down any Lohikärran warrior who came near him.
He turned away from me to stab a warrior already on the ground and I dashed forward to swing my sword towards his helmed head. Before my blade struck his helm, he twisted around and blocked with his shield without even looking in my direction. My sword bounced back off his shield with a throbbing clang. I stumbled a few paces backwards as I tried to regain my balance. 
Digging my foot into the gritty stone of the main square to stabilize myself, I glared at the commander. "I will avenge the High King's death! I will avenge the Thegn of Svartån!"
Finally, the commander deigned a glance at me, but he only shook his head, a half-smile crossing his face. His bumpy, deformed nose—stereotypical for the Blodnar—and ruddy, burnt wheat colored skin, crinkled in amusement. He straightened to his full height and squared his shoulders to me before swinging his blade. I blocked it with my shield and went to strike at the knee. Instead, a great weight dropped against my shield and I stumbled to my back as a swarthy Blodnar man who looked like he could have been the commander’s son, albeit wearing Etelaranikän armor, flung his body onto my shield to stab his dagger at my throat. Tucking my chin to block his dagger with my helm, I swung at him. My sword connected with his neck and I pushed him off of me with my shield. I rolled to my knees and stabbed him in the chest.
In the time it took to fight off the soldier, the commander had disappeared into the battling crowd.
“Teminth, help me. I need to find that commander. He killed Kalle and Ingmar,” I whispered, my mind racing as I searched for a glint of light off of the commander’s plate armor. 
Silence met my plea as I looked over the chaos
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