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Cast of Characters

Erik Stormson (he/him) — Captain of the Broken Raven. Once a raider, now a leader trying to protect without becoming what he hates.

Bjorn Ice-Eyes (he/him) — The quiet blade—cold, dark, and fiercely loyal. His burned arm forces him to fight smarter, not louder.

Naya of the Coree (she/her) — Scout, hunter, and the quickest mind in the pines. Fierce, practical, and unwilling to be named by enemies.

Astrid Shield-Daughter (she/her) — Axe, discipline, and grit. She holds the line when everyone else wants to run—and pays for it in private.

Baggi Broad-Shoulder (he/him) — Erik’s right hand and the crew’s anchor. Built like a door, stubborn as a mule, steady under fire.
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Naya of the Coree (she/her) — Scout, hunter, and the quickest mind in the pines. Fierce, practical, and unwilling to be named by enemies.

Astrid Shield-Daughter (she/her) — Axe, discipline, and grit. She holds the line when everyone else wants to run—and pays for it in private.

Baggi Broad-Shoulder (he/him) — Erik’s right hand and the crew’s anchor. Built like a door, stubborn as a mule, steady under fire.

Olaf Loudmouth (he/him) — Morale and mischief with a frying pan that should be illegal. He jokes through fear because silence feels like surrender.

David Redbeard (he/him) — A giant with an axe and a horn of ‘borrowed’ mead. He trades in names and paths—and never for coin.

Caleb Turner (he/him) — Settler of the Pines Settlement. He carries a faded blue ribbon keepsake and grief that turns into courage.

Chief Wren-Tail (he/him) — Leader of the Coree. Beads and patience. He watches before he speaks, and when he speaks, the forest listens.

Kano (he/him) — Coree war-leader and hunter. Sharp-eyed, fast, and not impressed by Vikings until they bleed for children.

Chayton (he/him) — Interpreter and bridge between tongues. He keeps peace with words—until words aren’t enough.

Leif (he/him) — Viking oarsman with a steady heart. He learns what it means to defend instead of raid—and chooses it.

Rook (he/him, ‘good boy’) — Gray-black, thick-coated Viking dog with a warrior’s instincts. He growls at wind and treats the crew like his pack.

Dylan (he/him) — Settler from the Pines; father of Finn. Forced to spy for the Salt Wolves to save his son. Grief and fear make him a weapon pointed at his own people.

Finn (he/him) — Dylan’s young son; held hostage by the Salt Wolves. The blue ribbon on his wrist becomes a leash that controls his father.

Jorund (he/him) — Young Viking oarsman repeatedly saved by Leif. Represents the crew members learning to survive together.

Toma (he/him) — Young Coree scout captured and caged by the Black Ribbon. His rescue sparks the final cove confrontation.

The Black Ribbon — Harrow’s elite scouts and enforcers—quiet, organized, frighteningly professional.
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Ash fell like the sky had given up and started dumping dirty snow. It stuck to everything - wet beards, wool seams, the cracks in their knuckles. It packed into the Broken Raven's bow too, gray grit filling every carved line, those clever eyes staring out at a sea pretending to be harmless, like it had never swallowed men whole.

Behind them, the river fort sagged like a black ribcage. Harrow's last men had screamed in the smoke. The last chain snapped. The last torch dropped, rolled, gave up, and died. They burned it until only bones were left. Some places don't deserve a second chance.

Victory’s a strong drink. Makes fools brave. Makes you stand taller, talk louder, believe the world has finally run out of punishments.

The coast heard their cheers and decided to remind them otherwise.

Dawn bled into gray. Fog tore itself into shreds. Out on the water, canvas snapped once - like a whip over a grave - and a black triangle of sail sliced through the light. Not drifting. Not here to save anyone.

Erik Stormson didn't speak at first. He only laid his palm on the carved bow, feeling old storm-scars in salt-stung wood. Then, low enough the sea had to strain to catch it, he said, "We burned Harrow. Now the sea wants its share."

A few men spat. Some crossed themselves, whatever way their mothers taught. Olaf Loudmouth squinted at the sail like it owed him coin.

"If that's a welcome party," Olaf said, "I'd like a word with the host. I prefer my deaths served with bread." He didn't blink at the sail. "And butter. I'm not a savage."

Rook - black and gray, thick as winter - rose from the sand, pretending he didn't care. The dog stared at the water and let out a growl. Not loud. Worse. Certain.

Astrid Shield-Daughter stepped up beside Erik, axe hanging easy, eyes locked on the sail. "If it comes close," she said, "we sink it."

Bjorn Ice-Eyes kept quiet. Burned arm wrapped tight, good hand resting on his blade. The fort's fire had marked him - skin pulled angry, every movement costing him. He didn't complain. Vikings rarely did. They bled, learned, and kept moving.

Naya of the Coree slipped out from the trees with Kano behind her, both moving like the woods taught them to keep secrets. Naya's eyes flicked from the sail to Erik, then she spoke through Chayton - cool, clipped, like law.

"When fog walks in daylight," Naya said, "no one travels alone." Her gaze returned to the sea. "The pines don't send gifts. They send warnings."

But the sail out there didn't move like a warning. It moved like a dare.

Seven days later, the coast was a different kind of battlefield.

No battle-lines. Just work that killed slower. Rope. Pitch. Timber. Bone-deep exhaustion. The Broken Raven sat higher on the beach than she ever should have, ribs braced with driftwood, keel scarred like a beast dragged from the surf. Still breathing - not ready.

Every run from ship to village cost sweat. Men hauled barrels. Coree hunters carried hides and silence. Settlers from the Pines drifted in pairs and trios, eyes hard, hands colder than the wind.

And always that itch - like someone was watching with a knife pressed to your spine.

One of the shore-ropes wore a knot too neat for tired hands—tight, even, sailor-perfect. None of Erik’s men had tied it.

Baggi Broad-Shoulder barked orders until his throat went raw. He'd been Erik's anchor through the fort, through the fire, through the desperate push to drag the ship above the tide. Baggi's strength wasn't for show. It was just true. Even truth cracks if you lean on it too long.

"Foot-math," Baggi grunted, nodding at the dunes. "Ship-math. If the tide takes her, she's gone. If wolves take one of us, they'll take ten."

Olaf stirred his pot with a dagger. "If the wolves want a taste, they can queue up like civilized killers." He raised his voice - he never could resist an audience. "Tell them we're serving stew. Mostly fish. Maybe boots. Depends what falls in."

A few men laughed. Some didn't. Laughing hurts when you've buried friends in ash.

Erik kept his eyes on the work and said, "We don't talk about the struggle. We just get the damn job done."

“They call us old,” Erik said. “They call us stubborn. Good. Stones don’t sprint—and they still break men.”

Another full day dragged by until the sun bled out and the last light ran thin across the tide-line.

They called them old. They called them stubborn, slow. The coast didn’t care what men called you—only what you could build before it took everything back.

Erik watched the beach like it might attack. Every rope was a gamble. Every knot a promise. Every man a name he refused to lose.

That's when he saw the stranger.

At the edge of the crowd, a man leaned on an axe like it was only a walking stick. He held a horn of mead in his other hand, as if storms were inconveniences, not gods. David Redbeard stood there with the bored patience of old iron and called out, dry as driftwood, "If you run inland, bring my cup."

Baggi's jaw set. "Who is he?"

"A problem," Astrid said.

"A solution," Olaf offered. "He looks like a man who knows where food's buried."

David sipped his mead like he'd heard them. "I know where all sorts of things are buried," he said. "Men. Secrets. Sense."

Erik stepped closer. "You've been drinking on my coastline for a week."

David's mouth twitched - not a smile, more like he'd remembered what smiling cost. "No," he said. "I've been drinking someone else's mead. I just happen to be doing it on your sand."

That landed wrong. Naya's eyes narrowed. Kano's hand drifted toward his knife.

“Talk,” Erik said. “Or walk back into the surf.”

David rolled the horn between his fingers. “I trade,” he said. “Not for coin. For names, for paths, for the kind of truth that keeps you breathing when the wind wants you gone.”

Baggi eyed him, already bracing for an answer he’d want to spit out. “And what do you want?”

David let his gaze drift past them—out to the dunes, the treeline, those places men pretended were safe. “A reason,” he said. “Why neat men keep leaving you gifts.”

Olaf barked a laugh. “Neat men? If any neat men come sniffing around my pot, I’ll whack them with an onion.”

David glanced at the stew. “Looks like you already have,” he said. “I can smell the fight.”

For a moment, the beach almost felt normal.

Then Rook growled again—louder this time—glaring at nothing, and making it count.

Erik followed the dog’s stare and spotted it: a strip of blue cloth, caught on a bent branch, flapping like a quiet surrender.

Caleb Turner’s hand went to the faded blue ribbon he kept for luck. He rubbed it between his fingers, like a prayer. “That... that’s ours,” he breathed.

Naya’s voice dropped low. “That’s bait.”

Bjorn’s good hand found his blade. “Then someone wants us to bite.”

Bjorn flexed his burned arm; the wrap pulled and the pain flashed bright—but his good hand still drew steel, steady as hate.

Erik stared at the ribbon, then at Olaf’s pot, then at the sea.

“Stay,” he said.

Olaf lifted his dagger like a ladle. “I knew it. We’re dying here.”

“No,” Erik said. “We’re living here. There’s a difference.”

David tilted his horn. “Bold words for a man sleeping in damp sand.”

Erik didn’t look at him. “I’ve slept in worse. I just didn’t call it a bed.”

Olaf barked a laugh. “That’s the spirit.”

Rook growled again—meaner—hair up along his spine.

Erik’s humor drained away.

“Baggi,” he said. “Put men on the dunes. Now.”

Baggi moved.

Erik picked up the ribbon and held it up so everyone could see the color.

“Bait,” Naya said.

“Good,” Erik answered. “We’ll choke on it together.”

Olaf reached for an onion.

Erik didn’t stop him. “If you throw that, throw it hard.”

Rook’s growl turned into one sharp bark—answering something unseen.

They were close enough to smell the stew.
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Chapter 2: The Knot That Wasn’t Theirs
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The morning hit hard—cold, gray, no mercy. Fog hugged the beach like a jealous dog, and the tide kept creeping back in, stubborn as ever, like it hadn’t already tried to drown them all.

Rope burned into their hands. Pitch stung their noses. The men leaned in, pushing at the timber, shoulders shaking with the effort. The Broken Raven sat too high up on the sand, ribs propped up with driftwood, keel scraped and battered like something that’d been yanked out of a monster’s mouth.

Baggi stalked up and down the lines. “Measure twice,” he barked. “Then measure again. Guess and you’re dead. Argue and you die tired.”

Olaf pointed out at the dunes. “If we run out of rope, we’ll measure by screaming. My scream’s always the same length.”

Astrid didn’t bother looking up. “Work.”

Olaf sniffed. “I am working. Working on my last words.”

Erik watched the crew more than the ship. Victory’s a strong drink. Makes men loud. Makes graves busy.

Suddenly a brace rope snapped—sharp, loud. The hull shuddered. A timber swung free, heavy as an axe.

Leif looked up at exactly the wrong time.

Baggi tackled him, driving him into the sand. The timber slammed down where Leif’s head had just been, thudding so hard it sent grit flying.

Baggi loomed over him. “Wake up. The ship won’t forgive you twice.”

Leif, pale, just nodded and grabbed the rope again. That was his apology.

Erik moved up, his hand on the wet wood, feeling the ribs tremble. Another rope groaned—pulled too tight, too fast. He followed it to the knot.

And stopped.

The fibers squeaked under his thumb—dry in a world of wet—like the knot had never touched saltwater.

It was too perfect. Sailor-clean. Even. Tight, like someone with dry, steady hands had tied it.

Nobody here had dry hands.

He didn’t call it out. Just looked up to the dunes.

Astrid’s lookout flashed two fingers.

Movement.

A shadow slid along the ridge—low, careful, patient.

Then gone.

Leif swallowed beside him. “Captain... are we raiding anyone?”

Erik kept his eyes on the ridge. “We’re surviving. If we trade, we trade. If we fight, we fight.” He finally glanced at Leif. “But we don’t start by robbing folks who didn’t throw us in the sea.”

The trees parted. Chayton stepped out, Kano right behind, eyes scanning everything—the ropes, the tools, the men—like he was measuring how long until hunger made someone stupid enough to try something.

Naya followed, calm as a drawn blade. She didn’t bother hiding. Somehow, that made it worse.

Her gaze drifted from ship to men to Olaf’s pot. Her nose wrinkled.

Olaf raised his spoon. “Breakfast. Soup. Also a warning.”

Chayton translated.

“Fish,” Astrid said.

“Was fish,” Olaf corrected. “Now it’s strategy. If wolves steal again, we fill sacks with rocks and let them haul their own misery home.”

Baggi grunted. Maybe that was approval.

Erik pulled a blue ribbon from his tunic.

“My dog found this on the dunes.”

Caleb Turner stepped forward, like the ribbon had hooked him right in the chest. He wore his own faded strip around his wrist, worn thin as prayer. “Pines Settlement,” he whispered. “That’s theirs.”

Naya spoke, her words clipped. Chayton’s voice tightened. “She says the pines don’t send gifts. That means someone’s hunting.”

Kano spoke fast, flat.

Chayton swallowed. “If you come to the village, you come with a few. And you come empty-handed. No steel.”

Astrid lifted her chin. “We don’t walk unarmed.”

Naya’s reply came cold as law. “Then you don’t walk in.”

Bjorn shifted, the wrap on his burned arm pulling, pain flashing quick and sharp. He didn’t flinch. Just set his stance, blade hand steady.

Erik raised a hand. “Small group. Honest.” He pointed. “Bjorn. Chayton. Caleb. Astrid—two on the dunes. Baggi, you stay.”

He looked at Olaf. “You cook. If I come back in one piece, I want something hot that doesn’t taste like regret.”

Olaf sniffed. “Regret’s a seasoning. You lot just can’t handle flavor.”

Naya turned. “You follow,” Chayton said. “The dog stays.”

Rook barked, offended.

Erik knelt, scratched his ears. “Guard the ship. No heroics.”

Rook sneezed. Close enough to yes.

They headed inland. Sand gave way to pine needles. The wind faded to hush. The world went quiet—wrong quiet.

The village sat under the trees, smoke low, eyes everywhere. It wasn’t a place that wanted attention. It was a place that survived by not being noticed—and it watched them like they were a firebrand carried too close to dry thatch.

Chief Wren-Tail waited in the open with a pipe in his hand. Beads and feathers moved when the wind remembered to breathe. He looked at Erik the way a man looks at a storm cloud—without fear, but without trust either.

He spoke. Chayton translated.

“The sea tossed you here. The forest didn’t ask for you.”

Erik dipped his head. “We won’t stay long.”

Wren-Tail’s gaze landed on the ribbon. His jaw went tight. He spoke again, harder.

Chayton’s voice dropped. “He says the ribbon calls wolves.”

Erik felt a cold settle behind his ribs.

Wren-Tail turned and walked three steps to a post at the edge of the clearing. On it hung a string of small bones and shells—wind-chimes for the dead. A strip of blue cloth was tied beneath them. Fresh.

Not an accident.

An answer.

Wren-Tail pulled a knife from his belt—stone, not steel—and cut the ribbon free. He didn’t throw it. He set it on the ground like it might bite.

Then he spoke again. Short. Sharp.

Chayton swallowed before he translated. “He says there are rules. Winter rules. Vetr-lög. Not suggestions.”

Erik frowned. “Winter’s not here.”

Naya’s
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