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			Dedication

			To the One Who stands with us in the darkness and helps us endure the trials in this world

			To my mother and father, who demonstrated perseverance and how to stay the course. 

			To my beloved Holly, who stands strong at my side in the midst of life’s storms.

		

	
		
			The Awakening 

			Sleek and elegant, in both form and motion, the longship sliced through the glistening waters, heading upriver in the golden morning light.  Propelled through the strength of twenty warriors laboring at the oars, plying the water in a rhythmic unison, the vessel advanced deeper into the lands of Ulstara. 

			Standing near the prow, where a wolf’s head carved in wood bared its fangs menacingly at anything in the longship’s path, Ragnar Stormbringer gazed at the wondrous sights revealed by the dissipating, early morning mist.  A touch of the pre-dawn chill yet clung to the air, lending a crisp edge to each intake of breath.   

			The broad river glittered bright, meandering through a verdant landscape of rolling terrain cloaked in lush green.  Ragnar would not have been surprised if it was said that a giant emerald girded the bountiful greenery spanning to the horizons all around him. 

			At Ragnar’s side, ears perked upright, Silverlight peered toward the northern shoreline.  Named for the hue of his fur, the large, wolfish dog wagged his tail excitedly, looking eager to explore the rugged wilderness beckoning from close proximity. 

			Reaching down, Ragnar ruffled the dog’s fur, just behind the ears. “Had enough of seafaring for a while, is it?” 

			Silverlight titled his head up to Ragnar and gave a playful whine in response.  

			“I would say that is an unmistakable yes,” Ragnar replied, chuckling in amusement at his four-legged companion.  

			“I think we are all ready to set foot on the ground of Ulstara,” Thorsalla stated, from where she stood to Ragnar’s other side. 

			In the radiant sunlight, her flowing, auburn locks had a fiery cast to their edge, where a smattering of loose strands lifted and billowed in the light breezes.  Resting her hands on the top strake of the longship, she had a look of ease on her face.  

			“Surely, we do not have much farther to go,” Ragnar said. 

			Thorsalla shook her head.  “Thorulf’s settlement is not far.”

			“Your brother had better be well-supplied in meat and mead, or at least ale,” Ragnar told her with a broad grin.  “We have twenty-six warriors, who will be in great need of food and drink when we arrive.”

			“His settlement is not small, and this is a land of abundance,” Thorsalla replied.  “More from the north come here to settle and raid each year.” 

			“It is a good thing they have so many kings, from what you have told me of this land,” Ragnar said, the grin lingering on his face.  “It would seem that none of them are strong enough on their own to drive us out.”

			“Most are petty men, and easy enough to trod on,” Thorsalla said.  “Only a few have enough strength and willpower to cause concern.”

			“Are not the lands of one of those stronger kings close to your brother’s settlement?” Ragnar asked.

			Thorsalla nodded. “Thorulf has that king’s blessing and enjoys his favor.  My brother is adept at trade and would do nothing to endanger his bond with this king.  He is no fool.  Alliance is to his advantage.”

			“That is good to know,” Ragnar said, nodding in appreciation.  “It sounds like your brother possesses some good wisdom.”

			“More than I,” Thorsalla replied with a light laugh.  “My blood runs far too hot within my veins, to take on a life in a settlement.”

			Ragnar nodded again, smiling back to her. “That I understand, all too well.”

			Thorsalla patted the hilt of the sword in the sheath at her hip.  Once the sword of a king, she had gained the new weapon in the recent war across the waters to the east.  “Besides, Dragonfang has a thirst for blood that can never be slaked, while living in a settlement. I am sure Raven Caller is little different in nature.”

			Ragnar grinned at the mention of his war axe.  “It does have a thirst that begs to be quenched.  It is fortunate there are more than enough scum in this world to satisfy it.” 

			“You are far more restrained than I,” Thorsalla replied with another laugh, as a stronger gust of wind coursed through her hair and whipped her long locks about.  “The feel of an enemy’s blood on my face ... that I have spilled in battle ... is ecstasy.”  

			Taking the sight of Thorsalla in, Ragnar savored the moment.  Untamed, with a wild streak that made her unpredictable, Thorsalla possessed a zeal for living that inspired him.  

			Each morning, Thorsalla began the day without assuming that she would still be drawing breath when night fell.  She embraced danger and the fragile nature of life. 

			A warrior that Ragnar would never hesitate to have at his side in battle, Thorsalla displayed a fierce passion in everything she did, whether cutting down enemies, drinking mead, or indulging in the heat of physical attractions. 

			“If I could see your thoughts now,” Thorsalla stated, looking back to Ragnar and meeting his eyes.

			“I am admiring a warrior who holds my respect, and my trust,” Ragnar replied, in a tone of sincerity. 

			“Do you seek to flatter me, Ragnar Stormbringer?” Thorsalla replied, merrily, though he could sense that she was moved by his open admission.  “You should know well by now, that not even you can tame me.”

			“That, I do know,” Ragnar responded, rumbling with laughter.  

			“Then again, I do not think there are any that could tame you,” Thorsalla said, giving him a jovial grin, before turning back to look at the passing landscape.  

			Ragnar turned his own gaze to the sights of Ulstara.  Looking beyond the northern embankment of the river, he stared at the dense forest covering the rolling land.  

			He had little doubt that more than one set of eyes had long since gained sight of the longship gliding along the waters of the river on its westward course.  Stealth was not something Ragnar, Thorsalla, and the other warriors were attempting to maintain.  They wanted no mistaking of their presence while approaching her brother’s settlement. 

			Turning his head, Ragnar looked down the length of the ship, to where Asmund manned the rudder at the stern. Catching his gray eyes, Ragnar nodded to the other man, and Asmund gave him a nod of acknowledgment in return.

			The band of warriors that had come west with Ragnar and Thorsalla were a veteran bunch, well-skilled in fighting and in traveling on land or sea.  

			Many, like Lokken, Talkas, and Ulfdan, had been with Ragnar in the far north, prior to the war just concluded to the east.  

			In the depths of a frigid winter, they had endured a harrowing series of events together.  That trial involved an enormous horde of wolves roving the lands of a deceitful jarl, the creatures massacring entire homesteads and holding an entire populace in terror.  

			The wolves had been summoned and led by one man thirsting for vengeance; a man who had the ability to transform into a wolf-headed monstrosity.

			It was there, after the wicked jarl met with long overdue justice, that Thorsalla had suggested journeying to Ulstara.

			In the past, Ragnar and Thorsalla had ventured together to the large island just north of Ulstara, where they had overcome tremendous odds to survive a malevolent deity’s wrath, in the lands of the Petranni.  Afterward, they had journeyed back north.  

			Steeped in myth and lore, the massive island of Ulstarra represented unexplored territory for Ragnar, in addition to nearly all of the warriors on the ship with him.  Only Thorsalla had set foot in Ulstara before, having visited her brother when he had first established his settlement, on the riverbank they were now traveling along.

			First, Ragnar, Thorsalla, and the other warriors had partaken in the war fleet of a king, traveling to lands across the sea channel to the east. There, becoming part of a greater force, they had prevailed in battle against a much larger army, ethereal adversaries, and nightmarish monstrosities.

			In the aftermath of the war, Ragnar, Thorsalla, and twenty-four seasoned warriors decided to cross the waters to the west, to venture together into the mystical isle where so many people of the north had begun settling. 

			Once they left the coast, a steady wind filled the single, square sail of the longship.  The propitious wind allowed the warriors to conserve their strength, and they reached the shores of Ulstara without incident.  

			Thorsalla had then guided them to the mouth of the Maiden River, where they turned inland and headed west.

			A short distance upriver, they found a suitable place to camp for the night.  At the break of dawn, rested and refreshed, they had started out for Thorulf’s settlement, intending to reach it well before nightfall.

			Listening to the splashes of oars striking the water in near unison, his face cooled by the breezes, Ragnar fell into an extended silence.  Silverlight padded over to the other side of the vessel, taking interest in another sight on the opposite bank.  

			They traveled for a couple more leagues, navigating a few bends in the river.  As the day dragged onward, Ragnar began to wonder if Thorsalla might have forgotten how far the settlement truly was.  

			With the sun approaching its midday zenith, they came to another bend in the river, and the settlement finally came into view.  

			The sight of it brought no joy to those on the longship.  Rather, the unfolding view caused dismay and spurred an immediate wariness among the warriors.  

			Very little remained standing of what had once been a fairly sizeable settlement.  Piles of ash and other debris marked the positions of homes, workshops, storage buildings, and even pens. 

			The settlement had been thoroughly ransacked and burned to the ground.  There was no sign of anyone, and a pensive disquiet hovered over the entire area. 

			“An abomination,” Thorsalla muttered, with the edge of a growl.  A fierce intensity burned within her eyes, as she stared at the devastation.

			“Not what I expected to see,” Ragnar remarked, taking Raven Caller out from the loop in his belt.  

			Spreading his hands into a wide grip on the haft, he eyed the destruction carefully.  Nothing smoldered, and not a single wisp of smoke could be seen in the air.  Any fires had long since died, telling Ragnar that the sacking of the buildings had not taken place very recently. 

			“We go ashore!” Ragnar called out.  

			Toward the back, the warrior overseeing the rowers, Ulfdan, called out orders to change their course.  The men at the oars responded at once, swinging the vessel from the middle of the river and towards the northern bank.

			The longship glided in smoothly, its momentum taking the vessel onto the shore and lodging it in place, on solid ground.  

			Grabbing the top strake with his left hand, and holding Raven Caller in his right, Ragnar jumped up and over the side of the ship.  His boots landed heavily in the soft mud below, sending up a loud splash.

			Thorsalla followed just behind, with a graceful leap that had her landing to his right.  A moment later, Silverlight hurtled over the side, to land in the shallow water close in back of Ragnar. 

			Behind them, the others were disembarking likewise, weapons in hand, creating a torrent of splashes.  Spreading out at the edge of the settlement, the warriors moved inward, approaching the first of the destroyed buildings.  

			Reading what he could from impressions in the scorched ground, a battle had taken place, involving a large number of combatants.  Yet there were no bones, corpses, or remains of any kind to be seen.  Neither were there any signs of pyres or burial pits.  

			“I doubt strongly that no one fell in battle here,” Ragnar said, continuing to eye the ground.  “All of the bodies were taken away.  Had they been left for scavengers, we would find some remnants here ... at least a few stripped bones.”

			“I agree,” Thorsalla said, her face clouding in anger, pacing slowly through the midst of the destroyed settlement.  The sun gleamed bright off Dragonfang, gripped firm in her right hand.  

			Ragnar eyed a broad host of tracks leading out from the settlement toward the forest. “A large number of individuals went this way, but they moved with a shuffling, heavy step, marring the tracks through dragging their feet.” 

			“A few others went this way,” Thorsalla said, from off to his left, crouching low to the ground.  “These are firm impressions, made from running.” 

			“Survivors, I would think,” Ragnar said.  “Some may have escaped the fighting.” 

			“That would be my guess,” Thorsalla replied, glancing back to Ragnar. 

			Silverlight padded alongside Ragnar, sniffing fervently at the ground.  Whining, the dog stood still, staring in the direction that the mass of shambling tracks went.  Then, hackles rising, he gave a few sharp barks. 

			“What is it?” Ragnar asked, sensing great agitation in the dog.  “Did you discover something?”

			Gripping the haft of his axe tighter, Ragnar took another few steps forward, walking alongside the broad column of tracks.  Silverlight barked again, at a faster cadence than before.  

			Discerning a warning in the dog’s tone, Ragnar looked back to Silverlight.  Hackles remaining up and ears flattening back a few times, the dog whined nervously.

			“He definitely does not want you to follow those tracks,” Thorsalla remarked, walking over toward them.  

			When she reached the tracks, she squatted to get a closer look at them.  A frown came to her face as she examined the marks. 

			“I share your dog’s caution,” Thorsalla remarked after a few heartbeats, in a low voice. 

			“What could it be?” Ragnar said.  “They are human tracks, and not those of beasts.  That much we can tell.” 

			Thorsalla looked up to him. “They have the appearance of human tracks, but as you have said, these are heavy, dragging steps ... and the others were fleeing from something.  This was no common attack by raiders or warriors.  There is a deeper mystery to this.”

			“A choice looms before us,” Ragnar declared, striding back toward Thorsalla and Silverlight.  

			Looking relieved at Ragnar’s return, the dog wagged his tail vigorously.  Padding up to Ragnar, Silverlight took up a position at his side.

			“We follow those who fled, pursue these stranger tracks, or we seek out the people of this land,” Thorsalla said, rising up and meeting Ragnar’s blue-eyed gaze.  “Those are our choices.  But if the people of Ulstara were involved in what happened to this settlement, I swear to you that Dragonfang will guzzle upon their blood.”

			Though she displayed a hardened look on her face, Ragnar could still see the rage simmering in her light gray eyes.  He did not have to ask to know that her thoughts centered on Thorulf and whether he had survived the razing of the settlement.  

			“Raven Caller will become intoxicated on their blood if that is so,” Ragnar stated firmly.  

			“Then it may be best to see what we can learn from the people here,” Thorsalla replied evenly.  “Then, we can decide whether the blades of your axe and my sword will drink together.”

			Rejoining the others, who had found nothing else of significance, they found a flattened path leading away from the demolished settlement.  Seeing the furrows of wagon tracks carved into the ground, Ragnar judged that the path led to the people they sought, whether they dwelled in a homestead, larger settlement, or stronghold.  

			After leaving eight men behind, to guard the longship under the command of Asmund and Ulfdan, Ragnar and Thorsalla took the lead of the rest, marching on the path in a loose column.  

			The settlement fell away behind them as they entered the forest encompassing it.  Under the boughs of leafy trees, the air had a cooler touch, and his nostrils filled with the loamy scents of the surrounding woods.  

			Birds sang merrily from high branches, and the sun filtering through breaks in the canopy dappled the scenery in resplendent streaks of light.  Their footsteps made little noise on the well-trodden path, and the chirruping of insects serenaded their passage from both sides.  

			Ragnar maintained a high level of wariness, even though he sensed no immediate threats.  The pathway curled a little more southward, diverging further from the direction that the shuffling tracks headed in.

			Given the well-traveled look of the pathway, Ragnar doubted it would be long before they came upon a homestead or village of some kind.  He did not expect to encounter much trouble from any brigands or outlaws that might be skulking about in the woods.  Rogues tended to seek easy prey, and most avoided challenging bands of strong-looking, well-armed warriors. 

			The band of eighteen warriors moved quietly enough that a badger trundled right across their path, just a few strides ahead of Ragnar.  Startled at the approaching humans, the burly little creature scuttled into the underbrush and vanished from sight.  

			After the warriors proceeded another league, the woods came to an end at the threshold of a sprawling tract of open ground.

			    Drawing to a halt, Ragnar took in the broad view before him. A long stretch of gently sloping ground lay in front of them, leading into a large expanse of cleared land, containing fields, pasturage, and a fortified settlement; a rath.

			An earthen embankment and ditch surrounded a cluster of squat, circular huts, all crowned with thatched roofs of a broad, conical profile.  There were a few pens for livestock, most of them empty, save for one with a few head of cattle, and another with a small passel of hogs.

			Both outside and inside the ramparts, many people in plainer garb were going about their daily tasks, men and women alike.  Some labored in the fields, while others tended a flock of small, brown sheep grazing within an area to the right of the rath.  

			Children’s laughter carried faintly through the air, coming from a batch of little boys and girls chasing each other about the huts.  A few dogs
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