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Chapter 1


          

          
            Mae

          

        

      

    

    
      This cat isn’t going down easily. It flits through the oaks, vanishing into the ferns and ivy that carpet the forest floor, then bursts skyward through the thick branches as it flaps its wings into the misty morning air.

      Flying sabre-tooths are supposed to be my speciality as a hunter, but right now, my pulse is throbbing in my ears and making it impossible to focus. I crane my neck as I aim my bow toward the sky, scanning the clouds for any hint of golden fur, or at least a glint of claws. Anything.

      Nothing.

      I curse under my breath and lower my weapon. This bow has seen too few victories, even with the Earth rune spiralling around the grip to help channel my energy toward the hunt. Odin is surely looking down on me with spite for such weakness.

      A sharp wind slaps my face, accompanied by a familiar screech. The sabre-tooth sweeps past, inches from my head, its mouth wide as it flashes its famously sharp canines.

      It’s furious.

      I hurl myself into the ferns for cover. My heart’s pounding against my ribs, begging me to move. Between fight or flight, my body infuriatingly chooses the latter. “Odin, Great God of the Dragons,” I whisper through shaking breaths. “Please don’t let me become cat food.”

      The irony is too much. Of course, of all people, I’d be the one to go from hunter to hunted within seconds. Bile stings my throat as I force my focus on the mud seeping through my trousers, the dewy scent of leaves brushing against my cheeks, the nip of spring air caressing the back of my neck.

      Mama is probably puttering around her garden right now, just a mile away. Can she sense that her daughter is in mortal danger? Will my little sister, waiting for me to come home to Jorvik, crumble at the news of my bloody demise?

      Tears sting my eyes at the thought of Astrid mourning me. I need to get out of here alive and in one piece.

      A shriek cuts through my thoughts. The sabre-tooth. It’s only a few yards away. I force the muscles in my neck to loosen before glancing up. Sure enough, it’s on the ground, sniffing for me. Its huge wings are tucked tight against its bulging shoulder muscles. A true beast, ready to kill.

      I only have a few seconds before it finds me. Fumbling for my bow, I aim at its head and pray I hit true.

      Everything goes too fast. A rush of wind slaps my face as the beast’s huge wings flap, sending dust and leaves into my eyes. It screeches, and through the grit, I just barely make out its shape rising into the sky.

      For a sickening moment, I wait for it to dive back down and claw me to death.

      Something buzzes in my hands, and I look down.

      The Earth rune is changing colour from black to red. I fight the urge to throw my entire weapon away from me. What in Freya’s name is going on? Never in all my hunts has this rune changed colour.

      Another screech sounds. This time, it’s further away.

      The sabre-tooth is leaving.

      My body collapses into the mud, relief running through my veins. At least I’m alive. “Thanks, Odin.”

      Or should I be thanking my rune?

      As my heart begins to steady, I manage a glance at the bow again. The rune has already changed back to its original ebony. I shake my head and get up. Maybe the rune was warning me that its power is waning. Astrid will know.

      My relief over my survival only lasts until I make it back to Mama’s cottage. I trudge through the mist that has started blanketing the forest and only make out Mama’s silhouette when I arrive at the front gate. Sure enough, she’s kneeling in her herb garden, collecting lavender, sage, and lemon balm in her wide wicker basket. Her loose black hair, so much like mine, falls in curly tendrils around her face. As a healer, she wears no beads of honour. Those are reserved only for the warriors and hunters who risk their lives for the good of Dragonrún.

      My own neck is also devoid of the honour, despite over a decade as an archer. But while beads are important, more crucial are the coins that come with them. As is custom for the oldest child, I’ve become the main breadwinner of the family, which has not been fortunate for the looming unpaid debt on our Jorvik home.

      One sabre-tooth kill could have helped rectify the situation. Now, the debt collectors will start circling like vultures, ready to take our home away from us.

      And to add to it, this hunting season I’ve managed to lose my grandmother’s prized dagger to a particularly furious honey badger. So I won’t just return to Jorvik empty-handed. No, I will go back in disgrace, minus both a kill and a family heirloom that had outlived wars, winters, and three generations of strong—if stubborn—Gunnulf women.

      “You’re back early,” Mama says, catching my eye with a smile. Her muscles are relaxed, blue eyes as calm as the Southern Sea. Once again, her motherly intuition has evaded her.

      I swallow my humiliation and force a shrug. “The cats seem to be off somewhere else today.” Better not to reveal the truth. Motherly intuition or not, she’d be distraught if she knew how close her daughter has just come to being gutted.

      Her smile fades as she rubs her forehead with the back of her wrist. “That’s it, then?”

      “I’ll figure it out, Mama,” I say, avoiding her gaze. But we both know our final hope for saving our home now rests with my younger sister.

      “And no sabre-tooth for Astrid…” Mama murmurs, piecing together the reality of our grim situation.

      The reminder hits me like a punch in the gut. No tooth for Astrid. I shake my head.

      “It’s all right,” she says, forcing a new smile. “Astrid doesn’t need extra embellishments. She’ll glow all on her own at the Choosing Ball.”

      Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. Still, Mama’s right. We’ve been preparing Astrid for her coming-out for years. Now, at eighteen, she’s poised, intelligent, articulate, and—thanks to me—has a decent sense of humour.

      More important to the Dragon Prince—and to the Jarlton, Dragonrún’s human noble class—is that she is stunningly, hauntingly gorgeous. Astrid is certain to catch the Prince’s eye, and her charm will all but guarantee her a place among his summer suitors. And, crucial for us, the weekly stipend that comes with it.

      So really, she doesn’t need a sabre-tooth necklace, but it would have made her stand out all the more during the Choosing Ball. And I would have felt more at peace knowing I’d done something to help my family.

      “Help me with the bottling?” Mama asks as she gestures toward the cottage. Clearly, she’s trying to change the subject.

      A part of me wants to object, to say I’ll go out and try one last time to take down a sabre-tooth. But the mist is swiftly turning into late-afternoon rain. I nod and head toward the porch, passing the glittering rune-marked wind chimes—one of Astrid’s first runemaker projects—then through our red door and into the familiar scent of burnt sage mingled with cooked venison.

      Mama made this cottage her home decades ago, when I was still small. Astrid was born in the tiny bedroom a few years later, and the two of us spent half of our childhoods here. Everything about it sings of home, and a part of me aches each spring, when the time inevitably comes to go back to the city of Jorvik.

      “I’ve left the ointments on the table,” Mama says as she makes her way into the kitchen. Its stone walls are invisible beneath a curtain of drying herbs. At first glance, one might mistakenly believe the room is messy, but a closer look reveals that every bundle has been labelled and placed in logical order: medicinal plants near the kitchen window overlooking the garden, tea leaves on the wall that houses the massive stove oven, sage to be burnt for incense above the doorway, and cooking herbs beside the pantry.

      On the table sit a dozen glass vials, all filled with colourful liquids. “Make sure you pack them carefully this time,” she adds, raising an eyebrow.

      Only my mother could keep hold of the smallest infraction from her daughter’s childhood for all these years. I was ten and one when my suitcase had fallen off the top of the carriage on its way to Jorvik. It hit the rocky ground so violently, it wouldn’t have mattered if I’d packed the vials in the wool of a thousand of the fluffiest sheep, they still would’ve shattered into glittering ruin.

      But, as the older daughter who hasn’t amounted to very much in life, it’s easy enough to cast me as the careless bungler, too.

      I shake my head and give a sigh of feigned disappointment. “And miss another opportunity to live on the edge?”

      Mama’s face is unreadable. I give her a wink to remind her I’m only joking. Last summer, Astrid gently warned me that sometimes I go too far with my facetiousness, especially with our poor mother.

      “Anyway,” she continues, patting her skirts, “you must get to packing. Gunhilda arrives at dawn to take you to the city.”

      Spring goodbyes are always hard for Mama, and I don’t need to look to know her lips are trembling. I avert my eyes to the vials on the table, waiting to be packed and sold. The age-old invitation lingers on my own lips. Come home with me. Reunite with Papa.

      But the question—the wish, actually—already has an answer etched in stone. She will not return to Jorvik, or to Papa. Their days together ended long ago. And so, our goodbyes will come, as will the heavy rocks that tumble in our stomachs as we give each other one last wave.

      I have no real excuse to stay with her. The hunting season is officially over. Already the trees have sprouted their first leaves, and the swallows have returned to raise their young. It’s time for me to leave the forest and take my place beside Astrid for her first social season among the Jarlton.

      So I go to the bedroom and empty my side of the wardrobe. As always, I brought mainly hunting gear—wool tunics dyed green to match the ferns and other ground-covering plants, leather wrist cuffs etched with runes to power the hunt, a few simple pairs of trousers, and my heavy leather boots. All of them are in dire need of mending, assuming they don’t already belong in the bin. I can’t remember the last time I bought new hunting clothes.

      Though, to be fair, the reason my family is suffering for coin is my own inability to take down even one sabre-tooth. A titled family with a house in the city and society events to attend can’t survive on the sale of deer and fox pelts, so to ask for new hunting gear is almost crass.

      But it’s not the hunting gear that bothers me most. Now, with all of our hopes—and our financial survival—riding on Astrid becoming the Dragon Prince’s mate, there likely won’t be any money left over for me to order new dresses for the summer season.

      I’d always imagined that I’d at least be the fashionable spinster sister, but now, it’s more likely I’ll be the old maid in last year’s clothes.

      No, this won’t do. The season hasn’t even begun, and I’m already feeling mopey. I shake my body and let my muscles loosen.

      Somehow, I’ll find a way to wear at least one nice dress, even if it means bartering for disused fabrics.

      “Ready to go back into the lion’s den?” Mama asks.

      I turn to look up. She’s crossing her arms and leaning against the doorway with a smirk.

      “A lion is far gentler than the beasts I contend with at the Linklater Ball.”

      Mama snorts a laugh, and I conceal a smile as I turn back to my packing.

      “I’ll miss you, Mae Mae.”

      A sudden onset of tears threatens to spring, so I bite the inside of my lip. It’ll be months before I move back home to this cottage, back to the comfort of my little bed and the smell of the lavender soap Mama uses to wash my quilt.

      “You’ll be in town for the Choosing Ball, right?” I keep my eyes on my tunic as I fold it into my travelling satchel.

      “Of course,” she replies with a laugh. “You would have my head on a stake if I didn’t.”

      I grin. “No truer words have been uttered in this room.”

      “Do you think she’ll be chosen?” Mama asks, her voice almost a whisper.

      I turn to look at her, and for a moment, her wide eyes and downturned lips reveal the child she once was. Strange how fear does that to a person. The only thing I can’t discern is whether her fear lies in her daughter not being chosen as the Dragon Prince’s mate, or the opposite. Because if she is chosen, it likely means we’ll never see Astrid again.

      And so, my answer matters a great deal. I need to be honest, but gentle. “Of course she will.”

      “Of course.” Her mouth trembles, and she looks away. Perhaps I’ve fallen short at the gentle part. “And you?”

      I blink in confusion. “Me, what?”

      “Aren’t you looking for a suitor this season?” She turns back to me with raised eyebrows.

      I snort a laugh, but Mama’s face is placid. “Oh, you’re serious?”

      She nods.

      “I’m thirty.” I shake my head. “It’s time for us to accept the fact that I won’t marry. Spinster life isn’t so bad, anyway. I can do what I want, I can wear what I want, and I won’t have a thousand children to chase after.”

      Mama laughs. “A thousand? Do you think you’re the Dragon Queen?” She pauses and then, as if she’s forgotten, quickly presses her thumb to her forehead in reverence, “May she live for eons,” she mutters.

      I repeat the reverence myself. “Anyway, you’ll want a single daughter to look after you when you’re old and decrepit. Who else will change you when you’ve soiled yourself?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Maybe you leaving for the season isn’t so sad after all.”

      I snort a laugh and look away. All of this talk about the season has sent a new jolt of nervousness through me. It’s been years since I’ve had to concern myself with Court politics or the rhythms of the social season, especially after my own engagement ended.

      Now, I have to dive back into it all again, and with only a few months left to pay back our debt, failure could mean my family losing everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Mae

          

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik is a strange place. Maybe it’s the hunter in me talking, but I’ve never quite understood its charm, especially when the summer season crowds its streets with people. Conversely, it’s where I’ve spent most of my life, so despite the chaos, there’s always a comfort in coming home.

      The silence of the forest soon gives way to the growing hum of humanity, the thousands of carriage wheels clattering across the cobblestone streets, each jolt and jingle echoing against the sturdy stone buildings lining the thoroughfare.

      My pulse quickens at the unfamiliar sounds. After months in the wintry hush of leafless trees, the noise is jarring. Layered over it all are the smells: horse waste, freshly tilled soil, sharp perfumes; a chaotic blend that crashes into me, all at once. It’s a full assault on the senses.

      Jorvik itself is built in a circle. The outer portion comprises the Thrall District, where the lowest class of humans live and work. From what I’ve heard, most of them are drunkards or thieves. They’re born there and never leave, going back and forth between the factories and their crumbling homes every day until they die.

      Occasionally, members of the Jarlton run charity events to help educate them or to improve their living conditions, but it does no good. Papa has always said that the Thralls don’t want to live any other way. Sometimes, though, I wonder if they have much of a choice.

      Though we’re riding on the main thoroughfare, which cuts through the Thrall District rather quickly, it still takes almost twenty minutes to get through it and into the much safer city centre. Half walls line the road in an effort to separate the thoroughfare from the worst of the district, but they don’t keep out the stench of poorly drained sewage. I close the window shade.

      Gunhilda speeds up. This part of the ride always grows tense, as thieves frequently attack Jarlton carriages on their way into the city.

      Someone nearby is screaming, but I don’t have the courage to lift the shade and see why. Not that it would matter—the walls would likely block whatever horror is unfolding. A chill slips down my spine as the shrieking continues. It’s probably a stabbing… or something worse.

      Thankfully, the shadows of the city walls soon engulf our carriage. A guard checks Gunhilda’s paperwork before letting us through into the glittering, glowing city of Jorvik.

      The air thickens with the mingled scents of sweetbreads in bakery windows and the sewage rising from the river as it lazily winds through Jorvik. It’s all to be expected of a capital city, or more accurately, the capital city.

      As we pass through the stone walls, the streets truly begin to pulse to life. Shimmering silks of ladies’ gowns brush over the cobblestone, while men in sharp waistcoats tip their hats in greeting, their chatter mingling with the creaking sounds of horse-drawn coaches.

      I stare up at the ancient timber-and-stone buildings still standing strong thanks to our Viking ancestors who shaped this city before calling upon the Dragon monarchy.

      Maybe it’s the fact I’m the daughter of a historian, but as the carriage turns onto our street, I can almost feel the pulse of Dragonrún’s history thrumming beneath the wheels. We pass under the leafy chestnut trees that line the road, their white blossoms glittering in the breeze.

      My chest warms when the carriage stops in front of our house, yet beneath is a lingering sense of dread. We stand to lose this home forever in just a few months if Astrid doesn’t become the Dragon mate.

      I try to push the thought aside as much as I can, because Astrid will surely notice my concern when she sees me. Right now, I need to shield her from our financial concerns. All she should focus on is the Choosing Ball. And I haven’t seen my little sister in ages. I just want to forget everything and wrap her in the biggest and tightest hug of her life.

      I thank Gunhilda for the ride and step out of the carriage, conscious of the extra effort it takes to manoeuvre my skirts. I haven’t worn a day dress in months, and I anxiously smooth the fabric after my feet land steadily on the ground.

      At only two stories tall, our townhouse is not the largest of the Jarlton, but it boasts a glorious wisteria that has overtaken the entire front facade. This year, the flowers are already in full bloom, their heavy purple petals cascading down the walls like chandeliers among vibrant green leaves. The fragrance clings to the air, against the backdrop of sturdy grey stone.

      As I approach, I breathe the wisteria’s scent. It’s entwining itself fondly around the carved wooden door emblazoned with our family crest and glowing protection runes.

      From the outside, we look quite well-off, but our clever illusion ends when, instead of a footman, Papa opens the door. “You’re late,” he says with a huff.

      “Nice to see you again, too, Papa.” I grip my satchel and walk through to a dark entrance hall. “It’s like a cave here. What happened to the ceiling’s runelights?”

      “I had a fall the other day,” he says, rubbing his back. “The doctor says I need to stay off my feet.”

      It takes me a moment to register his meaning. “You’re doing the lighting? What happened to Martha?”

      Papa averts his eyes. “We had to let her go after the Yuletide.”

      My mouth drops open. “She’s gone? So… we have no help?”

      “I’ve hired a cleaning service to come in on Mondays,” he replies with a forced shrug. “And we still have Frida five days a week.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “And the other two days, you eat stale bread?”

      “We make do,” he says with a sharp look. “And if you’ve only come back to complain, you can stay elsewhere.”

      “I’m not—” I stop myself. There’s no sense being defensive. It’s mostly my fault we’re in this mess. I set down my satchel. “Let me get the lights. Where’s the aether crystal?”

      Papa directs me to the supplies closet in the entryway. I pick up the crystal, swallow back disappointment at having to wait a while longer for that hug from my sister, and make my way to the basement to fetch the ladder.

      The house itself is in disarray. Dust has settled on the bookshelves that line the hallways, and even our rune altar looks like it hasn’t seen a good polishing in some time. I’m afraid to look at the oak floors, let alone the carpets.

      I have a little bit of experience helping Mama clean the cottage, but an entire townhouse? It’s too daunting. I rub my forehead as I trudge through the hall, already exhausted at the idea of all of this housework.

      As if some kismet force brings us together just when I need her, Astrid emerges from one of the drawing rooms the moment I pass by. We literally knock into each other in the process.

      “Ah, oh, sister!” Astrid cries, dropping her book where she stands and wrapping me in a tight embrace.

      The thick textbook lands squarely on my foot. I force back a yelp of pain, but Astrid has already noticed and breaks our hug to grab the book and check that I’m all right.

      I laugh and rub the sore. “I only just got home. I didn’t expect you to start abusing me so soon.”

      Seeing that I’m fine, she rolls her eyes. “Then don’t sneak up on me like that.” Her smirk betrays her joy, and her rosy cheeks shine beneath sparkling obsidian eyes. Her long brown hair is tied back into a loose bun, and curling tendrils frame her slender face. From babyhood, we’d known she was going to be beautiful, but we’d never quite expected her to be this stunning.

      Ignoring my foot, I wrap her in another embrace. “I’ve missed you, sister.”

      She presses away and squeezes my shoulders. “Tell me about your season. Did you⁠—”

      “No, nothing.” I stare past her, at the afternoon sunlight drizzling down through the sheer drawing room curtains. The same rocks of shame rumble in my stomach. It’s my responsibility to support Astrid, but instead, I’m passing off my role as breadwinner to her. “I’m sorry.”

      She shakes her head. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” Lingering behind her words, though, is a soft disappointment. “I can’t even imagine how challenging it must be to hunt, let alone catch one.”

      I turn away from her and wrap my arms around myself. “If only I’d taken up something like restaurant critiquing, maybe I’d have more to show for it.”

      Astrid laughs and links her arm in mine. “Speaking of, let’s get you some food. You must be starving.”

      “No stale bread today?” I ask in feigned joviality. “What a treat.”

      She groans as we walk toward the dining room. “So he told you. It hasn’t been that bad. We just have her cook enough for leftovers on the days she isn’t here. We’re making do just fine.”

      I don’t believe a word of it, but I smile along and let her believe her lie is working. Before we make it to the dining room, I tell her I need to get the ladder from the basement and see to the runelights.

      She tries to argue, to tell me I need to eat first, and that we have plenty of rune lamps in each room that don’t require a ladder to maintain. But I refuse and make my way downstairs. Food can wait.

      We need light, and a liveable home. It’s the least I can do to obtain some kind of worth in this family.

      I take a handheld runelight with me. It’s an antique, carved out of deep mahogany into the shape of a candle. The runelight glows splendidly on its own, but even that does little to push back the musty gloom of the basement. Everything is cast in a cool, dark grey, and the familiar smell of soil fills my nostrils.

      Around me are the relics of our familial past: Grandmother’s favourite chaise-lounge, its floral upholstery ripped up by Astrid’s childhood tabby cat; crates housing Astrid’s childhood toys; the crib we both used as babies.

      In a corner, like a haunting memory, stands my old dress form, reminding me of the days I’d dreamt of being a modiste. I quickly look away from it.

      The ladder is leaning against the opposite wall. Beside it is a trunk of our great-grandparents’ old belongings. I haven’t looked through it in years, but an important memory brightens in my mind.

      Great-Grandfather was also a hunter, and he had obtained quite a few sabre-tooth talons in his career. If I remember correctly, he kept one for the family.

      Forgetting the ladder, I rush to the trunk and begin rifling through it. Sure enough, I find a small velvet pouch embroidered with his initials. I don’t need to see what’s inside to know—the talon’s shape reveals itself beneath my fingers.

      The excitement bursting through me is impossible to contain. I let out a squeal of joy, because even if this talon isn’t valuable enough to pay off our house, I can still use it to help Astrid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Astrid

          

        

      

    

    
      The sunlight of another golden afternoon glides down onto the open page. I’m sitting in my windowsill nook, leaning against my pillows as I thumb through the next installment of the Wolverham series. My favourite book, in my favourite place to read. Beside me, a cup of chamomile tea steams up into the cozy space. Everything, right now, is the picture of perfection.

      Even better, my sister has returned. It’s been a lonely winter season with just Papa puttering around, grumbling about our lack of help. I’ve missed my conversations with the housekeepers and cook, and especially one of the footmen, who had a keen interest in rune history.

      But now, the summer season begins, and everything I’ve worked my entire life toward will come to a head.

      The pressure weighs on my shoulders. Even the thought of what’s to come brings a sickly rush of sweat to my temples.

      Mae desperately wants—needs—me to win the Dragon Prince’s heart and become his mate.

      She’s tried to keep the dire reality of our finances from me, but I know. I’ve always known. Looking at our unlit runelights, it’s clear our family will not survive if I fail.

      Becoming his mate is a strange thought. I’ve never even been kissed, let alone had a suitor. That honour, I’d been instructed, is reserved only for him. The Dragon Prince.

      And from what I’ve been told, he expects perfection.

      “Astrid,” Papa calls from the doorway. His perpetually forced smile leeches away the sunlight from the pages of my book. “Supper time.”

      I let out a quiet sigh and close my book. Gone are the days of being cheerily called to dinner by one of the housekeepers. At least now Mae is here. A truly friendly face.

      Downstairs, Mae is hastily setting the dining table. She’s muttering something under her breath about never having noticed the difference between a dinner knife and a dessert knife. I rest my hand on her shoulder and smile. “Don’t worry, it’s only us.”

      Her body visibly relaxes under my palm. I know the feeling, myself. Having her home makes me feel like I can breathe again.

      Mae turns to me with shock. “But I can’t bear to disappoint our future Dragon mate!” she says as she gives me a deep, satirical curtsey. Oh, how I’ve missed her.

      “Get up,” I say with a mock groan. “How am I going to survive this season with you underfoot?” I can’t help but smile at the thought of Mae cracking jokes under her breath during the Choosing Ball.

      She raises her chin. “With your usual grace… and aplomb.” She savours the last word with a sparkle in her chestnut-coloured eyes.

      This time, I can’t hold back my laughter. Aplomb is Mae’s favourite word, and she goes out of her way to use it whenever she has the chance.

      “It feels good on the tongue,” she explained once. “And it puffs out my painfully thin lips.”

      “Can we eat, please?” Papa’s gruff voice booms from the entry behind us. He sounds angry, though at this time of day, that usually just means he’s hungry. Mae rushes to finish setting the table while I uncover the plates of food our cook left earlier this afternoon. A golden chicken is still steaming from the oven, accompanied by a bowl of mashed potatoes and green peas.

      Papa slumps into his chair at the head of the table while we flank him on either side. Mae sits down and places an unfamiliar dagger beside her on the table.

      I furrow my brow. “Where did you get that?”

      Mae’s eyes go to the dagger, and she seems to hold back a grimace. “The hunting lodge near Mount Draco.”

      “But… where’s Grandmother’s?”

      This time, Mae can’t conceal her distress. “It’s gone…”

      Papa’s eyes go cold. “Gone? Where?”

      She stares at her plate. “There was an incident… with a wild animal.”

      “What sort of animal?”

      Mae blinks a dozen times before muttering something that sounds like “ony bajer.”

      “What?”

      “Honey badger,” she says loudly, shooting Papa a glare for making her spell it out. “And I don’t want to talk about it, thank you.”

      I do my best to conceal a chirp of laughter, but it comes out anyway. “Sorry.” I shake my head and press my fingers against my mouth. “It’s not funny. I know it’s not funny.”

      Mae’s eyes sparkle, and for a second, she looks like she’s fighting back her own snort. “No, it’s not, thank you.”

      For a while, there’s no sound but the scraping of forks on our plates as we serve and cut our food. After a few minutes of eating, though, Papa seems more content.

      “Glad to have you home, Mae,” he says after a bite of mashed potato.

      Mae’s eyes light up at his uncharacteristic kindness, but my own back stiffens, ready for the real punch.

      “Even without our dear dagger, or a sabre tooth, for that matter.” He says this with a wry smile, but we both feel the bite of his words. Unlike Mae’s, Papa’s jokes are intended to leave a scar.

      My eyes shoot to Mae, who visibly slumps. Her face turns grey as she stares at her plate. Apparently she has forgotten Papa’s brashness.

      I set down my knife and fork and ready myself to fight on her behalf. Over the years, I’ve steadily lost my patience with his lack of grace. To some extent, I can justify his anger towards me, considering I’m not his daughter by blood and instead the product of the affair that had eventually led to his permanent parting with Mama. Mae, however, is his flesh and blood, and I certainly will not sit silently at any unkind treatment of my dear sister.

      But before I can say anything more, Mae pipes in with a cheery voice. “I did find something of note in the basement.” She digs out a pouch from her pocket and puts it on the table. “It’s our great-grandfather’s sabre-tooth talon. I know it’s not a canine tooth, but it could still be made into a lovely necklace for⁠—”

      Papa snorts again and goes back to his meal.

      “The Choosing Ball,” Mae finishes, more quietly.

      My pulse quickens at the mention of the Choosing Ball. Like almost every Jarlton debutante, I trained for years to become a potential suitor, honing both my physical and mental abilities. At the ball, two suitors will be named, and they’ll spend the summer season partaking in the Kjærleik Games to prove their worth. The chosen mate must be the best of the best. Perfect, just like their spouse.

      This year, the Dragon Prince will choose his mate. And it must be me.

      I reach for the pouch and give Mae the biggest smile I can manage. “It’s perfect. Thank you, sister. And such a brilliant idea.”

      Mae’s face brightens under my words. “We’ll go to the jeweller first thing tomorrow. I’m sure if we put it in as a rush order, he can have it finished by next week.”

      I glance at Papa, whose face is turning as red as the turnips on his plate. “Erm,” I begin, trying to find the words before Papa beats me to it, “we may have trouble affording such a thing. But let’s try.” From the way Mae’s eyes bore into mine, I know my attempt to sound hopeful has failed.

      We all return to our meals in silence.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I toss and turn in bed, fighting my usual nightmare of forhealdans—rebels against the Crown—chasing me down a dim street at midnight with blood-drenched blades and bared teeth. I’ve had this dream since childhood, when Papa read us the usual children’s bedtime stories about the mythic forhealdans and their terrible ways.

      No matter how much Mae has tried to convince me that the forhealdans are not real and will not come and take me away, the nightmare still returns, always on the eve of something important. Like my runemaker exam.

      Thankfully, my poor sleep hasn’t eaten away at my energy. I wake before sunrise the next morning and put on my purple linen dress, nervously humming to myself all the time. Then I tie my hair up in an intricate braided bun and adorn my lips and cheeks with some rouge as my pulse quickens.

      Today, I take the exam that decides my placement as a runemaker.

      My practice exams have all come back with perfect marks, but still, my stomach is twisting far too much for breakfast. I’ve been expecting such a feeling, which was why I filled up on dinner the evening before. I pack my satchel with a small loaf of bread and some cheese, which I’ll eat after the exam. Already inside my satchel are two textbooks I earmarked the night before for last-minute studying.

      The carriage arrives just as dawn shimmers gold over the damp cobblestone street. The dew hits my nostrils just as I’ve always imagined it would on this fateful day. I’m wearing my cape, but a spring chill nips at my nose. I thank the driver and climb in, just as I’ve mentally rehearsed over and over.

      I sit down and let out a long breath. So far, everything is going as planned. I’m on time, and the streets are rather empty. We’ll make it through the city wall and into the northern outskirts within an hour.

      The Rúnaheim Academy sits just at the base of a steep hill that marks the beginning of the North Forest. During the school week, I stay in the dormitories, partly to avoid the long commute, but mostly for a respite from Papa. Now that Mae is home, of course, I’ve moved back full-time. After I complete this final exam, I will never return to the academy again. My chest grows heavy at the thought of it.

      We pass through the city walls and into the suburbs, where buildings slowly give way to larger parks and groves of apple trees. I close my window when we enter the Thrall District and keep it shut until the doves begin cooing overhead and the cobblestone grinding beneath the carriage wheels makes way for smooth earth.

      We arrive at the start of the academy’s long drive just as the sun rises higher in the clear sky. The road is lined with birch trees, their leaves shimmering against the sun. A gentle breeze rustles their leaves and calms my pulse as Helvegen, the main hall, grows ever closer.

      Helvegen is mostly made of stone, but timber lines its doorways and arched stained-glass windows. Vines of colourful flowering plants adorn the outer walls, wafting a thick perfume into the air. The roof is steeply pitched and thatched, with an ornate dragon sculpture adorning the apex.

      A few carriages are already stopping in front of the main entrance, my peers all nervously stepping up the stone stairs leading to an enormous wooden door that has been left open.

      I thank the driver and get out. My palms are growing sweaty as I follow the students up the stairs and through the doorway. The door itself is carved with almost every rune known to humanity. There are hundreds of them, all granting sacred power to this space. Their magic is buzzing on my skin as I walk through the door that leads to an open courtyard.

      Summer has brought back all the blooms. The colours are overwhelming, and the gentle sunlight falls golden onto the central fountain, which features a great and powerful fire-breathing dragon with emerald eyes and open wings reaching for the sky. At the far end of the courtyard hangs an enormous golden clock. Just as planned, I’m early.

      I glance at a stone bench resting by the flower beds that bloom along the courtyard’s border. This is one of my favourite places to read, and my plan has always been to spend a few minutes here before the exam to do some last-minute studying. I hasten toward the bench and take a textbook out of my satchel.

      The water of the fountain, mixed with the earthy plants, the fresh air, the fire dragon, and the emeralds, make up the rune elements which lend me the power I need to soak up all of the information I can. The magic here is electric, and it’s shocking that no other students have thought to do the same as me before the exam.

      Too soon, though, the clock tolls the hour. I pack away my textbook and go through the courtyard to the great meeting hall. As I enter the grand chamber, natural light pours in from the stained-glass roof above. No roof in Dragonrún, or the world for that matter, compares to this masterpiece.

      But the focal point of the hall is a large, enchanted stone table carved with powerful runes that serve as the working space for the professors.

      Benches and desks have been arranged in rows to face this table, and atop each desk is an ink quill set and a pile of parchment. After much deliberation, I’d decided about a month ago to sit on the aisle near the front. Though it left me far from the exit, should I need air or a quick trip to the bathroom, I figured being closer to the powerful table mattered more.

      So I find my seat and try my best to settle in. The students are filling in now, each looking more nervous than the last, and our exam tutors have begun passing out the tests, sealed shut with a wax rune. Only when everyone is seated and ready do the tutors announce that we may unseal the exam.

      My fingers are shaking as I open the test. The first question is written in a shimmering blue ink:

      From where did the runes originate?

      I hold back a laugh. Is this an actual question on a final exam? The tutors told us that the first questions are easier to help us warm up, but this is so basic that anyone in Dragonrún would know the answer. I begin writing almost giddily:

      The runes originate from the majestic dragon Fjornir, who was crowned the Queen of Dragonrún after the Great Reckoning. The runes symbolise the unity of human and dragon, and their power serves as a check-and-balance system to maintain order and justice between us.

      I stop writing. Is the answer too detailed? No, it should be fine. I turn the page to the next question:

      Which are the five runic categories?

      Again, I have to keep myself from laughing. Even the practice exams were more challenging than this. I write:

      The five runic categories are reflected in the elements: fire, earth, water, air, and aether.

      I know that these first questions are supposed to be easy, but my answer feels too basic. I need to add more:

      Fire runes are generally reserved for warriors, whereas earth runes are used for agriculture and hunting. Water runes work best with seafarers and fishermen. Air runes cleanse ceremonial spaces and homes, but they also provide powerful spiritual protection when used by higher runic practitioners. Aether runes are rare, but also the most powerful, and they help to shape the fates of dragons and humans alike.

      Maybe this is enough. These questions are too easy, almost deceptively so. I let out a breath and turn the page.

      How are runes created?

      Another easy one. I’ll keep it simpler this time.

      Runes can be scribed using a runemaker quill, a ceremonial dagger, or even into the dirt with a finger. They are then evoked when the runemaker hovers their hand over the scribed rune. More powerful runes may also require other elements or ingredients (such as crystals, plants, or water) to be placed around them.

      No, it’s not enough. I need to add one more bit:

      Note, however, that long-lasting runes (such as runelights) need to be maintained over time. Anyone, including non-runemakers, can do this using runemarked aether crystals.

      I let out a sigh. Hopefully that answers everything. The next question:

      Who are the High Council of Runemakers?

      I bite the inside of my lip. Another easy one. Maybe I’m missing something. I write:

      The High Council of Runemakers comprise five elders with specialised skills in each of the elements. They are the most powerful leaders of the human government of Dragonrún.

      And my dream is to be one of them. But to even have the chance to be invited to apprentice for them, I need perfect marks on this exam. I swallow hard. Perhaps I should also add:

      While technically not considered a part of the High Council, there is a sixth “shadow” member. The Runemaster is the only human in the world who holds the secret knowledge of the Banishing Rune. This is an Aether rune which is only to be used when the great dragon monarchs have overstepped their boundaries, which has never happened in the history of Dragonrún.

      I’m taking too long on this question. Maybe I should move on. But I do need to add one more bit, just in case the exam markers are expecting it:

      This rune can banish the dragons from Earth forever.

      I let out another long breath and turn the page.

      Finally, something more challenging:

      Which of these runes represents an Earth element?

      Below are five different runes, each with unique markings. Two are water runes because they have slightly wavy lines jetting across them. One rune has two dots on top, which usually denotes a fire element. I recognise another rune at once, having worked with it during one of last year’s practical classes. Its markings are distinctly representative of the air element. This leaves a final rune with two small horizontal lines crossing each other at an apex. I’ve seen similar-looking earth runes in the past, but had I not spent years studying, I might not have known.

      I circle this rune and turn the page.

      How many runes did the Dragon Queen (may she live for eons) give to humanity?

      This could be a trick question, so I write my answer with care.

      The Dragon Queen originally gifted us one thousand runes. However, over the centuries, runemakers have found that many of them do not seem to do anything. Scholars believe that these runes are effective—the Dragon Queen wouldn’t gift us broken runes—but that runemakers to date have failed to successfully harness their power. Others speculate that some of the runes choose when to activate and when to stay dormant.

      Currently, scholars believe that there are about four hundred runes in active circulation.

      This should be a satisfactory answer, but I dog-ear the page to revisit later if time allows. The next question asks me to scribe the best water rune to use on deep-sea fishing boats.

      Thankfully, I’m getting to the more serious questions. My body settles into its usual test-taking rhythm as I scribe the rune and turn the page to another challenging question.

      An hour passes, and without realising it, I’m on the final question. I’ve flown through the exam, and from what I can gather, I’m on track to achieve perfect marks.

      I smile to myself as I close the booklet. One step closer to becoming a High Council Runemaker.
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      The city is so much louder than I remember, though I say this every year upon my return. I’m not used to the crunch of wheels on gravel and the shouts of paper boys announcing the newest issue of Valkeyrie’s Whispers. Though I do make a mental note to pick up a copy later today.

      For a moment, my body forgets I’m not in the forest, and I move in silence, soft-footed and alert, as I wind through the maze of streets and alleys until I find the tiny jewellery shop tucked on the corner of an otherwise unremarkable street.

      One who is not a member of the Jarlton would never guess that this is the most highly regarded jeweller in all of Jorvik. The shop is housed within one of the oldest buildings of the city, likely built before our ancestors even arrived in this kingdom and made it their own.

      I go through a door painted deep emerald, the tiny shop bell jingling away as my entrance is made known to Mr Heraldson, the owner and lead jewellery designer. A formerly decorated warrior, his long grey hair is braided down to his waist, and his beard still sports the brown colours of his youth.

      I’ve been coming into his shop all my life, and the familiar scent of his favourite jasmine incense wafts into my nose, reminding me of those special moments when Mama would bring me in to design a necklace or a ring. Mr Heraldson would give me a piece of parchment to draw my ideas with, and sometimes he would even take them into account when creating his own jewellery for Mama.

      Mr Heraldson smiles when he sees me and motions me to his desk, which is covered in parchments with doodles of dozens of necklaces, rings, and bracelets. “Hello, ma’am, how can I help you?”

      His vacant expression is achingly familiar. He doesn’t remember me.

      Over the years, I’ve found it less awkward to introduce myself by name and let them remember on their own, rather than pretend to be a stranger and have it surface later. “Hello, Mr Heraldson,” I begin, plastering a smile to my face. “I’m here to design something for my sister, Astrid Gunnulf.”

      His eyes light up. “Oh, oh yes, I’m so sorry! You must be... Oh dear, Mae? I’m so sorry I didn’t recognise you. Did you change your hair?”

      “Yes, it’s a new style from the South,” I lie. It’s better to let people believe I’ve changed something about my appearance, rather than leave them to feel embarrassed that they’ve forgotten me. This makes it less awkward for everyone involved.

      I sit down and get to business. “I know it’s quite last-minute,” I say, taking out Grandfather’s talon pouch. “But I was wondering if we could request a rush order to be ready in time for the Choosing Ball?”

      I fish the talon out of the pouch and hand it to Mr Heraldson.

      He lifts his magnifying glass and inspects the talon closely. Then, he smiles with reverence. “This is an impressive piece. Do you see the rune carved here?” He points to a small inscription with two vertical lines crossing near their top. “If my memory from my academy days serves me, this strengthens one’s courage.”

      “A perfect description of my grandfather,” I reply with a grin. “He once tackled a sabre-tooth with his own hands.” Even all these years after his death, the family still brings up the story each Yuletide.

      He nods. “I remember meeting him once or twice. Many beads.” His eyes scan me for my own necklace, and I do my best to avert his gaze.

      “Would it make a good necklace for my younger sister’s debut?” I ask quickly before he comments on my lack of beads. “Perhaps with some amethyst on either side?”

      Mr Heraldson’s eyes go back to the talon. “Yes, the colour would suit amethyst. But I’m afraid it will be a pretty coin.”

      My stomach drops. “How much?”

      “At least one thousand penningars.” He sets down the talon. “For you, I’ll waive the rush fee.”

      I thank him, but inwardly, I want to cry. A thousand penningars? That’s more than my entire summer wardrobe.

      But I have to figure out something. She needs this necklace, and I’ll do whatever it takes to get it.

      My plan weaves itself together as I leave the shop and begin walking home.

      Spring cleaning is in full bloom amongst the Jarlton as they move into their summer homes. Many are surely throwing away last season’s furnishings, no matter how new and well-kept they are.

      A few years ago, Valkeyrie’s Whispers had done an entire article about the treasure one might find this time of year in the landfill just outside the city, with detailed interviews from Thrall children who spend this time of year poring through it.

      But, will I go to that extreme?

      The Choosing Ball is fast approaching, and I want to help Astrid in any way I can. And I’ve just flipped through this year’s fashion book, relishing the pictures of the newest and grandest styles.

      They seem so out of reach, unless…

      Slogging through a landfill for discarded items to resell can’t be so bad, can it? Not if it’s in the name of fashion.
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        * * *

      

      My relative invisibility amongst the Jarlton is going to be an advantage this afternoon. It’s a gloomy, rainy day, which gives me every excuse to wear the grey hooded cape that happens to cover the top half of my face from view. Nobody is going to notice me hopping onto the back of the rubbish wagon as it makes its way through the city.

      The landfill itself sits within a wide, mile-long trench cut into the land. Other rubbish wagons are already dumping their contents into either side of the trench, and the stench of rotting food makes me gag.

      Last evening, I sewed a face mask with a small pocket near the nose, just big enough to hold my herbal mixture. It’s quite a genius invention, and I put it on with a grin. Perhaps I can make a decent profit off the sales of these, assuming landfill explorations ever become a fashionable activity of the Jarlton.

      But as I begin my descent into the trench, the smell becomes unbearable, even with my mask. What was I thinking, coming here? Rubbish is piled high on either side as I reach the floor of the trench, which stretches ahead in a narrow, winding path. Seagulls are flapping about, fighting each other for a piece of mouldy bread and something else that appears to be a bloodstained bandage.

      I avert my eyes to something less disturbing, but this place doesn’t offer much comfort. All of the rubbish is piled on top of each other, mixed together in an amalgam of rot. One thing I didn’t consider about my not-so-genius plan was that I would actually have to touch all of this to find anything of any worth.

      It’s impossible to imagine that anything valuable is waiting for me at all. My heart sinks.

      No, Mae, you will not give up. I lift my chin in defiance of my own disgust, take a deep breath, gag a little from it, and begin sifting through an area of rubbish that doesn’t appear quite as rotten as the rest.

      Half an hour later, and I’m covered in brown grime. A mysterious green liquid is also dripping down the front of my cape. I’ve sifted through old clothes, broken chairs, toys, and objects that are so rotted I can’t discern what they are. Worst, though, is the broken glass. One of my fingers has only just stopped bleeding, and my panicked dizziness at the sight of the blood is still sending me spinning.

      But then, something pink catches my eye.

      Is that porcelain? I sift through the rubbish around it. The lamp slowly reveals itself, shiny and new. I pick it up and read the rune inscribed on its base.

      I don’t bother to hold in my squeal of joy. It’s a Dygðar, one of the most expensive and sought-after porcelain brands in the country. The Dragon Queen herself is said to own a few pieces. Its rune is scribed with pure gold ink by a former High Council runemaker.

      Miraculously, it bears no scratches, nor any hint of wear, despite its travels to the landfill. It only needs a good cleaning and polishing.

      I can’t believe my luck. In only half an hour rummaging through this colossal landfill, I’ve managed to find a rare piece that will easily fetch enough coin for not only Astrid’s necklace, but a dress or two for myself.

      “Thank you, Odin!” I shout gleefully to the sky as I dance around with the lamp. As if he hears me, the clouds above open to allow a golden morning light to come down onto my dirty face.

      A gruff cough sounds behind me. For a moment, in my enthralled state, I think it’s Odin’s reply, until I remember I’m not mad and spin toward the sound.

      A huge man is standing only a few yards away. My body buzzes as my fingers close around the handle of my replacement dagger. It sits dutifully in its holster at my waist, easy to reach in an emergency. Never had I expected, however, to use it while in Jorvik.

      “You’re bleeding,” he says, motioning toward my hand.

      I resist the urge to inspect my wound and instead keep my eyes locked on him. My muscles tense, ready to fight.

      No, judging by the size of him, I’ll definitely need to run. I risk a quick glance at my surroundings to see which would be the easiest way to get out of here, but we’re deep in the trench, and the only path out is behind him.

      The man’s eyes soften when he notices my abject terror. He lifts his palms. “I mean no harm,” he says. Keeping his hands lifted, he nods toward the lamp. “Seems like you found what you were looking for.”

      I swallow back my fear and straighten my spine. “Yes, I did. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” I say, motioning to the path behind him. “I’ll take my leave.”

      He raises his dark eyebrows, and the slightest smirk lights his tan face. His eyes are a startling green, juxtaposing his otherwise dark features. Sinewy muscle rounds out his bare arms. Why is he only wearing a vest on such a cool morning?

      Though, Mae, why would you complain about such a thing?

      His muscles are certainly something to behold, but then I come back to reality. We’re standing here, alone, in a dump. I’m bleeding and still covered in that mystery green liquid, all while holding a purloined pink lamp.

      And he has not yet revealed his reason for being here.

      “You should have worn gloves,” he says. His own are sewn with worn black leather and cut off at the fingers. “I have some rubbing alcohol.” He glances at a large satchel secured to the waistband of his trousers. “You should clean that up now, before disease creeps in.”

      He’s right, as much as I don’t want to admit it. Mama would be breathless with worry if she saw me now, and she would be rushing to treat me with all sorts of concoctions.

      But I still don’t trust this strange man. He seems to read my expression, because he lowers just one hand to unstrap the satchel from his waist and tosses it to the ground next to me.

      I set down the lamp and wordlessly open the bag. Sure enough, there’s some rolled bandage cloth and a vial of clear liquid labelled as alcohol ointment. I open the vial, and just in case, I sniff it. The biting smell of alcohol fills my nostrils. At least he’s probably not trying to poison me.

      I swallow back a wave of nausea as I clean my wound, keeping the man squarely in my line of sight. He stays still as a statue, but his eyes remain on me.

      “So why the lamp?” He asks.

      I can’t let this man know how valuable the Dygðar is, so I force a shrug. “Trying to summon a genie.”

      His eyes scan me blankly before a small flicker of a smile creases the edge of his lips. “Is your wish for a bath?”

      An unexpected and quite uninvited snort escapes me. I quickly try to cover it with a spew of words. “One must never underestimate the value of soap.” The ridiculous retort lingers in the pungent air.

      His gaze lingers out of the corners of my eyes as I wrap my hand and tie off the bandage. His gaze sends an unsettling jolt up my spine. “Thank you,” I mutter, closing the satchel and tossing it back to him.

      He leaves it on the floor beside his feet. My eyes drift up his legs and torso, to the unreadable expression on his face. Only now do I notice the dozens of beads strung on a necklace that almost reaches his stomach.

      I hold back a gasp. Rarely does one person sport so many beads. He must be a great warrior.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, wondering if I’ve heard of him.

      “Kael.” He pauses, as if he’s thinking about something serious, although I still can’t read his expression. “You?”

      I’ve never heard of anyone with such a name, let alone a famous warrior. What kind of person skulks through a landfill in broad daylight, with that many kill beads around his neck? My pulse quickens as my fingers return to my dagger.

      He blinks, waiting for my answer.

      There’s no way out, Mae, and he looks like a skilled killer. Then, I fight back a grin. But usually, these types of warriors lack brains.

      I’d once spent a summer reading about psychological tactics against one’s enemy. The best course for this situation is to let him get to know me and form a bond that will make him think twice if he suddenly decides he’d like to collect a new bead.

      “I’m Mae, daughter of Bjorn Gunnulf,” I say with a smile. “The researcher and historian. Have you heard of him?”
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The History of Dragonrun

866 AD:
The Great Heathen Army, a large Viking force, captures
York and establishes it as their capital. They rename it

954
Under threat of Anglo-Saxon siege, King Eric Bloodaxe
% calls upon the power of the Dragons. This cements Viking
rule in Jorvik and establishes its citizens as Valkeryns.

c. 1100:
Thanks to the Dragons, Jorvik has become a powerful city
and cultural hub. It is one of the first to establish a central
writing and records system. However, dissent rises among
the Valkeryns over the power the dragons wield.

1200:

After civil unrest and war with the South Lands of England,
the Dragon leader Fjornr crowns herself Queen of the
Valkeryns. She establishes Jorvik and its surrounding region as
the country of Dragonrin and bestows rune magic on select
humans. She marries a Valkeryn and grants him immortality as
a sign of everlasting connection between human and dragon.

1220: (AL
The first half-blood dragon is born to Queen Fjornr and her m
Valkeryn consort.
1240:

The first Choosing Ball takes place, in which the half-blood
royal selects a human of Dragonrtn to marry.

1240-1450:
Peace and prosperity reigns. New class systems begin
forming among the Valkeryn. The Thrall District is
built for the lower classes, while the upper classes
name themselves the Jarlton.

c. 1450:
After more dissent among the Valkeryns, Queen
Fjornr founds Rinaheim Academy, establishing a
clear path for any Dragonrun citizen to obtain and
work with rune magic.

1820 AD: Everything changes...
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A Dragonrun Vocabulary Primer
for our Revered Guests:

Dragonrun (dragon-RUNE): The country
of the Valkeryns, ruled by The Dragon
Queen (may she live for eons)

Jorvik (YOR-vik): The capital city of
Dragonrun

Fjornr (fy-OR-nir): The Dragon Queen
(may she live for eons)

Valkeryn (VAL-kuh-reen): The first
Viking citizens of Dragonrun

Jarl/Jarlton (yarl/yarl-ton): Jarls are
members of the upper society of
Dragonrun. The Jarlton is similar to the
South Lands of England’s societal “ton.”

Kjeerleik Games (sh-a-r-LEIK): Summer
season games in which Dragon suitors
compete to win extra time with the
Dragon Royal

Forhealdan (for-HAL-dan): Rebels against
Dragonrun
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